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Abstract

Keywords

After originating in China, the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the world. Italy
was the next country severely hit by the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic,
before the rest of Europe and the world. As Italy struggled to cope with this
mounting crisis, China seized the momentum through an aggressive mix of public
diplomacy, aid support and disinformation activities. By helping ltaly, China
pursued three goals: transforming its weaknesses in strengths by shifting the
narrative over its handling of the COVID-19 crisis; promoting its management of
the situation as the proof of the strength of its governance model; showing to the
Italians, the Europeans and the world how Italy was benefitting from being a
member of the Belt and Road Initiative. China’s activism in Italy prompted reaction
from the United States, and the COVID-19 strained relations between the two
superpowers even further. While the idea that a new Cold War is brewing might
be far-fetched, the relations between the two are now less and less cooperative.
This increasing competition will also impact Italy’s diplomatic freedom of action
vis-a-vis China — a trend that is not set to change as the new J.Biden
administration takes over in the United States, as his approach to China is likely to
be less erratic and more consistent, but hardly softer than Trump’s China policy.

Italy, China, United States, Covid-19, Belt and Road Initiative, multipolarity, great
power politics

HasBaHue
cTaTtbu

AHHOTauuA

COVID-19 1 amepukaHo-KuTanckoe conepHU4ecTBo: npumep Vranum

BosHukHyB B KuTae, naHgemua COVID-19 pacnpoctpaHunack no Bcemy Mupy.
Wtanua okasanacb crniegytollen nocrne Kntas Hanbonee 3aTpOHYTOW BCMbILLIKON
nangemun COVID-19 cTpaHoM No cpaBHEHMIO C OCTalNbHbIMK CTpaHaMmn EBponbl 1
mupa. B ycnosusix, koraa tanua ¢ Tpydaom crnpaensinacb C pacTyLUen yrposon,
Kutanm Bocnonb3oBanicsd MOMEHTOM, NMPUMEHUB FPEMYYYID CMECb U3 NyOGrnn4YHON
avunnomaTtuu, nomowm mn gesvmHdopmauuun. OkasbiBass nomoulb Wtanum, Kntan
npecregosarn Tpy Lenu: NpeBpaTTb CBOW criabble CTOPOHbI B CUIbHbIE, UIBMEHMB
OUCKYPC O CBOMX METOAAax PELLUEHMSI KOPOHaBUPYCHOrO Kpuauca; NpeacTaBuUTb
KnTanmckyto mogernb 6opbbbl C anngemMuen kak gokasaTenbCTBO 3h(EKTMBHOCTU
CBOEN CUCTEMbl [OCYOAPCTBEHHOrO  yMpaBrieHus;  MNpPOAEMOHCTPUpOBaTh
uTanbsHUaMm, OpyrMMm eBpornenuam, Wu BCEMYy MUpYy BCe MpenMmyLlecTBa
utanbsHckoro yyactma B «MHuumatuee [Mosica u MyTtuy». AkTmBHOCTb Kutasa B
Wtanun cnposoumpoBana OTBETHYK peakuuto co cTopoHbl CLUA, n naHgoemus
COVID-19 ewe cunbHee oboctpuna n 6e3 Toro HenpocTble OTHOLUEHUS MeXady

* Dario Cristiani (Italy) is a Senior Fellow at Instituto Affari Internazionali, Rome, and at German Marshall
Fund, Washington D.C.

Hapuno Kpuctnanu (WUtanust) — ctapmunii HaydHBIA COTpYAHUK MHCTUTYTa MEXTYHAPOJHBIX OTHOIIEHUN (Prm)
n @onpga Jx.Mapmania (BamuHrToH).
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OBYMS cBepxgep)xaBaMu. XOTs MNpeanoniokXeHust O HEKOEN HOBOW «XOJTO4HOWN
BOMHE», BO3MOXHO, MpexaeBpeMeHHbl, B3anmmooTHoweHus KHP w CLUA
CTaHOBATCA BCE MEHEE KOHCTPYKTMBHbIMKW. OBOCTpeHME aMepuKaHO-KUTamCKoro
COMEpHMYECTBA TaKXKe OrpaHuMunT AMnnomaTuyeckyto cBobogy MaHeBpa [Anis
Wtanun B oTHoweHnn Knutasa. 3ta TeHaeHumMsa BpsiA N USMEHUTCH C NPUXOO0M K
Bnactu B CLUA HoBom agmuHuctpaumm [x.BangeHa: xoTsa ero nonutuka no
OTHoLueHuto Kk Kutato 6yaet meHee xaoTuyHon n 6onee nocnenoBaTenbHOM, OHa
BpSiA N okaxkeTcsa bonee msarkon, yem npu O.Tpamne.

