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1. Introduction

The SARS-CoV-2 (Covid-19) pandemic, which started in late December last
year, quickly spread from China to Europe. The country most affected by the
virus was Slovenia’s neighbour Italy, where hundreds of infections were reported
in just one month. Seeing the situation in the neighbouring country, Slovenia
began to seek solutions straightaway, adopting a national plan to prevent the
spread of infections in order to avoid a possible overload of the healthcare sy-
stem. The first case of Covid-19 in Slovenia was reported on 4 March 2020 and
on 12 March the Slovenian government officially declared an epidemic. Kinder-
gartens and schools were closed on 16 March, and so were non-essential services
such as cinemas and fitness and sports centres. Public transport and air transport
were also suspended. A temporary prohibition of public events followed on 20
March. At the end of the month, movement between municipalities was banned,
with the exception of a few emergencies such as business travel or assistance to
family members (Government of the Republic of Slovenia 2020a).

Within a month, social life came to a halt. As non-essential services were clo-
sed, most people found themselves at home, waiting for work or on leave, while
others continued to work remotely using a variety of digital platforms. Schools
had to reorganise themselves very quickly to be able to implement remote lear-
ning or teaching in online classrooms and to ensure equal access to materials,
assignments and knowledge to all pupils.

Adapting to the new way of life and work changed people’s priorities and
daily lives. Live meetings were replaced by virtual meetings and technology be-
came a life necessity. Moreover, the virus also changed the dynamics of socialisa-
tion and rearranged interpersonal relationships: the young, more adept at using
modern technology, helped their parents in using a computer, children provided
for their parents by shopping for groceries and running errands for them.

In this context, also the Italian national community had to reorganise itself
rapidly in line with government measures to curb the spread of infections. Alre-
ady in the first week of March, even before the epidemic was officially declared
in Slovenia, many planned events such as concerts and book presentations with
expected attendance from Italy had been cancelled. Italy soon became an actual
hotbed of Covid-19 in Europe, with hundreds of infections recorded on a daily
basis. In order to minimise infections resulting from the movement of people be-
tween neighbouring countries, the Slovenian government ordered that borders
be closed. The closure of the borders with the neighbouring countries, especially
Italy and Croatia, was a major blow to all residents of Slovenian Istria, particu-
larly the members of the Italian national community who found themselves cut
off from their kin-nation and from the Italian part of the population of Croatian
Istria. In fact, despite being a line of separation, the border is also a connecting
element where the needs and desires for cooperation are concentrated. Cross-
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border cooperation strengthens neighbourly relations between local or regional
communities. As such, it is not always related only to the presence of a minority
in the border area, but also to the presence of the majority population. Thus, also
in the Slovenian-Italian and Slovenian-Croatian border areas, these two aspects
intertwine. In our case, however, cross-border relations involve three countri-
es and, consequently, several groups on both sides of the two borders, which
leads to a much larger number and diversity of relations between them, not all
of which are equally relevant for interethnic relations in the border area. Yet in
our case, with the Italian community at the centre of our consideration, the com-
plexity of the established model' of the Italian national community’s integration
and cross-border cooperation is changing and gaining new dimensions as a re-
sult of the current situation. In such regard, the question arises as to whether all
these changes can affect the vitality of the national community. Assuming they
do, we ask ourselves how members of the Italian national community did and
will adapt to the new situation. Will there be a new model of organisation and
integration? In an attempt to answer these questions, a study was conducted, the
results of which are presented below.

In order to understand the new/different reality that changes the existing
patterns of contacts of the members of the Italian national community with Italy
as their nation of origin and with the members of the Italian national community
in Croatia, the next chapter outlines the situation of the Italian national commu-

nity in general.

