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Speaking out: campaigner David Petrie (left) and MEP Edward McMillan-Scott 

By Elizabeth Roberts

12:26PM BST 29 May 2013

Discrimination against expat university lecturers in Italy was thrust into the international spotlight
today when the vice-president of the European Parliament criticised the European Commission for
failing to tackle it.

Edward McMillan-Scott hosted a press conference to mark the 33rd anniversary of the first European
Court of Justice ruling on the issue.

Despite that ruling – and five following it – stating that foreign lecturers are treated unfairly compared
with Italians, the problem continues.

“I find it wholly regrettable that the EU seems no nearer to finding a solution on this than it was some
30 years ago,” said McMillan-Scott, a Liberal Democrat MEP who represents Yorkshire and Humber.

“Lettori - the term given to foreign lecturers working in Italian universities - face discrimination based
on their nationality. This is seen both in pay and in rights afforded to them. To discriminate on the
grounds of nationality goes against the founding principles of the EU.”

The Association of Foreign Lecturers in Italy (ALLSI), headed by David Petrie, a Scotsman who
teaches English at the University of Verona, estimates that around 400 expat lecturers are affected.

According to Petrie, the universities have simply ignored the court rulings. Further lawsuits being
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pursued by the lettori were blocked by the Gelmini law – named after a former Italian education
minister – which came into force in 2011.

It overturned the European Court rulings, redrew the terms under which the lecturers were employed
and extinguished further lawsuits that were in the pipeline.

Petrie first petitioned the European Parliament over the matter in 1993 – and the petition remains open
today.

According to McMillan-Scott, a member of the petitions committee, the European Commission stated
in February 2012 that it would look into the implications of the Gelmini law and report back.

“To date, we have not heard from the commission,” he complained.

“It should not take the commission over a year to communicate to the petitions committee the
developments of this case.

“And it should not take over thirty years for EU citizens to get justice for what can only be described
as race discrimination.”

Petrie, 61, who originally hails from Dunbarton, also addressed the press conference at the European
Parliament.

He praised British and European MPs – including Prime Minister David Cameron and Foreign
Secretary William Hague - who have spoken out over the discrimination.

“They are all decent fair-minded and powerful people, but powerless in the face of Italy’s 30 year
vendetta against citizens simply trying to claim equality of treatment with Italian citizens. That
vendetta is now compounded by further discriminatory legislation with xenophobic and racist
overtones,” he said.

Petrie called on MEPs to address the issue in the run up to the 2014 European elections.

“A Europe which tramples on the rights of law abiding citizens in order to serve the corrupt and the
powerful has no future,” he said.

© Copyright of Telegraph Media Group Limited 2013
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MARITIME LABOUR 
Three-way agreement on flag state control

The European Parliament and Coun-
cil worked out an agreement in three-
way talks, on 29 May, on monitoring of 
seafarers’ living and working conditions 
by flag states (Directive 2009/16/EC). 
The compromise comes a few weeks 
after a similar agreement on port state 
control.

The objective is to make sure that 
ships comply with the Maritime Labour 
Convention adopted by the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO) 
in 2006, transposed into EU law by  
Directive 2009/13. 

This convention lays down rights and 
a protection system for seafarers irre-
spective of their nationality or the ship’s 
flag state (it concerns working and living 
conditions, health protection, etc). The 
review of EU rules requires states to 
set up appropriate monitoring mecha-
nisms - eg inspections - to ensure that 
living and working conditions on board 

ships flying their flag comply with the 
requirements of the ILO convention. 
Flag states will have to issue a maritime 
labour certificate to this effect. 

The directive also establishes obli-
gations in the area of training and 
competence of inspectors, as well as  
complaint handling.

The main difficulty in these nego-
tiations was that Parliament wished to 
address much more broadly as part of 
this revision the question of the provi-
sion of maritime workers, particularly 
through manning agencies that provide 
seafarers to shipowners. The Coun-
cil refused to move in that direction, 
though, because it is outside the scope 
of Directive 2009/13 (which resulted 
from an agreement by the social part-
ners, who did not address this issue). In 
addition, the legal basis (transport) may 
not be appropriate. The solution found 
was to include a review clause that will 
enable the EU institutions to address 
the problem at a later stage.

The agreement is still informal at this 
stage and will have to be presented to 
the Committee of Permanent Repre-
sentatives (Coreper) and accepted by 
MEPs. 