KnioueBble Wtanusa, Kutan, CLWA, COVID-19, «MHuumatmea MNMosica un MNMyTtn», mMHorononsip-
crnosa HOCTb, MONUTUKA BENUKNX OepXaB

l. Introduction

In January 2020, news concerning a mysterious viral outbreak spreading across
central China’ started hitting the headlines globally. Soon, China began to introduce a
number of draconian measures to limit the epidemic. Initially, Beijing was somehow
reluctantly admitting the actual nature and scale of the disease outbreak. It remained
unclear to what extent this was due to China’s unawareness of what was actually going
on or to its intent to hide something.

However, as reports from China about the actual scale of this emerging threat were
becoming more detailed and the pandemic started spreading worldwide, it became
obvious that the world was about to face an actual global phenomenon, with a significant
potential for disruption. Indeed, the pandemic has caused one of the worst economic
crises in contemporary history and may catalyse a number of geopolitical shifts.

Many observers referred to this epidemic-turned-pandemic outbreak as a “black
swan” — “an unpredictable or unforeseen event, typically one with extreme
consequences”, a concept popularised by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his famous book
“The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable.”

Precisely like a black swan, a type of animal that exists in nature but is somewhat
unique or, rather, is extremely rare, these types of event occur, once in a while, refuting
any statistical logic and probabilities. However, while it is indisputable that the COVID-19
pandemic is an event with extreme consequences, whether it was an entirely
“‘unpredictable or unforeseen” calamity remains open to debate.

Taleb himself criticised this view, insisting that such an event was “wholly

predictable... a white swan if ever there was one”.® At the early stages of the pandemic

outbreak, he also urged governments to “to kill it in the egg”.*

Indeed, the World Health Organisation (WHO) and other international institutions
have warned for years about the risks of a pandemic outbreak. For instance, in
September 2019, the Global Preparedness Monitoring Board (GPMB) openly
admonished about the odds of a global pandemic, stressing that the world was
“‘dangerously” underprepared to cope with such an emergency and that these risks were
growing sharply.’

The hyperconnected nature of the current global system favoured the global spread
of this disease before anyone could realise what was happening, and this dynamic made
the pandemic a truly globalised emergency.

Following China, a number of other countries started to be hit by the virus.
Rumours started to emerge that Iran was heavily hit by the pandemic as well. China’s
neighbours immediately started to feel the heat, given their connections with the giant
neighbour state. In America, the first case of Coronavirus was recorded on 20 January: a

82



man in the state of Washington, returning from Wuhan, was infected with coronaviruses.
The infected man, 30 years old, a resident of Snohomish County, developed symptoms
after returning on 15 January from a trip to the region where the outbreak began.®

On January 17, 2020, the international airports of New York, Los Angeles, and San
Francisco started screening passengers arriving from China. A few days later, Atlanta
and Chicago also began to carry out more thorough checks on travellers. In those
weeks, the U.S. National Security Council’'s office on pandemics monitoring and
prevention started to receive detailed intelligence reports outlining how the virus could
have spread through the United States, with indications about possible lockdowns and
city closures.” Yet, the United States did not take early action. By late March, the
pandemic hit the country heavily, making it the hardest hit in the world. However, among
Western countries, Italy was the first to be dramatically hit by the virus, a few weeks
earlier than the United States and other European countries.

Il. Italy, China and the pandemic

Next to China, Italy soon became the hardest-hit country in the world, just before
the pandemic turned genuinely global. By early March when cases started to increase
exponentially, it became apparent that Italy was going to face once of the most
significant challenges of its national history. The President of the Republic, Sergio
Mattarella, openly compared the post-COVID-19 period to the period faced by ltalians
after WWII:® a clear indication of how significant this challenge was as perceived by the
Italians.

The crisis quickly acquired a multifaceted nature: it was not a mere sanitary
emergency anymore, but became a political, institutional, economic, security, and even
psychological emergency, with the entire Italian national territory in lockdown for weeks.
As the first liberal democracy being hit by the pandemic, Italy had to strike a balance
between public health concerns, economic problems, security and freedoms, showing
how difficult it can be to impose restrictive public health measures in liberal-democratic
contexts.’