2. The Italian National Community in Slovenia

Due to its geographical and strategic location, the territory of Slovenian Istria
is a melting pot of different nations and cultures. Another characteristic of this
area is the frequent changing of political authority, especially from the 19* cen-
tury onwards when the governing countries and, consequently, borders often
changed, which affected the composition of its population. After World War II,
the Italian eastern border became a recurrent subject of debate. With the signing
of the Paris Peace Treaty (in 1947), the Free Territory of Trieste was establis-
hed, which comprised two zones: Zone A, which included Trieste, and Zone
B, which included Slovenian Istria and was administered by the Yugoslav Army.
Following the signing of the London Memorandum (in 1954), the entire Zone
B came under Yugoslav administration and a significant part of the Italian popu-
lation therefore moved to Italy.> The vacated towns were settled by Slovenians
from the hinterland and members of other nations. With the Treaty of Osimo (in
1975), Yugoslav sovereignty over Zone B was finally recognised. This marked
the biginning of the protection of the Italian minority (Sedmak 2005, 92; Ivetic
2006).
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After the break-up of Yugoslavia in 1991, the autochthonous Italian popu-
lation was separated by the new state border between Slovenia and Croatia.
Members of the Italian nationality from Slovenian Istria, who had already been
separated from their kin-nation, thus found themselves divided between two
countries. At the 1991 census, 2,959 persons identified themselves as mem-
bers of the Italian national community, and 3,882 persons listed Italian as their
mother tongue (SORS 1991). At the 2002 census,* 2,258 persons identified
themselves as members of the Italian national community, and 3,736 people lis-
ted Italian as their mother tongue. This accounts for 0.11 % of the entire popula-
tion of Slovenia. In the ethnically mixed area of Slovenian Istria, 81.5 % or 1840
persons identified themselves as members of the Italian national community,
and approximately 18.5 % identified themselves as such outside the ethnically
mixed area (SORS 2002). With Slovenia’s accession to the European Union and
the Schengen area and with the introduction of free movement, the divisions of
the previous century were overcome, but the border with Croatia in Istria was
strengthened, making the activity of the Italian national community much more
difficult.

The constitutions of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and the
Socialist Republic of Slovenia already included provisions on the protection of
national communities, which significantly contributed to the preservation of the
Italian national community. In fact, Article 77 of the 1963 Constitution stipula-
ted that Slovenia guarantees the free expression of affiliation, the equality of the
Italian language, and the possibility of overall development and progress. The
1974 Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Slovenia guaranteed the Italian
national community and its members special rights under Articles 250 and 251:
free use of their language, free expression and development of national cultu-
re, the possibility to establish special organisations for this purpose, free use of
their national symbols. In the ethnically mixed area, the use of Italian was equal
to Slovenian, and the members of minorities were provided with education in
their own language. Slovenia was committed to foster the development of the
community in all areas. It also supported the contacts of the Italian nationality
with the kin-nation (Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Slovenia 1974;
Klemenci¢ & Zupanti¢ 2004, 184).

The 1991 Constitution of the Republic of Slovenia preserves and upgrades
the special rights of the Italian national community. According to Article 11, in
those municipalities where the Italian national community resides, the official
language, in addition to Slovenian, is also Italian. Article 61 provides for the free
expression of national affiliation, while the right to use one’s language and script
is guaranteed by Article 62. Article 64 determines the special rights of national
minorities in the Republic of Slovenia, which are: the right to use their national
symbols freely, the right to establish organisations and develop economic, cul-
tural, scientific, and research activities, as well as activities in the field of public
media and publishing, the right to education and schooling in their own langu-
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ages, the right to foster relations with their nations of origin and their respective
countries, the right to establish self-governing communities in order to exercise
their rights, the right to be directly represented in representative bodies of local
self-government and in the National Assembly (Constitution of the Republic of
Slovenia 1991).

The position of the Italian national community is further defined in other
special laws, regulations, ordinances and statutes of municipalities in ethnically
mixed areas, in legal acts, interstate treaties or agreements, and in international
conventions.

