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06. Can co-workers be compelled to act as witnesses?
What legal protections do employees have when
acting as witnesses in an investigation?

Italy
Author: Giovanni Muzina , Arianna Colombo

In general, employees must cooperate with a workplace investigation (as it is part of their general duty of
diligence, as provided under article 2104 of the Italian Civil Code), and this may also include a duty to act
as a witness.

In this respect, it must be pointed out that, even if the employee has a contractual duty to provide
information requested by the employer, one limit to this principle could be, for example, self-incrimination.

However, caution is necessary during the interviews both with the employee under investigation and with
co-workers, to avoid the risk of transforming the interview into what could be considered the de facto start
of a disciplinary procedure. In other words, during the interview, the employer should only gather
information on certain facts, and not put forward charges against the employee; otherwise, this could
prevent or limit the employer’s possibility to take disciplinary action regarding the same facts.

Furthermore, employees who cooperate within the workplace investigation must be protected against any
retaliatory action directly or indirectly linked to their testimony (eg, as far as is possible, anonymity should
be guaranteed, and disciplinary measures should apply to those who breach measures in place to protect
the employee).

Apart from workplace investigations, employees are protected against retaliatory measures of any kind,
which are always null and void and subject to appeal.

For a defensive criminal law investigation (see par. 4), the witness can refuse to testify; in this case, the
criminal law lawyer may ask the prosecutor to interview the witness.
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A company cannot force an employee to actively take part in a workplace investigation or to act as a
witness. However, if a co-worker’s decision not to collaborate could be construed as an attempt to conceal
evidence of wrongdoing, the company could then enforce disciplinary measures for this reason.
In our experience, employees tend to collaborate during workplace investigations and no retaliatory action
can be taken against them for this reason. For example, if an employee provided evidence against his or
her direct manager, the manager could not reprimand the employee or take any action that could be
construed as such.
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Due to the employee's duty of loyalty towards the employer and the employer's right to give instructions to
its employees, employees generally must take part in an ongoing investigation and comply with any
summons for questioning if the employer demands this (article 321d, Swiss Code of Obligations). If the
employees refuse to participate, they generally are in breach of their statutory duties, which may lead to
measures such as a termination of employment.

The question of whether employees may refuse to testify if they would have to incriminate themselves is
disputed in legal doctrine.[1] However, according to legal doctrine, a right to refuse to testify exists if
criminal conduct regarding the questioned employee or a relative (article 168 et seq, Swiss Criminal
Procedure Code) is involved, and it cannot be ruled out that the investigation documentation may later end
up with the prosecuting authorities (ie, where employees have a right to refuse to testify in criminal
proceedings, they cannot be forced to incriminate themselves by answering questions in an internal
investigation).[2]

 

[1] Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von Arbeitgebern und
Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.

[2] Same opinion: Nicolas Facincani/Reto Sutter, Interne Untersuchungen: Rechte und Pflichten von
Arbeitgebern und Angestellten, published on hrtoday.ch, last visited on 17 June 2022.
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07. What data protection or other regulations apply
when gathering physical evidence?

Italy
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Several legal and case-law principles may be relevant depending on the kind of investigation, including the
following:

gathering evidence through employee “physical inspections and inspections on the employee’s
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belongings”: according to article 6 of the Workers’ Statute, these inspections are generally prohibited.
They are permitted only where necessary to protect company assets (in such cases, corporal
inspections may be carried out, subject to trade union agreement or National Labour Inspectorate
authorisation, provided that, for example, they are carried out outside the workplace, that employees
are selected with an automatic selection tool, and that the dignity and confidentiality of employees are
protected);
gathering evidence through “audiovisual equipment and other instruments from which the possibility
of remote control of employees’ activities arises”: according to article 4 of the Workers’ Statute,
remote systems cannot be directly aimed at controlling employees’ activity, but can only be put in
place for organisational, production, work safety or asset-protection needs (which may result in an
indirect control over employees’ activity), and may be installed before a trade union agreement or
with previous authorisation from the National Labour Inspectorate; however, these rules do not apply
to working tools in an employee’s possession (see question 8) and, in any case, employees must be
informed of the possibility of remote control;
gathering physical evidence through so-called defensive controls: according to the most recent case
law, “defensive controls” can be defined as investigations carried out by the company where it has a
suspicion of unlawful conduct by its employees. These controls can be carried out within certain limits
and restrictions provided by case law – even in the absence of the guarantees provided for in article 4
of the Workers’ Statute.

In addition, when gathering physical evidence, there may be other provisions of law not strictly related to
employment law that must be followed, for example, regarding privacy regulations (eg, minimisation of the
use of personal data, collection of data only for specific purposes, and adoption of safety measures).
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The General Data Protection Regulation and the Spanish Data Protection Law apply when gathering any
type of evidence, including physical evidence. This means that companies may only process personal data
when they have lawful grounds to do so and within the limits set forth for special categories of personal
data (health, union affiliation, criminal records, etc.).
The Spanish Statute of Workers specifically states that employees and their possessions may be registered
when it is necessary to protect the companies’ property (or the property of other co-workers). This
registration must:

be conducted in the workplace and during working hours;
respect the employee’s privacy and dignity; and
be performed in front of an employee representative or, if not possible, in the presence of another
employee of the company.
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The Swiss Federal Act on Data Protection applies to the gathering of evidence, in particular such collection
must be lawful, transparent, reasonable and in good faith, and data security must be preserved.[1]

It can be derived from the duty to disclose and hand over benefits received and work produced (article
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321b, Swiss Code of Obligations) as they belong to the employer.[2] The employer is, therefore, generally
entitled to collect and process data connected with the end product of any work completely by an
employee and associated with their business. However, it is prohibited by the Swiss Criminal Code to open
a sealed document or consignment to gain knowledge of its contents without being authorised to do so
(article 179 et seq, Swiss Criminal Code). Anyone who disseminates or makes use of information of which
he or she has obtained knowledge by opening a sealed document or mailing not intended for him or her
may become criminally liable (article 179 paragraph 1, Swiss Criminal Code).

It is advisable to state in internal regulations that the workplace might be searched as part of an internal
investigation and in compliance with all applicable data protection rules if this is necessary as part of the
investigation.

 

[1] Simona Wantz/Sara Licci, Arbeitsvertragliche Rechte und Pflichten bei internen Untersuchungen, in:
Jusletter 18 February 2019, N 52.

[2] Claudia Fritsche, Interne Untersuchungen in der Schweiz, Ein Handbuch für Unternehmen mit
besonderem Fokus auf Finanzinstitute, p. 148.
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