Although the general opinion is that 
the deal is probably not headed into 
particularly rough waters, reluctance 
by some states cannot be entirely ruled 
out, especially flag states that have an 
industry to defend and do not necessar-
ily want to see strict standards imposed 
on their shipowners. During the negoti-
ations, the UK, Greece, Malta, Cyprus 
and Denmark expressed the most  
misgivings. 

The states most in favour of the text 
will be relieved, on the other hand, to 
secure an agreement under the Irish 
Presidency because Lithuania is appar-
ently not inclined to take the issue  
forward should it inherit it.

Under the compromise, the new 
directive will apply after a 15-month 
transitional period.   

EDUCATION
Foreign language lecturers’ 33-year wait for Italian justice

British Liberal Democrat MEP Edward 
McMillan-Scott has called on the new 
Italian Foreign Minister, Emma Bonino, 
to end over three decades of illegal dis-
crimination against foreign language lec-
turers at Italian universities (known in 
Italy as ‘lettori’).

The European Parliament vice-president 
made the direct appeal to the former com-
missioner and MEP on 29 May - just one 
day before the 33rd anniversary of the first 
of six judgements by the EU Court of Jus-
tice, all of which have found in the lettori’s 
favour and not been implemented by Italy.

Describing the situation as “wholly 
regrettable,” McMillan-Scott insisted that 
“it should not take over thirty years for EU 
citizens to get justice for what can only 
be described as race discrimination”. He 
pointed out that discrimination on grounds 
of nationality violated the EU’s founding 
principles and that the language lecturers’ 
first petition had been brought to Parlia-

ment as far back as 1993. The British MEP 
was strongly critical of the European Com-
mission, which had promised, in February 
2012, to investigate Italy’s controversial 
Gelmini law downgrading the lecturers to 
language technicians, leading to pay cuts as 
high as 50%. “To date, we have not heard 
from the Commission,” he complained, 
adding that, one year after receiving com-
ments from the Italian authorities, the 
Commission had still not divulged Rome’s 
reply to MEPs.

David Petrie, the president of the Associ-
ation of Foreign Lecturers in Italy (ALLSI) 
and a lecturer at Verona University, 
thanked Parliament’s Petitions Committee 
for its support against what it judged to be 
“blatant discrimination”. In contrast, the 
Commission, he suggested, was “unwill-
ing or unable to tackle contempt of court 
and contempt for the enshrined freedoms 
of the European treaty”.

He described the Gelmini act, which 
became law in January 2011, as “a direct 
assault on the supremacy of EU law” and 

“probably the most anti-European piece 
of legislation on the books” as it re-inter-
prets and overturns judgements from the 
EU Court of Justice.

Fellow language lecturer, John Young at 
Milan University, admitted that the three 
decades of discrimination as Italy flouted 
EU law had destroyed his belief in the EU. 
Not only was his net monthly income just 
!1,200, but his university had not paid a 
single eurocent of the arrears it owed since 
1984 despite being ordered to do so by Italy’s 
Supreme Court. He contrasted that reality 
with a 2007 Commission statement that it 
had received “firm assurances” from the Ital-
ian authorities that the problems would be 
addressed.

The lettori, who have the strong sup-
port of the British government, aim to step 
up their campaign for justice during next 
year’s European elections. They are also 
looking to Parliament’s help in raising their 
plight in the Council of Ministers. “That 
is the only EU institution that has not yet 
examined the issue,” explains Petrie. 

By Isabelle Smets

By Rory Watson
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UK to ask European Council to end Italy
discrimination against British lecturers
May 30, 2013May 30, 2013

By JOHN PHILLIPS

 BRUSSELS-Britain will ask the European Council to end Italy's
discrimination against UK lecturers in universities if bilateral
talks fail, Minister for Europe David Lidington told Edinburgh MP
Mark Lazarowicz Wednesday. 

 Mr Lidington’s remarks, made in a written response to a Commons
question tabled by Mr Lazarowicz, were disclosed at a press
conference in the European Parliament in Brussels by David Petrie,
the Scots head of the trade union of foreign lecturers in Italy, ALLSI.
Italy has been condemned six (cq) times by the European Court of
Justice for discriminating against some 200 foreign lecturers and the
European Commission is considering infringement proceedings
against Rome for breaking European freedom of movement laws by
paying them less than Italian academics.