The establishment of the first organisation of the Italian national commu-
nity matches a complex historical and political context after World War II. In
1944, the Italian Union of the Istrian District (Unione degli Italiani dell'Istria e
di Fiume) was formed. As the umbrella organisation of members of the Italian
national community living in the former Yugoslavia, the Union’s mission was to
organise social and cultural life. Under its auspices, it gathered Italian cultural
circles (Circoli italiani di cultura) and supported the development of Italian cul-
tural and other institutions, such as the Italian Drama in Rijeka (Dramma Italia-
no di Fiume) founded in 1946 and the Edit publishing house founded in 1952.
The Italian Union of the Istrian District strived for greater independence from
state authorities and for a better position of the Italian community in the society.
In the 1960s, it established contacts with the kin-nation and in 1964 it started a
long-term cooperation with the People’s University of Trieste (Universita Popo-
lare di Trieste). These organisations were very active in the field of culture: the
Istria Nobilissima art and culture contest was launched in 1967 and the Centre
for Historical Research in Rovinj (Centro di Ricerche Storiche di Rovigno) was
established in 1968. Over the next decade, the need arose to reorganise the Itali-
an Union to become a cultural and political organisation. In this light, the Italian
cultural circles were renamed Italian Communities (Comunita degli Italiani). In
the 1980s, their activities and commitments focused on culture and education,
but at the end of the decade, some intellectuals began to advocate a greater po-
litical role of the organisations of the Italian national community (Giuricin &
Giuricin 2008).

Slovenia and Croatia gained independence in 1991. With the establishment
of a new state border, the Italian national community was cut in two. In the same
year, a reformed Italian Union was formally established, committed to preser-
ving and developing Italian culture and Italian language and exercising the spe-
cial rights of the Italian national community. Today, the Italian national com-
munity in Slovenia is organised as the Coastal Self-Governing Community of
Italian Nationality (CAN Costiera), which is the umbrella organisation for the
municipalities of Ankaran, Koper, Izola and Piran, where members of the Itali-
an nationality autochthonously reside. Within these municipalities, the Italian
national community is organised into municipal self-governing communities of
Italian Nationality, representing the members of the Italian national community
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before local communities. In each municipality, members of the Italian natio-
nal community elect their own members of the municipal council and also have
their own deputy mayor.

The Italian national community manages educational institutions, cultural
institutions and other societies operating in the Italian language. Schools are par-
ticularly important because they enable the preservation and transmission of the
Italian language and culture. Educational institutions for members of the Italian
community are part of the Slovenian public system and include kindergartens,
primary and secondary schools. This model meets the specifics of the enviro-
nment and takes into account the cultural and educational tradition of the natio-
nal community. Schools on the Coast have an adapted curriculum, which means
that in schools with Italian as the language of instruction, there are adaptations
for the following subjects: society, geography, history, Italian as first language,
Slovenian as second language. Textbooks, workbooks and other materials are all
in Italian (Novak Lukanovi¢ et al. 2011; Zudi¢ Antoni¢ 2018).

The Carlo Combi Promotional, Cultural, Educational and Development
Centre has been operating in Koper since 200S. Its goal is to preserve, promote
and develop the identity of the Italian minority, its language and culture. Radio
and Television Koper-Capodistria, which operates under the auspices of Radio-
televizija Slovenija, plays a very important role in the field of public information
for members of the Italian national community. The Koper-Capodistria Regio-
nal Centre was established in 1995, while the history of radio and television in
Koper dates back to the post-war period. Publishing is carried out by the EDIT
publishing house based in Rijeka, which publishes the newspaper La Voce del
Popolo, the children’s monthly Arcobaleno, the fortnightly Panorama, and the
magazine on culture La Battana.

Italian Communities (Comunita degli Italiani) are organised as associations
of members of the Italian national community. They played an important role in
the post-war period when the Italian population turned from a majority to a mi-
nority. They are mainly active in the cultural, sports and social fields. Their main
goal is to promote Italian culture, language and identity, to unite their members,
and to preserve customs and traditions (Diabaté et al. 2012).

