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Abstract

Organized crime uses political violence to influence politics in a wide set of coun-
tries. This paper exploits a novel dataset of attacks directed towards Italian local
politicians to study how (and why) criminal organizations use violence against them.
We test two complementary theories to predict the use of violence i) before elec-
tions, to affect the electoral outcome; and ii) after elections, to influence politicians
from the beginning of their term. We provide causal evidence in favor of the latter
hypothesis. The probability of being a target of violence increases in the weeks right
after an election in areas with a high presence of organized crime, especially when
elections result in a change of local government.
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1 Introduction

Politicians are a target of violence in several countries around the world, especially in

some developing countries. Such violence is often perpetrated by criminal organizations.

For instance, in Mexico, assassins hired by drug cartels have killed almost 100 mayors

in the last decade.1 In 2002, a political organization with a criminal source of support,

the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia), launched a campaign to

intimidate opposition political leaders in Colombia, which led to five murdered politicians

and the resignation of 222 out of 463 mayors (Dal Bó, Dal Bó, and Di Tella, 2006).

In Italy, 134 politicians were killed from 1974 to 2014 (Lo Moro et al., 2015).2 Thus,

investigating how and why criminal organizations use violence to influence politics is a

topic of interest in many countries.

Two complementary theories have been advanced to explain political violence under-

taken by organized crime. A first set of models focuses on the post-electoral bargaining

that takes place between criminals and politicians. Dal Bó and Di Tella (2003) and

Dal Bó, Dal Bó, and Di Tella (2006) suggest that once elections have taken place and

the winner takes office, criminal organizations can use threats to “induce a given policy

maker to change his action from that preferred by society to that preferred by the group”

(Dal Bó and Di Tella, 2003, p. 1128). In other words, criminal organizations use violence

after elections to influence policymaking while politicians are in office. Organized crime

may, however, also use violence before an election in order to alter the electoral outcomes

and influence the political selection (Pinotti, 2012; Sberna and Olivieri, 2014; Alesina,
1www.nytimes.com/2016/01/17/opinion/sunday/why-cartels-are-killing-mexicos-mayors.

html?_r=2 (last accessed 18 June 2016).
2In 2015, the Italian Parliament undertook its first-ever survey of Italian politicians killed since 1975.

A parliamentary commission investigated the circumstances of all local politicians who suffered a violent
death, and presented the results in a detailed report including all main facts of each incident (Lo Moro
et al., 2015).
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Piccolo, and Pinotti, 2016). For instance, Alesina, Piccolo, and Pinotti (2016) find that

the homicide rate for politicians in Italy increases before national elections in regions with

a high level of organized crime. Like Pinotti (2012), they interpret this as evidence that

criminals want to discourage honest politicians from running for office. These two theories

point to criminal organizations using violence strategically to prevent moral hazard from

the local government (after elections) or to prevent adverse selection of honest politicians

(before elections).

In this paper, we offer an empirical test of one assumption and two complementary

theories. The assumption is that criminal organizations use violence against politicians

largely to affect politics. The two theories are that criminal organizations strategically use

violence (1) before elections, to minimize the adverse selection of politicians; or (2) after

elections, to minimize the moral hazard from politicians.3 Our test is based on a novel

dataset of attacks on Italian local politicians from 2010-2014.4 This dataset measures

attacks against politicians rather than general crime rates, as in the above-mentioned

studies. Our identification strategy exploits the specific design of the Italian city-level

elections, which take place at different points in time across cities, a feature that allows

us to (1) consider the effect on as many as 18 electoral cycles, even though we only have

data on four years of observations; and (2) identify the electoral period excluding any

effect related to trend or seasonality by using monthly and yearly fixed effects. Therefore,

we study the probability of observing an attack with respect to the electoral cycle, which

is exogenously determined.

The results show that attacks on politicians in Italy remarkably increase immediately
3There may be other moments in which to strategically approach politicians. However, while the period

around elections represents a clear, identifiable time frame, other attacks are likely to occur based on
context-specific events (e.g., before the approval of capital expenditures), which cannot be systematically
analyzed.

