
Population in Italy 

Who are the Italians? 

The population of Italy was around 59.5m in early 2007, roughly the same as the UK and 

France, with a population density of almost 200 inhabitants per km
2
, which makes Italy the 

fifth most densely populated country in Europe.  

 

La Popolazione 

The largest cities are Rome 2.5m, Milan 1.3m, Naples 985,000 (Portici, a suburb of Naples, is 

one of the most densely populated areas in the world), Turin 900,000, Palermo 670,000, Genoa 

620,000, Bologna 375,000, Florence 366,000, Bari 325,000, Catania 305,000, Venice 270,000, 

Verona 260,000 and Messina 250,000.  The rural population, which at the beginning of the 

Second World War accounted for practically half the country’s population, has been gradually 

declining.  

Until recently, Italy’s low birth-rate, at around nine births per 1,000 population (roughly the 

same as the death rate) and low immigration meant that population growth was practically zero 

and threatening to go into reverse, but the country’s recent economic growth and the expansion 

of the European Union have seen many immigrants arrive, which has stopped the population 

from going into decline. 

In general, the birth rate and average family size are higher in the south of Italy than in the north, 

although populations in Basilicata, Calabria and Molise are declining because of migration 

(northward).  

Life expectancy rose during the second half of the 20th century, reflecting higher nutritional, 

sanitary and medical standards. The majority of the population is between 20 and 70 years old, 

with a decreasing number below ten and an increasing number over 75, especially women. The 

mortality rate is slightly lower in the south than in the north.  

1. What is the current population of Italy? 

2. Why was the population growth rate decreasing? 

3. Why has the population growth stabilized? 



Gli Emigranti 

Traditionally, Italy has been a land of emigration, as witnessed by the massive flows of Italians 

to North and South America (mainly to the US, Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil) during the 19th 

and 20th centuries. Between 1875 and 1925, a total of some 10m Italians left the country (around 

half eventually returned).  

There were further mass emigrations to Australia, Belgium, France, Germany, Switzerland and 

the UK after the Second World War. In this second wave, some 8m people emigrated, of whom 

roughly half have returned. At the same time, especially in the ’50s and ’60s, there was a 

wholesale population movement from the southern and north-eastern regions to the north-west, 

where industry was expanding. 

In recent years, Italy’s rapid economic growth has attracted many immigrants to the country, 

mainly from North and sub-Saharan Africa, but also from the Philippines, China, South America 

and most recently from Albania and the former Yugoslavia. There are over 1.5m registered 

immigrants (extracomunitari) in Italy, plus many more living illegally. Illegal immigration has 

led to tougher immigration rules and a more forceful program of expulsion. 

1. What is the difference between:  Emigrante ed Imigrante? 

2. Where did the first wave of Italian emigrants go? 

3. During which time period did the first wave emigration occur? 

4. When did the second wave of emigration begin? 

5. What occurred in Italy during the 1950’s and the 1960’s? 

6. What has occurred to Italy in recent times? 

7. Define the Italian word:  Extracomunitario. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article is an extract from Living and Working in Italy. 

 