3. Study of the Impact of Covid-19 on the Life and
Organisation of the Members of the Italian National
Community

3.1 Background

In order to present how the Italian national community coped with the situation
during the epidemic and to provide an assessment of the unpredictable circum-
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stances, telephone interviews were conducted with selected representatives of
Italian national community institutions.

The purpose of this study was to explore the views and opinions of members
of the Italian national community regarding the situation of their institutions du-
ring the epidemic and to find answers to the following questions:

- How did the Italian national community organise itself during the epide-
mic?

- What were the challenges faced by the schools with Italian as the language of
instruction?

- What is the respondents’ opinion about the closure of state borders, which
prevented the free movement of persons and contacts with the nation of ori-

gin?

The questions basically aimed to:

- determine how the Italian national community organised itself during the
epidemic,

- identify the challenges faced by the schools with Italian as the language of
instruction,

- find out what the respondents think about the closure of state borders, with
an emphasis on the impossibility of free movement of persons and contacts
with the nation of origin.

In the first phase, the study involved members of the Italian national community
active in various areas of public life: the political council of the Italian national
community, the Italian Communities, the self-governing communities of Italian
Nationality, the education council, cultural and media institutions. Eleven selec-
ted individuals were included in the sample: nine were interviewed by phone
and two chose to answer by e-mail. Most of the interviews were conducted in
April, after which the study continued with an analysis of (mainly minority)
media and of the measures and activities in the local environment. In the second
phase of the study, we conducted four more interviews with representatives of
ethnic institutions and repeated the interviews with selected individuals (in the
field of education), whom we had interviewed in the first phase.

In order to obtain credible data, a series of questions on the organisation of
the Italian national community; its institutions, bilingualism, education, the im-
portance of cooperation with the nation of origin and the role of the state border
was prepared. The methodological approach of the in-depth interview gave us
the opportunity to ask additional questions with the aim of getting a clear pictu-
re of the situation.
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3.2 Communities and Other Institutions

Italian community institutions quickly adapted to the new circumstances. The
self-governing communities of Italian Nationality and the Italian Communities
cancelled all events already in the first week of March (CAN Capodistria 2020;
Costamagna 2020a; Dr¢i¢ 2020a; Katonar 2020), even before the official decla-
ration of the epidemic. Two factors in particular influenced such decision. First,
the situation in neighbouring Italy, of which the members were well informed
as most of the events involved the participation of guests from Italy. The second
factor was the fact that the events organised by the communities are largely at-
tended by elderly members who are most at risk for Covid-19 infection.

Due to the great uncertainty at the outset, the communities followed the
measures set out at the national level and complied therewith at all times. In
March and April, most people worked from home, communicated by phone
and e-mail and used various communication channels such as Skype or Zoom.
Occasionally, some employees went to their offices to perform the necessary
administrative tasks (review of incoming mail, preparation of documents to be
signed, etc.). Some other employees were home waiting for work. Since May, the
offices had been open to members and the public upon previous agreement and
in accordance with the guidelines set by the National Institute of Public Health
(Costamagna 2020b; Drei¢ 2020b).

The CAN Costiera continued to work on some previously planned tasks and
projects that were very important for the members of the Italian national com-
munity. These included a public tender to promote investment in the economy
in the area where members of the autochthonous Italian national community
live. Investments are in fact very important for micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises, which can use these funds to upgrade existing production. Another
important project was Raising the quality of national education for the Italian
national community in Slovenia and the Slovenian national community in Italy,
funded by the European Social Fund and the Slovenian Ministry of Education,
Science and Sport.’ The project, which strengthened friendship and cooperati-
on between two neighbouring minorities, included a didactic strategy that en-
visaged the presence of pedagogical experts (native speakers) in pre-school and
school institutions during classes. It also provided educational courses and the-
matic workshops. Due to Covid-19, the project was implemented in a reduced
format. As kindergartens and schools were closed in both Italy and Slovenia, the
pedagogical assistants engaged in remote work, as this was the only approved
and permitted method of implementing curricula considering the situation. The
success of this type of work was an indicator that curricula can also be imple-
mented by more flexible means, which confirms the fact that in the future other
educational models should also be considered in addition to the classical one.
The official end date of the project was 31 August 2020, but given the excel-
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lent results achieved and the interest shown by the institutions, the possibility of
continuing the project for another two school years is being considered (CAN
Costiera 2020a).

