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FES-Conference: Summary 

FES Final Conference: Summary 
 

 
Under the title “Best practices and ways forward to combat financial exclusion in Europe” the the 
final conference of the FES-project was organised in Vienna in spring 2007. Nearly seventy 
participants from 16 European countries followed the invitation to exchange experiences and to 
discuss future strategies and necessary next steps towards better financial education and an 
improved access to adequate financial services in the European Union. 
 
Key results of the two FES-surveys were presented at the start of the conference. The study on 
access to financial services in European countries thereby made visible, that there are still 
several countries without a legal right to a bank account – and even where such a right to an 
account exists, there are some groups who are still excluded from access, among them often 
homeless, over-indebted and unemployed people. Following the experts’ suggestions regarding 
the need of a common definition, as they were repeatedly raised in the study, adequate access 
to financial services has been defined as: Access to a personal bank account, free debit cards 
and lending possibilities for all population groups aged 18+ years at reasonable and non-
discriminatory conditions (including service payments, interest rates, and as simple as possible 
formalities). 
The study on financial education clarified, that financial education has to be analysed and 
discussed within a broader context. As financial markets are becoming more and more complex 
and financial products keep changing, financial education has to be understood as a life long 
process that empowers people to take informed choices and motivates financial service 
providers to develop intelligent, responsible products. Special emphasis has to be given on the 
evaluation of existing educational materials and project, independent methods of quality control 
need to be introduced.  
 
During the Conference best practices from across Europe were presented by participants from 
various countries, followed by co-lectures on similar projects in another country and discussions 
on existing shortcomings and necessary developments. 
 
Germany: Financial Education 

• In the State of North Rhine-Westphalia the Minister of Consumer Protection initiated a 
network-project. Within this network several study-groups work on concepts and 
projects e.g. for primary school-children, young families and young professionals. 

• The German “Finanzgruppe – Deutscher Sparkassen- und Giroverband” (the German 
safing bank group) is also active in financial education. Their “Geld und Haushalt” 
(Money and Household)-Concept includes Advisory Services (from free brochures to 
mobile budget planning via cellphone), Lecture Services (about 1.000 presentations 
every year) and a website. 

• The Federal Ministry of Consumer Protection provides financial support to consumer 
organisations and initiates several research projects; an information campaign targets 
especially elderly citizens. 

The comment from the Netherlands introduced the work of the Dutch National Institute for 
Information on Consumer Budgets (NIBUD) as another best practice example. NIBUD targets 
different groups from youth to retired seniors and the main focus is on improving financial 
literacy. 
The comment from Hungary compared the German projects with existing efforts in Hungary to 
reduce the information asymmetry between services providers and consumers. 
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FES-Conference: Summary 

Best practice examples related to the right to a basic bank account were introduced and 
discussed by Austrian actors: 

• The “Erste Foundation” recently has established the new savings bank “Die Zweite 
Sparkasse” which offers a free basic account, legal advice service and a basic accident 
insurance for clients of debt counselling services and Caritas, who have no chance to 
get a bank account elsewhere. 

• The social welfare advisory offices of Caritas, who cooperate with "Die Zweite 
Sparkasse" offer advice and support for people impacted by poverty; many of their 
clients have difficulties to get a bank account and in consequence to find a job and 
escape from poverty. 

• For the Vienna Chamber of Labour, the right to hold an account is essential for 
employees and also with regard to finding a job; the “Zweite Sparkasse” therefore is 
considered as an important first step while the aim to introduce the legal right to a bank 
account still needs to be pursued. 

The comment from Belgium gave an overview about the development and conditions for getting 
a basic bank account in Belgium, a country that has introduced it as a legal right. 
The comment from Germany introduced the present situation and the so called ZKA 
Recommendation, in which the banks declare to voluntary provide access to a non-borrowing 
bank account to every citizen. 
 
Best practices in the field of social credits were presented by Belgium participants: 

• The “Social Credit”-project by Credal Plus aims to enable people with low income to 
access credit if it is part of a larger life plan; at the same time Credal Plus works with 
these people to generally improve their financial situation and to prevent over-
indebtedness. 

• The Walloon Social Minister Mme Vienne in her contribution also referred to a “Social 
Credit”-project that plays an important role in the dynamic policy supported by the entity, 
which is united against household over-indebtedness.  

The comment from the United Kingdom reported experiences on affordable borrowing for the 
credit excluded and the important role of not-for-profit lenders. 
The comment from France introduced a Microcredit-Plan as an alternative solution for limited 
access to credit and as a possible strategy against poverty. 
 
A legal debt regulation act has been prepared to be implemented in Poland: 

• Poland faces the problem of financial exclusion on a relatively large and growing scale 
and the level of consumers’ over-indebtedness is high; nevertheless so far there has 
been no possibility for consumers’ to proclaim bankruptcy. A legal Act on counteracting 
insolvency by introducing a bankruptcy procedure for individuals has been drafted and 
waits to be implemented. 

The comment from Slovakia gave an overview of the debt-related problems in the country that 
has introduced a not very accessible debt regulation process. 
The comment from The Netherlands presented the Dutch Legal Aid Act as a best practice 
example.  
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FES-Conference: Summary 

Participants of a European Panel, among them representatives from the European Commission 
and European Organisations as well as from the Austrian Federal Ministery of Social Affairs, at 
the end of the conference highlighted the future challenges for European strategies and policies:  

• The priorities for the European Commission's DG Internal Market are in promoting 
financial capability in order to empower consumers to make informed decision. The 
Commission has already initiated several programmes on financial education and in 
October 2007 the results of a wide-ranging Financial Literacy Study should become 
available. Currently, the Commission doesn’t plan binding instruments on EU level. 

• Access to financial education and financial services are a crucial issue to be raised in 
the framework of the EU’s social inclusion policy and DG Employment, Social Affairs 
and Equal Opportunity has identified financial exclusion as a growing problem in the EU. 
In consequence the European Commission plans a module on financial exclusion and 
over-indebtedness within the EU-SILC (survey on income and living conditions) from 
2008 and supports the European Consumer Debt Network (ecdn) and other civil society 
actors active in the fight against over-indebtedness and financial exclusion. 

• From a consumer's point of view programmes consumers' interests have to be taken 
into account not only when organising financial capability programs but also with regard 
to the necessary regulations around financial services. Both industry and politics have to 
take their responsibility seriously. 

• According to civil society organisations' as the ones organised in the ecdn the need of a  
better symmetry of information and influence is crucial: Consumers must be able to 
access a credit market where they can understand products, lenders must have good 
information on the reliability and solvency of consumers; consumers should be treated 
as responsible stakeholders, politics have to arrange the necessary framework to 
safeguard the previous. 

• Clear positions and recommendations vis a vis the Member States were requested from 
the Commission with regards to promoting more effective financial education programs 
and stronger consumers' policies. 
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Final conclusions and recommendations 

Final conclusions and recommendations 
 
 
 
 
Better overall coordination 
 

• National backgrounds are different: different countries have experiences in different 
topics and discussion: 

o right to bank account (Austria, Germany,…) 
o legal framework for insolvency (Poland, Italy,…) 
o national survey (Belgium,…) etc. 

 
• FES participants could improve/launch better coordination around these issues in 

their countries. 
 