4We exclude data from 2012 for reasons explained in Section 4, which gives us only four years of
observations.
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after an election, but only in Southern Italian regions historically characterized by an

active presence of criminal organizations in the political arena (i.e., Calabria, Campania

and Sicilia).5 In such regions, we observe a peak of attacks in the month immediately

after local elections. The increase in the relative probability of observing an attack is

almost 10% (50% of a standard deviation). The presence of attacks only tied to the

electoral cycle in such areas provides strong evidence for the idea that such attacks are

not isolated events, but instead part of a strategy used by criminals to inuence politics.

Such �ndings are in line with Dal B�o and Di Tella (2003) and Dal B�o, Dal B�o, and Di Tella

(2006), as criminal organizations appear to strategically use violence immediately after a

new government is elected, and with Dell (2015), who �nds an increase in drug-related

violence against Mexican mayors in the period immediately after the inauguration of their

government.6

The reason why we might expect attacks to occur right after elections is that, in this

period, important decisions are made, from o�cial appointments to political programs,

and there might be a high return, in terms of inuence, on conditioning politicians during

this period. Additionally, criminal organizations might incur reputation costs if the new

government undertakes political actions explicitly intended to harm the criminal organi-

zation. More generally, organized crime might want to send signals about its strength

and the risks associated with disobeying its will in order to condition political decisions

from the start of the term.7

5Note that our results are una�ected when we also include a fourth region that has more recently been
a�ected by organized crime, i.e., Puglia.

6In a similar vein, Hodler and Rohner (2012) observe that terrorist groups such as ETA and Hamas
historically used to strike right after an election took place. They model this empirical pattern as the
result of an incentive mechanism in which striking early in the electoral term allows the terrorists to
collect information on the "type" of government they will have to deal with.

7A recent report of the Italian Parliament (Lo Moro et al., 2015) provides evidence of the motives
that might trigger violence against mayors and politicians at the city level (see next section). The report
devotes a section to electoral violence, pointing out that di�erent episodes, from threatening letters
to severe threats, \show the existence of a very precise dynamic criminal organization interference in

4



Following this reasoning, criminals might be more likely to target �rst-time elected

governments, as they are less likely to have already been threatened by criminal organi-

zations. While local governments in their second term have most likely already bargained

with organized crime during their previous term, newly elected politicians constitute new

agents with whom to negotiate. Indeed, this is what we observe: we �nd that previous

results are driven by elections in areas where organized crime is very visible, which led to

the appointment of a new local government. Those �ndings are robust to several robust-

ness tests, such as di�erent de�nitions of the dependent variable and di�erent measures

of organized crime's spatial presence.8

Overall, this paper contributes to our understanding of the strategic behaviors crim-

inal organizations use to inuence politics. The previous literature has discussed how

organized crime has manipulated the political selection process and electoral outcomes

in di�erent countries. For instance, Acemoglu, Robinson, and Santos (2013) show that

paramilitary groups in Colombia have signi�cant e�ects on both elections and politicians'

behaviors when in o�ce. De Luca and De Feo (2017) provide similar evidence for Italy,

showing that the Sicilian ma�a has been able to obtain economic advantages for its elec-

toral support. In this light, Barone and Narciso (2011) show that city councils where

organized crime is more active are more likely to attract national funds. Moreover, crim-

inal organizations can a�ect political selection, discouraging high-ability candidates from

entering politics, as shown by Daniele (2017) and Daniele and Geys (2015). Finally, this

paper is also linked to the broader literature on pressure groups and lobbies. Lobbying

activities by organized groups peak during the electoral period (e.g., through campaign

determining political and administrative equilibria" (Lo Moro et al., 2015, 177).
8A similar prediction could arise from the model of state-sponsored protection rackets developed by

Snyder and Duran-Martinez (2009). They suggest that the breakdown of state-sponsored protection
rackets can lead to increases in violence. In our case, the observed increase in political violence after
the election of a new government might reect a coordination failure between ma�a and local politicians
rather than bargaining (we thank an anonymous reviewer for this insight).
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contributions): this is investigated in several studies that model the behavior of lobbies

in the electoral context (Austen-Smith, 1987; Baron, 1994; Besley and Coate, 2001).