During this period, the Council of the above institution held a correspon-
dence meeting and adopted a draft joint ordinance on the implementation of
bilingualism in all coastal municipalities. It is a joint ordinance on the imple-
mentation of bilingualism where the rules of previous ordinances have been ob-
served, while obsolete articles have been revised.® The draft ordinance must be
submitted to the municipal councils of all coastal municipalities for approval and
harmonised with the municipal statutes with the consent of the self-governing
Italian national communities. The ordinance regulates the use of the Italian lan-
guage in the ethnically mixed area where, in addition to Slovene, Italian is also
the official language in all local, public and state institutions of the municipaliti-
es. Fully bilingual road signs and adaptations of existing ones that do not comply
with the regulation (CAN Costiera 2020b) are also mandatory.

All communities were in contact with their members during the epidemic,
mainly by phone or e-mail. This enabled and ensured that members received up-
-to-date information in Italian about the Covid-19 epidemic in Slovenia, about
the rules of conduct, about state and municipal measures, etc. Other means of
information were also used, such as posts on community websites or social net-
works (Facebook).

From the outset, the communities were aware that they needed to help vul-
nerable groups. This was mainly provided in close circles, i.e. through friends and
family members. In such regard, the cases of Piran and Ankaran can be highligh-
ted as examples of good practice. As quarantine and social distancing can also
have a strong psychological effect on individuals, the Italian community of Piran
organised a virtual Zoom meeting every Friday evening, where people could
meet, share their impressions and thoughts, and gain additional information and
answers to their questions. Zoom meetings were also important for maintaining
contacts with fellow members from other countries, e.g. in Italy, Austria, Portu-
gal and the US, who talked about how they spent their time during the epidemic.
This same community also organised a campaign to help elderly members with
purchases or other errands. In the Ankaran community, attention was paid to
the youngest and the sewing of protective masks for children began in anticipa-
tion of the opening of kindergartens and schools. The community contributed
fabric and materials, while members volunteered to sew smaller masks tailored
to children’s faces.

During the epidemic, the communities did not forget to implement and re-
spect the provisions on bilingualism, thus keeping constant attention and cal-
ling on members to report any deficiencies in such regard. At the beginning of
the epidemic, there were no instructions in Italian in medical facilities and in
local healthcare in general. Some municipalities initially published information

109



110

85 / 2020 TREATISES AND DOCUMENTS JOURNAL OF ETHNIC STUDIES
L. SORGO, S. NOVAK LUKANOVIC The Italian National Community in Slovenia during the Covid-19 Epidemic
DOI: 10.36144/RiG85.dec20.101-117

on the measures only in Slovenian, but the situation improved when the Italian
communities pointed to this problem. It is important to take into account the
fact that a large number of members of the Italian community are elderly people
who have difficulties understanding Slovenian. It is for this reason that the com-
munities often translated and published key information and instructions on the
epidemic in Italian themselves.

3.3 Education

Primary school was definitely the one with the most problems, especially in the
beginning. As pupils are minors, there are also certain rules that teachers must
take into account, such as the fact that pupils cannot have lessons in the onli-
ne environment or that they may not be recorded. The school lent some school
computers to families who did not have a computer, and the National Education
Institute also helped by providing modems and tablets. Younger pupils heavily
relied on the assistance of the parents to work with computers. It had thus been
found that many parents did not have the necessary digital skills. In addition, as
one of the primary school principals pointed out, the language of instruction at
school - Italian — was a barrier to communication for some parents, especial-
ly in the case of first-graders who are not yet fluent in Italian because Italian is
not their first language or because they come from mixed families. It was also
emphasised that teachers invested a considerable amount of time in preparing
lessons and materials and in informing parents.

