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Introduction 
 
With the Russia-Ukraine War, the rise of energy and food prices, and 

the potential increase in conflicts and crises, many European countries 
are trying to replace Russian natural gas with gas from other sources, 
particularly from North Africa1. Due to these fundamental changes, the 
question of energy independence has gained a new urgency, and com-
mercial, energy, security and migration aspects dictate the priorities of 
Italian foreign policy towards the Enlarged Mediterranean and Africa.  

Draghi’s government and the subsequent centre-right government 
led by Giorgia Meloni have both relaunched Italy’s foreign policy to-
wards the Mediterranean and Africa. The so-called “Piano Mattei”/ 
“Mattei Plan” is part of this trend. It is promoted by the current Italian 
government and has three declared aims: 1. making Italy a logistical en-
ergy hub for Europe; 2. monitoring the migratory phenomena (with a 
focus on the question of refugees); 3. relaunching Italy’s strategic and 
geopolitical role in the Mediterranean and Africa. 

The ‘Mattei Plan’ takes its name from Enrico Mattei, an Italian en-
trepreneur, politician and public manager, protagonist of the post-war 
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economic boom, and a symbol of the country’s productive recovery after 
the World War II. In 1953, Mattei founded ENI, Ente Nazionale Idrocar-
buri/National Hydrocarbons Agency, a multinational company created 
by the Italian state as a public economic body. It was financed by the 
state through an ‘endowment fund’, whose disbursement and increase 
were determined by Parliament2.  

During the 1950s, Enrico Mattei sought to support African coun-
tries’ development of their natural resources to help the continent max-
imize its economic growth potential and facilitate Italy’s energy 
independence. As Europe rethinks its energy policy and seeks to wean 
itself off Russian gas, Italy is once more eyeing a similar strategy 
through its sector companies3. However, understanding the importance 
of the figure of Mattei himself to the internal and international life of 
Italy in the ‘50s and ‘60s, and analysing how this biographical moment 
was inserted into a multifaceted framework, characterized by the trans-
formation of the strategic nature of the energy question as an element 
of international life, is a very complex task that cannot be the object of 
easy simplifications and slogans4. 

The main aim of this essay is to explore historically and reflect 
upon the original meaning of the “Mattei Plan” and the role of ENI from 
the 1950s to the present, in a dynamic scenario of Italian foreign policy 
towards the Mediterranean and the African continent. These are the 
main research questions at the core of this essay: 1. Are the original 
“Mattei Method” and Enrico Mattei’s “obsession” to overcome the en-
ergy inferiority complex applicable to Italian foreign policy in the 21st 
century? 2) Is it convincing – from a historical viewpoint – to re-invent 
the “Mattei Plan” in a profoundly changed historical, geopolitical, and 
cultural scenario?  

The article is divided into two parts. The first part explores the role 
of Enrico Mattei and the original meaning of the “Mattei Plan” in the 
1950s and 1960s in the Italy of the “economic miracle” and “neo-At-
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lanticism”. The international scenario in the mid-1950s was characterized 
by the crucial relationship between decolonization, the emergence of the 
“Third World” and the evolution of the Cold War. The post-De Gasperi 
Italian foreign policy, the first steps of ENI and the most significant ini-
tiatives of Enrico Mattei took place at that time. However, has the “Mattei 
Method” really left a legacy? Is it repeatable without Mattei himself?  

The second part of the article analyses the current meaning of the 
“Mattei Plan” in Italian foreign policy towards the Mediterranean and 
Africa, with a focus on energy, security and geopolitics. It is also appro-
priate to consider whether the “Mattei Plan” will be able to pursue an ef-
fective and non-conflictual mediation policy between Europe and Africa 
within the framework of international development cooperation policies.  

Finally, resuming the central question of this article: can history help 
us to assess the path of the Italian government today when threading its 
way towards a new Mattei Plan? The conclusion will offer a reflection 
on how the historical reconstruction can provide some suggestions to 
avoid, or at least minimize, the mistakes of the past. 

