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I TA LY

The Italian labour market is suffering from a gradual increase in its 
unemployment rate as a result of the continuing economic crisis. This 
includes an increase in long term unemployment with a particularly high 
number of young people and women being affected. The relatively high rate 
of early school-leaving further adds to the vulnerable position in which a 
large percentage of young people find themselves when entering the labour 
market. Against this background, it is worrying that the access to, and quality 
of, health and social services is strained and – moreover – that the system of 
social protection lacks the capacity to effectively counter the rising level of 
people at risk of poverty and social exclusion.
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The Italian labour market is suffering from a gradual 
increase in its unemployment rate as a result of the 
continuing economic crisis. This includes an increase 
in long term unemployment with a particularly high 
number of young people and women being affected. 
The relatively high rate of early school-leaving further 
adds to the vulnerable position in which a large 
percentage of young people find themselves when 
entering the labour market. Against this background, 
it is worrying that the access to, and quality of, health 
and social services is strained and – moreover – that 
the system of social protection lacks the capacity to 
effectively counter the rising level of people at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion. 

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. The rising unemployment rate, notably for young 

people and women
2. Difficult access to, and quality of, health and social 

services, especially for vulnerable groups
3. While gradually decreasing, the rate of early school 

leaving is still well above the EU average
4. A rising level of people at risk of poverty and social 

exclusion not sufficiently countered by the social 
protection system

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Invest in more efficient employment services and 

develop active labour market policies
2. Provide sufficient and effective financial support 

for health and social services, notably by investing 
in affordable housing, child care, and long term 
care

3. The government needs to take structural 
measures and develop a comprehensive national 
plan against poverty and social exclusion.

- - -
I TA LY 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission (‘the Commission’) 
has reported on the difficulties that continue to 
challenge the Italian labour market.1 The overall 
employment rate has remained relatively stable since 
2010 (cf. 59.9% in 2014, down from 61% in 2010), 
thereby making limited progress to the national 
Europe 2020 target (67-69% in 2020). Meanwhile, 
the unemployment rate continues to show a steady 
increase (12.7% in 2014, up from 8.4% in 2010), while 
long term unemployment has almost doubled (7.8% in 
2014, up from 4.1% in 2010). Even more troublesome 
is the situation of young people below the age of 25, 
who face an exploding unemployment rate (42.7% 
in 2014, up from 27.9% in 2010), and the increasing 
unemployment rate of women (13.8% in 2014, up 
from 9.6% in 2010 compared to 11.9% for men in 
2014). Moreover, the Commission reports that many 
young people and many women can be categorised as 
‘discouraged workers’, which is defined as ‘the number 
of persons available for work but not actively seeking 
it’. Given this state of play, the Council of the European 
Union (‘the Council’) and the Commission have issued 
country-specific recommendations to evaluate the 
effectiveness of governmental measures already taken 
that continue to target the difficult situation for young 
people and women on the labour market.2

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Italy agrees with 
the Commission that targeted policies are urgently 
needed to improve the position of young people and 
women in the labour market. As regards the situation 

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Italy, SWD (2014) 413 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 18-22. Retrieved 30 June 2015, from http://ec.euro-
pa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_italy_en.pdf.
2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Italy and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Italy, 2014, 2014/C 247/11, 
8 July 2014, pp. 61-62. Retrieved 30 June 2015, from http://ec.europa.eu/
europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_italy_en.pdf.
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governmental measures are seen as a step in the 
right direction, it is doubtful whether they will be 
sufficient to overcome existing problems. For example, 
the recent Support for Active Inclusion pilot project 
and its so-called ‘new social card’ are seen as a better 
alternative to the older ‘purchase card’, but its strict 
eligibility requirements and the uneven quality of 
services in different regions limit its effectiveness as a 
social safety net. Given this state of play, the Council 
and the Commission have issued country-specific 
recommendations to ‘[i]mprove the effectiveness of 
family support schemes and quality services favouring 
low-income households with children.’ 5

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Italy adds 
further criticism by highlighting the insufficient and 
ineffective financial support for health and social 
services offered by the government. The Budget Act 
2015,  and the so-called ‘new social card’, are deplored 
as providing insufficient support for poor families and 
other vulnerable groups, while cuts in the national 
healthcare system have strained the access to and 
quality of these services. The Budget Act 2015 will be 
cut 2.5 billion euro in national health system over the 
next few years. Our Italian Strategy Group believes that 
this decision will severely damage healthcare in the 
country, not only for citizens but also for employment, 
research and innovation in the traditionally well 
developed and advanced healthcare sector in Italy. 
Moreover, our Italian Strategy Group is unconvinced 
by the direct financial support to poor households. 
For example, the ‘Bonus Bebe’ provides poor families 
with a check of €960 for every newborn child, which is 
clearly insufficient and an ineffective way of providing 
support. Rather, our Italian Strategy Group calls for 
more investments in affordable housing, childcare, and 
long term care.

