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The streets of Palermo brim with economic vitality as tourists and locals bustle and vendors sell
arancine — deep-fried stuffed rice balls, a local speciality — and yell at each other from their
market stalls. But Sasha Taormina is struggling to make a living.

“The job market is dead,” she said. “It is almost impossible to be economically independent here,
especially if you are young and you are a woman. I think I will have to leave eventually if I want to
find a real job.”

The 32-year-old, who has a master’s degree, occasionally picks up casual work as a waitress and
distributes flyers, earning about €300 a month. She is not the only young Italian who is struggling
because of the lack of job opportunities. One in four Italians aged 15 to 34 is not in education,
formal employment or training (Neet) — more than 3m people in total. In Sicily, Italy’s largest
island, the proportion rises to 42 per cent.

While Sicily is an extreme case, Italy has the largest proportion of Neets in the EU, even higher
than the troubled Greek labour market.

Italy and Greece are the only eurozone economies that have not returned to their pre-crisis peak
levels, and both have unemployment rates above the EU average.

“Economies that are still lagging behind create a series of knock-on effects, including
unemployment, in particular for that part of the population trying to find a job for the first time,”
said Fabio Lo Verde, a sociologist at the University of Palermo. “They are the most fragile and
exposed to exploitation.”

Youth unemployment

Sicily’s young people struggle to find jobs and training

Italian island suffers from eurozone’s highest rate of youth economic inactivity
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And women are particularly badly hit: the share of idle 15 to 34-year-old women is nearly 30 per
cent across Italy, 11 percentage points above the EU average.

“The high drop-out rates [among students] combined with the lack of job opportunities contribute
to Italy’s very high share of young Neets,” said Mauro Pisu, an economist at the OECD.

Transition from school to work is particularly difficult in Italy. Only half of those who completed
their education three years ago are in work, the second-lowest proportion in the EU after Greece.
Even among those with a university degree, employment rates in the first three years after
graduation remain near the bottom of the EU league table.

In an effort to tackle the problem, Italy signed up for the EU’s youth guarantee scheme in 2014 and
has since enrolled 1.4m young Neets.

The programme is a package of measures that aim to help young people into education or work,
including training and counselling.

However, the number of people who complete the
programme remains low, according to the European

https://www.ft.com/content/34e7f42a-da88-11e2-8062-00144feab7de


Commission. Only 13.6 per cent of Italy’s Neets are
covered by the scheme, the commission estimated,
compared with about 70 per cent in France, Germany
and Belgium. Italy needed to make “more efforts to
ensure full-scale implementation”, it added in its
latest assessment, published last year.

Many of those signing up for the scheme “did not see
any concrete proposal of work and training and they
returned to the Neet group”, said Francesco Seghezzi,
director at ADAPT Foundation, an Italian labour
market think-tank. “More than 50 per cent received
an internship proposal [but] only in a few cases was
that then converted into a real employment contract.”

The project has “failed to significantly reduce the
number” of idle young Italians, he said. 

Barbara Lezzi, Italy’s minister for the south, blamed Sicily’s woes on “years of ineffective, if not
absent, policies for the south of Italy”. She said: “We do think investments and infrastructure are
the key to tackle the problem and we have to continue working towards that direction.”

Rome’s coalition government has shown little interest in the problem. The anti-establishment Five
Star Movement has pledged to introduce a universal basic income for poor Italians but many young
people would fail to qualify for it. Matteo Salvini, leader of the rightwing League, suggested that
encouraging older people to retire earlier would open up jobs for young people.

Employers know how
desperate young people can
be, and use that to pay you
even less

Mario Sancataldo, from Bagheria, Sicily
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Mario Sancataldo, a 25-year-old from the Sicilian town of Bagheria, said he had never had a proper
job. Since gaining his high school diploma in hospitality management seven years ago he has not
earned more than €500 a month; at present he is unemployed and lives with his grandmother.

The prevalence of worklessness among young people makes it easier for unscrupulous employers to
exploit them, he said. “If you want to work, you must adapt, and I did — sometimes even working
14 hours a day for €40, and without signing any contract. Employers know how desperate young
people can be, and use that to pay you even less.”

That has repercussions for other areas of life: the lack of a secure income makes it hard for adult
children to move out of their family home and have offspring of their own. Italy registered the
lowest number of births on record last year, as well as the highest ever number of emigrants —
weighing on the country’s weak growth prospects and fragile public finances.

“My dream would be to find an ordinary job and go live by myself,” Mr Sancataldo said. “But it
seems impossible.”
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