Against this backdrop, China immediately assumed high relevance, on the one
hand, as the country where this global emergency started and, on the other hand, as one
of the most active and vocal countries in coming to Italy’s rescue. As the crisis was
unfolding globally, China launched a massive information campaign to shift the narrative,
with a two-fold aim: magnifying the virtues of its management of the situation and
spreading doubts on the actual origin of the pandemic.”® This came after Chinese
President Xi Jinping called for a “people’s war” against the virus to help to manage the
threat domestically.” Internationally, China felt it was under the West propaganda attack
both on this and on a number of other issues.'

As the containment measures to deal with new cases of COVID-19 on its territory
started having some effects, China embarked in a sort of global information war, trying to
turn what was its weakness into a potential strength and using the know-how that Beijing
built to cope with this pandemic and used as a sharp tool of sanitary diplomacy and soft
power. In those days, all European countries rejected Italy’s call for help, to the extent
that the Italian ambassador to the EU officially admitted that Italy was left alone in a lack
of solidarity among European countries.” The images of the United States getting
much-needed COVID-19 test kits transported into the U.S. by military plane added to the
frustration of the Italian people.™

Against this backdrop, China wanted to highlight how it stepped in to help. Beijing
tried to push the narrative that, while historical allies were turning their backs toward
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Rome, Beijing was instead ready to act. In a Facebook post “Beijing asks Chinese
companies to send respirators and masks immediately to Italy”, published in the account
of the Chinese Embassy in Rome on March 10, 2020, the Chinese government
announced its readiness to do “its part as a sign of deep thanks to Italy for helping the
country in times of need”. Following a telephone conversation between Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi and his Italian counterpart Luigi Di Maio, China supplied lItaly with lung
ventil?stors, masks, including high-tech ones, protective suits and swabs for coronavirus
tests.

The message was that China decided to “donate” these materials to Italy. However,
the reality was slightly different: only a small part was donated, while Italy purchased the
rest.'® In parallel, the Italian Red Cross was also in touch with the Chinese Red Cross,
and, on March 12, the Chinese Red Cross medics arrived. Interestingly enough, while in
Italy, they made no mystery of their opinions regarding how Italy was dealing with the
pandemic in the wrong way, saying that measures were not “severe enough”."’

China grabbed the occasion to turn this non-governmental dynamic into a public
relations stunt by arranging a charter of “China Eastern Airlines” that was allowed to pass
as a “humanitarian flight”, despite the ban for over flights from China. The arrival of this
delegation, attended by the Chinese Ambassador, Li Junhua, was followed by the live
streaming from Rome’s Fiumicino airport.'

The picture of Chinese doctors coming to the rescue was compelling. These
images, as well as the Facebook posts described above and many other public
diplomacy activities, were widely shared on Italian social media sphere. These images
came immediately after the news of Germany, France, and other European countries
having acted selfishly. The comments of many ordinary Italians were highly critical of
Italy’s historical allies. It is hardly surprising that in those weeks there were mounting
anti-European feelings in Italy and the hashtag #ltalexit featured regularly featuring on
ltalian social media."®

For many ltalians, the fact that European countries did eventually come to help, in
the following weeks, was not very significant and did not change much. Many users were
celebrating the Chinese efforts instead. Meanwhile, Chinese actions were more and
more assuming the form of proper disinformation war waged through a host of social
media accounts officially linked to China.?’ China even tried to support a narrative that
questioned the actual origin of the virus by suggesting, for instance, that is was a result
of an American experiment, disseminating articles of conspiracy websites,?' or promoting
the idea that there were suspicious cases of pneumonia in Italy related to COVID-19
already in November 2019.%

In the following days, this public diplomacy offensive continued, with the use of not
only social media but also more traditional channels, and fake news openly spread.
Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson, Hua Chunying, posted a video on Twitter
saying that Italians were chanting “Grazie, Cina!” (“Thank you, China”) as the Chinese
anthem was being played out in Rome.?®

The Chinese approach towards ltaly in the wake of the pandemic was actually
driven by three major motivations. First, China saw an opportunity to take advantage of
the emerging rift between Italy and its historical European and transatlantic allies and the
mounting rage of the population for what the Italians perceived as a lack of European
solidarity. By taking advantage of these dynamics Beijing wanted to increase its level of
public and political engagement with Italy.

