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A Special Bureau against Usury

Since 1996, a special advisory bureau (the “Regional Observatory against Usury”) of the Local Government of Piedmont, an important region in the northwest of Italy, has been carrying out a programme to prevent usury. Usury is an awful plague in Italy: recent data record about 120,000 businesspeople involved in usury and another 500,000 at risk of involvement. The total turnover is calculated at around 9 thousand million Euro, managed by some 25,000  “professional” usurers.

Usury is a hidden phenomenon, with a low number of complaints and a social alarm level that is alternately high (when some victims commit suicide) or low, as it is currently. Moneylenders are often seen as benefactors by their victims and there is a general mistrust of the banking system; as a result, it is difficult to make people aware of the criminal nature of this phenomenon. 

Composed of experts, judges and delegates from the two anti-usury foundations of Piedmont, the “Observatory” promotes formative and informative action to show the seriousness of this phenomenon.

The Didactic Experience: Contents

Among other initiatives, the “Observatory” organises classes in high schools of Piedmont, mainly for pupils from 17 to 19 years old, an age when they are not far from managing their own money. It is very important to communicate to young people how dangerous usury is, how easy it is to fall into and how hard it is to get rid of: usury is not a remote problem, but rather can be a concern in everybody’s life.

The local government proposes the classes through a letter sent to every one of the 338 schools in Piedmont; teachers who are interested phone the “Observatory” to book the class. The title of the class is “Today We Speak about Usury” and the classes last about two hours. The instructor is a lawyer who works for the “Observatory”, Mr. Antonio Rossi. His method of teaching is very interactive and his previous experience as a teacher helps him to get the young people interested. He is accompanied by an “Observatory”employee, Mr. Andrea Chiezzi, who has a degree in Law. 

Mr. Rossi begins his classes by defining usury and giving a practical example. He points out usury in different periods of history (e.g. in the Bible, in medieval times, etc.) and then invites some students to read short passages from 19th and 20th century novels that describe moneylenders. This shows how the social problem of usury has not changed during time: moneylenders have always been despised but, at the same time, have also been feared and respected because people need them.

The class carries on with slides depicting a typical case of usury that occurred in the year 2000 involving a clever, young jeweller living in a little town in Central Italy. His dramatic story starts with the robbery of his shop and the consequent impossibility of his paying off his debts to the bank. At the beginning, the moneylender is considered a “generous friend” by his victim but the loan causes pitiless blackmail and physical as well as moral violence: the only possible choice the victim has left is to report the facts to the authorities. 

Only at this point do Mr. Rossi and Mr. Chiezzi explain the Italian laws against usury. In Italy, usury has been considered a crime only since 1931. In 1996, the Fascist law was changed and a more efficient one came into effect: now, the minimum interest rate considered to be usury is established every three months. 

Following on, the lawyer explains to the students the different kinds of usurers, from neighbourhood moneylenders to people belonging to the Mafia, whose purpose is to control whole business sectors. Mr. Rossi mentions some statistics from which emerge the profile of the typical moneylender and the typical victim. In addition, he lists the most frequent causes of usury and the techniques that moneylenders use against their victims. Finally, Mr. Rossi explains what to do against usury: young people should be responsible for their own money and should avoid underestimating the danger of usury.

After the class, every student receives a booklet about usury and books are also given to school library. 

The Didactic Experience: Data and Expectations

During the 2002/03 school year, 23 schools took these classes. During the 2003/04 term, 29 schools were involved (8 of which had already participated the preceding year). This number represents approximately 10% of the total number of schools in Piedmont. These schools are located throughout the Piedmontese area. Considering that 70-80 students take each class and that classes are sometimes given twice in the same school, during the 2002/03 term, the number of students who took part in the classes was 1800, with a total of 60 class hours. In the 2003/04 term, with a total of 65 hours, about 2,500 students participated in the programme.

In the next few years, the “Observatory” foresees extending the class programme to include the correct use of money and other problems, such as video-poker, bets and misleading advertising: from these classes it is clear to see just how unprepared young people are to manage their own money.

As far as we know, the positive didactic experience going on in Piedmont is the only one in Italy.  Information regarding any similar experiences in Europe will be greatly appreciated. 
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