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Legal notes 

 
Parts of this document may be reproduced, as long as the source is explicitly credited. 
 
This document has been produced purely for information purposes; it does not constitute 
professional advice, and it must therefore not be used in any way for that purpose.  
 
For more detailed, in-depth information on this subject, or for consultancy services and assistance, 
please email to u.zanini at tin.it 
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Independent consultant specialising in electronic invoicing, electronic archiving, EDI, P2P, 
O2C, and eSupply Chain Finance 
 
Research manager for technical regulatory matters at the Osservatorio fatturazione 
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- consultancy on international legislation and regulations 
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Further information: www.umbertozanini.com 
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1. Introduction 
 

When it published the Communication Europe 20201 in March 2010, the European Commission 
launched an important ten-year action plan with the clear objective of helping Europe emerge 
stronger from the crisis and transforming it into an economy capable of growing intelligently (based 
on knowledge and innovation), sustainably (greener and with greater competition) and inclusively 
(with high employment and hence greater economic and social cohesion). 

Seven “flagship initiatives” were identified. One of these, A digital agenda for Europe2, spotlighted 
the key role of information and communication technologies (ICT) in achieving the stated aims and 
emphasised the importance of creating a “single digital market” to fully exploit the many benefits 
that only a digital economy can now bring.  

Indeed, Europe’s tardiness in establishing a “digital economy” is clear; suffice it to note that, of the 
13 software companies in the Financial Times annual Global 500 list3, only one is European. 

It therefore becomes a matter of strategic importance for Europe to build a “single digital market” 
and thus to overcome the fragmentation of the individual digital markets and to foster 
interoperability between the various systems. For example, member states could be encouraged to 
introduce greater harmonisation into their public-administration e-procurement procedures and 
cross-border procedures. 

During 2012, the European Commission4, once again, kept highlighting the need for member states 
to take bolder action to impel the public administrations to adopt e-procurement solutions. In 
particular, they were reminded that one of the ultimate objectives is to achieve full automation of 
the entire order-payment cycle, and they were encouraged to adopt e-procurement solutions by mid 
2016. 

Although some member states – such as Denmark, Sweden and Norway – have been using 
electronic-invoicing systems for some years as the sole means of receiving purchase invoices, and 
other states are working towards that aim, Europe is certainly lagging behind. Consider, for 
instance, that in Brazil almost all invoices are sent electronically, while Korea made it mandatory as 
early as 2007. 

Indeed, the many advantages and economic benefits of electronic invoicing are clear for all to see, 
with savings from eliminating the use of printed paper and from being able to look up invoices 
faster. And the adoption of electronic invoices in a structured format (e.g. XML5) brings further 
gains by eliminating manual data entry (as the PA information systems capture the invoice details 
automatically) and by improving data accuracy through reducing errors. 

                                                            
1  Commission Communication of 3 March 2010, “Europe 2020 – A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth”, COM (2010) 2020 final 
2 Commission Communication of  26 August 2010, “A digital agenda for Europe”,  COM (2010) 245 final/2 
3 In the Financial Times Global 500 for 2012, of the 13 companies supplying “Software & computer  services”, 7 are 
based in the USA, 3 in India, 1 in Europe, 1 in Japan, and 1 in Hong Kong.  
4 Commission Communication of 20 April 2012, “A strategy for e-procurement”, COM (2012) 179 final  
5 eXtensible Markup Language 
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Additionally, electronic invoices in a structured format can be processed automatically without 
ambiguity by the PA information systems, thus making it possible to constantly monitor public 
expenditure through reports and analyses practically in real time and enabling prompter and better-
targeted corrective action. 

2. A 5-year process 
 

Law no. 244 of 24 December 2007 (article 1, paragraphs 209–214) made it mandatory for the first 
time in Italy for companies supplying goods or services to the PA to issue invoices in electronic 
format only and for the PAs to reject invoices received in hard copy and to make payments against 
electronic invoices only. 