 
 

1.   At the origins of the “Mattei Plan”: Oil, Decolonization and the 
      Cold War (1945- 1962) 

 
At the end of World War II, Europe faced one of the most serious 

energy crises in its history. For the United States and European coun-
tries, the entire energy policy became a central point in the general 
economic reorganization of Europe. The energy question became one 
of the main issues of the Marshall Plan. In the period 1948-1951, the 
Marshall Plan funds for the purchase of oil amounted to one billion 
dollars out of a total of 13 billion5. As David S. Painter recalls, the 
control of strategic raw material played a key role in the origins and 
outcome of World War II and continued to be a source of power and 
policy during the Cold War. Oil gradually played a central role in the 
world economy6. 
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In the late 1940s, seven large oil companies accounted for almost 90 
percent of world oil production. Known as the “Seven Sisters”, they in-
cluded five US companies – Standard Oil of New Jersey (later trans-
formed into ESSO), Socony Vacuum (then MOBIL), Standard Oil of 
California (SOCAL, later transformed into CHEVRON), the Texas Oil Com-
pany (TEXACO) and Gulf Oil Company (GULF) – as well as the British-
owned Anglo Iranian Oil Company (AOIC then BRITISH PETROLEUM - BP) 
and the Royal Dutch Shell (then SHELL group), a 60 percent Dutch and 
40 percent British partnership. The big oil companies were the seven 
richest oil companies in the world in terms of turnover. They controlled 
the economic cycle of oil until the early seventies, forming a real eco-
nomic cartel, cooperating with each other to establish a common selling 
price of oil and to impose equal production rates. 

These aspects are crucial in understanding the scenario in which the 
actions of a small Italian state company took place. Although the Ente 
Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI) lacked its own oil resources and belonged to 
a country that had never been a great power, it managed to challenge the 
power of the “Seven Sisters”. And this story coincided entirely with the 
brief but intense story of the founder and first president of ENI, Enrico 
Mattei7. The creation of ENI in 1953 created a true oil monopoly. At the 
core of the launch of the state company was the substantial unity that 
was achieved in the Christian Democracy Party (the main Italian political 
party post-WWII), thanks to the decisive support of Alcide De Gasperi, 
Prime Minister from 1946 to 1953, and Ezio Vanoni, economist, senator 
and Minister of Finance during the De Gasperi governments.  

ENI played a key role in the country’s energy supply and development 
policy. Mattei, with the creation of ENI, became the symbol of the political 
industrialist of the republican era, with a growing and ramified power, 
which was concentrated in the years of the “Italian economic miracle”. 
In just a few years, ENI consolidated its role, becoming central to the pol-
itics, economy and society of Italy8. With the creation of ENI, Mattei man-
aged to build a tool through which to exercise his own power, which was 
strongly rooted in the national political structure and then projected on 
to the international scenario. Mattei’s aim to bind oil and foreign policy 
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in an indissoluble union was revealed from the very beginning of the 
company’s history. 

Since the end of World War II, Italian foreign policy has been based 
on three main pillars: a) ‘Europeanism’, a strong anchoring to the 
EEC/EU’s integration project; b) ‘Atlanticism’, preferential relations with 
the United States; and c) ‘Mediterraneanism’, a constantly renewed per-
ception of the strategic nature of the Mediterranean area and the research 
of the geopolitical and economic-commercial role of Italy as a Mediter-
ranean country9. Even in the De Gasperi period, marked by the Atlantic 
and European choices, Italian diplomacy had paid great attention to the 
evolution of events in the Mediterranean area, aiming to cultivate good 
relations with a series of countries, from Syria to Lebanon to Egypt10.  

In the international scenario, the clash between the two superpowers 
was moving from the “old continent” to the “Third World”. In the 
Mediterranean and Middle East area, Great Britain and France began to 
find themselves in increasing difficulty. The United States feared that the 
rapid end of the colonial empires (especially the crisis of the French and 
British presence in the Mediterranean) could be filled by the Soviet 
Union, while the process of decolonization was forcefully imposing itself 
on international relations. As Odd Arne Westad recalls, the forming of 
anticolonial revolutionary movements and of new Third World states is 
inextricably linked to the Cold War11.  

An intensifying Cold War and its impact on global struggles for de-
colonization prompted many anticolonial leaders to rethink the terms of 
their engagement with the international system. In April 1955, leaders 
from thirty newly post-colonial states, gathered in Bandung, Indonesia. 
The meeting provided an opportunity for Third World leaders to discuss 
transnational anticolonial ideologies of regional, race, and class solidar-
ities and to create an international space apart from both the imperial and 
the Cold War orders12. Several African countries seemed to be heading 

104

9  S. COLOMBO, A. PALM, Italy in the Mediterranean—Priorities and Perspectives 
of a European Middle Power, in “Foundation for European Progressive Studies (FEPS)”, 
2019, p. 7. 

