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The European Parliament's Commit-
tee on Petitions tells the Commission 
to resolve the long-running dispute

Cecilia Wikström, the chair of the Euro-
pean Parliament’s Committee on Petitions 
(PETI), gave the Commission an ultima-
tum on 1 December in the long-running 
dispute which she said had become “an 
embarrassment for the EU institutions”.

The Swedish Liberal MEP was openly 
critical of the Commission’s handling 
of the legal battle between scores of for-
eign language lecturers (lettori) at Ital-
ian universities and the Italian govern-
ment, describing the decades-long saga 
as “going too far even for my Swedish 
iceberg attitude”.

She instructed the Commission to 
give a full assessment as soon as possi-
ble – she withdrew her initial deadline 
of one month – of the 2010 Gelmimi 
law with basic EU non-discrimination 
principles. The legislation had been 
placed on the statute books after the 

EU Court of Justice had ruled that the 
previous employment conditions for 
the lettori broke EU rules by discrimi-
nating against the language teachers on 
grounds of nationality.

She announced that her committee 
and the Commission would write to the 
Italian government stressing the impor-
tance of resolving the dispute which 
began in the 1980s, was lodged in Par-
liament’s PETI committee in 1998 and 
been the subject of six EU court rulings 
and three parliamentary resolutions – 
almost all in the lettori’s favour.

Jaroslaw Walesa (EPP, Poland) graph-
ically illustrated MEPs’ frustration at 
the Commission’s handling of the dis-
pute when he confirmed that he had 
come to the meeting to recommend 
the petition be closed since it was one 
of the oldest on the committee’s books. 
He announced that he had changed his 
mind when listening to the petitioner, 
David Petrie, the lettori’s chairman, 
who argued that discrimination was 
still taking place, and Francisco Perez-
Flores, the Commission lawyer, who 

maintained that the legislation was 
compatible with EU rules.

“I see that the European Commission 
has not done its homework. The peti-
tioner’s interpretation is in strict contra-
diction to the Commission’s,” he said, 
emphasising the need for a complete 
assessment of the Italian legislation.

British Labour MEP Jude Kirton-Dar-
ling joined in the attacks on the Com-
mission. Non-discrimination was essen-
tial if people were to enjoy the right to 
live and work in another EU country 
and she described as “very worrying” 
that Italy was targeting foreign workers.

After she had criticised the Com-
mission for rejecting part of the letto-
ri’s complaint earlier this summer, the 
committee put political pressure on the 
Commission to reopen it in its entirety.

Petrie described the committee’s deci-
sion as “incredibly encouraging,” point-
ing out that the members were “totally 
united in their position that the Com-
mission’s answer was unacceptable and 
they were all united in supporting our 
submissions”. �

By Rory Watson

MEPs criticise Commission handling of lettori case

The member states want to include 
the special instruments below the 
ceiling, a demand rejected by the 
Commission and Parliament

The Council and the European Par-
liament embarked, on 2 December, on 
their final attempt to reach an agree-
ment on the EU’s budget for 2015, 
which will provide the basis for the 
!315 billion investment plan.

The same day, Commissioner Krista-
lina Georgieva stated that the Com-
mission’s new draft budget provides 
more room for negotiation following 
the collapse of conciliation talks on 17 
November on expenditure next year 
and on draft amending budgets (DABs) 
to clear unpaid bills of 2014 to the tune 

of !5 billion. In its new proposal, the 
Commission reduces the payments 
ceiling by !800 million on condition 
that the Council accepts the DABs. 
During the last round of negotiations, 
the legislators asked for an additional 
!3.8 billion for this year and next. “We 
were close to an agreement,” Georgieva 
said.

She explained that disagreements 
persist over “issues of principle” – ie the 
way the ‘special instruments’ could and 
should be used – rather than over the 
figures in play.

While the Council wants to include 
these expenses below the ceiling 
against the opinion of its own legal ser-
vice, Parliament and the Commission 
are strongly opposed to such a move 
Georgieva believes that agreement 
is possible “within the ambiguity” of 

the multiannual financial framework 
(MFF), which does not refer to the pay-
ments ceiling, and only says that com-
mitments must be included above the 
ceilings.

If the EU institutions fail to seal a 
deal by the 31 December deadline, the 
budget appropriations would be funded 
monthly by one twelfth of the 2014 
budget until a new budget for 2015 is 
adopted.