In introducing this major innovation, the Law established the ES as the unique interface to which 
electronic invoices are to be submitted. Two subsequent decrees covered the appointment of the ES 
operator and the establishment of the electronic-invoice format, the technical rules for how the ES 
would operate, and the process for interacting with it. 

The first Order of the Ministry of the Economy and Finance of 7 March 2008 established that the 
ES would be operated by the Italian revenue agency in a role that would include coordinating and 
controlling the ES and managing the data and information collected. The Order assigned a more 
technical function to Sogei S.p.a.6, that of developing and maintaining the ES and supporting and 
assisting the PA.  

5 years after the original Order was published, the Ministry of the Economy and Finance issued a 
second Order (no. 55 of 3 April 2013, appearing in Italian Official Gazette no. 118 of 22 May 2013) 
to complete the regulatory framework needed to launch this major innovation. Besides setting out 
the subject and scope of application, the implementation timescales, and the means of identifying 
the offices responsible for receiving the invoices, the Order also deals with numerous technical, 
procedural and operational matters in 5 annexes: annex A – Format of the electronic invoice; 
annex B – Technical rules; annex C – Guidelines; annex D – Office codes; annex E – IT support 
services. 
Finally, the technical specifications for the file format7 and the technical characteristics of the 
electronic invoices will shortly be published on the ES website (www.fatturapa.gov.it).  
 
 
 

                                                            
6 Sogei S.p.a. is the company that developed the national tax information system. Operating in the ICT sector under the 
auspices of the Ministry of the Economy and Finance, it currently employs around 1,800 staff. Its turnover for 2012 was 
€370 million. 
7 The file format used is to be almost fully compatible with the PEPPOL (Pan-European Public Procurement OnLine) 
standard and UBL 2.0 (Universal Business Language).  
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3. The public administrations involved 
 

As set out in article 1(209) of Law no. 244 of 24 December 2007, the PAs involved are those stated 
in article 1(2) of Law no. 196 of 31 December 2009, i.e. the bodies and other parties comprising the 
institutional sector of the PAs listed by ISTAT8 each year in a document to be issued in the Italian 
Official Gazette. 

According to some estimates9, there are around 11,000 commissioning PAs in Italy, at both central 
and local levels, with 2 million to 2.5 million companies supplying them, of which about 80% are 
micro and small businesses. 

For example, the PAs involved include but are not limited to the following: 

● Central administrations:  
Constitutional organs, ministries and the Prime Minister’s offices, tax agencies, economic 
regulatory bodies (Agenzia italiana del farmaco – the Italian medicines and healthcare products 
regulatory agency, Agenzia nazionale per la sicurezza delle ferrovie – the national rail safety 
agency, Agenzia per l’Italia Digitale – the Agency for digital Italy, etc.), providers of economic 
services, independent administrative authorities (Autorità per le garanzie nelle comunicazioni – the 
communications regulator, Garante per la protezione dei dati personali – the data-protection 
commissioner, etc.), associations (Associazione nazionale comuni italiani – the national association 
of Italian local councils, etc.), providers of social, recreational and cultural services (Associazione 
italiana della Croce Rossa – the Italian red cross, etc.), research bodies and institutes, etc. 
 
● Local administrations:  
Regions and autonomous provinces, provinces, municipalities, mountain communities, regional 
health authorities, port authorities, local health authorities, consortia of local authorities, national 
parks, consortia and bodies managing parks and protected natural areas, universities and public 
university education institutes, etc. 
 
