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Lettori accuse Commission of major legal error

New twist in long-running equal rights 
battle against the Italian government

Foreign language lecturers (lettori) in Italy 
have taken the unprecedented step of asking 
European Commission President Jean-
Claude Juncker to overrule a decision against 
them by the institution’s own lawyers earlier 
this year on the grounds that they had made a 
“blatant material error”.

The move represents a new twist in the 
decades-long fight by hundreds of EU 
nationals teaching at Italian universities to 
have the same working rights as their Italian 
colleagues. Despite six EU Court of Justice 
rulings, the majority in their favour, and three 
European Parliament resolutions supporting 
their cause, the language teachers do not 
enjoy full employment status with the social 
security and pension benefits this provides.

In June, Armindo Silva, a director in the 
Commission’s Employment DG, rejected 
the lettori’s complaint that their treatment by 

the Italian authorities amounted to “discrimi-
nation based on nationality between workers 
of the member states as regards employment, 
remuneration and other conditions of work 
and employment”. This is outlawed by Arti-
cle 45 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the 
European Union.

The lettori’s lawyer, Lorenzo Picotti, main-
tains that the decision based on the Com-
mission’s positive assessment of the 2010 
Gelmini law, which Italy had introduced to 
respond to the EU court’s criticisms, was “a 
blatant material error”.

In his letter of 24 November to Juncker, 
Picotti, who has already won two cases on the 
lettori’s behalf before the Luxembourg court, 
describes the decision as “seriously wrong, 
since it is based on a gross misrepresentation 
of the facts”.

He argues that the Commission lawyers’ 
positive assessment was based on 1995 leg-
islation, which the EU court had ruled in 
2001 and 2006 did not conform to EU law, 
and not on later 2004 legislation, which the 
EU judges considered provided an adequate 

framework for removing the illegitimate  
discrimination.

On the basis of his legal arguments, Picotti 
asks Juncker to revoke Silva’s June decision 
and to “order a fresh reasoned opinion on 
the Italian state with a view to opening up 
the infringement procedure” against the 
Italian state for failing to implement its EU  
obligations.

POLITICAL PRESSURE
The latest legal challenge presents 

Juncker with a dilemma. He can either 
close ranks and support the decision taken 
by the previous Commission, or he can use 
his arrival to show his administration will 
pay more attention to citizens’ grievances 
by reopening the case.

David Petrie, the chairman of the let-
tori association, will brief MEPs on the 
latest stage of their campaign and their 
criticism of the Commission’s legal stance 
when he addresses the European Parlia-
ment’s Committee on Petitions (PETI) on  
1 December. �
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In brief
Eurozone jobless rate 11.5%  
in October
The eurozone seasonally adjusted 
unemployment rate was 11.5% in 
October 2014, stable compared with 
September 2014, but down from 11.9% in 
October 2013. The EU28 unemployment 
rate was 10% in October 2014, also 
stable compared with September 2014 
and down from 10.7% in October 
2013. These figures were released by 
Eurostat on 28 November. The lowest 
unemployment rates were recorded in 
Germany (4.9%) and Austria (5.1%), and 
the highest in Greece (25.9% in August 
2014) and Spain (24%). Detailed data are 
available at bit.ly/1v0IjRz

EU supports regional policy 
reform in Ukraine
The Commissioner for the European 
Neighbourhood Policy and enlargement 
negotiations, Johannes Hahn, and Valery 
Pyatnitsky, Ukraine’s acting minister 

of economic development and trade, 
signed, on 27 November in Kyiv, a !55 
million financing agreement for the 
launch of a new programme of support 
for Ukraine’s regional policy. The 
programme will provide assistance for 
Ukraine’s decentralisation and regional 
policy reforms. The EU funds will 
support implementation of the regional 
development strategy 2020, approved by 
the Ukrainian government on 6 August.

Anti money-laundering measures: 
Swiss give in to FATF
The Swiss National Council united, 
on 27 November, in favour of stepping 
up the fight against money-laundering. 
Without showing this support for the 
government and the Council of States 
(the cantons), it could have been 
relegated to the Financial Action Task 
Force’s (FATF) list of offenders and also 
to that of the OECD’s Global Forum 
on Transparency and Exchange of 

Information for Tax Purposes. Parliament 
agreed to show proof of transparency 
regarding bearer shares, whose holders 
will have to be identifiable. It also 
rejected establishing thresholds below 
which companies would be exempted 
from new obligations to file declarations.