• Improving the exchange of experiences could be reached by establishing a platform of 

all relevant stakeholders 
 
• Common definitions (and data) are needed 

 
• EU-SILC (EUROSTAT) should be used/approached  to build common indicators 

 
 
 
European Networking (ecdn) 
 

• BBQ (Big Better Quick): always with European view 
 
• Better exchange of information between practitioners and other stakeholders is needed  

 
 
 
Financial Education (FinEd) 
 

• FinEd should be part of educational & training programmes  at  EU level as well as in 
each country:  

o common declaration to each of our respective governments  
o training for teachers at  school 
o programmes for all consumers, not only for young people 

 
• FinEd needs to be integrated in school curricula: 

o obligatory curricula on FinEd in primary and secondary schools 
o learn from existing approaches 
o develop a tool 
o convince the ministries of education 

 
• Not only education but information for consumers & customers is needed 
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Final conclusions and recommendations 

 
• Certification and evaluation of FinEd has to be improved 

o find out the relevant criteria 
o develop an EU-'seal' 
o implement it with the support of existing national institutions 

 
• Recognising FinEd as an official objective for the educational system is necessary 

o more visibility for local initiatives 
o increased contributions to national public debates (general media) 
o mobilise policy makers who are responsible for general interest 
o code of conduct in all fields concerning FinEd 

 
 
 
Financial Services (FinServ) 
 

• Right to a basic bank account: 
o definition of “basic account” needs to be set 
o if necessary make a directive 
o measure the social & economic impact 
o as a part of NAP social inclusion!? 
o convincing politicians is important, but convincing the banking-lobby is 

absolutely necessary: it is a success story for everybody (win-win) 
o model of “bank for the poor”: best practice? 
o consider the right to a bank account at an affordable price as a relevant 

objective for global economic efficiency and social inclusion: gain more visibility 
among policy makers 

 
• simple standardised products as a minimum standard for all 

 
 
 
Legal Debt Regulation 
 

• Law on personal bancrupcy to be implemented in all countries 
o promotion of out-of court procedures (alternative dispute resolution) 
o network of information (advisory) local centres 
o learn from Germany, Austria, Netherlands and others who run it successfully 
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FES - Financial education & better access to adequate financial services 

 
EU Project FES 

Financial education & better access to adequate financial services 
1.9.2005 – 31.8.2007 

 
Co-financed by the EU-Commission, DG Employment and Social Affairs, the project FES 
was implemented within the framework of the Second Transnational Exchange Pro-
gramme of the Community Action Programme to Combat Social Exclusion 2002-2006.  
 
Issues and main features of the project: 
 
The interdependence of poverty and over-indebtedness is evident and has been 
addressed in all relevant papers related to the EU Social Inclusion Process. 
People experiencing poverty and social exclusion are more likely to become over-
indebted, at the same time over-indebtedness is a cause for poverty and social exclusion. 
People experiencing poverty and social exclusion and especially over-indebted people 
usually have a limited or no access to financial services. Adequate financial services 
that are handled with the necessary social responsibility by the service providers are 
missing in most European countries. 
At the same time there is a lack of adequate financial education that would empower 
people with low income not only to handle their own finances in the best possible way but 
to understand the implications of the different financial services. 
Both, access to financial services and better financial education have been identified as 
key strategies to prevent over-indebtedness and thereby prevent poverty and social 
exclusion. 
 
Partners 
 
The ASB Schuldnerberatungen GmbH, Austria, was the leading partner of the project 
which involves the following partners: 

• Association for Promotion of Financial Education (SKEF), Poland 
• Observatoire du Crédit et de l´Endettement, Belgium  
• GP Forschungsgruppe, Institut für Grundlagen- und Programmforschung, 

Germany 
 
Other actors that have committed themselves to participate and contribute to the 
surveys and/or conferences on a smaller scale include (amongst others): 
Banks: 

• representatives of local banks as experts at conferences  
Research institutes: 

• Mid-Sweden University, Sweden  
• University of Coimbra, Portugal 

Debt advise organisations: 
• The Guarantee Foundation, Finland  
• Schuldnerfachberatungszentrum Mainz, Germany 
• MABS, Ireland 

 
Objectives 
 
a) Research activities and information gathering 
To gather the already available information and studies and supplement them with 
research activities on missing information in order to provide a sound analyses of the 
situation in Austria, Germany, Belgium, Poland – and to a certain degree of all EU  
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FES - Financial education & better access to adequate financial services 

 
member states (through existing contacts with organisations and persons in these 
countries)  
 
b) Exchange of best practice models and new strategies 
To develop and exchange best practice models and new strategies to improve the access 
to financial services for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion (and especially 
over-indebted people) through both better and more adequate (access to) financial 
education and adequate financial services as a base for the development of new 
strategies. 
 
c) Development of strategy papers and recommendations 
To develop strategy papers with recommendations on the necessary measures to be 
implemented with regards to financial education and access to financial services. 
This strategy papers will be developed also on base of the existing recommendations in 
some of the NAPs/inclusion and it will be suggested to include them in the next rounds of 
NAPs/inclusion both in the participating member states and beyond. 
 
d) Development of lobbying strategies 
To develop lobbying strategies in both areas – targeted especially at financial service 
providers and banks as well as consumer protection departments of ministries and the 
commission (with regards to the recommendations on access to financial services) and at 
educational institutions and decision makers including ministries of education and the 
commission (with regards to the recommendations on financial education) in order to 
implement the suggested strategies and recommended measures. 
 
+ Strengthening European networking  
As a “side effect” of the project the re-esablishment of a strengthened CDN network 
(Consumer Debt Net) with an extended membership from the EU +25 (including 
practitioners and researchers) should be achieved. CDN is a network of money advice 
workers and organisations throughout the EU. Communication and organisational 
structures to keep the networking going beyond the project period has been established.  
 
Outputs 
 
Work and time plans as well as the important mile stones and the concrete work 
packages of the project were defined in great detail and agreed on at the kick-off-
meeting at the beginning (September 2005). A weblog was installed in order to 
facilitate the communication and documentation process within the project.  
 
Two conferences – one on “Access to financial services” and a second on 
“Financial education” provided space for exchange of all partners and for the 
dissemination of experiences, research results, best practices and know-how. (March and 
September 2006)  
The final conference has been used to present and discuss the strategies and measures 
developed at the first two conferences with other relevant actors, especially political 
decision makers and representatives of financial service providers and banks. (March 
2007) 
 
Based on their feed back and the outcome of the discussions at this conference a 
lobbying strategy has been developed to ensure ongoing activities towards 
implementing the proposed strategies beyond the project period. 
Two booklets including the results of the surveys, an in-depth analyses of the situation, 
best practice examples and strategy papers with concrete recommendations in both 
areas will be published to be used as a lobbying tool towards all relevant actors. 
Both the booklet and the lobbying strategy will also be used by the members of the (new 
established) European Consumer Debt Network - ecdn. 
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International conference

Financial education & better access to adequate financial services
Best practices and ways forward to combat financial exclusion in Europe

Vienna, 12th/13th April 07

The project FES is co-financed by  

Financial education & better access to financial services

Programme

12th April 2007

9.00 Words of welcome Hans W. Grohs, ASB Schuldnerberatungen GmbH, Austria
Felix Müller, Austrian Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Consumer Protection, Minister's Cabinet, expert in 
consumer protection

9.20 Key note:
Financial education and access to Dieter Korczak, GP-Forschungsgruppe, Germany
adequate financial services in Europe
The results of two FES-surveys 
conducted in 25 European countries

10.00 Best Practices

10.00 Germany: Financial education Nicole Goedecke, Ministry of Consumer Protection 
Nordrhein-Westfalen, head of the department of 
consumer protection

Kathrin Wirz, Deutscher Sparkassen- und 
Giroverband

Erich Paetz, Federal Ministry of Consumer Protection, 
head of the department of consumer protection on 
financial services

Comments: Gerjoke Wilmink, NIBUD, The Netherlands
Éva Vasas and Maria Hercsik, National Consumer 

Protection Agency, Hungary
11.15 Coffee break

11.45 Austria: A basic bank account Boris Marte, DIE ERSTE österreichische Spar-Casse 
Privatstiftung

Waltraud Gerger, Caritas Sozialberatung Wien, 
Thomas Eisenmenger, Chamber of Labour Vienna, 

department of consumer protection
Comments: Lise Disneur, Réseau financement alternatif, Belgium 

Sylvia Kreußer, Diakonisches Werk in Hessen und 
Nassau, Germany

13.00 Lunch 
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14.30 Belgium: Social credits Michel Genet, Credal CSA social credit
Caroline Evrard, social credit project, coordinator
Christiane Vienne, Walloon Minister of Health, 

Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 
Comments: Elaine Kempson, University of Bristol, UK        

Jean-Marie Guillembet, Cofinoga, France
15.45 Coffee break

16.15 Poland: A legal debt regulation processs Boguslaw Kaczmarek, Association for Promotion of 
Financial Education - SKEF

Mariusz Mówka, SKEF
Comments: Miro Tulak, Association of Slovak Consumers, Slovakia

Ingrid von Burg, Legal Aid Board´s Hertogenbosch, 
The Netherlands

Conclusion: Wlodzimierz Szpringer, Warsaw School of 
Economic, Poland

17.30 European Panel: Maris Ilves, European Commission - DG Internal 
Improving financial education and financial Market and Services
services in Europe as a contribution to fight Antoine Saint-Denis, European Commission - 
financial and social exclusion DG Employment and Social Affairs (tbc)

Rob Goedhart, Consumentenbond, The Netherlands;
member of the BEUC executive

Olivier Jérusalmy, l’Observatoire du Crédit et de 
l’Endettement, Belgium; co-founder of the European 
Consumer Debt Network 

Beate Blaschek, Austrian Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Consumer Protection, head of the department of financial
services and consumer education

18.30 Time for some sightseeing in Vienna City Centre

20.00 Dinner at Cafe-Restaurant Max with a buffet of Austrian gastronomic specialities.
The Cafe-Restaurant is a social enterprise run by pro mente Vienna. It is located in Vienna's City Centre just 
opposite the Ministry of Social Affairs and Consumer Protection.