● National social-security and welfare bodies:  
INPS10, the ENASARCO foundation11, Cassa nazionale del notariato (national notaries’ fund), 
Cassa nazionale di previdenza e assistenza dei dottori commercialisti (national certified public 
accountants’ provident fund), Cassa nazionale di previdenza e assistenza forense (national lawyers’ 
provident fund), Ente di previdenza dei periti industriali e dei periti industriali laureati (national 
industrial technicians’ provident fund), Ente nazionale previdenza e assistenza dei medici e degli 
odontoiatri (national doctors’ and dentists’ provident fund), Ente nazionale di previdenza e 
assistenza dei farmacisti (national pharmacists’ provident fund),  Ente nazionale di previdenza e 
assistenza degli psicologi (national psychologists’ provident fund), etc. 

                                                            
8 The Italian national institute of statistics 
9 Quaderno del fare fatturazione elettronica verso la PA (Handbook on electronic invoicing to the PA), May 2013, 
Observatory on electronic invoicing and dematerialisation, School of Management, Milan Polytechnic 
10 National institute of social security 
11 Ente nazionale di previdenza e assistenza degli agenti e rappresentanti di commercio (National social-security and 
welfare institute for sales representatives and agents) 
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4. Implementation timescales  
 

To avoid excessive disruption to both the PAs and the suppliers, especially the SMEs, the 
implementation is to be phased in gradually over at least 2 years. It involves these 4 steps: 

● Voluntary adoption: From 6 December 2013, the ES will be made available to PAs that 
voluntarily wish to join, with the formal agreement of their suppliers; 

● Mandatory adoption for some central PAs: From 6 June 2014, government ministries, the tax 
agencies, and the national social-security and welfare bodies will be required to join; 

● Mandatory adoption for the remaining PAs: From 6 June 2015, the remaining PAs will be 
required to join. Local administrations, PA suppliers not based in Italy, and parties responsible for 
sending electronic tax returns (e.g. certified public accountants, tax advice centres (CAFs) and 
industry-specific trade-union associations) will still be exempted; 

● Mandatory adoption for the remaining parties: Adoption will become mandatory for local 
administrations and the other parties, from a date to be agreed by order of the Minister for the 
economy and finance in conjunction with the Ministry for the public administration and legislative 
simplification. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Implementation timescales 
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5. The Exchange System 
 

All suppliers of goods or services to the PAs must interface with the ES in order to be able to 
submit their invoices. Electronic invoices must be sent in XML only, in line with the technical 
specifications and the file format set out in a dedicated document, which will be available for 
consultation on the ES website (www.fatturapa.gov.it).  

The PA suppliers will therefore have to create their electronic invoice in XML format free of 
macros or hidden executable code12, apply a QES, and send the invoice to the ES system provided 
to receive it.  

The ES will be operated directly by the revenue agency through Sogei S.p.a. Once the electronic 
invoice has been received, and before forwarding it to the receiving PA, the ES assigns it an ID and 
performs a series of technical checks, which are needed to confirm that the invoice is formally 
correct. For example, it checks that the electronic invoice has a QES, that the signatory’s QC has 
not expired, and that the XML file format conforms to the technical specifications. 

The electronic invoice may be sent to the ES – and forwarded to the receiving PA – in at least 5 
different ways: 

● via CEM13 or a similar email system14 able to certify the date and time of sending and 
receipt and to assure the integrity of the data sent; 

● via the application cooperation system15 over the internet accessed via the HTTPS 
protocol16; 

● via the application cooperation system through the SPC17; 

                                                            
12  Indeed, if an electronic invoice contains data that can render the visual representation dynamic (such as macros, 
hidden executable code, active components, etc.), even if the data integrity is not affected (the QES is effectively still 
valid), then the electronic invoice’s on-screen visual representation may change. 
 
