Adjudged mistreatment of foreign lecturers leaves Italian Universities facing bankruptcy
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There have been 30 years of sensational legal disputes and Italy’s Association of Foreign Lecturers claim the actions of Italian Universities and Governments represent “the biggest case of mass discrimination based on nationality in the history of the European Union”. Despite developments, the situation has remained largely unsolved. However, a number of Italian Universities are struggling to pay foreign lecturers’ compensation, increasing pressure on the state to finally put an end to the problems.
The foreign lecturers’, or lettori’s, problems began in 1980, when the Italian state initiated major reforms in higher education. This involved giving teaching staff tenure but the deal was only offered to Italians. The lettori were placed on short-term private law contracts with a salary that could not rise above that of an associate professor. The contracts could last a maximum of 5 years. 
A number of lettori went on to appeal against the reforms on the premise that it breached EU single market rules, which prohibit discrimination based on nationality. The European Court of Justice found in favour of lettori from the University of Venice in 1989 and 1993 and, in 1995, the Italian Government introduced new employment laws.
The nature of the new legislation intensified problems. Lettori were given priority in a selection process for new posts as ‘linguistic collaborators’, with the equivalent employment status of a lab technician. 223 lettori declined to apply for the downgraded posts and were fired. However, all of them eventually won back their previous jobs through the Italian courts and over 150 still have cases pending against the Universities. 
Other lettori took the ‘linguistic collaborator’ posts but continued to appeal. This resulted in Italy being found guilty, by the European Court of Justice, of failing to uphold treaty obligations and caused the Italian Government, led by Silvio Berlusconi, to introduce new employment legislation for lettori in 2004. The new rules were deemed applicable with EU law however, successive Italian Governments did not give the Universities any money to implement them.
Italian Universities have continued to discriminate against lettori and there remain significant problems - A survey taken by Italy’s Association of Foreign Lecturers, ALLSI, last October showed that, of 225 lettori, 83% are not receiving equal treatment as interpreted by the European Court of Justice.
David Petrie, a British lecturer and chairman of ALLSI, says “lettori are paid, on average, less than half as much as their Italian counterparts” and that this is a symptom of Universities run by “embedded fiefdoms where protectionism is furious and meritocracy non-existent”. 
Professor Decleva, head of the Union of Vice Chancellors, claimed in an interview with La Stampa, on the 31st January, that lettori “don’t do research or follow thesis” and “are required to do less”. This is the premise upon which Universities often defend themselves against lettori’s law suits. However, Petrie describes such an argument as “a grotesque, infantile legal fiction that has been exposed before hundreds of Italian magistrates”. He cites his own experiences as evidence of Italian Universities attempting conceited justifications of their discriminatory practices – Petrie’s department “have two sets of exams, one held by Italian professors, and the tests (he) holds in the basement”. 
The reasons for Italy’s Government’s reluctance to introduce or fund appropriate employment legislation; its Universities’ discriminatory actions; and its courts ineptitudes in solving the problems are difficult to identify. Certainly, 30 years of fighting the lettori in hundreds of long and expensive lawsuits makes no economic sense. It can be fairly asserted that, given their nature, the problems are not just a result of a clientary system of academic recruitment but also a symptom of a significant presence of xenophobia within Italy’s civil, higher education and legal sectors. 
However, more Universities are unable to pay lettori compensation in the current financial climate. In January, the University of Padua were told they owe 14 foreign lecturers a total of €5 million. Padua claim they cannot afford the compensation and over 20 other Italian Universities are believed to have similar concerns. Older Universities could be forced to sell valuable assets while newer ones face bankruptcy.
The situation has brought increased media attention to the treatment of lettori and Chris Bryant, the UK’s Minister for Europe, has promised to raise the matter with the appropriate ministries in Italy. The Italian Government is therefore under increased pressure, not only to bail out the Universities, but also to find appropriate and complete solutions to the lettori’s problems.