13th April 2007

9.00 Poster presentations
Time to look at poster presentations and get into discussion 

10.00 Coffee break

10.30 Conclusions and recommendations
Working groups and plenary

12.00 Presentation of the European Consumer Debt Network ECDN
Close of the conference

12.30 Lunch
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Financial education & better access to financial services
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Dieter Korczak (Germany): Key results of two FES-surveys   

The key results of two FES-surveys conducted in 25 European countries 
Dieter Korczak, GP-Forschungsgruppe Munich 

 
 
 
The FES-project in the context of the EU fight against over-indebtedness 
 
At the Lisbon European Council in March 2000 the Union set itself a new strategic goal for the next 
decade:  
to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of 
sustainable economic growth, with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion.  
Included in this general strategic goal was the decision to take a major initiative by making the fight 
against poverty and social exclusion one of the central elements in the modernization of the European 
social model. The European Council agreed to base social inclusion policies on an open method of 
coordination combining national action plans and a Commission initiative for cooperation. 
 
Among the common objectives for combating poverty and social exclusion adopted by the Nice 
European Council in December 2000, preventing and dealing with over-indebtedness feature high on 
the agenda:  
to put in place policies which seek to prevent life crises which can lead to situations of social 
exclusion, such as indebtedness, exclusion from school and becoming homeless. 
 
European Member States like Ireland, UK, Belgium, The Netherlands, France, Germany, Austria, 
Lithuania and Hungary have included the fight against over-indebtedness in their National Action 
Plans on Social Inclusion. All available research studies from e.g. UK, Germany, Scandinavia, The 
Netherlands and Austria highlight the psychological, social and economic costs of debt on the debtors 
and their families.  
 
To get an overview on the European situation concerning over-indebtedness the Directorate General 
for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities (DG Employ) supported the project “Financial 
education and access to adequate financial services” which was developed by the ASB 
Schuldnerberatungen Austria, the GP Forschungsgruppe Germany, the Observatoire du credit et 
l’endettement Belgium and SKEF Poland. 

 
This project was the first one on a broad European level which tried to link the problem of over-
indebtedness with financial education and the access to financial services. 
 
The project started with a kick-off-meeting in October 2005 in Görlitz (Germany). It was followed by a 
survey in all member states in winter 2005/2006. A questionnaire was sent out to all member states to 
survey the access to financial services, the limitations, the number of over-indebted households and 
the existing solutions to help people to get out of debt and to reschedule their debts. The participation 
of this survey was very high, representatives from 25 member states answered the questionnaire. The 
first results of this survey were discussed at an international conference in March 2006 in Warsaw 
(Poland). 
 
In Summer 2006 another survey was organised, this time dealing with the subject of financial 
education. Representatives of all member states were asked to present best practice examples of 
financial education in their countries. The response rate was still high, but a little bit lower than in the 
first survey1. The insight into the different approaches and attitudes concerning financial education 
were deepened at a conference in autumn 2006 in Charleroi (Belgium). 
 
The results of the two services and the conferences in Warsaw and Charleroi were summarised in four 
different reports which are available. 

                                                           
1 The final report of the Financial education survey was not available for the preparation of this speech. 
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Dieter Korczak (Germany): Key results of two FES-surveys   

Graph 1: Time Frame of the FES-Project 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Today and tomorrow the final conference of this project in Vienna looks for the implementation of the 
efforts and results of the past 1½ year into a broader platform and further initiatives in Europe. This 
seems to be especially useful because in the meantime additional projects have been supported by 
DG Employ, DG Market and DG Sanco. For example, DG Employ is financially supporting a study on 
the definition of over-indebtedness, the foundation of the European Consumer Debt network (ECDN) 
and another study on financial education. DG market has organised an international conference on 
financial education and is funding an international study on different examples of financial education. 
DG Sanco will start with European focus groups to find out more what consumers really expect from 
trans-border financial services and offers. 
 
Within the peer reviews social inclusion which have been organised under the umbrella of DG Employ, 
two reports have been published which again deal with over-indebtedness and different ways of debt 
rescheduling. One report describes the Irish Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS), the other 
report the Dutch amicable and statutory process of debt rescheduling. 
 
The Council of Europe has just finalised a report on legal solutions to debt problems. 
 
Another not EU-funded European initiative should be mentioned here as well: it is the European Social 
Responsible Lending Initiative.   
 
All the mentioned new projects and initiatives touch results and insights of the FES project. The FES 
project can be regarded as a kind of general overview project whereas the other mentioned projects 
try to deepen single aspects of the topic. 
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Dieter Korczak (Germany): Key results of two FES-surveys   

Graph 2: European Projects to fight over-indebtedness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Due to the introductory character of a keynote I want to emphasise just four main aspects of the FES 
project: 
• Limitations regarding the access to financial services 
• The definition of over-indebtedness 
• Responsible lending and liability 
• Financial education and evaluation of the procedures 
 
Limitations regarding access to financial services 
 
Up to now, the question of access to accounts or credits is European wide only analysed in the FES 
project. It can be stated that there exists a wide range of financial service providers for people with low 
incomes in the European countries. They do reflect historically grown different credit cultures. 
According to our survey the right to an account is legally established in the Scandinavian countries, in 
Belgium and France, in Portugal and Spain as well as in Hungary, Slovakia and Lithuania. The other 
countries do not have a legal claim to an account. 
 
Graph 3: Legal right to a bank account – Divided world in the EU -  
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Source: Report on the Survey on “Better access to financial services for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion“  2006
Graph: GP Forschungsgruppe 2007

Belgium, Finland, France, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Norway, 

Portugal, Slovakia, Sweden, Spain

10 countries 
with access

15 countries 
without access

Austria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, 
Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, 
Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, 

Slovenia, Switzerland,                    
The Netherlands, UK
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But the existence of a legal right to an account does not necessarily mean that everybody has in 
reality access to an account, and sometimes accounts for everybody are possible even without a 
legally established right (e.g. in the Czech Republic, Iceland, Malta, the Netherlands, Slovenia and 
Switzerland). The main limitations for participation at financial services are the lack of an identity card, 
a negative registration in a database of banks or low income. 
 
The main groups which are excluded from access to an account and from getting credit are: 
• Homeless persons 
• Over-indebted persons 
• Persons with low income 
• Persons with negative criteria in registration offices 
• Unemployed persons 
• Social welfare recipients 
 
It is estimated by experts that the number of excluded people ranges from below 1% to more than 
20% (e.g. in Ireland, Hungary and Poland). 
 
Graph 4: Exclusion criteria for access to a bank account  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summarizing the experts’ suggestions for a common definition of appropriate access to financial 
services it can be said that appropriate access is  
A personal bank account with overdraft possibility, free debit cards and lending possibilities for all 
population groups aged 18+ years at low debt service payments, low interest rates and only marginal 
formalities. 
 
