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1. Introduction
The overall aim of this report is to show that the ways of integrating blind and partially-sighted persons into the labour market in Italy are strictly connected with the structure of the labour market, with the quality of the legislation which governs it, with the level of recognition of the right to work as well as with the social awareness of the equality of opportunities and of the need for positive action in order to put the rights into practice. To this aim it is necessary to schematize the measures which regulate the employment and occupation of persons with disabilities in general, including blind and partially-sighted people, as well as to outline the reserved professions available for this group and the relevant legislative framework. This overview gives rise to some thoughts regarding the level and quality of employment and working conditions, the occupation trend with regard to the market fluctuations, the impact of the economic crisis and the perspectives and views of the persons concerned. These conclusions may be useful for the employment policy of the organisations members of EBU.

2. The mandatory employment system
In Italy the employment of persons with disabilities is regulated on the basis of legislative measures, the most important of which still remains law n. 68 of 1999 on "Regulations on the right to work of persons with disabilities". This law, for the first time in our country, states the principle that employment of persons with disabilities is a right and not a compassionate measure, but it has been amended several times in order to limit its scope and to reduce its impact on the labour market. This law also defines the various conditions of persons with disabilities from the employment perspective, as persons in working age affected by a physical, sensory, psychological or intellectual impairment which causes a reduced working ability of 45% as certified by the competent medical committee for the recognition of "civilian disability". Inactive persons belonging to one or more of the above mentioned groups may register in a list of so called protected working categories. This happens at local level, as the province administration is responsible for the management of the employment agencies where disabled job seekers are registered. The employment legislation sets the principle of "targeted employment" to be achieved through a series of technical tools and support measures in order to assess their abilities and integrate them in an appropriate working environment.

Public administrations employ persons with disabilities belonging to the so called protected categories on the basis of competitive examinations where blind persons can benefit from special time adjustments and use their adapted assistive technologies. Private entities and companies employ persons with disabilities on the basis of mandatory employment lists created by the relevant employment service at province level, following a well established quota system which sets progressive percentages on the basis of the number of non disabled employees.

In order to increase the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the labour market, it is possible for the employment agencies to stipulate voluntary employment programmes with the employers, including apprenticeship and test periods called "conventions". 

Private and public entities which do not comply with the legal obligations are subject to administrative sanctions, the revenue of which is allocated to a special fund for the employment of persons with disabilities.

Blind and partially-sighted persons who apply for a job benefit from reserved placement measures limited to the professions which require the inclusion in the relevant professional registers, otherwise they are included in the general lists for mandatory placement.

Despite all these measures, according to official statistics published by the government only 35% of male and 19% of female persons with disabilities in working age are employed. The employment rate of blind persons is slightly higher, but unfortunately there are no reliable statistics in this field. The data referred to in this report have been obtained from unofficial surveys and enquiries of the Italian Union of the Blind and Partially-sighted (UICI).

3. Reserved employment system for persons with a visual disability
3.1. General overview

The Italian legislation on the employment of persons with visual disabilities in gainful occupations has always been mainly mandatory. At the beginning of the 20th century attention was primarily directed to the creation of sheltered workshops and at a later stage to the identification of reserved jobs and the provision of national professional registers in order to govern the mandatory placement procedures. The National Labour Board for the Blind built up a substantial experience. It was established in the 1930's to run a series of plants in which blind and partially sighted persons together with sighted workers were employed in essentially manual operations, such as straw padding and stuffing, woodwork and wickerwork, binding etc. This kind of occupation was gradually abandoned after the World War II, when the products were no longer competitive. Unfortunately, the prejudice against blindness, the lack of trust by society with regard to the possible rehabilitation and vocational training of blind persons, the lack of political commitment and the economic burden which employers tend to use as an excuse for not hiring disabled persons, but above all the absence of any proactive measures, made it impossible for those workers to be integrated successfully in the competitive labour market.  As a consequence, there was a move towards new and more attractive working areas which paved the way to a totally new approach with regard to the employment of blind and partially-sighted workers. In fact, there were emerging employment opportunities which proved to be particularly manageable by the majority of them. Telephone switchboard operating, followed later by massage and physiotherapy, became rapidly the most popular and gainful working activities among persons with a visual deficit. They contributed considerably to the emancipation of thousands of blind people from poverty, marginalisation and social and cultural exclusion, as well as to the raise of their awareness and self-esteem. The fight to achieve legal protection and social recognition of their professional abilities was very hard and strengthened the role of their representative organisation which often acted as a union rather than as a simple self-aid association. This enhanced the perception of community, ownership and solidarity among the members. Nonetheless, the problematic aspects of this approach cannot be underestimated. Indeed, prejudice, lack of awareness and of support made it very difficult for blind persons to succeed in alternative professions and it was much easier for them to choose a traditional, safe and comfortable employment. The consequences of this system, which was not flexible enough to favour suitable alternatives, became evident in the late nineties mainly due to the deregulation and the precarisation in the employment sector. The traditional models of the previous relatively stable and foreseeable economy and society proved not to be applicable to new forms of employment with more pressing needs for mobility and flexibility. 