13 Certified Electronic Mail is a method of transmitting documents that senders can use to certify the date and time when 
the message was transmitted and received while assuring the integrity of the documents. Messages are conveyed via 
dedicated operators registered in a publicly available list held by the Agency for digital Italy (currently there are 27 such 
operators). By law, each economic operator (business, firm, freelance professional, accountant, etc.) in Italy must have a 
CEM address.  
14 A “similar email system” may be, for example, “Registered E-Mail” (REM), as defined in international standard 
ETSI TS 102 640. 
15 The application cooperation system is “the part of the System of Public Connectivity that is used for interactions 
between public-administration information systems to ensure the integration of metadata, information and 
administrative measures” (article 72(1st paragraph, letter e) of Legislative Decree no. 82 of 7 March 2005). 
16 The transmission protocol HTTPS (HyperText Transfer Protocol over Secure Socket Layer), is a standard protocol 
for secure data transmission, whereby the data sent is encrypted via SSL (Secure Sockets Layer) or TLS (Transport 
Layer Security). 
17 “The SPC is the set of technology infrastructure facilities and technical rules (for developing, sharing, integrating 
and disseminating the public-administration data  and information) that is needed to ensure fundamental and advanced 
interoperability and application cooperation between information systems and information flows, thus assuring the 
security and confidentiality of the information while safeguarding and ensuring the autonomy of the information held by 
each public administration”(article 73(2) of Legislative Decree no. 82 of 7 March 2005). 
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● via data transmission using the FTP protocol18; 

● via electronic transmission over the internet accessed using the HTTPS protocol. 

Note that, while the CEM method can be used essentially for manual (human-to-application) 
submission, the other means are suitable for mass data flows in exchanges between information 
systems (application-to-application). 

After the ES has checked the electronic invoice received, if no faults are found, then the ES accepts 
it and sends it on to the receiving PA; once the system has established that the electronic invoice has 
arrived there, it sends a delivery receipt to the sender confirming that the invoice has reached its 
intended recipient. Otherwise, if errors are detected in the invoice, the sender is sent a rejection 
notification stating the problem found. 

The correct office to which to send the electronic invoice is identified by a dedicated unique code 
included in the invoice. The office’s parent authority/body assigns this identification code and 
releases it to the supplier. 

Once the invoice issuer has received this code for the competent office (or obtained it by consulting 
the Directory of Public Administrations19), the issuer enters the code in the invoice, signs the 
invoice with a QES, and sends it electronically to the ES. 

From both the suppliers’ and the PAs’ perspectives, to enable effective identification and interaction 
with the ES, an initial “ES accreditation exercise” will be required. This will depend on the 
transmission method adopted: suppliers using CEM can simply use an operator from the public 
register held by the Agency for digital Italy; suppliers using SPC will have to identify themselves 
by signing a service agreement; and those intending to use FTP must define and sign up to a 
transmission protocol. 

Electronic invoices can be sent by the suppliers to the ES, and by the ES to the receiving PA, 
directly or via “intermediaries”. To that end, as there are currently no regulatory measures to cover 
this, potential examples of intermediaries may include: organisations transmitting EDI data; 
providers of fully outsourced storage services of electronic data valid for legal purposes; 
organisations responsible for sending tax returns (e.g. certified public accountants, CAFs and 
industry-specific trade-union associations); banks offering electronic invoice-submission services; 
software houses producing management and tax software; or the PAs themselves on behalf of other 
PAs.  

 

 

 

                                                            
18 The FTP (File Transfer Protocol) mechanism is a special protocol used to transfer data using TCP (Transmission 
Control Protocol). 
19 The Directory of Public Administrations is the official archive containing the reference details of the PAs, including 
their address, manager, tax code, CEM addresses, list of offices and their addresses, the various office codes and their 
managers, etc. The Directory can be consulted online at www.indicepa.gov.it. 
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Figure 2. Overview of the Exchange System 
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6. Operation of the Exchange System 
 

In order to understand fully how the ES works, we shall explore the overall process in its various 
stages: 

1 – The supplier creates an electronic invoice in XML format, including the unique code to identify 
the competent office; the issuer (or the party issuing on the supplier’s behalf) applies the QES. 

2 – The electronic invoice is sent to the ES using one of the 5 possible methods. 

3 – The ES receives the electronic invoice and performs the technical checks needed to establish its 
formal correctness. The invoice may be accepted or rejected. 