In the next section, we provide information on the institutional features of the Ital-

ian municipal government and we discuss why and when ma�as might be interested in

targeting them. In Section 3, we exploit our data to provide descriptive evidence of the

ways in which organized crime inuences politicians. In Sections 4 and 5, we present

the empirical strategy used to test the two theories mentioned above, the main results

and some robustness tests. In Section 6, we provide suggestive evidence of the impact of

attacks on local politics. We conclude in Section 7.

2 Local government in Italy

Italy is administratively divided into 20 regions, 110 provinces9 and about 8,000 munic-

ipalities. The regions have general competencies in terms of occupational protection and

safety, education and scienti�c research, cultural heritage, sport, airports and harbors.

Before being abolished, provinces used to have speci�c competencies in terms of construc-

tion and maintenance of schools, roads and long-term planning in terms of environment

and waste management. Italian municipalities constitute the smallest autonomous ad-

ministrative unit in the country.

2.1 Competences of the municipal government

Municipal governments provide many basic civil functions, from keeping the Registry

O�ce to managing and providing social services, transport, welfare and public works.

Their responsibilities are mostly focused on local management facilities such as building

permits, and concessions of leases for water, sewage and waste management, which often

9Provinces were abolished in 2015.
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entail handling large amounts of resources.

According to Lo Moro et al. (2015), organized crime targets municipalities to ob-

tain contracts for waste management, quarries and other public procurements from which

high pro�ts can be extracted by, for example, using low quality materials and cheap illegal

labor. Municipal governments also receive pressure for a variety of reasons, including re-

quests for employment for the city hall, housing, welfare subsidies. Finally, municipalities

have competencies in terms of prevention and control of money-laundering and racket in

local commercial activities and are directly responsible for the management of the assets

con�scated from the ma�a.

2.2 Municipal Elections

Municipal governments are headed by a mayor, an elected legislative body, the munic-

ipal council, and an executive body appointed by the mayor, the College of Aldermen.

The mayor and the council are elected every �ve years, but the electoral term can be

interrupted earlier if the mayor or more than half of the council resigns, or if the ma�a

in�ltrates the municipal government.10 In municipalities with less than 15,000 inhabi-

tants, elections take place in one round only; the candidate with the most votes becomes

mayor. In larger cities, mayors must obtain an absolute majority to be elected. If this is

not reached in the �rst round of the election, a second round takes place between the two

candidates who received the most votes. Finally, mayors can be elected for a maximum

of two consecutive terms, after which a change in government must take place. In our

analysis we consider electoral information about local elections in the period 2010-2014.

10Other reasons include: the inability of the mayor or more than half of the council to continue with
their activity due to permanent impediment, removal, appointment decay or death; violation of the
Italian Constitution or persistent violation of laws; and inability to approve the budget. See Articles 141,
143{146 of Legislative Decree N. 267/2000.
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Such data are provided by the Italian Minister of Interior A�airs.11

2.3 The �rst steps of a municipal government

The inauguration of municipal governments happens within the �rst two months from

elections and some crucial decisions are taken within the �rst 45 days. The �rst step

is the proclamation of the mayor, which coincides with the o�cial proclamation of the

results of the elections by the electoral o�ce. Within three days, the mayor announces

the elected members of the Council who need to gather in the Council for the �rst time

within 10 days from their announcement. Within the announcement and before the �rst

Council, the mayor has to nominate the aldermen and the vice-mayor. Within 20 days

from the inauguration, the mayor has to o�cially present the team of aldermen and take

the oath on the constitution. Within 45 days from the proclamation, the mayor has to

present the government programme and nominate the representatives of the municipal

government in other local authorities and institutions.

3 How ma�as inuence politics

Overall, our knowledge of the strategies used by criminal organizations to inuence politi-

cians is rather limited. We created a database detailing violence against politicians in Italy

from 2010{2014 to shed light on this phenomenon. The dataset includes victims' identi-

ties and the types of attacks, which allows us to detect patterns in the timing and spatial

distribution of the attacks. Our database relies on four yearly reports published by Avviso

Pubblico, an Italian non-governmental organization (NGO)12 that systematically collects

local news and primary sources on threats and attacks directed at Italian politicians from