When the epidemic in Slovenia was officially over (31 May 2020), all pu-
pils gradually returned to school. Schools had to follow a certain hygiene proto-
col: a 1.5 m distance between school desks and a similar interpersonal distance,
frequent washing and disinfection of hands, no gathering in hallways and around
schools, use of face masks for employees and other professionals. The epidemic
also changed the assessment of knowledge and national assessments for six- and
nine-graders were not carried out this year.

It was much easier and faster to organise remote learning in secondary
schools. Older children are in fact more independent in the use of technology
and were immediately able to adapt to the new method of work. Neverthe-
less, teachers had to review the content of the curricula. For families who did
not have a computer or had trouble using their home computer, the school lent
some school computers that students would return when the learning process
would go back to normal. As repeatedly pointed out, the greatest concern was
the implementation of the matura exam and practical training for vocational
school students. The schools constantly followed and adapted to the guidelines
of the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport. Fourth-year students returned
to schools at the end of May to start preparing for the matura exam. Exam dates
were adjusted to the health situation, and the first exam (a written English test)
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was held on 30 May (RIC 2020). Other students finished school by remote le-
arning.

Practical training for vocational school students was also adapted. Article 46
of the Act on Intervention Measures to Contain the Covid-19 Epidemic and Mi-
tigate its Consequences for Citizens and the Economy (2020) states:

If, due to the epidemic, secondary school students, apprentices and last-year students
could not complete practical training by working and practical education at employers,
such shall be recognised as completed if they have positive grades in all professional
modules in the final year.

On such basis, final-year students continued to participate in remote learning
and prepare for the final exam. For students who did not attend the final years,
two options opened up: the first one envisaged that, in agreement with vocati-
onal subject teachers and employers, training would be adapted in such a way
that part of the practical training would be replaced by more theoretical work,
e.g. preparation of project assignments; the other option was to complete prac-
tical training in the summer. In the interview, the principal of the Pietro Coppo
Secondary School in Izola, which offers secondary vocational, secondary tech-
nical and vocational-technical education in Italian, said that some students com-
pleted compulsory training already in December 2019 and so the epidemic did
not cause any additional problems. Students who started training in February
2020 and had to suspend it due to the health situation were able to continue and
complete the training as soon as the measures began to loosen, especially in the
summer.

3.4 Cross-Border Cooperation

The border issue can be looked at from different angles, not only in geographical
terms, but also from a legal, temporal and psychological point of view. After the
end of World War I, the first negotiations for the demarcation of the border be-
tween Italy and the former Yugoslavia began, which was resolved by the signing
of the Osimo Treaty in 1975. After the disintegration of Yugoslavia and with Slo-
venia and Croatia gaining independence in 1991, a new border with Croatia was
set up on the Dragonja river.

With Slovenia’s accession to the European Union and the Schengen area, all
internal borders between EU Member States were abolished, including the bor-
der with Italy. This implies a free and easier movement of persons and goods and
indeed represents an advantage for cross-border cooperation. Although the bor-
der with Croatia still exists although Croatia is now also a member of the Euro-
pean Union, members of the Italian national community consider the territory
from Trieste to Croatian Istria as a single or common territory without borders
in which they can now move freely.
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The Slovenian government decided to close the borders and to control
entry into the country on 12 March. Local border crossings were closed and
four checkpoints were established on the border with Italy (Vrtojba — Standrez/
SantAndrea, Fernetici/Fernetti, Skofije/Rabuiese and Krvavi Potok — Pesek/
Pese) for the entry of persons who were not Slovenian citizens or did not have a
registered permanent or temporary residence in Slovenia. This did not apply to
freight transport (Government of the Republic of Slovenia 2020b).