3.2. Switchboard operators and masseurs-physiotherapists 

There are many legal acts dealing with this subject. As already mentioned, the mainstream employment legislation, however, proved to be inappropriate to meet the specific needs of blind and partially-sighted persons, for whom specific provisions have been introduced over the years with special regard to the above mentioned categories of workers. Particularly relevant for switchboard operators was law 113 of 1985, which set clear rules for their employment and working conditions. Law 686 of 1961, amended many times until law 29 of 1994, established for the first time the obligation for all public and private hospitals and institutes to hire blind and partially-sighted masseurs-physiotherapists, according to mandatory regulations.  

The structure of the two special laws governing these sectors is much the same. Their main provisions are as follows: 

* A minimum number of posts are reserved for persons with visual disabilities (50% in all enterprises with 5 or more incoming phone lines); 

* The Ministry of Labour holds national professional registers. Enrolment is obtained after vocational training courses and a final state examination; 

* Lists of visually disabled switchboard operators and masseurs-physiotherapists are held by employment agencies at province level; 

* Lists of the jobs available are held by these agencies and yearly updated according to the information which employers are required to supply. 

Hiring usually takes place following the mandatory placement lists. Candidates are free to choose from the jobs available. Direct transition from one workplace to another is usually forbidden except within public service.

The adaptation of the switchboards to the needs of blind and partially-sighted operators was and still is the duty of the regional administrations as they are responsible for the whole vocational training sector. Lately, however, this kind of reasonable accommodation is not provided timely and in a proper way due to financial or technical problems, so that currently many workplaces are hardly accessible and inadequately equipped. Some employers make use of new communication technologies which make the traditional switchboard obsolete, so that often the post of switchboard operator is simply eliminated or incorporated into other services, e.g. reception. 

In order to find alternative suitable jobs in the telecommunications field, new solutions have been explored and are being gradually implemented in areas such as call centres, telemarketing, information and public relation service, stenotype, electronic sound archiving etc. Some of these professions have been already officially recognised by law 144 of 1999 as subject to the legislation regulating mandatory employment, but there is still a lack of vocational training facilities as there are very few qualified training centres. At present there are about 8600 blind and partially-sighted persons employed as switchboard operators, while there were more than 12.000 some years ago and the employment rate is steadily going down.

The situation of blind and partially-sighted masseurs-physiotherapists and rehabilitation therapists is equally difficult. As already mentioned, the employment procedures and working conditions of this category were officially regulated by law. For many years this profession has also been popular among blind and partially-sighted job seekers and it still is, although the access to and the exercise of this profession have become problematic, due to changing legal and working conditions. 

A legislative decree of 1992 set higher professional requirements for the paramedical sector and established the unified professional profile of physiotherapist, for which a university degree is required. Although they are perfectly trained and able to use the current therapy technologies, blind and partially-sighted physiotherapists are met with strong prejudice both by their colleagues and by some doctors and several cases of discrimination and mobbing are reported. The activity of masseur, which blind and partially-sighted persons perform at a top quality level, is nowadays restricted to private areas, such as sports and aesthetic treatment. 

Despite these unfavourable conditions and thanks to a transitional regulation which allows professionals already employed to perform their job on an equal basis with newly qualified staff, about 1300 blind and partially-sighted persons work as physiotherapists and about 200 have been placed according to the new rules. 
3.3. Teaching and Public administration 

Teaching, especially in the humanities, has always provided blind and partially-sighted persons holding a university degree with the opportunity to pursue a higher and more prestigious career. It is important to point out that the teaching profession, as well as that of headmaster (or school executive) or civil servant in the public administration, are not subject to the regulations on mandatory employment. The access to the teaching profession has been achieved gradually, as the inclusion of blind graduates in schools, at least at first, was quite difficult. Initially blind teachers worked in the special schools for the blind which after 1975 were either closed down or re-graded into resource centres to support inclusive education schemes. 

