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The restless Italian 

Mario Draghi has helped turn a talking shop into a pillar of the world economy 

 

IS ITALY too small for Mario Draghi? The head of the country’s central bank spent the weekend of 
November 7th and 8th not in Rome but at the G20 meetings in Scotland, in his role as chair of the 
Financial Stability Board (FSB). It is a body with growing international clout. When he took the job 
in 2006, the FSB was the FSF, a mere forum. It is now an executive arm of the G20, charged with 
co-ordinating financial regulation and preventing future crises.  

Mr Draghi is used to being called on in a pinch. He became governor of the Bank of Italy after 
Antonio Fazio resigned over a bank-takeover scandal. Mr Draghi’s standing as a trusted technocrat 
helped restore the bank’s reputation. A prior stint as a senior executive at Goldman Sachs was a 
useful primer for both jobs.  

Some in Italy murmur that Mr Draghi’s FSB job is a distraction. Others point to the progress he has 
already made at the Bank of Italy. Outmoded hiring procedures are being swept away. The 
governor’s speeches and reports on the economy are clearer than before. In such a notoriously inert 
organisation, this counts as revolution. Only a few years ago bank staff were including Hotmail 
addresses in their contact details. 

Mr Draghi has shuttled to and from Italy throughout his career. He was the first Italian to receive a 
PhD in economics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Franco Modigliani, 
Italy’s Nobel prize-winning economist, signed his thesis; Stanley Fischer, now the governor of 
Israel’s central bank, was his main adviser. He already had a tenure-track job in Italy while at MIT. 
Afterwards he tried to spend one term a year in America to stay in touch with the academic 
mainstream. 

His first hands-on job in global finance came in 1984 as an executive director at the World Bank in 
Washington, DC. He returned home after six years and was put in charge of the treasury. Italy 
needed to control its public finances to squeeze into the euro. Mr Draghi led Italy’s privatisation 
programme and fostered a market for longer-dated government bonds, which helped reduce 
borrowing costs. He left in 2001 and went first to Harvard University, and then to Goldman Sachs 
in London and New York, before Italy called again. 

Admirers say Mr Draghi has the character and intellect to make the FSB a success. Those who have 
worked with him say he is calm, analytical and open-minded. He likes detail. At Goldman Sachs he 
showed a nerdish curiosity about pricing and hedging. Critics fret that the FSB’s mission is too 
broad, its membership of regulators and central bankers too clubby and its staff too small for it to 
have much impact, whatever the chairman’s merits. Its defenders point out that global rules will not 
be adopted unless they are first agreed upon by national watchdogs. The regulators that write the 
rules are best placed to enforce them by peer review. A small secretariat cuts the chances of turf 
wars with the IMF and other members, on whose resources the FSB can draw. 

As governor of the Bank of Italy, Mr Draghi is also a member of the European Central Bank’s 22-
strong rate-setting council. He does not publicise his views on interest rates. The FSB may have 
taught him that broking consensus is harder with lots of loud voices, but his reticence makes it hard 



to judge him as a policymaker. He is one of two presumptive candidates (with Axel Weber of 
Germany’s Bundesbank) to succeed Jean-Claude Trichet as ECB president in two years’ time. 
Europe is often accused of looking inward. That, at least, is not a charge that sticks to Mr Draghi.  
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