10 A. VARSORI, Dalla rinascita al declino. Storia internazionale dell’Italia 
repubblicana, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2022. 

11 O.A. WESTAD, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of 
Our Times, New York – Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, p. 74. 

12 M.P. BRADLEY, Decolonization, the global South and the Cold War, 1919- 1962, in 



for independence; the conference caught the moment of greatest hope 
and expectation in the anticolonial struggle13. What emerged at Bandung 
were the outlines of a nascent alternative international order made up of 
former colonial states and peoples that tilted neither to the Soviet nor to 
the American side in the Cold War. These leaders were deeply concerned 
with supporting ongoing independence struggles and realizing postcolo-
nial and economic justice.  

It was in this international scenario that Enrico Mattei came into play. 
ENI achieved its first relative success in Egypt, the country where anti-
colonial sentiment and anti-Western radicalization were expressing the 
most determined political leadership in the Middle East and Mediter-
ranean area. In Egypt, a military coup in 1952 by young army officers, 
intent upon reducing continuing quasi-colonial British domination and 
challenging social-economic inequality, brought General Gamal Abdel 
Nasser to power. Nasser launched a radical program of economic nation-
alism. He was one of the main protagonists of the Bandung conference 
and the subsequent “Non-aligned Movement”.  

The president of ENI met Nasser for the first time at the end of 1954. 
This meeting had a strong influence on the progressive formation of Mat-
tei’s anti-colonial thought. From this solidarity there emerged a model 
of oil agreement that was a paradigm of Mattei’s philosophy and political 
practice in the international context. The system that Mattei planned in 
Egypt, and then implemented in Iran, was called 75-25 to contrast it with 
the “fifty-fifty” system14. With the idea launched by ENI, the producing 
state was no longer a simple grantor that remained excluded from the 
administrative and strategic management of the oil affairs that took place 
on its soil; on the contrary, it could become a true partner while remaining 
equally free from any financial risk of initial research, and at the same 
time its profits could grow significantly compared to the fifty-fifty15.  

Mattei’s action was favoured by the growing intolerance of the lead-
ership of the producing countries towards the logic of exploitation adopted 
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by the “Seven Sisters” and by the increasingly strong anti-colonial wave 
that was manifesting itself in the world. Several times, this placed Mattei 
in conflict with the big international oil companies and with the sectors 
of the American government that were linked to them16. Mattei believed 
that the decolonization ferments of the Third World provided Italy with a 
favourable opportunity to re-enter major international politics. Further-
more, he saw the decline of the traditional European powers (France and 
UK) in the Mediterranean area as an economic opportunity for ENI and an 
open space of economic and political influence for Italy. 

The Italian foreign policy in the mid-50s, encouraged by Mattei’s 
initiatives, tried to find a complex balance between the desire to get closer 
to the aspirations of anticolonial movements in the Arab world, the need 
for economic penetration in the Mediterranean and Middle East area, and 
the requirement to maintain solid relations with the United States. This 
new trend was called “neo-Atlanticism”, which can be understood as a 
combination of the Italian ambition to play an incisive role in the 
Mediterranean, the need to safeguard and defend national interests, and 
the reality of the Atlantic choice.  

The desire for a more active foreign policy was also an expression 
of a fundamental change that was taking place in the country in those 
years: the transformation of Italy from a backward country, tied to a pre-
dominantly rural economy, into a predominantly industrial country with 
a rapidly expanding economy. This radical change had revolutionary con-
sequences on Italian society, which was projected towards a modern con-
sumer society: these were the years of the “Italian economic miracle”17. 
It was during this period that Mediterranean policy began to emerge more 
strongly in Italy’s international relations.  