Only after providing evidence of their professional capacities in the special school system, was it possible for blind and partially-sighted teachers to qualify for jobs in mainstream schools. This process required several legal measures in order to confirm the admittance of blind graduates to become teachers at the secondary school lower level (1955), to extend the right to teach to high secondary schools, with the exclusion of some technical matters (1962), to take some positive action in order to facilitate the access to and favour the choice of the most suitable among the teaching posts available (1967), to eliminate restrictions to the access to the function of headmaster (1967). Also the obligation to hire an assistant at their own expense to take care of the discipline during the lessons was made optional.

The only substantial facilitation currently provided to the candidates by law 270 of 1982 is a special reserve of 2% of the posts to be filled by each examination and the priority when selecting the most suitable teaching chair available. Currently about 1000 blind and partially-sighted persons are employed as teachers or headmasters at all levels except primary school, as blind and partially-sighted teachers are not allowed to teach in the primary school, unless they are support teacher of a disabled person.  This limitation has been maintained due to the difficulty of persons with low vision to teach reading and writing. 

Law 120 of 1991 grants the blind and partially sighted persons access to competitive state examinations for executive posts in the public administration. In fact, already in the 1970's a number of blind officials of a governmental agency for the blind were appointed vice-prefects after the dissolution of that body. Currently very few blind and partially-sighted persons are employed as managers in the public administration, as no support measures are in place.

Other jobs

This area has received little attention as all efforts were concentrated to the achievement of mass employment of persons in working age in the protected areas. An interesting example of targeted vocational training has been put in place in 1979 by a vocational resource institute in Bologna in cooperation with a private association aiming at promoting electronic skills and programming by disabled persons. Thanks to direct contacts with the various companies members of that association more than 200 blind and partially-sighted electronic programmers were employed over the years.

There are nonetheless a certain number of professors and lecturers, electronic experts, assistive technology dealers and consultants, lawyers, private masseurs-physiotherapists, musicians, craftsmen, journalists, psychologists, social workers, stenotypists, speech analysts etc, who have achieved outstanding results. 

Following the experience of other countries, some measures facilitating the release of street licences for the sale of national lottery tickets by blind and partially-sighted individuals were introduced in the 1950's. A subsequent Act of 1964 required municipalities to assign one of every three newsagent's licences to a blind person authorised to run the business with the assistance of a family member in the first degree. This law is still in force, but it is practically neglected by the municipalities. Despite its very sound potential, also blind and partially-sighted persons do not seem to be attracted by this job which they are unable to perform themselves. Furthermore, the liberalisation of the sales of newspapers has made it even more difficult to get out of the business a reasonably acceptable income. 

Turning to co-operatives, mention must be made of Law 381 of 1991, which grants a number of tax benefits and funding for the creation of social enterprises employing a certain number of disabled persons. Unfortunately, this law has seldom been implemented due to the ease for visually disabled persons to make use of the existing reserved employment opportunities, but more likely because the income deriving from such occupations is extremely lower than the salary of a switchboard operator, of a physiotherapist or a computer programmer. 

3.4. Social Security benefits 
Law No. 120 of 1991 has extended to all visually disabled workers a one year notional social security contribution for every three years actually worked. This benefit can make an earlier fully paid retirement possible. Law No. 104 of 1992 allows disabled persons recognised by a specialist committee as being affected by a severe impairment to either benefit from three days paid disability leave per month or from reduced working time in connection with the severity of their disability. Another provision still in force since the 1960's entitles legally blind workers to 15 days paid leave per year for therapy treatments. 

3.5. Official definition of blindness and partial sight
Law 138 of 2001 gives a detailed and comprehensive definition of blindness and partial sight establishing a five-step scale according to the parameters accepted internationally in ophthalmology. 

Step 1 comprises persons who are totally blind, i.e. those with no sight at all in both eyes; those who have mere perception of light and shade or the movement of a hand in both eyes or in the eye with better vision; those whose residual binocular field of vision is less than 3 per cent. 

Step 2 comprises persons suffering from partial blindness, i.e. those  whose residual vision is not more than 5 percent  in both eyes or in the eye with better vision, even with lenses; those whose residual binocular field of vision is less than 10 percent. 

Step 3 comprises persons suffering from suffering from severe partial sight, i.e. those whose residual vision is not more than 10 percent in both eyes or in the eye with better vision, even with lenses; those whose residual binocular field of vision is less than 30 percent.

Step 4 comprises persons suffering from fairly severe partial sight, i.e. those with residual vision no higher than 20 percent in both eyes or in the eye with better vision, even with lenses; those  whose residual binocular field of vision is less than 50 percent.