Definition of over-indebtedness 
 
One of the main reasons for not getting an access to bank accounts is the criteria of being over-
indebted. Up to now there are only rough estimations for the total number of over-indebted 
households. This has different causes: 
- different credit and indebtedness cultures 
- a discontinuity or even totally missing appropriate research 
- different definitions of over-indebtedness 
- different methodological approaches to measure over-indebtedness 

Source: Report on the Survey on “Better access to financial services for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion“ 2006 
Graph: GP Forschungsgruppe 2007

8 countries without any exclusion

Czech Republic, Iceland, Malta, Sweden, Spain, Slovenia, Switzerland, The Netherlands

Excluded by lack of identity card and/or negative registration and/or low 
income

Excluded by negative registration and/or low income

Excluded by lack of identity 

Finland, Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, Slovakia, UK

Austria, France, Germany, Hungary, Luxembourg

Belgium, Norway, Italy, Portugal
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There was no question within the two surveys which tried to define over-indebtedness and to roughly 
estimate the number of over-indebted persons or households in Europe. But we know from other 
research sources that the process of becoming over-indebted is a slow process starting with 
precarious life situations and ending with insolvency.  
 
Graph 5: Process of entry into over-indebtedness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Definitionen der Verschuldung und Überschuldung im europäischen Raum, GP Forschungsgruppe 2003  
Graph: GP Forschungsgruppe 2003 
 
 
 
Many researchers therefore use as definition of over-indebtedness 
The inability of a person/consumer/household to repay his debt on a regular basis due to an 
imbalance of income and expenditures including an arrear of a specified amount of time on payment 
obligations for living expenses. 
 
In 2008, there will be a module within the European statistics procedures EU-SILK which will try to 
measure the number of over-indebted households by a common definition and by representative 
surveys. The problem of over-indebtedness touches a taboo which many people do not want to talk 
about within a representative survey. It will be very interesting to see how the contracted research 
group and the EU-SILK will solve the definition and estimation problem.  
 
Responsible Lending and Liability 
 
In each second country of the survey a definition or legislative approach of “responsible lending” does 
not exist. Only in four countries (Belgium, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland) we can find a kind of 
responsibility of the banks to provide a credit only if the borrower is found able to pay it back. 
 
Financial education and evaluation of the procedures 
 
By analyzing the existing research studies on over-indebtedness some common features can be 
identified concerning the causes of over-indebtedness: 
• unemployment 
• separation/divorce 
• starting an independent household 
• (permanent) low income 

PRECARIOUS LIVING CONDITION

COMBATED OVER-INDEBTEDNESS

REVEALED OVER-INDEBTEDNESS

Accumulation of debts 

Payment difficulties/ default
Compensation due to illicit work, prostitution, 
illegal actions

Garnishment of wages/salary

Rental and energy debts 

Cancellations of credits 

Affirmations in 
lieu of oath

Debt counselling

Insolvency 
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• low education and qualification level 
• bad financial management 
• credit taking with high interest rates and/or converting existing credits 
• bad health/accidents/ disease 
• addiction 
• temptation by the advertising, media and consumer good industry 
 
Many of these parameters could be less risky and dangerous if people can be empowered by 
adequate financial education to handle their own finances in the best possible way. 
 
It was made clear by the survey and the conference in Charleroi that adequate financial education is 
not just a catchword but a whole program. The program starts already with the wording. Are different 
or the same subjects meant when we talk about financial education, financial awareness, financial 
literacy or financial capability?  
 
We need a framework for financial education which clarifies several dimensions: 
 
• How should we define financial education and what do we understand by using this term? 

What should be the skills and goals of financial education? 
• Who pays for financial education? Who has the financial responsibility for programs, teachers, 

materials, institutions etc.? 
• Do we need legal regulations, laws or can we trust on self-regulations by the different involved 

bodies? 
• Should financial education be part of consumer protection and consumer education or should 

it belong to debt prevention? Which target groups should be reached? 
• Is it necessary to produce additionally independent materials and information or is the existing 

stakeholder and interest group information sufficient? Which media should be used and are 
most effective? 

 
Graph 6: Framework Financial Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consumer Protection

Debt prevention

Need for Definition Need for Funds

Stakeholder Information

Independent Information

Legal Regulation

Responsibilities

Source: Dieter Korczak 2006                                     
Graph: GP Forschungsgruppe 2007
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Many answers on these questions were given during the conference in Charleroi. They can be 
summarized as follows: 

• Financial markets are becoming more and more complex, therefore educational programs and 
financial products should be both subject of evaluation. 

• There is not one way to heaven concerning financial education. Programs have to be focused 
to each one of the different target groups taking into account the different national credit 
culture and political culture. 

• The existing educational materials should be licensed by an independent quality control 
agency. 

• Financial education is as everything else a life long process. Different needs have to be 
satisfied in different life situations. Financial education should constantly react on new and 
different financial products.  

• Financial education should empower people to take informed choices and to motivate financial 
service providers to develop intelligent, serious and responsible products for the market. 

• And finally, financial education directed to the production of positive individual behaviour is 
only one part of the prevention medal. The other part concerns the setting. To fight over-
indebtedness the responsible behaviour of the financial service providers should always 
watched as well.  

 
 
The two FES surveys have delivered us with a lot of materials and information on the European 
situation regarding access to financial services and financial education. Only some pieces and spots 
could be brought to your attention in the limited time of my speech. But I am sure you will again get a 
lot of insight into the subject by the other presentations of today and tomorrow. 
Thank you for your attention. 
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NRW Financial Education Network 

Nicole Goedecke, Ministry of Consumer Protection Nordrhein-Westfalen 
 
 
Idea, concept and main subjects 
 
As a first step, Eckhard Uhlenberg, Minister in the Ministry of the Environment, Nature 
Conservation, Agriculture, and Consumer Protection for the State of North Rhine-Westphalia 
(NRW), Germany, in January 2006 invited the follow representatives to an opening event in 
Düsseldorf:  

• debt and consumer advisory services, 
• associations (e.g. housewives association, family education, welfare organisations) 
• business enterprises (including bankers’ associations and insurance houses) 
• mobile phone companies 
• various educational institutions 
• politics 
• foundations 
• Federal Employment Agency 

 
On this event for the first time, players came together to pool their know-how and search for 
solutions in joint workshops for the promotion of financial education for children, teenagers, and 
young adults. 
 
The results obtained at the event were analysed and study groups formed for the following 
subjects: 

• financial education for primary school children 
• financial education for young professionals 
• financial education for young families 
• financial education / financial know-how in the media 

 
The concept of our network-project involved a year of work with four to five meetings for each 
study group. The objective was to develop action concepts and projects and to discuss the 
(assigned) main subjects. 
Following the opening event we managed to convince over one hundred persons from the 
different areas to collaborate on this network-project. 
 
 
Examples based on the actual results obtained by the network study groups: 
 
1. “Financial Education for Primary School Children”. This group is creating a project for 
afternoon care at all-day primary schools. The project “MoKi – Money & Kids” is to use fun and 
games to teach children between six and ten years of age how to manage money matters. 
 
MoKi takes twenty hours in total and is divided into five subject areas or modules: 

• Module I – Wishes and needs 
• Module II – Pocket money  
• Module III – Money in the family  
• Module IV – Money circulation 
• Module V – Advertising 

 
A folder is the core of MoKi. Here the responsible staff will find specific instructions with times, 
materials, descriptions of each unit. In addition, MoKi comes with a box containing various 
games, films, toy money, colouring books, and stamps for the children to make their own as well 
as instructions for role games an so on. 
For all the projects which we developed in the network it was important to us that we could 
utilise what was available and tried and tested. This was one reason why we first assessed the 
already available materials before we developing new tasks and instructions for games. 
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Once the prototypes were finished, MoKi was tried at fourteen all-day primary schools and 
supervised by Prof. Dr. Kirsten Schlegel-Matthies from the University of Paderborn. 
Initial results show that the children have a lot of fun with MoKi and they obviously learn more. 
When questioned, there was a positive response from the parents. They feel that the project 
supports them in bringing up their children. 
MoKi is being revised at present. The follow-up plan is to provide it to as many all-day primary 
schools as possible. Incidentally, a few weeks ago MoKi was also designated an official project 
of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. 
 