11http://elezionistorico.interno.it/index.php?tpel=G (last accessed 21 July 2016).
12Note that o�cial data about violence against politicians are not available.
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2010 on.13 Avviso Pubblico was founded in 1996 with the aim of \connecting and or-

ganizing public administrators who are actively committed to promoting the notion of

democratic lawfulness in politics, public administration and in the local territories they

preside over."14 On a daily basis, volunteers from Avviso Pubblico consult and record

news of attacks on Italian politicians and public o�cers at all levels of government that

appear in national or local newspapers or that are communicated to the NGO directly

through �rst-hand sources. These data demonstrate that violence targeted at politicians

is not sporadic. From 2010 to 2014 there were, on average, 277 attacks against Italian

politicians, ranging from a minimum of 220 in 2010 to a maximum of 328 in 2013. In the

following section, we will discuss the speci�cs of these attacks.

3.1 Di�erent types of violence: from threatening letters to homi-
cides

From 2010{2014, the most common types of attacks were arson (targeting cars and the

City Hall or its structures) and threatening letters, which together constituted two-thirds

of the total. This pattern is similar across high and low organized crime areas, as well as

across di�erent categories of politicians. Physical attacks and arson of politicians' houses

also happened in a relevant number of cases, 67 and 50 times, respectively, in our four

years of observation. Other types of attacks happened less often, including bombings of

politicians' houses and City Hall (34 cases) and homicides (two cases; see Figure 1 for the

13The NGO began data collection in 2010, the year they opened their press o�ce. For the year 2012,
information was collected ex-post using internet searches only, rather than daily news consultation and
�rst-hand information collection. This, we were told by the National Coordinator of Avviso Pubblico,
Pierpaolo Romani, was due to technical reasons, linked to a lack of human resources. As a result, only
47 attacks were recorded for this year { six times less than the yearly average. Due to the partiality of
these data and the di�culty of making meaningful comparisons with the rest of the data, we decided to
drop this year from the analysis.

14Here more details about Avviso Pubblico, including their collaboration with Italian universities and
the Italian Parliament: http://www.avvisopubblico.it/home/associazione/chi-siamo/about-us/
(last accessed 30 July 2017).
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full list). The use of homicide to stop the activity of a particularly hostile politician, and

to intimidate others like him, is likely to be particularly costly for criminal organizations

due to the state's mobilization to persecute the instigators of the attack. From 1974 to

2016, criminal organizations were responsible for a total of 62 homicides (Lo Moro et al.,

2015), an average of 1.5 per year, much less than any other category of attacks observed

in our data. Therefore, we test the hypothesis that a recurrent strategy is to escalate

the use of violence. When the same victim is attacked more than once, attacks could

escalate from less severe to more severe attacks.15 This hypothesis is not supported in our

database: out of 22 mayors who were targeted in more than one attack, a more violent

act followed a less serious one in only four cases. In all other cases, the seriousness of the

attack remained the same or decreased.

3.2 Geographic distribution: more violence where crime is or-
ganized

As many as 80% of the attacks took place in the south of Italy, particularly in the regions

most a�ected by organized crime. Of the 20 Italian regions, 57% of the attacks took

place in the three in which ma�as were born and have been historically more active,

Sicily, Calabria and Campania. The other two regions that report above-average levels of

political violence are Puglia, where a fourth, more recent criminal organization is active,

and Sardinia.16 This pattern supports the idea that the attacks reported in this database

were for the most part organized and executed by criminal organizations. Figure 2 plots

15To test this hypothesis, we classi�ed attacks as of low severity when they consisted of a threat such
as letters or verbal menaces; as medium severity when they consisted of a symbolic attack involving
damage such as killing domestic animals, damaging City Hall or sending animals' heads in boxes; and
of high severity when they involved violence { e.g., bombings, shootings, arson, physical aggression and
homicides.

16Lo Moro et al. (2015) explain the high levels of violence in Sardinia as \a phenomenon that should
be placed in a larger context of `archaic' behaviors, characterized by a culture of revenge and retaliation,
which does not recognize in the state the capacity to properly and promptly administer justice" (Lo Moro
et al., 2015, 96).
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Figure 1: Types of attacks against politicians, 2010{2014

Note: The histogram shows the number of attacks targeting Italian politicians from 2010{2014 in each

category. The total number of attacks was 1,111.
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