
Fresh challenge to Italy
on foreign lecturers’ pay
The European Commission is
preparing to launch a fresh
round of legal action against
Italy for discriminating against
foreign lecturers in an abuse of
European Union law that has
persisted for more than 30
years.

The Commission has twice be-
fore brought cases against Italy
in the European Court of Justice
over the employment conditions
of foreign lettori. It has won both
cases, in 2001 and 2006.

Although successive Italian
governments have made
changes to their laws, the dis-
crimination continues.

The Commission’s depart-
ment for employment, social 
affairs and inclusion launched a
complaints procedure last year,
when the Italian government
was headed by Mario Monti, a
former European commission-
er. European Voice has learnt
that the Commission is once
again contemplating legal 
action, because the current gov-
ernment’s response has been
unsatisfactory.

An Italian law adopted in

1980 on tenure for university
teachers put foreigners on an-
nual contracts renewable for
five years. The law and its suc-
cessors have been challenged 
repeatedly, and the ECJ has de-
livered six judgments that dis-
crimination is being practised
against foreign nationals teach-
ing in Italian universities, most
recently in 2008. Yet the 
discrimination worsened after
Italy adopted a higher-educa-
tion law in 2010, known as the
Gelmini law, that was designed
to implement the ECJ rulings.

This year, around half of the
180 foreign lecturers whose cas-
es are still pending in Italian
courts had their salaries cut – in
some cases by as much as 60% –
with three universities that 
employ them – in Catania,
Salento and Bergamo – citing
the Gelmini law. 

Last week an appeal court in
Brescia, northern Italy, handed
down a ruling that gives addi-
tional urgency to the Commis-
sion’s pending action. Two years
ago, three foreign lecturers were
awarded !300,000 in wage ar-
rears by a first-instance court in
Brescia, in line with a 2004 law
whose adoption was sufficient

to stave off an EU threat of fines.
The University of Brescia ap-
pealed against that judgment.
On 11 July, an appeals court
quashed the award. It refused to
consider the merits of the case
and instead applied the Gelmi-
ni law, which declared as “ex-
tinct” all pending court cases
concerning foreign lecturers.

Lorenzo Picotti, a law profes-
sor who advises the Association
of Foreign Lecturers in Italy, 
described the judgment as “as-
tonishing” and said it retroac-
tively applied the Gelmini law in
violation of EU law. 

Edward McMillan-Scott, a
British Liberal MEP, said: “This
case demonstrates that the for-
eign lecturers and indeed others
working in Italy as foreign ex-
perts cannot expect fair treat-
ment from the Italian adminis-
trative and legal system, let
alone from the government.” He
said he would lodge a complaint
with the Commission when the
European Parliament recon-
venes in September, for its fail-
ure to take a tougher stance
against Italy. “The Commission
has not done its job and must do
so now,” he said. 

The head of the foreign lectur-

ers’ association, David Petrie,
who teaches at the University of
Verona, said that, despite a court
ruling equating his work with
that of an associate professor
whose monthly take-home pay
was !2,226, he was getting just
!1,471 net. 

In the UK’s parliament,
David Lidington,  the minister
for European affairs, has faced
calls to exclude Italy from inter-
national co-operation through
the Erasmus student exchange
scheme and the Bologna ac-
cords on mutual recognition of
degrees.

Alain Le Roy, France’s am-
bassador to Italy, has also voiced
his government’s concerns over
the Gelmini law. 

The Italian ministry for 
education did not respond to a
request for comment.
� The Commission is also con-
sidering launching a separate 
legal action against Italy over
the testing of the Italian 
language skills of foreign teach-
ers, which it believes is dispro-
portionate. The Commission is
unhappy with Italy’s response to
a request for clarification sent
last year.
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MANY HAPPY RETURNS Angela Merkel, Germany’s chancellor, with a bouquet of flowers she received for her 59th birthday yesterday (17 July).

is printed on recycled paper

9 771370 601128

2 8 >
Price: Eurozone !4.70 UK £4.20

REUTERS