2. The core question of study group “Financial Education for Young Families” was how to reach 
young families? 
At present the Kindergarten-centres in North Rhine-Westphalia are being restructured into 
family centres. This means advice and care will to be provided under one roof in future. So the 
first opportunity was found here. The study group developed a concept for further education for 
the heads staff of Kindergarten-centres. 
Taking place in September 2007 this event is not only to present specialised subjects, but also 
to demonstrate best practice examples which motivate and encourage the Kindergarten-
personnel to integrate financial education in everyday routine and family work. 
 
3. The results of the study group “Media”: They held a competition for noncommercial youth 
publications on the subject “You don’t talk about money, and even less about debts”. Also, in 
cooperation with the Central Bank of Germany, the group hosted a symposium on the subject of 
financial education on World Savings Day. 
 
4. The fourth study group concerns the target group of young professionals. That means young 
persons who are looking for work or have just started a training course. 
For this target group too the study group created a prototype for a project week. The outcome, 
similar to MoKi, is a folder with materials on various subjects: 

• Wishes and needs 
• Budget and financial planning 
• All about the bank affairs 
• Dealing with crises 

 
This project could also be put to test in practice. Four groups consist of seventy young persons 
met at Bayer Holding. Here too, Prof. Dr. Kirsten Schlegel-Matthies from the University in 
Paderborn supervised the course of the project. 
What was so special about this test phase at Bayer was that the runs of the project-week were 
hosted with the members of the network study group, including staff from banks, collection 
agencies, the Federal Office of Criminal Investigation, and debt and consumer advisory 
services. 
 
At present, and similar to MoKi, we are awaiting the latest scientific results. Afterwards the 
material will be revised, restructured, and distributed to vocational schools and business 
establishments. 
Incidentally, following the test phase and encouraging reports from the young attendants, Bayer 
was the first company to declare to introduce the project as a mandatory course in its own 
vocational school. This programme is today being attended by two thousand four hundred 
young persons. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In the NRW Financial Education Network is a lot of action. The members are just as energetic 
and active as before in continuing their cooperation. Every one of our members has noticed how 
successful this collaboration can be. This is not only concerning the projects (like MoKi). It is 
also how constructive discussion has affected the joint work. Following this encouraging 
balance Minister Uhlenberg will be providing funds to continue the network project for the year 
2007 as well. 
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Finanzgruppe
Deutscher Sparkassen- und Giroverband

Finanzgruppe
Deutscher Sparkassen- und Giroverband

„Financial education &
better access to adequate financial services“

International conference in Vienna, 12th/13th April 2007 
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Kathrin Wirz
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Finanzgruppe
Deutscher Sparkassen-und Giroverband

Our Objectives

to improve access and provide private households
with better financial capability and thus to optimise
their financial scope for action

to enhance the population’s
general knowledge of financial matters

to prevent excessive debt

to follow the philosophy of sustainable life-planning

... through free offers for customers and non-customers
alike since 1958: Geld und Haushalt - Beratungsdienst der 
Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe
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Deutscher Sparkassen-und Giroverband

Our Target Groups

Private households

Savings banks -> customer

NGO’s such as welfare institutions:

- Diakonie (welfare institution of protestant church),
- Caritas (welfare institution of catholic church),
- debt counselling organisations,
- consumer advice centres, 
- dgh - German Society of Domestic Economy
- and ministeries etc.
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Our Concept

Geld und Haushalt
Financial Education
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Advisory Service – Literature Concept

BUDGET

PLANNING GUIDES

FINANCE
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Advisory Service - Literature Concept

PLANNING GUIDES Series

The PLANNING guides are
practical tools for private budget 
management.
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Advisory Service - Literature Concept

FINANCE Series

Gives a precise insight into the 
world of financial services.
They contain a substantial number 
of useful tips on such topics as 
financing, current accounting or 
insurance and describe how to 
achieve the optimum kind of 
banking relationship.
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Advisory Service - Literature Concept

BUDGET Series

The BUDGET series deals with the environments specific to the 
respective target groups. These publications offer a guideline to the 
basic elements of budget management and help optimise the 
revenue side and enhance spending efficiency.   
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Advisory Service – Electronic Concept

MY BUDGETPLANER
PC-Software was developed in cooperation
with BMFSFJ, dgh and University of Bonn

available since May 2004 with nearly
100,000 downloads by now

MY POCKET-MONEY PLANNER
mobile budgetplanning via cellphone
„Debttrap No. 1“
free offer
available around the clock
prompt entry is possible
clear and simple structure
works on approx. 100 Mobile phones
7.000 Downloads seit Mai 2006
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Mobile Phone Application – Pocket Money Guide
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Mobile Phone Application – Pocket Money Guide
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Advisory Service – BudgetAnalysis

self-informationsystem via Internet or postal
way

helps to prepare financial plans und to 
optimise financial scopes

scope of analysis: income, expenditure, debt
situation, payments for wealth formation

The result: a standardised letter with 
recommendations

data-based analysis and comparative
figures (DeSTATIS)

Since February 2005 ~ 2.500 analysis
2/3 young users (20 – 40 years) with a low und 
medium income of 1.300 - 3.600 € netto per 
month
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BudgetAnalysis – Web-based Concept

BudgetAnalysis is a self-information system via Internet and
postal way
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BudgetAnalysis – Webbased Concept
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BudgetAnalysis – The System of Advice

Information provided by the user

• family status

• financial 
goals

• income

• expenditure

• structure of 
finance flow

• the balance of 
income and 
expenditure

• recommen-
dations

• financial goals 
in reach?

analysis rules
(about 150) text module

(about 130)

Information given to the user

content flexibility
process nearly unlimited amount of data
Low staff capacity needed
Multichannel use 
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BudgetAnalysis – Statistics of Use

type of household: 40 % families with children
30 % single households

age:                          more than 2/3 between 20 and 40 years

net income of household: 40 % between 1,300 and 2,600 €/month
25 % between 2,600 und 3,600 €/month

credit quota: 46 % without consumer credits

wealth formation: in case of approx. 62 % rate below 5 %

-> Users are traditional customers of savings bank
-> During the first 24 months around 2,500 analyses have been

carried out (90 % directly via Internet).
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Advisory Service – Statistics of Use 2003 - 2006

Broschures – print 788,000 copies
(+ 38 %)

Broschures – pdf ~35,000 downloads
____________________________________________

___
in total 823,000 copies

Software                     ~30,000 downloads
„My BudgetPlaner“

MobilePhone Application
since 03/2006 ~ 7.000 downloads

BudgetAnalysis
since 02/2005 ~ 2.500 analysis
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Our Concept

Geld und Haushalt
Financial Education
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Lecture Service

45 lecturers are contracted and paid
by GuH

about 1.000 präsentations per year

informs about consumer relevant topics 
as budgetplanning, consumers and 
their rights, financial management, 
young and broke etc.

Special project for (longterm-) 
unemployed in cooperation with AG 
SBV>  9/06 bis 12/07
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Themen VortragService – Freie Veranstalter

Fit in Finanzen – Budgetplanung leicht gemacht

Darüber spricht man – das Thema Geld in der 
Familie

Gut leben statt viel verbrauchen – Grundlagen 
des nachhaltigen Konsums

Sicher durchs Leben – Risikovorsorge nach Maß

Unverhofft kommt oft – wenn sich die Lebensformen 
ändern

Der Kunde als König – Verbraucher und ihr Recht

Generation mit Perspektive – gut vorbereitet in 
den Lebensabend

Auf und davon – sicher in den Urlaub

Sicher auf eigenen Füßen – Finanzmanagement 
für junge Leute
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Lecture Service - Who demands it

savings banks
7%

church and 
social 

associations
22%

womens' 
assosiations

47%

institutions for 
adult 

education
24%
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Lecture Service - The Performance 2006 

Presentations    1,163

Audience           30,622

Average number
of participants          26
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Our Concept

Geld und Haushalt
Financial Education
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Internet - www.geld-und-haushalt.de
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Internet - www.geld-und-haushalt.de

motivation and information of 
consumers

distribution platform for brochures and 
software

access to webbased BudgetAnalysis and calculation tools

presse service

about 223.000 visitors in 2006 (+ 30%)
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Standbild
"Financial Competence of Consumers in Germany"