As for the European Union, China has neither an immediate interest nor a strategic
interest in weakening the EU as an entity and a union, at least in the same way as other
countries do. A united Europe is not perceived as a direct and urgent security threat to
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China. Still, the problems and disagreements between ltaly and its European allies on
how to handle the pandemic provided China with an excellent opportunity to shift the
narrative: China, thus, transformed from the being the country where the pandemic
started, partly due to the initial inaction, to the country that came to the rescue of
developed countries suffering from the same problems and offered solutions, much
needed biomedical support and especially know-how.

Second, China tried to promote solutions abroad based on what it did to manage
the problem at home. By doing so, China was promoting and popularizing its model of
governance. Some in ltaly stressed how much the Chinese model was successful and
efficient, suggesting that Italy should follow the same steps to cope with the pandemic.?*

For China, whether a country — in this case, Italy — would actually follow these
steps is not of principal importance per se. For Beijing, in order to build, little by little, step
by step, its potential for global governance, it is essential that its model is taken into
consideration and that there is a narrative suggesting that China’s model can be
successful. This is even more relevant as the U.S. leadership showed how unprepared it
was to deal with this pandemic. Against this backdrop, China, through its medical help
and the demonstrated effectiveness of its governance during the pandemic, has been
working to build up the momentum and promote itself as a distinct pole of reference for
the emergence of a new governance model.

Third, for China, this approach also served the purpose of strengthening its “Belt
and Road Initiative” (BRI) — its global geoeconomic plan launched in 2013. Indeed, even
before the pandemic, Italian—Chinese relations were already at the international spotlight
as ltaly became the first G7 country and EU founding member to formally join the
Chinese BRI, as Rome signed the BRI Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in March
2019.% As the pandemic unfolded, Beijing wanted to advance the narrative of how Italy
was benefiting from its deepening relations with Beijing, thanks to the adhesion to the
BRI, azetsaove all, by highlighting how lItaly gained access to the so-called Health Silk
Road.

lll. The U.S.-China rivalry, Covid-19 and Italy’s geostrategic orientation

As shown above, China became extremely active vis-a-vis ltaly during the
COVID-19 pandemic, as it perceived this as an opportunity to turn the tide and regain the
political initiative, globally, on confronting the pandemic. However, upon careful analysis
of the results of these actions, Beijing’s charm offensive toward Italy may actually be
characterised as the one with mixed outcomes. These actions indeed strengthened
China’s image among the average ltalians, but — paradoxically — undermined China’s
diplomatic and political strength having provoked a negative reaction from part of the
ltalian political world, particularly among the firmly Euro-Atlantic elites.?’

On the one hand, a public opinion survey carried out by Italian Istituto Affari
Internazionali (IAl) and the University of Siena clearly showed that Italians now consider
China Italy’s most important foreign friend. 22

On the other hand, China’s aggressive public diplomacy on the COVID-19 issues
had unintended consequences for Beijing in Italy, as several political actors that
historically were more nuanced and cautious toward China started becoming more
vocally critical. For example, Democratic Party (PD — Partito Democratico) Defence
Minister Lorenzo Guerini stressed that while Italy was “grateful to everyone for the aid”,
this did not signal any strategic shift as “the pillars of our Euro-Atlantic position... do not

change”.?®
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Italian Minister for the EU affairs from the same party, Enzo Amendola, stressed
the need for a thorough inquiry into the responsibilities of China and the World Health
Organization for the coronavirus pandemic,* adding that the current government would
not have signed on to the BRI as its predecessor did. He even envisaged a potential,
more substantial relationship between Italy, the EU and India.>' The latter remains one of
China’s crucial competitor and a strategic rival, despite closer economic ties,* as shown
by the clashes in the western sector of the disputed border in the Himalayas, between
Indian-controlled Ladakh and Chinese-controlled Aksai Chin.*®

Among the parties forming the current Italian governmental coalition, the PD is —
and has for several years been — the most critical one towards China. However, as the
pandemic crisis deteriorated, even the (previously) largely pro-China actors in the Italian
political landscape started to shift their approach. This was the case of the Movimento
5 Stelle (M5S, or Five Star Movement).