 But it is the first time that the UK has served notice it will take the
case to the European Council of Ministers if necessary. “This
discrimination is both illegal and morally wrong,” Mr Lidington told
Mr Lazarowicz. “You mention raising this issue at the European
Council. Whilst that option remains on the table, I would like to
engage with the new (Italian) government initially, in an attempt to
resolve this issue on a bilateral level.” Wages of British and other
lecturers in Italian universities have been slashed by up to 60 percent
under the so-called Gelmini law that downgraded their status from
associate professors to language technicians.

 The Yorkshire MEP Edward Macmillan-Smith called yesterday’s
news conference on the anniversary of the first ECJ ruling against
Italy 33 years ago in order to highlight the ongoing plight of the
lecturers and the Commission’s dragging its feet in punishing Italy.
“It is wholly regrettable that the EU is no nearer to a solution than it
was 30 years ago,” said Mr Macmillan-Smith, a Liberal Democrat vice
president of the European Parliament who himself taught English in
Italy in the 1960s.

 “To discriminate on grounds of nationality goes against the
fundamental principles of the European Union. It should not take 30
years for EU citizens to get justice against what can be considered
racial discrimination.” Mr Petrie said the lecturers are battling what
he termed “a 30 year vendetta by Italy against European citizens
compounded by zenophobic and racist overtones.”

 The legislation passed by Silvio Berlusconi’s former Education
Minister Maristella Gelmini in 2010 “is probably the most anti-
European law on the statute books,” said Mr Petrie, who lecturers in
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English language and literature at Verona University and is originally
from Dumbarton. Mr Lazarowicz took up his case as his
constituency MP.

 John Young, a native of Auchterarder who lectures at Milan state
university, said he has been trying to recover since 1994
compensation handed down by the Italian courts. “After 28 years of
service my take home pay is less than 1200 euro a month. No Italian
lecturer at the university is in the same position.”

 “I feel betrayed by the European Union,” Mr Young said, “we were
stitched up.” Talks between British Education Minister David Willets
and his new Italian counterpart Maria Chiara Carrozza on the
lecturers’ case are due to be held next month. But for three decades
Rome has been allowed by Brussels to continue the discrimination, a
unique case within the EU, raising the feeling among lecturers that
Europe is as Mr Young said “just a chummy club for politicians and
Governments.”
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Lettori suffer 50% pay cut
11 April 2013 | By Matthew Reisz (URL=/matthew-reisz/1022.bio)

‘Race law’ cited in imposition of reductions

The long-precarious position of the lettori - the British and other foreign lecturers working within Italian universities -
has recently taken a turn for the worse as 91 of them have had their salaries cut by up to 60 per cent in the aftermath
of what has been described as a “race law”.

The dispute goes back to 1980, when Italy passed a law granting tenure to Italian nationals teaching in universities
while giving lettori annual contracts renewable for five years. This was successfully challenged in Italian courts and the
European Court of Justice as discriminating on the basis of nationality. The ECJ has now found Italy to be guilty of
such discrimination in six separate cases.

However, further attempts to seek redress were blocked by the Gelmini law (named after Mariastella Gelmini, a former
higher education minister), which came into force on 29 January 2011 and specifically “extinguishes” ongoing lawsuits
being pursued by the lettori. Now three universities have cited the law in imposing further wage cuts.
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At the University of Catania, 43 lettori - 16 of them British - found last month’s pay packet reduced by half. One
lecturer said she now had “a take- home pay of €976 (about £750) - the same as I was getting 27 years ago when I
started in Catania”.

Similar cuts have been imposed on 38 lettori at the University of Salento and nine at the University of Bergamo.

David Petrie, who teaches at the University of Verona and heads the Association of Foreign Lecturers in Italy,
described the Gelmini law as “a race law both in purpose and in effect. No Italian worker in these universities is
missing a single euro from his March pay packet.”

He also paid tribute to UK government officials, including David Willetts, the universities and science minister, for
“tirelessly…raising the issue with their Italian counterparts” and expressed confidence that the UK “will pursue this
most recent and alarming departure from the rule of law until right prevails over wrong”.

matthew.reisz@tsleducation.com

Print headline:

Article originally published as: ‘Race law’ cited while pay for lettori is cut in half (11 April 2013)

mailto:matthew.reisz@tsleducation.com


Top-level support for expat lecturers suffering 
discrimination in Italy - Telegraph 
Two high-profile UK politicians have, this week, given their support to British 
lecturers at Italian universities who are complaining of poor pay and conditions. 