Financial education & better access to adequate
financial services

Vienna, 12./13. April 2007

Dr. Erich Paetz, Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Consumer Protection, Germany

-1-

-2-

Responsibility for general financial education

1. State :          education, consumer information + guidance
2. Economy:    product design  + information
3. Family:    - upbringing of children and adolescents

- individual responsibility of adults, e.g. 
through continued education

4.      Others:        associations, media and other organisations

-3-

Activities of the Federal Ministry of Consumer Protection, 
Food and Agriculture to improve general financial education

- funding of consumer information measures:  € 5 million/year
- providing financial support to the Federation of German Consumer

Organisations: 
approx. € 9 million /year

- providing financial support (€ 6.6 million/year)  to Stiftung Warentest 
(Germany's premier product testing organisation and, inter alia, publisher of 
the magazine "Finanztest"- Financial Test)

- funding research projects
- involvement in other measures, e.g. adult education in adult evening classes

focusing on the topic "Fit in old-age provision"
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-4-

Research Projects

- Responsibel Lending
- Preventive consumer protection in company pension 

schemes and private old-age provision
- Scoring systems to assess consumer credit-worthiness –

opportunities and risks
- Migrants and financial services
- Women and financial services

-5-

Reasons for the banking industry's self-interest in 
general financial education

- Well-informed consumers are an engine for the economy
- They promote competition for the best products
- Information creates trust
- Trust is a precondition for acquiring financial services products
- The Consumer Credit Directive commits to responsible

lending, i.e. consumers must be informed in such a way that
they can correctly assess loans

-6-

Dangers of poor financial literacy

Inadequate
general financial edu-

cation

Bad investments
of personal assets

Consequences for
private households

Macroeconomic
consequences

Disadvantages in 
further economic

development

Drop in social status

Wrong development of 
market structures

Suboptimal
growth

Strain on social security
systems
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Administering private finances is
becoming more demanding

Complexity of 
needs

Complexity
of financial services

• more volatile biographies

• decline in social security

• increasing individual responsibility

• growing prosperity

• increasing indebtedness

• new and diverse products

• new channels of distribution

• liberalised financial markets

• increasing momentum

• increasing variety of information

-8-

"Fit in old-age provision„

- Information campaign of the Federal Government on the financial 
security of German citizens in old age

- 500 adult education centres teach this subject in 12-hour courses 
- Competent speakers, including 230 from the German state pension 

insurance
- Involvement of the German Employers Federation, of the trade unions 

(German Trade Union Federation) and of the consumer advice centres 
(Federation of German Consumer Organisations)

- Internet: www.altersvorsoge–macht–schule.de
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1

Financial education in the 
Netherlands

Gerjoke Wilmink
NIBUD

2

NIBUD = Dutch National
Institute for Information on
Consumer Budgets

3

Main aims:

• To increase consumers welfare

• To prevent overindebtedness
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Gerjoke Wilmink (The Netherlands): Financial Education in the Netherlands

4

Financial literacy

• Knowledge financial rights & duties
• Knowledge financial products
• Ability to hold a grip on own

financial situation
= main focus NIBUD

5

CentiQ

• New initiative Ministry of Finance
= Platform:  banks, insurance companies, 

pension funds, other ministries (Social 
Affairs, Education), consumer 
organisations (including NIBUD), dept 
help organisations

Aim: increasing financial literacy

6

Information channels NIBUD

• Websites
• Mass media
• Professionals
• Schools
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Gerjoke Wilmink (The Netherlands): Financial Education in the Netherlands

7

Vulnerable target groups

• Retired seniors
• Minority ethnic groups
• Low income households with

children
• Youth

8

9

Money guides

• Children & high 
school pupils

• Working youth
• Students
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Gerjoke Wilmink (The Netherlands): Financial Education in the Netherlands

10

Teaching materials

• Adult education
• High school students
• Primary school
• Vocational education
• Professional education

11

12

The temptation
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Gerjoke Wilmink (The Netherlands): Financial Education in the Netherlands

13

14

Results?

Enough reason to continue!
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Eva Vasas (Hungary)

Comments of
EVA VASAS

Expert of National Association for 
Consumer Protection in

Hungary

12th April 2007
Financial education & better access 

to adequate financial services

Financial basic culture

To identify the main financial product and 
services  from a user perspective,  take initiatives
User perspective – consumers and SMEs
pro-active perspective:seek to identify key 
financial services issues which affect users 

To reduce the information 
asymmetry

Due to huge information asymmetry between 
services providers/ regulators and users it is 
difficult to recognise what is the most significant 
ingredients for   endusers

Difficulties:- terms and conditions are complex
-volume of data contains many technical 
expressions 
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Eva Vasas (Hungary)

Protection of user in different level

Belief that they will not suffer injustices
At least the same level of protection as 
users have at national level
Regular correct, understandable information 
for users before the „contract”-
Users need to be confident when bind 
financial contract abroad
During the lifetime of the product

Further suggestion   Further suggestion   

Binding rules of cost deductions
Complaint handling: more ADR 
solutions(mediations between users and 
services providers)
Comparability  
Transparency 
Education for each players  
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Boris Marte (Austria): Die Zweite Sparkasse

Page: 1

2Page: 2

Following the founding idea of the Erste Following the founding idea of the Erste 
öösterreichischensterreichischen SparSpar--Casse, the ERSTE Casse, the ERSTE 
Foundation Foundation –– for the first time in 120 years for the first time in 120 years ––
initiated the founding of a new initiated the founding of a new VereinsVereins--
SparcasseSparcasse (savings association bank) for (savings association bank) for 
providing credit accounts.providing credit accounts.

……because by it, the people in difficulties are because by it, the people in difficulties are 
given a basic constant for their lives and given a basic constant for their lives and 
(new) start(new) start--ups are enabled, which ups are enabled, which 
contribute to the overall stabilisation of contribute to the overall stabilisation of 
society. society. 

Page: 3

new savings bank

In cooperation with social welfare and counselling 
organisations the goals of the Sparcasse are:

• Enabling an operational basis for financial matters
• Reintegration into regular social and business life 
• Strengthening of individual self-responsibility
• Rebuilding of trust in banks and security in dealing with money

Financial eduacation & better access to adequate financial services - Conference April 2007, Vienna

40



Boris Marte (Austria): Die Zweite Sparkasse

Page: 4

what …

• an interest baring credit account (without overdraft 
possibilities) free of charge for a limited period of time. 

• as part of a total package of support and advisory services 
by counselling agencies
With this, customers of the Sparcasse can again process 
their financial transactions through a bank: a crucial 
integration step for people who otherwise have few 
rehabilitation options.

Page: 5

for whom …

• people who are no longer able to obtain an account with a 
bank or who can no longer afford the account – as they are 
suffering from the consequences of a life event, such as 
bankruptcy, divorce, death or requiring nursing care. 

• Four months after its opening, in March 2007,Die Zweite
Sparkasse has gained widespread popularity, servicing 430 
customers. 

• According to estimates by experts, the number of potential 
customers of the Sparcasse is approx. 12.000 in Austria.

Page: 6

how …

• Establishment of a savings bank society with approx. 40 
members

• Establishment as a society savings bank (Vereins-
Sparcasse) by the members of the society with the funds of 
the Foundation

• Endowment with minimum capital of Euro 5.8 million by the 
Foundation

• Subsequent (after the first 3 years) loss coverage by the 
participating partners

• The voluntary staff of Die Zweite Sparkasse, comprised of 
about 180 former and active staff members of Erste Bank, 
strongly identifies with the project.
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Boris Marte (Austria): Die Zweite Sparkasse

Page: 7

The products
- free of charge

• Basic account including bank card
• Investment account with increased interest rates
• Building loan contract free of charge (s Aufbau-

Bausparvertrag)
• Legal advice service, available once per quarter, 

providing consultation on issues related to Austrian or 
European law, EEA law or Swiss law – for private or 
professional purposes

• Accident insurance providing 24-hour cover of up to 
EUR 50,000,- in the event of disablement and paying a 
benefit of EUR 5,000,- to dependants in the event of 
accidental death of the insured person

Page: 8

the products
- for an affordable price

• With an annual premium of only EUR 36,- – which is 
EUR 3,- per month – homeowners insurance provides 
cover against loss or damage by fire, lightning, 
explosion, burglary and vandalism, water leaks and 
storm up to EUR 20,000,-. 

