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Project: 
ALMAMATER, Centro interculturale delle donne

Country:
Italy

Partners:
Asociazione Produrre e Riprodurre; 
            
Turin City Council; 
                        
Regional Commission for Equal Opportunities;

                       
European Social Fund

Funding Bodies:
Turin City Council

                       

Piedmont Regional Authority

                      

Florence City Council 

                      

Tuscan Regional Authority

                       

European Commission DGV 

Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities                   
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions


 FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth                                                                   
 FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sport
 FORMCHECKBOX 

National policy development/approach:

Italy, as a former country of emigration had a laissez faire immigration system. Only under pressure of the more consistent and permanent migratory flow from the Sub Sahara and Horn of Africa in the 1980s and then the waves of fleeing migrants from Albania and the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s did it consolidate a national regulatory system with Law 943/86 and Law 39/90 – the Martelli Law. The latter also established a procedure for the recognition of refugee status as defined under the Geneva Convention – out of personal fear of persecution, and in other cases, such as fleeing war or generalised violence, granting a residence permit on humanitarian grounds. 

However, the scale of the emergencies in the 1990s led to a mish mash of ad hoc laws and decrees that failed to establish a comprehensive reception system for migrants and asylum seekers. In this legislative vacuum, left-wing local and regional governments collaborated with a network of Catholic and secular voluntary organisations which had sprung up, to fill the gap. These welfare organisations had been active over many years in the reception and care of immigrants, running centres, providing cheap restaurants, advice, information and counselling services, training and intercultural education in schools.
In 1998, the centre-left government headed – both at the time and now – by Romano Prodi, passed the so-called Turco-Napolitano Law, (named after its promoters) by which the Testo Unico sull’Immigrazione – the Unified Act on Immigration became known.  It lay down the principles governing immigration, and for the first time, integration, aimed at “counteracting illegal migration and criminal exploitation of the migratory flows ; implementing precise policies concerning legal entries which must be programmed and regulated; setting up realistic integration paths for new immigrants and foreign residents in Italy.”
Under this law, temporary residence permit holders and asylum applicants with residence permits became entitled to local social service support and a daily allowance of €17.56 for 45 days from the National Fund for Asylum Policies and Services. Article 40 explicitly required Regions, Provinces and Municipalities to collaborate proactively with immigrant associations to promote the language of origin and cultural traditions of the different groups. A specific National Fund for Integration activities was set up (Art. 43) as well as a Commission for Integration Policies to monitor the implemenetation of the law (Art. 44) 

Project Description:

The Centro Interculturale Donne Immigrate - the Intercultural Centre for Immigrant Women was set up under the impetus of the feminist organisation Produrre e Riprodurre and the Regional Commission for Equal Opportunities with the support of Turin City Council. The promotional committee was made up of Italian feminist and immigrant women’s associations and trade unions. The group took advantage of those laws which provided funds for the reception of foreigners, the restoration of buildings and other activities. The local authorities provided a large, disused school building and Turin City Council funded the restoration of the building and the first year of activities. So in September 1992 Alma Mater, Intercultural Centre for Women opened. 

Its aims were to be a self-managed intercultural women’s centre for women of diverse cultural origins, run by them with the support of Italian women but outside of statutory state control. The Centre brought together at first migrant women from Somalia, Morocco, the Ivory Coast and Iran  who worked primarily as domestics and care assistants in Italian homes - though the provenance of the women has broadened to other parts of Africa (Nigeria) and to Asia and Europe. It addresses the women’s need to have a place to socialise, relax and feel culturally at home, where they can decide the rules and nature of the provision. 

The centre has experimented interculturally with food, health, recreation, education and training, and establishing viable enterprises, attracting a lot of support from local feminists for the social, cultural and educational work. Two co-operatives run by immigrant women are responsible for the catering services – a take-away canteen, a Turkish bath, launderette and clothes-making club. The centre has developed ethnic cookery as a means of intercultural sharing and ‘cultural enrichment’, while the Turkish baths and Chinese massage enhance health and enable intimacy denied by the outside society. Courses funded by the European Social Fund train women as care assistants for the elderly, as cultural mediators – the first group of 15 went on to organise cultural animation and festivals in their local communities – and NOW business training course to set up independent enterprises. In keeping with its woman friendly and educational ethos, the centre runs a lively creche and welcomes children. It also has a large performance space also for holding festivals and fun activities, and also hosts a theatre, Almateatro, which draws on a multicultural cast of professional and amateur actors of 16 different nationalities drawn from the Centre’s users. Their productions also play in public theatres in Turin and tour local schools. Advice and information services are also on offer and study resources have gradually accrued in the documentation centre. 

As well as developing new courses and services, Alma Mater has undertaken an EU funded mentoring course The Business of Being a Woman for two other Italian regions, Emilia Romagna and Tuscany disseminating their model of generating economic independence through income, job and enterprise creation. The Alma Mater women participated in the seminars as lecturers and experts. 

Lessons to be Learned:

As Zaldini *argues, Alma Mater does not understand interculturality abstractly but as lived daily experience and practice and not just culturally but also as an economic resource. Its innovation consists in reimagining integration interculturally, transforming the traditional model of immigrant welfare centre where migrants are clients and dependents, into a self-managed intercultural women’s centre where the immigrants mix and share their cultures, acquiring new knowledge, skills and means of financial independence as well as individual and collective voice, learning to be active, self determined citizens. 

It has managed to galvanise support from a wide range of groups – immigrant women’s associations, feminist organisations and other NGOs, women members of trade unions and the city council and this alliance has enabled it to draw on widespread support financial and in kind. It mobilised internationally through establishing a network which has brought it substantial international publicity but few imitators.

Target Groups:
Migrant women, their children, local feminists, Turin citizens   

Contact Details:

ALMATERRA,

Via Norberto Rosa, 13A

10154 Torino, Italy

Tel:  +39 – 011 2464 330

E.mail: almaterra@arpnet.it
Website: www.arpnet.it/alma
Additional Resources:

*Zaldini Giovanna “I Centro Interculturale delle donne di Alma Mater”, Animazione Sociale www.women.it/impresadonna/associazioni/alm.htm#rif
Immigrant Women and Integration pamphlet accompanying the Community and Ethnic Relations in Europe Report of Council of Europe 1991.

COSPE Action Research Evaluation of Alma Mater (Italian) www.women.it/impresadonna/progetto/ric_az.htm
Merrill H. & Carter D. “Inside and Outside Italian Political Culture: Immigrants and Diasporic Politics in Turin”, GeoJournal, vol. 58, nos. 2-3, October 2002, pp.167-175

Merrill Heather “Space agents: anti-racist feminism and the politics of scale in Turin” Gender, Place and Culture, vol. 11, 2, June 2004, pp. 189-204
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