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ECONOMIC POLICY
OECD’s Gurría: Germany has “some room” to boost internal demand

The Secretary-General of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD), Angel Gurría, called, on 
26 November, for the early completion of 
the banking union in order to give “clear 
signals” to the eurozone’s banking system 
and to enable them to restore credit supply 
in the region. Addressing the  European 
Parliament’s Committee on Economic 
Affairs (ECON), the Mexican economist 
broadly backed the policy mix imple-
mented by the EU institutions to tackle the 
crisis, in light of the growing divergences 
in unit labor costs over the last 15 years. 
He acknowledged that there has been a 
“massive adjustment” between wages and 
productivity, since the historic trend was 
not “sustainable”. However, Gurría also 
said that Germany has “some room” to 
boost its internal demand and thus help 
the rest of Europe. As for the European 
Central Bank’s decision to cut interest rates, 
the secretary-general of the OECD pointed 

out that Europe “still needs a low interest rate 
to consolidate growth”. He welcomed the US 
Federal Reserve’s intention to taper its quan-
titative easing programme, since it would 
indicate a return to “normality”. “Europe is 
not there yet,” he underlined. Credit flow, 
together with trade, investment and the 
BRICS countries’ output are the engines 
of growth in Europe. However, none of 
these are working “at full speed”. In his 
view, growth requires structural policies, 
social policies, green growth and institu-
tional changes. Gurría reiterated some of 
the structural changes identified by the Euro-
pean Commission in its recommendations, 
such as a shift towards more consumer-ori-
ented and environmental taxation, or public 
administration reform. He also strongly 
emphasised the importance of progress in the 
fields of education, innovation, health reform 
and the introduction of flexicurity in the 
labour market. Regarding the social policies 
Europe needs, Gurría stressed that “however 
tight the budgets are, there should be always 
room to protect the most vulnerable”. Gurría  

painted a dark picture of the post-crisis status 
of the OECD countries, and of the EU states 
in particular. He said that the recession has 
left four legacies: low growth, high unemploy-
ment, in particular youth unemployment and 
long-term unemployment, growing income 
inequalities, and a loss of public trust in gov-
ernments, parliaments, companies and inter-
national organisations. People “don’t think 
we consult the public,” he warned. Gurría 
paid particular attention in his remarks to the 
banking union, the free trade agreement with 
the US, and the fight against tax avoidance. 
He said these were keys to recovering from 
the crisis. 

Regarding the fight against tax havens and 
tax fraud, Gurría stated that “we are moving 
to a higher and more ambitious automatic 
exchange of information”. There are cur-
rently around 60 countries under such a 
scheme, and another fifty are expected to join 
in the coming months, he said. The OECD 
was tasked by the G20 to lead the global effort 
in this field.  “Transparency and disclosure 
should be the rule.” 

FIGHT AGAINST DISCRIMINATION
Lettori: MEPs challenge Commission to show legal case settled

The European Commission’s attempt to 
draw a line under a 30-year anti-discrimina-
tion campaign by foreign language univer-
sity lecturers in Italy is being challenged by 
the European Parliament as pressure grows 
on the government in Rome to resolve the  
dispute.

The European Parliament’s Committee 
on Petitions (PETI) refused to accept the 
Commission’s reasons at its meeting, on 25 
November, for wishing to close the file. In 
particular, it challenged the Commission’s 
assertion that there is no longer any salary 
discrimination between Italian and other EU 
lecturers.

MEPs have asked the Commission to pres-
ent clear evidence of the pay scales for both 
groups and the committee Chair, Erminia 
Mazzoni (EPP, Italy), emphasised that the 
Commission should do this quickly, given 
the long duration of the lettori’s struggle.

The latest phase in the long-running battle 
opened after Armindo Silva, a senior official 

in Commissioner László Andor’s Employ-
ment, Social Affairs and Inclusion Director-
ate-General, wrote to David Petrie, the lectur-
ers’ chairman who lodged their petition with 
the committee back in 1998,  in September 
saying he intended “to close the file”.

The lettori immediately reacted, saying 
they were “angered, stunned and bitterly 
disappointed” by the letter. They strongly 
disputed the legal arguments given for the 
decision and pointed out they were still being 
treated as second class citizens despite six EU 
Court of Justice rulings in their favour.

The unilateral decision prompted Brit-
ish Prime Minister David Cameron, in his 
capacity as the local MP, to write, on behalf of 
one of his constituents Christopher Burchett, 
to Viviane Reding. Given the basic individual 
rights involved, he asked her to intervene as 
a Commission vice-president and commis-
sioner for justice, fundamental rights and 
citizenship.

Reding replied that responsibility for 
the matter remained with her colleague 
Andor, but she made the issue more widely 

known throughout the Commission, as she 
explained to Cameron, by ensuring the legal 
service, the Secretariat-General and President  
Barroso were informed.

The UK government is also playing an 
active diplomatic role behind the scenes, 
making common cause with other member 
states, whose own nationals are among the 
140 or so lettori still seeking justice.

Petrie told MEPs this week that the 
British, French, German, Irish and Span-
ish Embassies are now closely following 
developments and are cooperating to bring 
pressure for a solution. The UK Minister 
for Europe, David Lidington, is taking a 
strong interest in the case. He has publicly 
described Italy’s treatment of the lecturers 
as “immoral and illegal” and made clear his 
government is working to ensure the lettori’s 
rights are respected. Recently, the British 
Foreign Secretary, William Hague, and the 
Minister for Universities and Science, David 
Willetts, raised the issue directly with their 
Italian opposite numbers, Emma Bonino 
and Maria Chiara Carrozza. 
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