• It also includes private liability coverage, which pays up 
to EUR 220,000,- for damage for which the insured 
person is legally responsible. 

Page: 9

partners

• Caritas
• Schuldnerberatungen
• Wiener Städtische Versicherung
• and more to come
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Boris Marte (Austria): Die Zweite Sparkasse

Page: 10

our visions …

• to “export” this unique idea to countries and partners in the 
geographical region of the Erste Bank Group 

• to offer additional services tailored to the needs of fast 
growing economies with large social differences

• to combine banking expertise with social competence

Page: 11

Page: 12

ERSTE FOUNDATION works ...

• on an operational level and independently initiates 
projects in its three programme areas.

• across borders and, focusing on the European 
unification process, aims to strengthen the region in 
which Erste Bank Group is active.

• openly on new perspectives, engaging in dialogue and 
cooperating with partners, to enable increased 
participation of individuals. 

• in partnerships and with an attitude of respect for the 
people whose experiences, knowledge and initiatives it 
promotes and encourages.

• as the largest foundation in the region taking on the 
responsibility of acting purposefully and independently.
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Boris Marte (Austria): Die Zweite Sparkasse

Page: 13

3 programmes

• Social Affairs

• Culture

• Europe

Page: 14

6 main themes

• Social Integration: developing ideas and concepts for 
social participation

• Societal Transformation: analysing and shaping 
social change processes

• LINKS: promoting and disseminating contemporary art 
• PATTERNS: discovering and understanding unwritten 

cultural history

• Encounters: enabling dialogue and mobility in Europe
• Enlarging knowledge: develop and pass on European

enlargement knowledge

Page: 15
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Martin Litschauer (Austria): Caritas, social welfare advisory locations and basic bank account 

 
 

Caritas, social welfare advisory locations and basic bank account 
Martin Litschauer, head of department „Sozialberatung Wien“ 

 
 
The social welfare advisory locations of Caritas offer assistance in  form of advice and support of people 
impacted by poverty in both the city and in the country. 
The support of social welfare workers aims at safeguarding the income and expenses situation of those 
seeking assistance as well as stabilizing their personal situation. 
Priority is given to providing information and acting as an intermediary for social welfare claims. 
Specific financial and tangible aid is granted in a next stage out of donation sources of Caritas in important 
areas of life such as rent, utilities and costs of living. 
 
Many people with a variety of problematic life situations seek help from Caritas’ social welfare advisory 
services. All clients seeking assistance are in danger of becoming poor or are already impacted by poverty 
that has solidified. This in addition to social exclusion also is accompanied by falling below the minimum 
income level. 
In three social welfare advisory locations of Caritas Vienna we carry out on an annual basis more than 5,000 
personal counselling interviews and over 7,000 interviews via telephone.   
 
1,044,000 people in Austria fall under the poverty endangerment threshold, which equates to 13.2% of the 
entire population. Of these 571,000 women (14% of women in Austria) and 473,000 men (12.3% of men in 
Austria) are impacted to a higher degree, in particular in overcrowded areas with a high percentage of 
foreigners. 
More than one-half of all those endangered by poverty live in the country. 
In addition to the many single mothers, mostly women make contact with our service locations, independent of 
their marital status. 
Singles form the dominating life form of clients; in many cases these are single mothers. 
 
We observe that poverty endangerment is increasing as a result of the increasing level of unemployed and the 
increase in social welfare recipients. 
The clients of our social welfare advisory services are above the average with respect to frequency and length 
of unemployment. 
The high percentage of part-time employment of women among the employed is clearly visible. 
Single mothers working part-time are particularly vulnerable to the risk of becoming poor, due too the general 
income difference to the disadvantage of women. 
 
Education and training as protection from the risk of becoming unemployed and poor is particularly 
important. Even education that goes beyond compulsory education reduces the risk of poverty substantially. 
The vast majority of social welfare service clients, however, have at most completed only compulsory 
education or an apprenticeship. 
Few are skilled workers; most belong to the group of unskilled workers. 
The education level of migrants is particularly low. 
As a result of this the necessary flexibility in the employment market is limited 
 
From the perspective of the social welfare services, debt problems are increasing substantially. 
With low income levels and a multitude of problem situations, often there is no perspective for debt 
repayment. 
Only a small number of people have contact to debt advice services and only few achieve debt relief with their 
support. 
The safeguarding of the most important needs such as rent, utilities and cost of living have priority. 
Additional costs for repairs and new acquisitions in the household, costs and needs for children and medical 
needs often present an excessive financial demand. 
 
To summarize, problem situations such as unemployment, loss of resisdence, incarceration, debt problems, 
loss of partner and pregnancy with poor financial backup as well as alcoholism for men are the most frequent 
problematic areas of clients of Caritas’ social welfare services. 
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Martin Litschauer (Austria): Caritas, social welfare advisory locations and basic bank account 

 
 
 
 
 
Where do we see access problems with accounts? 
 
Many of our clients receive, as a result of bank debt, only rejections or access to an account under 
unacceptable conditions when they ask to open a new bank account. 
For example – often a withholding of credit debt, which in turn would lead to poverty endangerment and new 
loan and insurance transaction. 
 
A bank account is meanwhile an indispensable requirement for obtaining employment since every employer 
prefers cash-free payment of income and thereby the coming about of the employment relationship in the first 
instance is made possible. 
In addition, not having an account does not leave a positive impression when applying for a job. Thus given 
that the future employer obtains an unwanted insight into the debt problem and thereby in the personal 
situation of these people, leading to a corresponding stigmatization. 
So pressure on those impacted is  increased. 
 
Besides pension payments and unemployment benefits, today governmental social benefits are increasingly 
transferred over accounts. Payments by mail are an enormous expense for these responsible organisations. 
 
In case of limited mobility by  illness, an existing account is an enormous easement in handling financial 
management.  
 
For the clients of the social welfare advisory locations of Caritas, the income- and costs- management by a 
positive balance account is existentially necessary and helpful. 
Especially households with low income need an exact overview of their financial situation and a consistent 
observance of the payments. 
Once people are in arrears with their paiments, the result is a breakdown of the overall situation, because 
needed financial funds do not exist either with respect to amount and timeliness, or the funds can not be used 
for other important areas such as rent and utility expenses. The possible result might be the loss of self-
sustainability. 
 
We observe that an account with the possibility of transfer order frequently brings savings and beneficial 
payment opportunities for the financial household.  
          As an example – Utility expenses which normally can only be paid quarterly can now be effected 
monthly. 
For the annual ticket for public transportation in Vienna, one can save two months by installing andirect debit 
authorization from an account. 
          Expensive payment slip charges, which depending upon the particular bank vary between 1,50 € and 
4,00€ per payment slip; with tranfer orders these charges can be saved.  
 
By having a debt release procedure the account is anyhow essential, to effect a proper process.  
 
 
Process so far 
 
In the past a lot of clients draw attention to the need of an account, whereupon, in cooperation with a private 
bank, Caritas was able to arbitrate for constant contingent of positive balance accounts. 
Based on the limited offer of a relatively small bank, the lack of a widespread branch network and the 
exclusion grounds of intermediation based on the increasing needs on the bank in case of a private 
bankruptcy plan , this offer could not be extended. 
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Martin Litschauer (Austria): Caritas, social welfare advisory locations and basic bank account 

 
 
 
 
“Zweite Sparkasse” 
 
Since the development of the “Zweite Sparkasse” with the purpose of account access, Caritas was allowed, 
together with the”Vienna Debt Advice Service”, to introduce substantial suggestions from practical experience.  
With the current offer, numerous people will find access to accounts that were previously excluded. 
 
Third country nationality, people with bank debts and requirements in case of private bankruptcy plan are now 
no longer reasons for exclusion. 
An existing account that cannot be managed because of an overdrawn account  is also no problem for 
intermediation. 
 