This policy had some political sources of inspiration, among which 
was the influence of Giovanni Gronchi, President of the Italian Republic 
from 1955 to 1962 and Amintore Fanfani, a leading figure of the Chris-
tian Democracy and a forerunner of some political choices18. Despite 
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many contradictions, Giovanni Gronchi’s election as President of the Re-
public on 29 April 1955 helped inaugurate a more assertive policy to-
wards the Mediterranean and the Middle East. Gronchi was one of 
Mattei’s major allies. As Leonardo Maugeri wrote, the relationship that 
was established between the two appeared to be marked by a strong char-
acter of complementarity. Gronchi became an institutional promoter of 
the attempt to evolve Italian foreign policy; Mattei, on the other hand, 
assumed the role of an active raider in the construction of new interna-
tional objectives19. 

There is no doubt that ENI, led by Mattei, acted as a vector of foreign 
policy for Italy. The two-year period 1956-1957 was key in the develop-
ment of Mattei’s internal and international action. A decisive event was 
the Suez Crisis. On 26 July 1956 Nasser announced that Egypt was ex-
propriating the Anglo-French company that operated the Suez Canal20. 
In the days when Egypt decided to nationalize the Suez Canal, ENI carried 
out the construction of an oil pipeline and a refinery inaugurated in 
Mostorod in the presence of Nasser who praised the Italian-Egyptian co-
operation. The final humiliation of France and Great Britain during the 
Suez crisis strengthened the expectations of the neo-Atlanticists, who 
saw in the downsizing of the two European nations the opportunity to 
relaunch Italy’s presence in the Mediterranean and to reclaim Italy’s role 
as a “bridge” between the Atlantic Alliance and the Arab world. How-
ever, disappointingly for Italy, the Franco-British decline in the Mediter-
ranean and the Middle East led the United States to assume direct 
responsibility in the region, neglecting the role of Italy21. 

During the Suez Crisis, Mattei was already preparing to conclude the 
operation that would lead to a decisive turning point in oil diplomacy, 
and to a dangerous collision with American interests. The president of 
ENI finalized an agreement with Iran whose consequences would deter-
mine the objective pre-eminence of the oil factor in Italian foreign policy. 
The agreement signed with the National Iranian Oil Company gave birth 
to a joint venture, the Societè Irano- Italienne des Petroles (SIRIP). Tech-
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nically, the government of the producing country would collect 75% of 
the company’s overall profits while the remaining 25% would go to ENI. 
The drastic break in the “fifty-fifty system” desired by Mattei, according 
to many (the United States and Great Britain and the major oil compa-
nies) would endanger the stability of the Middle East and the oil supplies 
of the entire region. American diplomacy began to work to prevent the 
ratification of the agreement. The Iranian affair immediately appeared 
as a piece of a more complex and systematic plan for Mattei to penetrate 
the oil-producing countries, creating discomfort in the American admin-
istration22. However, the Iranian episode was only the beginning, as Mat-
tei continued his strategy with agreements or attempted agreements with 
Libya, Ethiopia, Somalia, Morocco, Iraq and Tunisia23.  

From 1958 to the early 1960s, Italy concluded important oil agree-
ments with the USSR. In 1960, Italy had already reached the position of 
largest importer of Soviet crude oil in the Western hemisphere. Obvi-
ously, the rapid growth of Italian dependence on Soviet oil caused a new 
alarm in the United States. Mattei also aroused growing discontent in 
Italy due to fears of the international repercussions of his activism and 
the autonomy with which he proceeded in conducting his personal for-
eign policy24.  

The years from 1959 to 1962 highlighted some of the limitations of 
Mattei’s action. The significant changes that affected the international 
oil market at the beginning of the ‘60s seemed destined to reduce Mattei’s 
political space. The foundation of the Organization of the Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries (OPEC), on 14 September 1960, exposed the other side 
of the international oil system. OPEC was the oil-producing countries’ re-
sponse to the economic dominance of foreign oil companies, which ex-
ercised almost absolute control over the production chain. The creation 
of OPEC posed a fundamental question for ENI’s strategies, which until 
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then had been based on the assumption that the fight against the “Seven 
Sisters” could be conducted in alliance with the producing countries, 
using the political potential of nationalist and anti-Western anxieties. 
During the second Arab Petroleum Congress, held in Cairo in 1960 im-
mediately after the creation of OPEC, the same nations that a few years 
earlier had appeared as the natural allies of Italian oil policy attacked 
both the agreements between Italy and URSS and the unilateral reductions 
in the price of petroleum products. 