5 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Italy and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Italy, 2014, 2014/C 247/11, 
8 July 2014, p. 62.

of vulnerable women, building and further extending 
social services, such as elderly care and childcare, is 
seen as a necessary investment to alleviate the current 
pressure on women to allow them to play a greater 
part in the labour market. Regarding the vulnerable 
position of young people, our Italian Strategy Group 
opposes the rise of non-standard and atypical 
contracts. These types of contracts have introduced 
the ‘working poor’ phenomenon in Italy and they 
affect young people to a much higher extent.

Our Italian Strategy Group is critical of recent 
governmental measures. While the ‘Jobs Act’ that was 
passed in March 2015 does support companies that 
hire people with a permanent contract, these workers 
can be fired with financial compensation but without a 
proper reason. Trade unions have voiced their concern 
about workers losing fundamental rights, especially 
because at the same time the new, so-called ‘Naspi’ 
system of unemployment benefits will not cover every 
worker who has lost their job. Moreover, data shows 
that the “Job Act” does not increase the total number 
of jobs.3 In fact, employers change atypical contracts 
for permanent contracts in order to get the tax benefit, 
and because they know that the Job Act allows them 
to make workers redundant at any time. Rather than 
these various ways of cutting costs, our Italian Strategy 
Group calls upon its government to invest in more 
efficient employment services and develop active 
labour market policies, both of which are currently 
being neglected.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission has reported that vulnerable 
groups face difficulties in accessing affordable 
housing, childcare, and long term care.4 While recent 
3 Taken from the website of Confederazione Generale Italiana 
del Lavoro (cf. http://www.cgil.it, retrieved 22 July 2015) and its online 
magazine (cf. http://www.rassegna.it, retrieved 22 July 2015).
4 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Italy, SWD (2014) 413 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 24-25.
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• Strengthening the schools’ ‘Director Authority’,’ 
which draft the training plan and choose the 
teachers. Teachers’ activity is evaluated by the 
school administration, on the basis of national 
guidelines and criteria.  It is established a fund 
of 200 million a year for teachers’ continuing 
professional development

• Strengthening of  students’ skills in languages, art, 
music, law, economics and sport

• The introduction of alternate training between 
school and work. In the technical and vocational 
schools at least 400 hours of ‘learning on the job’ 
are provided, and in high schools students receive 
200 hours (this costs € 100 million a year). The 
students are involved  in the evaluation of the 
effectiveness of the training

• Mandatory training for teachers (costing € 40 
million a year)

• Subsidised loans to restructure schools

However, our Italian Strategy Group points out that a 
vast movement of teachers, along with associations of 
students and parents, is against this new law. The main 
reasons of this conflict are:
• The new system is judged authoritarian in overall 

terms and a step backwards because of the risk of 
worsening the quality of education system

• The transformation of many atypical contracts 
to permanent contracts do not correct all the 
injustices that have been created in teachers’ 
careers over many years

• The schools are likely to become market-oriented
• Geographical and social inequalities among 

schools are likely to widen

In Italy, the right of people to access to lifelong 
learning was recognised in 2012 (Act. 92). Our Italian 
Strategy Group highlights that it was as recently as July 
2014 that the National Government and the Regions 
Committee approved an agreement to establish 
national networks of local services for lifelong learning. 
Our Italian Strategy Group thinks that this agreement 
is very positive and effectively introduces large parts of 

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission has reported that the Italian 
education system continues to face severe challenges, 
coupled with the troublesome fact that public 
expenditure as a share of GDP is below the EU average 
(4.2% in 2012, compared to 5.3% in the EU).6 While 
the rate of early school leaving has gradually gone 
down to 15% in 2014 (thus making it below the 
national Europe 2020 target of 16%), it still remains 
well above the EU average of 11.1%. In response, 
initiatives to improve career and counselling activities, 
and initiatives to strengthen vocational education 
and training systems, are being undertaken, but these 
are only first steps and the systems needs a thorough 
follow up. Given this state of play, the Council 
and the Commission have issued country-specific 
recommendations to tackle all these challenges 
notably calling on the government to ‘[i]implement 
the National System for Evaluation of Schools to 
improve school outcomes in turn and reduce rates of 
early school leaving.’7

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Italy reports that, 
on 9th July 2015, the Parliament passed a new law 
(cf. ‘La buona scuola’) to reform the Italian school 
system. This law radically changes the educational 
and organisational model of the school system, and 
it provides more funding (i.e. three billion euro over 
three years). Our Italian Strategy Group considers that 
this law contains many positive elements:

• Changing 100,000 non-standard teacher contracts 
into permanent contracts

• Strengthening the autonomy of schools
• A three year national plan on teacher training
• The new Act  doubles the resources of the public 

Fund for the functioning of schools (from 111 
million euro a year to 200 million euro a year)

6 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Italy, SWD (2014) 413 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 22-24.
7 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Italy and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Italy, 2014, 2014/C 247/11, 
8 July 2014, p. 62.
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Europe 2020 goal of lifting 2,200,000 million people 
out of this category. Moreover, the Commission has 
reported that the Italian system of social protection is 
not equipped to moderate the rise in inequality, given 
that its predominant focus on pension expenditure 
leaves little room to address the risk of poverty and 
social exclusion that affects families and children. As 
mentioned before (see above), the recent Support 
for Active Inclusion pilot project is seen as a step 
in the right direction, but close monitoring of its 
effectiveness is necessary. 