 
Lecturer David Petrie has been campaigning on behalf of fellow Brits working in Italian 
universities Photo: Nick Bruno 
 

By Elizabeth Roberts 
5:20PM BST 11 Apr 2013 

 
30 Comments 
 

A British Cabinet minister and the vice-president of the European Parliament have thrown their 
weight behind a campaign to combat discrimination against expat university lecturers in Italy. 
 
Minister for Europe David Lidington said the universities’ behaviour towards their foreign teaching 
staff is “illegal and morally wrong”. 
He plans to raise it with the new government in Italy, once it is formed. 
Vice-president of the European Parliament Edward McMillan-Scott described the treatment as 
“unfair,” and said he has taken the matter up with the European Commission. 
Their comments this week came after 91 expat language teachers – 33 of them British - had their pay 
packets cut by up to 60 per cent last month by the universities of Catania, Salento and Bergamo. 
 
David Petrie, president of the Association of Foreign Lecturers in Italy (ALLSI), has worked as a 
lecturer in English language and literature at the University of Verona since 1986. 
According to Petrie, who originally hails from Dunbarton, Scotland, foreigners receive much lower 
salaries and fewer employment rights than their Italian counterparts. 
He said he earns about 1,450 euros per month while his Italian colleagues make double that amount. 
He also believes that he and other foreigners have been unfairly overlooked for promotions. 
“Obviously people are furious about getting their salaries cut by 50 or 60 per cent,” explained the 61-
year-old, who has an adult daughter living in Scotland. 
“It’s an attack being levelled only at the foreigners, and it will mean they will have to get an 
injunction to get their salaries restored. 
“I have been told that one woman is close to a nervous breakdown as she simply can’t pay her rent. A 



cut of 60 percent is a joke.” 
Students and around 40 foreign teachers plan to hold a sit-in tomorrow (Friday, April 12) at the Vice 
Chancellor's office at Salento University in protest over the cuts. 
Petrie believes that around 400 expat lecturers - known in Italy as lettori - are affected by the 
discrimination. 
The dispute dates back to 1980, when Italy passed a law granting tenure to Italian teachers at 
universities while giving foreign lecturers annual contracts renewable for five years. 
Although there have been six rulings from the European Court of Justice that the expats are suffering 
discrimination, Petrie said the universities have simply ignored them. 
Further lawsuits being pursued by the lettori over the matter were blocked by the Gelmini law – 
named after a former education minister – which came into force in 2011. It redrew the terms under 
which the lecturers were employed and thereby extinguished lawsuits that were in the pipeline. 
“ALLSI will continue to press over this, but it does seem to be the case that unless we get input from 
the politicians in Europe, we will get no help from the Italians,” said Petrie. 
He wrote to Lidington and McMillan-Scott following news of the latest pay cuts, requesting their 
support. 
“It requires politicians at Cabinet level in various places to put their heads together and say ‘this has 
got to stop – we cannot have a member state discriminating against workers in another member 
state,” he explained. 
Lidington told The Telegraph: “I was concerned to hear from Mr Petrie that this discrimination 
against foreign lecturers continues. The approach taken by the Italian universities is both illegal and 
morally wrong. 
“The Government has repeatedly pressed the Italian government to put this situation right and I will 
be assuring Mr Petrie of our continued support for those suffering this discrimination. 
“Our embassy in Rome remains fully engaged with the Italian authorities on this issue, and I shall 
certainly be ready again to raise this subject at ministerial level once a new Italian government has 
been formed.” 
Political parties in Italy have failed to agree upon a coalition government following an inconclusive 
election in February. 
Petrie welcomed Lidington’s support, saying: “‘Illegal and morally wrong’ is a strong message – we 
are very grateful to Minister Lidington. Driving a coach and horses through the European Court of 
Justice and tearing up every European treaty on the way is not something Italy should be allowed to 
get away with. Nor is it something that Europe, if Europe survives, can afford to tolerate.” 
A further statement of support was issued yesterday by McMillan Scott, a Liberal Democrat MEP 
who represents Yorkshire and Humber. He is vice-president of the European Parliament, responsible 
for democracy and human rights. 
"I have been receiving complaints about the discriminatory treatment of foreign language teachers, or 
lettori, in for many years,” he said. 
“Despite numerous decisions by the European Court of Justice, the European Commission has 
allowed Italy to continue its unfair practice and entrench it further in its laws through the Gelmini 
reform. David Petrie's petition is still open in the European Parliament's Petitions committee, of 
which I am a member, and I have written to the European Commission asking them for their reaction 
to the Gelmini law. 
"If they find it to be in contravention of EU law, they must finally begin infringement proceedings 
against Italy. It is a shame that this will come too late for many." 
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The universities invoked a 2011 law named after Mariastella Gelmini Vittorio Zunino Celotto/Getty Images