On 27 October 1962, Mattei died in a plane crash, the details of 
which are still unclear. Enrico Mattei certainly contributed to strength-
ening Italy’s influence and image in several Mediterranean and Middle 
Eastern nations, also laying the foundations for the role that ENI would 
play in the following decades on the international stage as a symbol of 
Italian state entrepreneurship. At the end of 1962, in addition to the Eu-
ropean networks (the AGIP brand), ENI was present in Morocco, Sudan, 
Tunisia, Ghana, Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika, Libertas, Togo, Ivory 
Coast, Nigeria, Cameroon, Congo, Ethiopia, Madagascar and Sierra 
Leone. The theme of development cooperation also emerged in that pe-
riod, including all forms of international cooperation aimed at promoting 
the economic and social progress of the less advanced states (developing 
countries). 

As Leonardo Maugeri recalls, the instrumental use of the oil weapon 
allowed Mattei, given the particular conditions of the Cold War, decolo-
nization and the Italian political system of the time, to obtain a unique 
and unrepeatable weight in the history of Italy’s post-war international 
relations. Mattei therefore inserted himself at the crossroads of epochal 
historical phenomena and often lived an epic and isolated struggle, which 
once deprived of its protagonist would not have left a legacy25. 

 
 

2.   The relaunch of the Mattei Plan for Africa in the 21st century: 
      Energy, Security and Geopolitics 

 
Italy’s strategic priority to expand its economic and political presence 

in the Mediterranean region was a central organizing principle for Italy’s 
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foreign relations, even during the 1970s and 1980s. With the end of the 
Cold War, while maintaining the three priority axes of foreign policy, 
Italy had to assume greater responsibility in addressing growing chal-
lenges to international security, with particular attention to the Mediter-
ranean area26. In particular, over the last decade, Italy has been attempting 
to promote its global profile by becoming a central player in the broader 
Mediterranean basin, placing itself at the centre of a network of Mediter-
ranean trade, economic, and cultural routes connecting Europe with 
Africa and the Middle East.  

Starting in 2013, the government led by Enrico Letta27 and then Mat-
teo Renzi’s government28 introduced elements of renewal in relations 
with the African continent. In those years, a new public debate on Africa 
opened up in Italy, fuelled by the upheavals of the Arab revolts of 2011 
and the resulting increase in migratory flows. Among the priority issues 
were the following: the definition of a long-term strategy of collaboration 
with African governments to manage the migratory issue in a coordinated 
manner, the promotion and intensification of the presence of Italian com-
panies on the continent and, above all, the energy issue and the develop-
ment of a south-north energy axis to reduce dependence on the east-west 
one. The growing importance of the energy issue has further strengthened 
the connection between Italian foreign policy in the Mediterranean area 
and the role of ENI.  

ENI was converted into a joint stock company in 1992. Over the fol-
lowing decades, ENI continued to put its resources at the disposal of the 
country, accompanying it towards major economic and social changes. 
In the early 1990s, the company was listed on the stock exchange, un-
dergoing a process of rationalization and industrial renewal based, as 
ever, on competitive performance and technological innovation29. Since 
1995, the Italian State has progressively sold the company’s shares but 
still owns more than 30% of the share capital and therefore continues 
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to hold effective control of the company. ENI’s privatization process 
began a new radical development phase in 2014, which aimed at re-
sponding to the challenges of climate change and the energy transition. 
Today ENI is a joint stock company, an Italian multinational company 
involved in the production and distribution of energy, with a global 
presence and a leading role in the Mediterranean area and Africa. ENI 
carries out activities in the oil, electricity generation, natural gas and 
engineering sectors. It ranks as the sixth oil group in the world by vol-
ume of business and has been defined by Forbes as the first company 
active in Italy30. 

The Mario Draghi government31 and the subsequent centre-right gov-
ernment led by Giorgia Meloni32 relaunched Italy’s foreign policy to-
wards the Mediterranean. The series of visits undertaken by top ranking 
Italian government officials accompanied by the managing director of 
ENI in the area, at the beginning of 2023, seems to have confirmed the 
Italian Mediterranean and African ambitions and the aim of making Italy 
a logistical energy hub for Europe33. In July 2023, the Prime Minister 
Giorgia Meloni convened an International Conference on Development 
and Migration in Rome, aimed at initiating a continuous international 
action known as the “Rome Process”. 