All respondents agreed that border closure was indeed a problem, causing
difhiculties at various levels and representing an issue not only for members of
minorities but for the entire population. All respondents agreed that border clo-
sure had a strong psychological impact on people and affected both work and
economy, but understand during an epidemic, when there is state of emergency,
there must be some sort of control.

We would like to highlight the opinion of some respondents regarding the
closure of the state border. One of the interviewees said he had the impression
that at the beginning of the crisis, even state institutions did not know exactly
what to do. Personally, he was against any border closure, especially in Slovenian
Istria, where it was reasonable to expect that certain measures would be imple-
mented differently. It would e.g. be reasonable to expect that special exemptions
would apply to those who had relatives and family members across the border,
perhaps even elderly, sick and dependent relatives. He added that the closure of
borders caused inconvenience not only for families but also in terms of work,
namely for cross-border workers. Another interviewee mentioned that it was a
period of great uncertainty and instability for national communities, especially
in terms of preserving their linguistic and cultural identity. A third interviewee
referred to the general aspect of the cross-border area, emphasising that this ter-
ritory represents a world of its own that cannot live separated between borders.
In his opinion, minorities certainly suffered the most, the Italian minority in
Slovenia and Croatia, as well as the Slovenian minority in Italy, as both mino-
rities were cut off from their homeland. It is these groups that have suffered the
greatest damage in terms of cultural, social, institutional and personal contacts.
Hopes remain that the governments of Italy, Slovenia and Croatia will under-
stand the specifics of this territory and mitigate the situation at the borders in the
future, should similar circumstances arise again, as expected in autumn.

Due to the spread of the epidemic in nearby Italy, the coastal population may
have realised sooner what was happening and accepted any new measures with
understanding. As they know the Italian language and, above all, have contacts
with Trieste and Italy, they acted more responsibly, especially with regard to the
restriction of movement and social distancing. In the interviews, many respon-
dents replied that for many people who had relatives, friends and associates from
Italy and Croatian Istria, the closure of the border cut off their interpersonal re-
lations.
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A similarly worrying situation was seen with regard to schooling, as it was
not known how teachers and pupils living in the border area, either in Italy or
in Croatia, would be able to attend school if schools reopened before borders.
The Ministry of Education, Science and Sport sent out a message stating that
in the first week after school reopening these students would continue remote
learning, after which they would have to arrange for the status of cross-border
workers (Botter 2020).

The working visit of the Italian Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio to the Slo-
venian Foreign Minister Anze Logar of 6 June 2020 focused on the closure of
the border (Dr¢i¢ 2020c). Both countries were optimistic about 15 June, when
border measures could be lifted and the two countries could work together to
relaunch all forms of cross-border cooperation, contributing not only to the re-
covery in tourism and the economy, but also to the vitality of the Italian national
community. An important turning point was 13 June, when the border with Italy
opened to the inhabitants of Friuli Venezia Giulia. On 15 June, also local border
crossings with Croatia were opened.’

During the epidemic, a key role was indeed played by minority media, such
as the daily La Voce del Popolo and the Italian radio and television programme
of the Koper Regional Centre of RT'V Slovenija, which actively reported on the
epidemiological situation in the border area, i.e. the area between Italy, Slovenia
and Croatia.

4. Conclusions and Future Prospects

Initially, three questions were posed, the answers to which were sought in the
replies of the interviewees and in the views and opinions of members of the Ita-
lian national community. While trying to answer those three questions, another
crucial question opened up: is the Italian national community ready for the chal-
lenges of the future?

The analysis of the replies shows that the Italian national community is ac-
tive mainly in the cultural and social field and that it strives in various ways to
preserve its vitality, especially in the field of culture, language and identity. Altho-
ugh the whole world is struggling with a state of emergency and searching for a
solution to get life back on track, members of the Italian national community are
also aware that they need to find additional ways to fulfil their mission.