Step 5 comprises persons suffering from minor partial sight, i.e. those with residual vision no higher than 30 percent in both eyes or in the eye with better vision, even with lenses; those  whose residual binocular field of vision is less than 60 percent. 

4. Conclusions

In the last decade the employment of blind and partially-sighted persons in Italy has been subject to a considerable reduction, in particular with regard to the most widespread reserved jobs. There are many concomitant grounds for this trend, e.g. the early retirement of a number of workers concerned about the new restrictive regulations, but also the increasing difficulties to find a job both in the public administration and in private firms. In fact the public administration has been subject to an extreme recruitment freeze in order to cut the public expenditure.  Blind and partially-sighted persons have been heavily affected by these measures as there are few competitive examinations and thousands of candidates. Private companies preferably hire less severely disabled persons as they are considered to be more efficient. Further on, many firms tend to employ people on the basis of temporary contracts and often off the book. Blind and partially-sighted persons can hardly cope with such a practice, which is clearly illegal but not sanctioned. As a consequence, they are obliged to take legal action against administrations and firms that do not respect the law. A worrying issue is that over the years there has been a steady increase of blind persons with additional disabilities, while also the number of partially-sighted persons is growing. 

There is a strict relationship between education and employment of blind persons. Therefore, it might be interesting to outline a comparison between the educational and the occupational situation of blind people in our country. After 1975 there was a radical shift from specialist to inclusive education. The transition was not gradual and no "educational continuity" was ensured. This new approach has made it possible for many disabled learners who before were excluded to be inserted in public schools which unfortunately were not culturally and instrumentally equipped to cope with this new task. 

Very often blind pupils and students were not in the position to deploy adequately their capacities due to the lack of specialist didactic and technological expertise on the part of the teaching and support staff. This has sometimes brought about a wrong evaluation of their performance which becomes obvious when educational curricula of blind students are modified on the basis of an underestimation of their capability to learn so that they do not get the educational qualifications they need to apply for a qualified job. The lack of targeted "DLS" and "O & M" training courses impacts very negatively on the independence and mobility of blind pupils and students who must resort to the good will of private institutions or associations. this lack of autonomy entails an increased need for didactic and personal assistance. 

Despite these difficulties, There is a so-called "blind élite" which can benefit from very good learning and training conditions, but these privileged people are relatively few. The public school system does not offer any vocational training and in most cases, except occasional doomed attempts, blind persons must resort to the traditional reserved professions. Equally, reasonable accommodation of the working environment is uncertain, due to the lack of mandatory procedural regulations and sometimes also of funding. The state does not provide for any personal assistance at the workplace, as it happens for example in Germany, no support measures are in place for persons who loose their sight while they are at work and no vocational rehabilitation courses are foreseen in order for them to retain their job. 

The placement agencies usually operate in a very bureaucratic and inefficient way and often disregard the established procedures. They are not likely to provide any support or to force reluctant employers to respect the law. Law 30 of 2003 which was supposed, inter alia, to implement EU Directive 78/2000 has further watered down law 68/1999, favouring the employment of persons with disabilities in social cooperatives instead of in the open labour market. This affects also blind persons who could, would the mandatory employment system work, obtain an employment adequate to their capacities. 

In conclusion, it can be said that in Italy there currently is a drastic employment crisis of blind persons in the presence of which it is more and more difficult for them to assert their vested rights or to obtain new promotional measures. When the issue was raised whether the reserved employment system is still valid and meeting the needs of blind job seekers, the answers of the persons interviewed were unanimously affirmative. It is deemed that despite the existence of macroscopic inefficiencies, failing a quota system blind persons would face a further occupational collapse, due to the economic crisis, the escalation of the social conflicts and the general worsening of the working conditions. All the same, the quota system is still considered the most suitable tool to maintain a minimum employment rate of persons with disabilities. 

As already mentioned the deregulation of the labour market has heavily affected the working class in general and even more the disabled workers. According to official statistics, in Italy the unemployment rate of disabled persons is for males 65% and for females 81%, which makes an average rate of 73%. There are no official statistics concerning the employment situation of blind persons, but the Italian Union of the Blind and Partially-sighted has collected some data with the support of its local branches. It appears that in 2000 out of 25000 blind persons in working age about 14000 were employed, while in 2009 those at work were about 11500, which means an increase of unemployment from 44% to 64%. This situation is extremely worrying, as for blind persons unemployment is a kind of civil death, the most relevant reason for marginalisation and social exclusion. Therefore, some experts deem it necessary to make the system less rigid, to adapt it to the changing social conditions and to expand the scope of the reserved professions.
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