The so-called ‘Piano Mattei per l’ Africa’/ ‘Mattei Plan for Africa’ 
(named after Enrico Mattei) is part of this project, promoted by the cur-
rent Italian government, with the aim of relaunching Italy’s strategic and 
geopolitical role in the Mediterranean region and towards the African 
continent. The priorities are energy, security and geopolitics. 

The Plan – still in the making – builds on Italy’s ambition of regain-
ing a prominent role in the Mediterranean, in Africa and at an interna-
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tional level34. In November 2023, the Italian government approved De-
cree-Law no. 161 containing “Urgent provisions for the “Mattei Plan” 
for development in States on the African continent”35, then converted it 
into Law no. 2/202436. Law no. 2/2024 came into force on 14 January 
2024, which defines the areas of intervention of the “The Italy-Africa 
Strategic Plan: Mattei Plan” and establishes the Control Room responsi-
ble for coordinating and monitoring its implementation. It is chaired by 
the Prime Minister and composed of representatives of the government, 
other public bodies, private entities and the third sector. The Plan has a 
four-year duration.  

The main indications regarding the contents and aims of the initiative, 
however, came from the speech given by the President of the Council on 
the occasion of the ‘Italia-Africa. A bridge for common growth’ Summit, 
held in Rome on 28-29 January 2024, in the presence of representatives 
of 46 African countries and 25 multilateral bodies, including the highest 
officials of the European Union and ONU37. The launch of the Mattei Plan 
coincides with the year of the Italian presidency of the G7 and Italy has 
repeatedly stressed its desire to place Africa among the major political 
priorities. 

This is how President Giorgia Meloni explained the choice of naming 
the Plan after Enrico Mattei in her opening address at the Italia-Africa 
Summit (Figure 1): 

 
“…We believe it is possible to imagine and write a new page in the history 
of our relations. Cooperation as equals, far from any predatory temptations, 
but also from that ‘charity-like’ approach to Africa which is so ill-suited to 
its extraordinary development potential. This new approach, for which our 
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nation wants to be the standard-bearer, is also reflected in the name of this 
Summit: ‘Italia-Africa. A bridge for common growth’, because this is Italy’s 
natural vocation: a bridge between Africa and Europe. As Italians, we have 
the advantage of being able to build that bridge not starting from scratch, but 
rather based on the solid foundations that the great Italian Enrico Mattei, 
founder of ENI, had the foresight to envisage all those years ago. …Mattei 
taught us that it was possible to combine Italy’s need to make its growth sus-
tainable with the need of partner nations to experience a time of freedom, de-
velopment and progress. Today, we want to build on that intuition and write 
a new page of this story, together38.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 - https://documenti.camera.it/leg19/dossier/pdf/ES0217.pdf?_1729420807520 
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The Mattei Plan is designed to be a policy platform, open to sharing 
and cooperation with African nations, a strategic plan for diplomacy, de-
velopment cooperation and investment to strengthen and renew ties with 
the continent. For the first phase, the Government has identified a series 
of pilot countries (Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Ivory Coast, 
Mozambique, Republic of Congo, Ethiopia and Kenya) for concrete and 
prompt implementation actions in six sectors of intervention: health, ed-
ucation and training, agriculture, water, energy and infrastructure39. The 
Plan will have an initial funding of 5.5 billion euro in grants, credits or 
guarantees. Three billion euro will be taken from the National Climate 
Fund, whereas 2.5 billion euro will come from the Development Coop-
eration budget. The Prime Minister also announced that the Italian de-
velopment bank – Cassa Depositi e Prestiti – will launch a new financial 
instrument by the end of 2024 aimed at facilitating private sector partic-
ipation in the Plan, which is necessary to integrate public funds and make 
the Italian offer more substantial40.  

Many aspects of the Mattei Plan are still being defined; however, 
some reflections may be appropriate in reference to this first phase. First 
of all, the “Mattei Plan” currently emerges as a “container” rather than a 
fully-defined Plan. It is therefore an evolving project, which can be more 
accurately evaluated based on the concrete results it will achieve.  