Pay cut in half for British lecturers teaching in Italy

Phillip Willam Rome
Last updated at 12:01AM, April 2 2013

Foreign language lecturers working in Italian universities, including 33 from Britain, saw
their pay packages cut in half last month after the application of discriminatory legislation
that was denounced yesterday as a “race law”.

The salary cuts, which can go as high as 60 per cent, have so far been applied by the
universities of Bergamo, Catania and Salerno and affect the remuneration of a total of 91
non-Italian language teachers.

The universities invoked a 2011 law named after Mariastella Gelmini, the Education
Minister in the last government of Silvio Berlusconi, which “extinguishes” ongoing lawsuits
launched by the lettori – literally “readers” – seeking the same employment rights enjoyed
by their Italian colleagues.

David Petrie, President of the Association of Foreign Lecturers in Italy, sees the cuts as a
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cost-saving measure taken by cash-strapped academic institutions which have picked on a
relatively vulnerable group of foreigners.

“We’re a soft target, I suppose, as most of us don’t get to vote in the Italian elections,” Mr
Petrie said.A combative Scot who teaches English language and literature at the University
of Verona, Mr Petrie said he would be writing to David Lidington, Britain’s Minister for
Europe, to seek his renewed support for his long-running tussle with the Italian
authorities.

In 2011 David Cameron wrote to one of Mr Petrie’s colleagues, Christopher Burchett,
acknowledging that the discrimination against foreign lecturers in Italy “flouts the core
principles of the single market” and promising to help to “maintain the political profile of
the case, to forestall further unnecessary delays”.

“It is scary that this law ever reached a statute book in any European state. It specifically
and exclusively targets a group of non-Italian workers to rob them of their salaries and
pensions, and – ominously for all EU migrant citizens – block their access to justice,” Mr
Petrie said.

“It is a race law both in purpose and in effect. No Italian worker in these universities is
missing a single euro from his March pay packet,” he said.

Judith Evans, who comes from Newark-on-Trent and is one of five Britons to have their
salaries cut by the University of Bergamo, was also indignant.

“With just one stroke, the Gelmini law wiped out 17 years of time, money and energy spent
on litigation in the Italian courts, which had in 2008 brought our salaries on a par with our
Italian colleagues,” Ms Evans said. “Now we feel as if we have been robbed of everything
that the judges had said we were entitled to, including our basic right to turn to a court of
law.”

Ann Davies, a lecturer at the University of Catania who comes from South Wales, said her
take-home pay was now the same as when she started work there 27 years ago. “I feel
totally demoralised by the constant discrimination and harassment we have had to put up
with over the years,” Ms Davies said.

Lawyers acting for the lecturers in Catania have asked them to provide copies of their
utility bills with which to seek a court injunction against the cuts on the basis that they will
no longer be able to make ends meet.

Mr Petrie believes the dispute has serious implications for current British politics, with a
coalition Government divided between Britain’s most pro-European party, the Liberal
Democrats, and increasingly Euro-sceptic Tories worried by the rising popularity of UKIP.
“How will it go down in Middle England that our sons and daughters who go abroad to
teach have to sue to get their wages?” Mr Petrie asked.

Though skimping on pay to mother tongue language teachers will not solve Italy’s financial
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crisis, there are still significant sums at stake. The highest individual award for unpaid
arrears has been €480,000 (£405,000) and a group of 14 lecturers won a total of €5
million in compensation from the University of Padua, Mr Petrie said.

In a ruling last November the Supreme Court said the Gelmini law extinguished Padua
University’s appeal against the award, while noting “doubts about the constitutionality and
conformity with EU rules” of the law itself.

“The Italian authorities could solve the problem for the future without breaking the bank,”
Mr Petrie said. “All they have to do is to apply their own law to the foreign lettori.”
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