Education was the fastest to reorganise itself during the epidemic, as it has
been promoting the use of ICT for years as an effective way of teaching. Howe-
ver, when teaching takes place entirely remotely, problems also arise, such as dif-
ficulty of communication with those parents who do not know Italian well or
do not know it well enough. For the youngest pupils, the problem is computer
skills, because they are not independent. There are other problems, as well, that
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need to be solved if classes were to take place online again, such as appropriate
support for children with special needs and other vulnerable groups.

As regards the border and cross-border cooperation, the psychological con-
sequences of border closure and the difficulties in maintaining family contacts
were the most prominent in the respondents’ answers. Members of the Italian
national community identify themselves on the basis of their language and the
environment in which they live, and for them contacts with Italy are vital. Re-
spondents did not provide any specific answers to what to do in case of border
closure. In their opinion, more appropriate solutions should probably be found
at the national level through an active foreign policy, as well as at the regional level
by maintaining good neighbourly relations, with due account of the fact that a si-
milar situation could reoccur. It is important that the Italian national community
maintains contacts with the country and nation of origin and that both Italy and
Slovenia are willing to cooperate in the development of the minority. This is not
only about cultural and linguistic exchanges, but about recognising the presence
of the Italian national community as a proof of the presence of Italian identity in
the border area of Slovenian Istria.

The circumstances in which the Italian national community found itself at
the time of the epidemic reinforced the meaning of the word community, which
became a fundamental point of reference for members and a connecting ele-
ment between people. It showed that an individual is important only as a mem-
ber of a community. The challenges posed by the new circumstances related to
Covid-19, which the Italian national community will have to face in the future,
are great and unpredictable. But this diversity can also offer new opportunities in
the sense of finding new and different ways of working, organising institutions,
opening and connecting with the general public, connecting with different gene-
rations not only in a narrow local area but in a wider geographical area. Of cour-
se, the goal of all interviewees remains to continuously look for ways to preserve
the vitality of the Italian national community in the changed circumstances.
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Notes

! The model includes both contacts at the national level (enshrined in interstate treaties) and

regional level (defined by regional agreements), as well as direct contacts, which are the most
extensive.

The position of the Italians in Slovenian Istria has changed completely. From a large nation
they turned, after 1945, to a small national minority without a strong demographic, social and
economic structure (Troha 2002, 451).

Comparing the 2002 census with the 1991 census, statistics shows a decrease in the number
of members of the Italian national community. The demographic fluctuation of the Italian
population can be explained by various arguments, such as non-determination of ethnic-national
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affiliation, higher death than birth rates, mixed marriages, a different methodological approach
at t)he 2002 census, exclusion of expatriates from the census, and other reasons (Benedetti 2015,
20).

Following the adoption of the Yugoslavand Slovenian constitutionsin 1974 and the establishment
of the relevant bodies to protect national communities, the Italian minority in Slovenia was among
the most protected minorities in Europe (Troha 2002, 460).

The project represents the only funding outside the usual form of funding for the benefit of the
Italian language education system. It officially started in 2016 and in four years a number of
activities have taken place, such as the distribution of interactive blackboards for primary and
secondary schools with Italian as the language of instruction.

The Municipality of Piran does not have a decree on bilingualism, but it does have a Decree on
Public Advertising (2004). In the municipality of Izola, there is the Decree on the Implementation
of Bilingualism in the Ethnically Mixed Area (2001). In the Municipality of Koper, the Decree on
the Public Implementation of Bilingualism in the Ethnic Area applies (1998). The municipality
of Ankaran does not have a decree on bilingualism yet.

Already on 10 May, the border was opened for Slovenian citizens and close family members who
own real estate or a vessel in Croatia, for whom quarantine was no longer necessary (Dessardo
2020).
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