On the Italian political landscape, the 5SM probably remains the most pro-China
political actor, yet something has been changing. The movement has been a key
proponent of Italy’s closer ties to China since it entered the Italian parliament in 2013.%
Yet, this pro-China stance is now becoming less monolithic than previously thought.
Speaking to “South China Morning Post” at the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, Manlio
Di Stefano, M5S undersecretary for foreign affairs, reiterated that “We want to be as
close as possible [with China], but we know very well where we are: we are in Europe,”
also adding a more polemic note that “other Western countries were saying we cannot
believe in [the] level playing field that China was granting to us, and we say we want to
pay this political price, but we want to see the result at the end”.*

Di Stefano words, at the time, were in line with those of Luigi di Maio, Italian M5S
Foreign Minister. He said in a TV interview that “those who mocked us because we
participated in the Belt and Road Initiative now have to admit that investing in that
friendship allowed us to save lives in Italy”.*® However, particularly in the case of
Di Maio, this rhetoric gradually shifted. Weeks after he magnified the role that Italy’s
adhesion to the BRI had in helping Italy through the Covid-19 crisis, he noted that China
is only “one of the partners with whom we hold dialogue frankly” and that Italy remains
“committed to its Euro-Atlantic orientation”.’

Di Maio also changed his positions on vis-a-vis other crucial issues regarding
China. For instance, on Hong Kong, in November 2019, he announced Italy’s intention to
support a “non-interference” approach,® whereas in May 2020 he openly stressed that
Italy wants to preserve “Hong Kong’s stability, prosperity, autonomy and its system of
freedom and fundamental rights”.>®

Over the past two years, since China and lItaly signed the Memorandum of
Understanding on BRI, the issue of Italian-Chinese relations has come more and more to
the spotlight. At the time of the MoU, the ltalian Western allies had already started
questioning Rome’s intentions.*°

The document, although not legally binding, was nevertheless so broad, generic,
and comprehensive that it left room for it to be interpreted in several ways. As noted by
one of the principal Italian China watchers, Alessia Amighini, the document showed a
significant degree of confusion regarding the approach of the Italian government and,
while the political costs attached to it were evident, the benefits were not as obvious.*!

Indeed, from the Italian perspective, the BRI memorandum was not particularly
significant and was not seen as a strategic shift. As such, it neither signalled any
traumatic rupture with its historical allies, nor was it an attempt to shift eastward. Yet,
many capitals reacted negatively to this development.
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The Italian Prime Minister, Giuseppe Conte, at that time had to deny that Italy
would become China’s “Troy Horse” in Europe.*” He made clear that the MoU was
coherent with EU rules and policies and in full agreement with the 2030 Agenda, the
2020 EU-China cooperation Agenda, and the EU Strategy for Eurasian connectivity.

This criticism resonated in the United States as well. American observers
commented on lItaly’s new rapprochement with China with a mix of scepticism, hysteria
and alarm. The New York Times, highlighting how lItaly gave the Chinese President a
“royal welcome”,*® also added that the MoU on BRI proved that Italy was about to
“structurally shift away from the West”.** The Washington Post said that Italy was
“defiant”,** while Bloomberg described the Italian decision as a “snub to Washington”.*°

The U.S. approach well summarised what the dominant perception in
Washington D.C. was at the time of the signing of the Chinese-Italian agreement. During
the following months, the Italian diplomacy worked hard to accommodate the American
concerns regarding the project. The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic added an
additional element of complexity.

First, the pandemic resulted in a significant straining of relations between
Washington and Beijing. The U.S. pressure on China regarding the origin of the virus
and the handling of the crisis mounted. The abrupt shift in the rhetoric of President
Donald Trump, who had initially praised the Chinese leadership and later started to refer
to coronaviruses as either the “Wuhan virus”, or the “Chinese virus”,*’ signalled the
beginning of a more intense phase of rivalry.

In the context of this re-emerging rivalry, Italy soon became one of its most
important hotspots, as Washington became more and more concerned about Chinese
activities in Italy.”® Indeed, the Presidential memorandum in which the Trump
administration agreed to provide COVID-19 assistance to Italy was also issued to
respond to the emerging Chinese activism.

In the context of soaring relations and the escalating confrontation, after years
when the U.S.-China relations seemed to be able to move along a more cooperative
path,” some observers envisaged the emergence of a possible coexistence
characterised by a significant degree of competition,”® while other talked about a new
type of Cold War.®" Robert O'Brien, Trump’s National Security Adviser, described China
as a threat to the American democracy,’® suggesting a sort of ontological enmity
between the two countries, similar to what the United States experienced with the Soviet
Union.

