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It is a great honour for me to be able to address this prestigious Chamber, which represents the heart of the Council of Europe. I have always very much appreciated the role that the Council of Europe has played and continues to play in promoting fundamental human rights and the rule of law and in supporting the growth of social and political rights in member states. This is designed to be contagious in a positive sense, having a knock-on effect on other social and legal systems, as is proved by the fact that non-member states have, to a large extent, signed up to some of the most important conventions. This long path, which began on 5 May 1949 on the killing fields of the Second World War, continues. 
The position that I occupy in the Italian Government in the Ministry of Justice and my professional experience as a professor of criminal law and as a lawyer lead me to focus on subjects that have a specific cultural baggage. I am thinking in particular about the Committee for the Prevention of Torture. I appreciate the praise given by the representative of the committee concerning the professionalism of the staff in the Italian prison system. I am also happy to recall the repeated affirmation of fundamental rights, particularly those for the most vulnerable in our population—women, children, ethnic minority communities, prisoners and youth offenders.
I refer to the consolidation of the legal principles through the more than 200 conventions that have been adopted. I recall the Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence and the conference that was held in Rome just last year on the Lanzarote convention, both of which Italy signed up to early on. I also recall the conferences in Rome in 2004 to launch the new charter for prisoners and in 2012 for the consolidation of that charter. I would also like to mention the thinking about and proposals for the monitoring of various phenomena, such as corruption and money laundering. We pay great attention in government to the Council of Europe’s work through the approval of laws and the preparation of wide-ranging reforms.
As the rapporteur said, the report is about a cornerstone of fundamental rights. It is important to bear in mind the role of the European Court. It is not only a stronghold of fundamental rights but a point of reference for national judges. In Italy, where the system is divided between the judges and others involved in the law, the laws must be read and applied in the light of the principles enshrined by the Convention, as the Court repeatedly indicates and as is repeatedly indicated by the Constitutional Court of Italy. I say with great satisfaction that the Italian judges are fully aware that the national legal system is multi-level: it is based on both internal and supranational laws. Therefore, interpretation is the fruit of hermeneutical circularity, which is added to by external contributions, including the jurisprudence of the European Court.
The profound respect that I harbour for your Assembly means that I must not dodge the fact that my country has been the subject of many petitions to the European Court. I do not wish to dwell on that, as the petitions to the Court are mainly a result of procedural violations, with questions of substantial violations following far behind. None the less, I would like to talk about an important point that has been highlighted. I refer to the recent decision of the European Court, on 8 January, in the Torreggiani case. My country was held to be responsible for a violation of Article 3 of the Convention, which prohibits inhuman and degrading treatment, because of overcrowded prisons. This problem is difficult to resolve, as the President said. 
This subject is of tremendous importance to me. From the first day I shouldered the tremendous and serious responsibility of being Minister of Justice, I made prisons a priority of my term of office. The Italian Government is fully aware of the important and repeated message of the President of our Republic. I have acted on various fronts, all of them strictly structural. We wanted to introduce mechanisms to reduce the prison population and to eliminate the phenomenon of the revolving door through the possibility of house arrest. Of course, we have limited resources, but what we have done has been effective. The objective was to create by 31 December 2014 an additional 11,700 places for prisoners. In 2012, 3,178 new places were created and a further 2,382 places will be created by June this year. 
In the emergency situation in which we found ourselves, we launched a law to reduce the impact of the so-called revolving door affecting prisoners who are arrested and imprisoned for just two or three days. Also, the length of a sentence that they might serve at home has been increased from 12 to 18 months. Within a few days, the proportion of such admissions dropped—in 2009, the figure was 27% of the total, while in 2013 it was 13%. Moreover, 8,363 people have been able to serve their sentences at home under house arrest. We have noted for the first time a reduction in the prison population, which dropped from 68,000 to about 65,000 within a period of 12 months. We have also provided for the closure of prison psychiatric hospitals by 31 March 2013. People will be interned in national health service structures and will be monitored from the outside by the police structures. 
In order to complete the measures to combat overcrowding, but also from the viewpoint of its crime policy, the government has presented a Bill on probation and other alternatives to detention. It is a subject of regret that, because the parliament was dissolved early, it was not able to go ahead with that measure, which had already been approved by the broad majority in the Chamber. However, the seed has been sown and the message has been favourably heard. Just a few days ago, in Milan, the prosecutor made provisions for limiting house arrest to cases of investigation prevention and punishment. That is an extraordinary example of how our judiciary can take on board such measures and consider how sentences and judgments are applied, so subjecting the law to a profoundly new interpretation.
The new government and parliament will consider and go ahead with the measures we have taken, which shows how we have already started to make efficient and to rationalise the legal system. Among the measures that our government has looked at are new ones on trial in absentia, in line with the case law of the Court; Bills regarding time-barred and statutory limitations, as well as decriminalisation; and the introduction of a crime of money laundering. There will also be a review of civil mediation, which will be made compulsory; our constitutional court has judged that to be illegal, but simply for formal reasons. That is an important measure to overcome the problems of the length of procedures in Italian justice. Such measures have already been fully considered and approved by the Italian Parliament.
There should be root-and-branch reform to encourage our system to be more efficient. There are too many legal circuits, which means that the court is far too cumbersome. In particular, I point out the overhaul of the legal geography, by which the number of circuits will be reduced, and the introduction of measures to reduce the backlog and introduce best practice. On the basis of consumer satisfaction, and at the suggestion of the European Commission for the Efficiency of Justice, there will be greater control over the admissibility of charges, through pre-evaluation of their seriousness, so concentrating resources on the most serious or worthy cases. At the moment, about 68% of civil cases are confirmed on appeal, so that measure would avoid any abuses of the system. There will also be further computerisation of processes, and there will be commercial courts, in which judges specialise in law and tendering. We want to avoid delays in payments for lengthy procedures. Following the latest change to the Pinto law, which concerns compensation for the length of a procedure, we are taking administrative and legal measures to make the system more fluid and cut down procedural delays.
Finally, I want to mention the anti-corruption measures that have been approved by the Court. It has also approved the secondment of three magistrates to the Court, which will certainly speed things up. I also want to mention how we can have a more effective monitoring system. I am sure that the legal system in Italy will receive a positive influence from the implementation of the measures that I have mentioned, so making it possible to overcome some negative opinions. I am also sure that the member countries of the Council of Europe will very much appreciate what the Italian Government has done and is about to do, which will increase the trust in future assessments by the Council of Europe. In future, bodies will be assessed on the basis of the present assessment, rather than on what the situation was in the past.
I thank you, Mr President, and all the honourable members of the Parliamentary Assembly for their attention. Let me say that we must aim for the impossible, so that we can at least carry out what is possible.
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