The second point concerns the issue of migratory flows and the ques-
tion relating to the “prevention and fight against irregular immigration 
and management of legal migratory flows”. This is a crucial theme, 
which requires a frank discussion involving the African counterpart, 
about the expansion of regular migration channels and the legal migra-
tory flows, and about the need to look at migratory processes as a com-
ponent of development processes. On this point, the position of the 
Meloni Government appears controversial. As underlined by the Presi-
dent of the African Union Commission Moussa Faki in his opening 
speech at the Italy-Africa Summit in Rome: “our partnership on this issue 
will remain limited until it culminates in a structural change in the de-
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velopment model, including a new approach to managing migration 
flows”41. Faki then underlined that: 

 
“The Mattei Plan, on which we would have hoped to have been consulted, is 
an initiative on which Africa is ready to discuss... but I would like us to move 
from words to deeds now. You will understand that we cannot be satisfied with 
simple promises that are then not kept. We know that Italy is the main hub of 
arrival of migrants, and this is an issue on which we must find common solu-
tions. The emigration of young people is a tragedy for Africa itself, the part-
nership between us will always be limited until Africa’s development model is 
structurally changed42.” 
 
The third point, which appears to be a priority, is the relationship be-

tween the Mattei Plan and Italian international development cooperation 
policies towards Africa. The international development cooperation ap-
proach is an integral and qualifying part of Italy’s foreign policy, and the 
“Mattei Plan” must find its strengths in this framework. Fears have been 
expressed of a reduction in the role of cooperation and of the Italian 
Agency for Development Cooperation if too large a part of the Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) provided for by the Budget Law were to 
be directed towards financing private interests43. Over the decades, Italian 
development cooperation has been structured and strengthened in terms 
of its instruments, its ambitions, and internal and external partnerships, 
and has also played an increasing role in the G7, the G20, and in the 
broader multilateral framework. In the bilateral context, development 
cooperation has also contributed to strengthening relations with numer-
ous partner countries in the Mediterranean, Africa, the Middle East, Asia 
and Latin America44. The Italian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(AICS) was established by the Italian law on international cooperation 
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(Law No. 125/2014)45. Law 125 indicates the goals of cooperation as in-
cluding the eradication of poverty, the reduction of inequalities, the pro-
tection of civil rights and personal dignity – including gender equality 
and equal opportunity – as well as the prevention of conflict and support 
for peace processes46. In developing the contents of the Mattei Plan, the 
work should be reconciled with the participatory mechanisms of the Ital-
ian development cooperation policy introduced by reform law n. 
125/2014. The Mattei Plan has brought Africa back as a top priority of 
Italy’s foreign policy47. Although energy security and addressing the root 
causes of migration have been seen as the main political drivers of this 
initiative, the Mattei Plan should aim to strengthen Italy’s development 
cooperation and international partnership policy. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
The Governor of the Bank of Italy, Fabio Panetta, in a recent inter-

view with Il Sole24ore, reiterated that the economic revival of Africa is 
an absolute priority for Italy, as is the need to build renewed relations 
with African countries based on equal cooperation, shared interests and 
mutual benefits to promote economic growth and social development at 
the local level48.  

The renewed activism of the Italian government in its foreign policy 
towards the Mediterranean and Africa and its willingness to play a more 
active role in the regional geopolitical chessboard, could be a relevant 
step in the right direction. However, the relaunch of the so-called “Mattei 
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Plan” should broaden its scope within the “Country System” (private 
sector, universities, civil society) in an inclusive manner. This implies 
continuing to strengthen the involvement of the business world and the 
capitalization on the areas of Italian excellence; integrating and enhanc-
ing the Italian development cooperation approach with the implementa-
tion of the Plan; facilitating access to the allocated financial resources; 
and last but not least, concretely involving selected areas of civil society, 
in particular the education sector49. The academic collaboration between 
Italian and African universities is a crucial point that must certainly be 
nurtured and strengthened. 

The second aspect concerns the European and multilateral context. 
The Plan should be implemented in strong connection and entente with 
the European Union and should present itself as an opportunity to place 
Italy at the core of a series of European initiatives in the Mediterranean 
scenario. This requires bringing the Mattei Plan the ability to the Euro-
pean framework in a collaborative, efficient and inclusive manner. In this 
scenario, it is a priority for Italy to strengthen multilateral cooperation 
in the area and to promote a European policy for the Mediterranean and 
the Middle East that is compatible with national interests.  