-If the invoice is rejected (4a), ES sends to the issuer a rejection notification stating the fault found 
(5a). 

-If the invoice passes the check (4b), the ES sends the electronic invoice to the receiving PA (5b). If 
the invoice is received successfully, the ES sends to the issuer a delivery receipt (6b) confirming 
that the invoice has been delivered to the recipient. 
If the ES could not send the electronic invoice to the PA (e.g. because of some technical problem), 
then the ES sends to the issuer a delivery failure notification. The ES is then responsible for 
contacting the receiving PA to solve the problem. Once the problem has been solved and the 
electronic invoice successfully sent on to the PA, the ES then sends the delivery receipt to the 
issuer, confirming that the invoice has been delivered to the recipient. 
 
Note that ES sends the rejection notification, the delivery receipt and the delivery failure 
notification in XML format to the issuer “synchronously”, i.e. using the same transmission channel 
via which the issuer sent the original invoices. Therefore, if a supplier sends the electronic invoices 
to the ES using its own CEM address, then the above receipts or notifications are sent back to the 
same CEM address. 
 
7 – The issuer of the electronic invoices and the PA both keep the electronic invoices in digital 
format only, in accordance with the regulatory measures on keeping tax documentation 
electronically.  
 
Besides the electronic invoices issued, including faulty ones rejected by the ES, the documents that 
suppliers must keep in electronic format only are as follows: 
 
a – the delivery receipt confirming that the electronic invoice was delivered to the recipient; 
b – the rejection notification notifying that the electronic invoice was not accepted by ES; 
c – the delivery failure notification notifying that the electronic invoice was accepted by the ES but 
not forwarded to the recipient. 
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7. The savings that can be achieved20 
 

According to estimates, the PA (centrally and locally) receives between 55 million and 65 million 
invoices every year. Once the system is fully operational, the PA alone will be able to save around 
€1 billion per year: 

● €570 million to €620 million in the health service; 
● €200 million to €240 million in the central public administration; 
● €230 million to €280 million in the public local administrations. 
 

Knock-on savings are also expected for the PA’s suppliers, estimated at €1 billion per year, thus 
making an overall annual saving of around €2 billion.  

This mandatory new system should also stimulate the adoption of electronic invoicing between the 
PA’s suppliers and their own suppliers and other clients. Even if there is only a 20% additional 
take-up along these lines, then further savings of approximately €3 billion every year could be 
achievable. Added to the €2 billion above, Italy would save a grand total of around €5 billion per 
annum. 
Clearly, then, the primary benefits for Italy lie not in the adoption of electronic invoicing itself but 
rather in the completely electronic management of the order-payment cycle, by totally digitising and 
integrating the above processes using structured formats and viewing the O2C or P2P cycle as a 
single process. 
 
When fully digitised and integrated processes are used, it has been shown21 that savings of up to 
80% of the total costs of the processes can be achieved. Therefore, the overall benefit that Italy as a 
whole could gain would depend largely on the solutions and models adopted. According to the 
model used, then, the benefits could be worth around: 
 

● €12–15 billion per year, if only electronic invoicing in a structured format were used in 
B2B dealings between companies and B2G dealings between companies and the PA; 

 
● €60 billion per year, if digitisation models involving a structured format for the entire 
order-payment cycle were used in B2B dealings between companies and B2G dealings 
between companies and the PA. 
 

The savings, therefore, are certainly not negligible, for the amounts involved range from 0.7% to 
4% of annual GDP. 

                                                            
20 Quaderno del fare fatturazione elettronica verso la PA (Handbook on electronic invoicing to the PA), May 2013, 
Observatory on electronic invoicing and dematerialisation, School of Management, Milan Polytechnic 
21  Milan Polytechnic, Observatory on Electronic Invoicing and Dematerialisation, Joint collaboration: a powerful 
driver for electronic invoicing in Italy, 2009 
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