Given this state of play, the Council and the 
Commission have issued country-specific 
recommendations to ‘[…] scale up the new pilot social 
assistance scheme, in compliance with budgetary 
targets, guaranteeing appropriate targeting, 
strict conditionality and territorial uniformity, and 
strengthening the link with activation measures.’9

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Italy criticises 
the insufficient financial support and regional 
fragmentation of the new measures. Instead, it joins 
the call from trade union and other civil society 
organisations to take structural measures and develop 
a comprehensive national plan against poverty. 
Notably, the ‘Alliance against poverty’ has taken the 
lead in this campaign by gathering 33 associations, 
trade unions, and representatives of local and regional 
institutions. Specifically, this Alliance calls upon the 
government to develop a long term strategy, which 
should include income support for all people in 
poverty, services for inclusion in the labour market, 
social services for all vulnerable people, children, and 
the elderly, etc.

9 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommen-
dation on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Italy and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Stability Programme of Italy, 2014, 2014/C 247/11, 
8 July 2014, p. 62.

the European recommendations on lifelong learning.  
The main innovations are:
• Recognition of formal, non-formal and informal 

learning  to validate individual skills
• The general application of integrated local 

networks of different stakeholders (public, private 
and social private) in order to deliver services 
(guidance, employment services, validation of 
competences)

• The construction of territorial regional and 
national governance

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING FOR SOCIAL COHESION
In lieu of specific information on active citizenship and 
volunteering for social cohesion in the documents of 
the European Institutions, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy 
Group in Italy reports that the government is currently 
preparing an updated framework law (cf. ‘Disegno 
di legge delega di riforma del Terzo settore e per la 
disciplina del servizio civile universale’) to reform 
the social economy sector. While this law will clarify 
the complicated and outdated legal framework that 
currently exists, it will not encourage active citizenship 
and volunteering. On the contrary, it imposes greater 
control on the budgets of charities, NGOs, and social 
enterprises without allocating additional government 
funds in support of the sector. Nevertheless, the 
reform will have the benefit of increasing the annual 
statistic for young people in the non-governmental 
non-profit sector (young people between 18 and 28 
years old) to one million.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission has reported that the fight against 
discrimination and social exclusion has been an uphill 
battle in Italy since the crisis.8 The number of people 
at risk of poverty or social exclusion has gradually 
increased since the outbreak of the crisis (28.4% 
in 2013, up from 24.5% in 2010) which means the 
country is moving away from achieving its national 

8 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Italy, SWD (2014) 413 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 24-25.
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with local communities. The government is currently 
developing a new framework law (‘Disegno di legge 
delega di riforma del Terzo settore e per la disciplina 
del servizio civile universale’ - see above) to reform the 
social economy and create a specific legal reference for 
each type of organisation which is active in the sector. 
The new law will reform tax breaks and will define the 
requirements which are to be applied to organisations 
in the social field. 

Our Italian Strategy Group believes that this new law 
is urgently needed because the legislative framework 
is old, confused and layered. Nevertheless, two 
controversial issues regarding social enterprises exist 
in the reform plans: firstly, there is insufficient evidence 
of the social value of the activities, and secondly, 
permission for a partial distribution of profits remains 
problematic. The risk is that social enterprises will 
enhance their commercial role and will weaken their 
social purposes. In this way the weak system of social 
services will be increasingly market-oriented and less 
attentive to the rights of citizens.

PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING THE 
SOCIAL ECONOMY
The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Italy reports that, 
since the seventies, public spending in social services 
has gradually decreased in the country. Currently, 
the government entrusts most services to private 
actors - social cooperatives, social enterprises, social 
promotion associations, and voluntary associations. 
The ISTAT census shows that there are over 1.4 million 
workers and 4.7 million volunteers active in the 
social economy sector (or ‘third sector’). In this sector, 
680,000 people are employed in 301,000 (small and 
medium sized) associations, and 80,000 people work 
in 50,000 social cooperatives. The social economy 
produces 38 billion euro, around 3.3% of GDP. In 
summary, it is an important and sizeable part of the 
Italian economy. 

In Italy, the most widespread provider of social services 
is the ‘social cooperative’. This is because cooperatives 
have a long-standing tradition and important history 
in the country. They were born as mutual aid societies 
for workers, in the mid-nineteenth century. Social 
cooperatives are a special type of cooperative which 
were legally clarified in 1991 (Act 381). They deliver 
only health, social and education service, and activities 
aimed at providing employment to disadvantaged 
people (e.g. disabled, unemployed, former prisoners, 
etc.). On the other hand, in Italy, ‘social enterprises’ 
are very few (770) and these are mostly active in 
educational services. Social enterprises received a 
legislative definition only in 2005 (Act 118/2005). They 
currently employ to 29,000 people, have a production 
value of 314 million euro and provide services to 
22,000 beneficiaries. 

While many economists think the Italian government 
should invest in the development of social enterprises, 
our Italian Strategy Group believes that the social 
cooperation model provides better standards of 
democracy, worker participation in decision-making, 
attention to citizens’ needs and rights, and better ties 
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