China’s rise is indisputable. Yet, whether the world is on the verge of experiencing
a new holistic conflict between two unchallenged superpowers is not so obvious. China
has yet to catch up with the United States on several, crucial issues, for instance, on
technological and military capacities.*®

As the BRI project moves ahead, Beijing also realises how its still limited capacities
of projecting power abroad can undermine these efforts, particularly when it comes to
protecting Chinese investments abroad.> At the moment, China does not have the
capability of competing with the United States in this domain.

Last but not least, China’s many unresolved domestic problems — from ethnic
troubles to geoeconomic cleavages, from pollution to demographic growth — can curb its
rise at any time.>® The global system is indeed changing, but it is likely to be heading
toward a multipolar, and not a bipolar, order.

The reality of the American-Chinese enmity and competition is not set to change as
Joe Biden becomes the new U.S. President in January 2021,%° as the concern about
China’s rise and actions has increasingly become a bipartisan issue in Washington.®’
This has implications for Italy as well: the American pressure on lItaly regarding its

87



relations with China that were upgraded by the BRI MoU and in the wake of the
COVID-19 crisis, will remain significant, reducing Italy’s freedom of action in dealing with
Beijing.

IV. Conclusions

The impact of the ongoing coronavirus crisis is so significant that it has the
potential to become a foundational moment in contemporary Italian history. This is a
moment of profound distress when not only some of the social, political, and economic
pillars face potential structural change, but ltaly’s international stance may also be
affected. For instance, as the crisis unfolded, it became apparent that China tried to
seize the momentum in Italy, driven by a three-fold goal: transforming its weaknesses in
strengths by shifting the narrative over the Chinese handling of the COVID-19 crisis;
promoting its management of the situation as the proof of the strengths of its governance
model; and, last but not least, demonstrating to the Italians, the Europeans and the world
how Italy was benefitting from being a member of the BRI.

In Italy as the country that was hit the hardest after China Beijing found a fertile soll
to launch its initiative, an effort which was also favoured by several other circumstances.
China’s activities indeed gained particular attention in light of “the slow reaction by actors
on which ltaly has traditionally relied” and in the “lack of an efficient and pervasive
communication strategy” which represented “another shortcoming in Europe’s
response”.”® The same logic can be applied to the United States and its slow approach,
both in dealing with the pandemic and in coming to rescue of its allies and partners.
However, when it became clear that China was trying to make inroads into Italy,
Washington became more active in trying to counter growing Chinese influence there.

However, China’s aggressive public diplomacy in ltaly regarding the COVID-19
crisis also had a number of unintended consequences. While Italian general public
seemed to much appreciate the help and the efforts, the Italian political/institutional world
started to become more wary about Chinese actions: not only political actors such as the
PD, with some of its key leaders long cautious about engaging with China, but also the
Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs Luigi Di Maio (previously considered to be one of the
most pro-China actors in the Italian politics and the crucial actor behind Italy’s decision to
sign the BRI MoU with China) has toughened their rhetoric over China since the crisis
broke out.

The current U.S.—China confrontation is not necessarily similar to the Cold War and
the 20th century bipolar conflict. Beijing is still far from being a global military actor
capable of confronting the United States. However, the COVID-19 crisis deepened the
rift between two global powers that were trying to work together for some years. Trump’s
shifting rhetoric over the Chinese handling of the pandemic certainly played a role in
straining relations. Still, China is seen as a systemic rival by the U.S. Democrats as well,
and Biden’s approach might be less erratic than Trump’s, but not necessarily a softer
one.

The U.S. attitude to Italy’'s moves concerning China will remain particularly
significant even under the new administration. For ltaly, developing its relationship with
China does not necessarily mean that Rome is ready to abandon its Western allies and
alliances to strengthen its relations with Beijing. Yet, the growing competition between
the United States and China will inevitably reduce Rome’s freedom of action in dealing
with Beijing. Italian political players across the entire political spectrum are more and
more aware of these emerging limitations.
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However, the magnitude of the current crisis, which is not over yet, has created
some cracks. Economic and social problems will become more acute in Italy over the
coming years. China will likely try to exploit these weaknesses again. If the new U.S.
administration is not ready to reassure allies with swift and concrete actions, the Chinese
diplomatic activism might find new domestic actors in Italy (and in broader Europe)
willing to work more closely with Beijing, particularly if the shift in Italian public opinion
sentiment toward China proves to be structural and not circumstantial.
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