The third point concerns Africa. Moussa Faki, President of the 
African Union Commission, at the opening address of the Italy-Africa 
summit stressed that a key principle for the continent is freedom: “free-
dom to choose its partners, freedom not aligned to a single block, mutual 
respect. Just as we do not impose, we do not want choices to be imposed 
on us”50. Over the last twenty years, the African continent has been the 
object of interest of new actors on the international scene: China, Russia 
and Turkey. The Chinese, Turkish and Russian presence has become in-
creasingly strong and extensive, and the African continent has become 
the place where a new geopolitical, economic and cultural battle for in-
ternational power in the 21st century is developing. In this scenario, Italy 
will still have to deal with a highly competitive international scenario. 
For this reason, it is essential to act in synergy and in a non-conflictual 
manner with the European Union. There are some essential points to con-
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sider with respect to the African continent: African individuality and the 
evolution of the different African countries should be developed more 
coherently; possible connections with African development strategies 
should be identified, starting from Agenda 2063; a frank and collabora-
tive discussion should be held on the expansion of regular migration 
paths. The issue of immigration is the great challenge that the Italian cen-
tre-right government led by Giorgia Meloni will have to face, and Italy’s 
international credibility will depend on the ability to pursue a balanced 
and non-conflictual policy of mediation between Europe and Africa. 

Finally, we should return to history to illuminate the present. The cur-
rent idea of   the Italian government to revive Enrico Mattei’s legacy is 
based on fragile assumptions. The so-called “Mattei Method”, which that 
the current Italian prime minister evokes, alluding to Mattei’s closeness 
to the African people and to a “cooperation as equals, far from any preda-
tory temptations, but also from that ‘charity-like’ approach to Africa 
which is so ill-suited to its extraordinary development potential”, is dem-
agogical. Enrico Mattei’s story took place at the crossroads of epochal 
historical transformations, characterized by the Cold War, the complex 
process of decolonization and the emergence of the “Third World”. The 
Italian situation was also quite unique. The years of the “Italian economic 
miracle” gave impetus to the so-called “neo-Atlanticism”, which fuelled 
many divisions and factions within the Italian political scenario. The 
growth of the Italian economy in the decade 1953-1963 provided an ex-
traordinary impetus to the large state holdings, which became instruments 
of economic expansion, but also (in the post-De Gasperi period) of clien-
telism. The connections between Italian politics and the Cold War con-
stituted Mattei’s real battlefield. Mattei began to exercise an autonomous 
political power, financing political groups, carrying out an independent 
policy both internally and internationally, dealing directly with heads of 
state. As Ennio Di Nolfo recalled, with the creation of ENI, Mattei man-
aged to build a tool through which to exercise his own power, strongly 
rooted in the national political structure and then projected into the in-
ternational scenario51. Above all, it experienced a struggle that was in 
many ways isolated, which, once deprived of its protagonist, would not 
leave an easy legacy or could be recreated outside that historical scenario 
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and without a comparable leadership. For these reasons, the reference to 
Enrico Mattei in the relaunch of the current Italian foreign policy towards 
Africa is not based on a sound historical model but rather on an artificial 
revival of a significant label. 

Riassunto - L’attuale governo italiano 
ha rilanciato la politica estera dell’Italia 
verso il Mediterraneo e l’Africa, e il cosid-
detto “Piano Mattei” fa parte di questa ten-
denza. L’obiettivo principale di questo 
saggio è quello di esplorare storicamente e 
riflettere sul significato originale del “Piano 
Mattei” e sull’evoluzione del ruolo dell’ENI 
a partire dagli anni ‘50, nello scenario della 
politica estera italiana verso il Mediterraneo 
e il continente africano. La storia può aiu-
tarci a valutare il percorso del governo ita-
liano oggi verso un nuovo Piano Mattei? È 
convincente - da un punto di vista storico - 

reinventare il “Piano Mattei” in uno scenario 
storico, geopolitico e culturale profonda-
mente cambiato?  

L’articolo è diviso in due parti. La prima 
parte esplora il ruolo di Enrico Mattei e il si-
gnificato originario del “Piano Mattei” negli 
anni Cinquanta e Sessanta, nell’Italia del “mi-
racolo economico” e del “neo-atlantismo” e 
nello scenario internazionale della Guerra 
fredda e della decolonizzazione. La seconda 
parte analizza il significato attuale del “Piano 
Mattei” nella politica estera italiana verso il 
Mediterraneo e l’Africa, con un focus su ener-
gia, sicurezza e geopolitica.