Meanwhile, the Commission is 
expected to prepare a DAB early next 
year to reallocate the ! 8billion needed 
for the investment package.  Georgieva 
said that it should not be a problem if 
the negotiations on the 2015 budget 
last longer than scheduled, since the 
money for the investment plan would 
be needed only in the second half of 
next year. �

EP and Council in last-ditch attempt to agree on 2015 budget
By Jorge Valero



 

 

Lettori case 'an embarrassment to the EU' 

 
 

December 1, 2014 
 
By HANNAH MCINTYRE 
 
BRUSSELS – A Petitions Committee in the European parliament on 
Monday urged a re-examination of discriminatory laws against 
foreign lecturers working in Italy, (lettori). 
 
 Committee Chair Cecilia Wikström expressed her disdain at the 
lack of resolution provided to the decades old complaint brought 
by union leader David Petrie, one of the longest-ever running 
petitions to the European parliament. The drawn-out nature of 
the case and the “insufficient” latest decision from the 
commission went “too far even for my Swedish iceberg attitude,” 
in Ms Wikström’s words, leaving the petitioners in a state of 
“limbo.” 
 
 Whilst stating that she did not wish to cause a rift between the 
European Parliament and Commission, Ms Wikström did go as far 
as to state that the case constituted “an embarrassment to the 
European institutions at this point.” 
 
 Mr Petrie brought the case to the committee under the renewed 
strength of a material error made by the Commission in a letter 
of June 2014, which confused prior ECJ (European Court of 
Justice) judgements on the case and consequently had no merit. 
He went on to argue that the blatantly discriminant nature of the 
Italian laws had already been condemned on several occasions by 
the European courts, and yet the 91 members of his union 
continue to suffer from pay cuts of up to 60 percent, job 
insecurity and a lack of pension contributions. 
 
 Mr Francisco Perez-Flores’s reply on behalf of the European 
Commission was contended by Wilkström alongside MEPs Jude 
Kirton-Darling and Jarosław Wałęsa of the UK and Poland 



respectively. Mr Petrie himself declared the Commission’s answer 
to his complaint incomprehensible, and requested a reassessment 
of the Italians’ contentious 2010 “Gelmini” law. 
 
 Kirton-Darling spoke of the fundamental importance of equal 
employment rights to maintaining the European principle of free 
movement. She also expressed concern that an individual EU 
member nation should be able to flout EU laws for “budgetary 
reasons”, jeopardising the integrity of the European Constitution. 
Addressing members of a Scottish parliamentary delegation, the 
MEP for the Northeast of England also stressed the importance of 
supporting British Expats wherever they may be working in the 
EU. She further questioned the slow response of EU institutions 
to the case when even the Italian government has admitted that 
there is "a lack of homogeneity due to the autonomy of 
universities," as The Sunday Times reported in March 2014. 
 
 Mr Wałęsa likewise argued that such employment discrimination 
ran “contrary to what the European Commission is about,” and 
suggested that a full analysis of the 2010 Law, which squashed 
multiple pending court cases without a judicial verdict, be 
undertaken immediately. He further accused the Commission of 
“not doing their homework” on the details of the case, and urged 
for further investigation, despite, by his own admission, entering 
the chamber with the intention of voting to close the petition. 
 
 The matter was closed with a resolution by the Petitions 
Committee to reopen the complaint in its entirety, to address a 
letter to the Italian government requesting a comment on the 
case, and a clarification of the Commission’s position within a 
reasonable time period. A proposed one-month deadline was 
abandoned at Mr Perez-Flores’ request, who claimed that the 
necessary officials were not present at Monday’s meeting and he 
couldn’t therefore authorise such a short time-frame. 
 
 For Mr Petrie the Committee’s conclusion was incredibly 
encouraging after so many years fighting the case because they 
were, “totally united in their position that the Commission’s 
answer was unacceptable, members of completely different 
political backgrounds: Christian democrats, liberals and 
socialists, they all united to support our submissions.”  



 
David Petrie meets with Jude Kirton-Darling MEP 

 
Commission lawyer Francisco Perez-Flores (left), and assistants 

  
      
- See more at: http://www.italianinsider.it/?q=node/2629#sthash.i7VPfWlX.dpuf!
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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. �

By Rory Watson

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.