With the limitation of 3 years alternatively seven years for private bankruptcy it is foreseeable, that some 
clients will until such point of time not be able to settle their debts and with that cannot achieve the falling 
away of an exclusionary ground for a new account.  
Because this is not the purpose of the “Zweite Sparkasse”, it is necessary to think of a new product, to be able 
to guarantee longer-term stability. 
 
The daily, personal and telephonic inquiries in our welfare advisory locations demonstrate that the need for 
accounts is very high and the allocation of all parties involved through the current associate institutions cannot 
be covered. 
In the actual phase of advice, contact with the “Vienna dept Advice Services” alternatively with “Caritas 
diocese Vienna” is necessary for the client to have in this phase to get  access to an account. 
The extension of access with the help of other institutions as well as institutions in other Austrian federal 
states is planned for 2007 by “Zweite Bank” and is desired from our side.  
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Thomas Eisenmenger (Austria): The right to have a bank account  

The Right to Have a Bank Account 
Thomas Eisenmenger, Vienna Chamber of Labour 

         
Introduction 
An estimated 300 000 people, or one out of every 25 Austrians, do not have current accounts. It is true 
that there persons, especially elderly people, who do not want a bank account, but others would like to 
hold an account and cannot open one: banks refuse current accounts to consumers who struggled 
with financial problems or irregularities in the past or who are at present, or were formerly, involved in 
bankruptcy proceedings. 
 
Therefore, the Chamber of Labour welcomes the Zweite initiative of Austria’s Erste Bank: it is a 
second chance for people who are refused current accounts by Austrian banks. At the Zweite office, 
they may open a current account without overdraft facilities, so that they have access to an account 
that cannot be in the red. 
 
The situation in Austria 
Austria’s Erste Bank decided to establish an affiliated bank in order to end the exclusion of people who 
are refused accounts elsewhere. In our opinion, this is a step in the right direction. In this way, persons 
who cannot open regular bank accounts may again get access to accounts. They need a letter of 
recommendation by a debt counselling service or a social services association such as Caritas. If this 
letter is submitted to the Zweite office in Vienna, the person in question will get an account. These two 
factors have given rise to criticism, namely that you need a letter of recommendation, and that such an 
account can only be opened in Vienna. Nevertheless, in the opinion of the Chamber of Labour, the 
advantages of being granted an account outweigh the problems posed by these obstacles. Still, one 
must not forget that the Zweite bank office was established for the specific purpose of dealing with this 
problem. Zweite’s parent company, just as the rest of the banks in Austria, refuses current accounts in 
the case of persons “with a problematic financial past”. Before, the Chamber of Labour and also the 
debt counselling services, though only after urgent appeals in many cases, were able to persuade 
certain banks to grant current accounts to a few individual clients. Still, on principle, Austrian banks 
refuse to open non-overdraft accounts for overindebted persons or persons facing financial difficulties. 
Unfortunately no voluntary commitments or contracting obligations are found in Austria in this field, let 
alone the right to open a bank account. There is no explanation why it has not been possible for the 
banks so far to do what Erste bank voluntarily started by founding its Zweite affiliated bank.  
Regrettably, no other bank has followed the example of this commendable initiative. 
 
The right to open a bank account is an issue that the Chamber of Labour has demanded for  
many years already. Until now, it has not even been possible to establish a voluntary system of 
assigning such accounts throughout Austria’s banking sector. 
 
Why is it important to have a bank account? 
Persons who do not hold current accounts face massive restrictions in, or in some respects even 
exclusion from, economic life. This economic discrimination becomes apparent with regard to 
employment and looking for jobs, considerably higher costs for those concerned compared to persons 
who do have bank accounts, and under certain circumstances, shadow economy or illegal work. 
Certain entries in scoring systems or negative data bases maintained primarily by banks may result in 
economic discrimination against a number of people, which makes it difficult or even impossible for 
these people to continue to take part in economic life: because of these entries in the respective 
databases, people are refused not only bank accounts but also access to a number of low-cost 
services. For instance, without a bank account, you cannot conclude low-price contracts with 
alternative telephone providers. 
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Thomas Eisenmenger (Austria): The right to have a bank account  

Employment and job-seeking 
In Austria, it is an admissible practice to link employment to the requirement that the corresponding 
wages are paid by means of transfer to a bank account. Persons who are looking for jobs or have lost 
their jobs and, in the worst possible case, have become overindebted as a consequence, may face the 
situation that they cannot get a new job because they do not have a current account. Even the 
Republic of Austria, in its Public Employment Act, provides that persons who want to work as civil 
servants have to have a bank account. 
Thus, not having a bank account means job discrimination. 
 
Economic communication 
Current accounts are also essential for one’s inclusion in economic communication. Without an 
account, you cannot take part in this sphere of communication and are forced into a shadow economy, 
which others, in particular employers, may use to their advantage, as a person who does not have a 
bank account may be unable to find a legal job. Persons who intend to file for private bankruptcy and 
endeavour to start a repayment programme as legally provided must prove that they have a regular 
income in order to meet their repayment or attachment obligations. However, you need a bank 
account for this purpose. If a consumer does not hold an account, it is difficult for all parties concerned 
to follow the required procedure. 
 
Higher costs 
For a person without a bank account considerable costs accrue: In the case of a private person that 
uses their bank account only for typical everyday payments (rent 12 times a year, phone bills 6 times a 
year, electricity/gas 5 times a year), 23 money transfers are made annually. However, 23 cash 
payments for a third account effected at a bank cost at least EUR 34.50, as a recent survey has 
shown, at a minimum cash payment fee of EUR 1,50 for each payment. If one assumes fees of EUR 3 
per cash payment, which is an average amount, the pertinent annual cost is EUR 69. In the case of 
the most expensive fee of EUR 5 per payment, the additional cost is EUR 115. Even internal 
transactions, i.e., cash payments at a bank for an account at the same bank, between EUR 0.75 and 3 
are charged for each cash payment. 
 
In Austria, welfare assistance is either paid out in cash or by bank transfer. Upper Austria has started 
a pilot project in which welfare recipients who have no bank account get a prepaid card with the 
corresponding amount, because the Government intends to stop the system of personal cash 
payments. Use of the prepaid card at cash dispensers costs EUR 3, and payments with the card at a 
shop’s pay desk cost EUR 0.50. At the present stage of the pilot project, one cash withdrawal is free. 
Thus, if you do not withdraw the total welfare assistance sum at once, considerable costs accrue. 
 
Many providers of everyday services (e.g., insurance companies, public utilities) charge higher prices 
if the corresponding payments are not made by means of direct debiting. These legal surcharges may 
amount to a maximum of EUR 3 per payment. 
 
The situation in the European Union 
In France, persons who need but cannot open an account are assigned one by Banque de France 
within one day. 
 
In Belgium, the voluntary obligation by banks was replaced by the right to have a bank account. It has 
not been a problem for the banks to implement this provision. 
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Thomas Eisenmenger (Austria): The right to have a bank account  

In Germany the private bank associations agreed upon a voluntary obligation, which is not perfect 
according to German consumer protectors, but gives consumers better opportunities to open current 
accounts than in Austria. Germany’s Ministry of Justice has already prepared an expert hearing on 
ensuring the right to have a current account, as social welfare organisations and consumer protection 
agencies pointed to problems in the existing system. Germany at least has an agency where 
complaints can be made, which is also lacking in Austria. 
 
It is getting increasingly important to demand the right to have a bank account not only at national, but 
also at European levels. A look at the European directives that are planned shows that the European 
Union has not (yet) become aware of this issue, as the planned Directive on Consumer Credit does 
not deal with the right to current accounts at all but only treats possible overdraft facilities. While the 
Directive on Cross-Border Credit Transfers aims to break the bank monopoly regarding loans, it does 
not include the right to a bank account. This Directive, under the slogan of market liberalisation, could 
bring about a situation where an increasing number of credit card companies offer their products and 
eventually grant loans at overly high interest rates. 
 
The best solution would be a European legislation that introduces current accounts for everybody. 
Then we would have a regulation at European level. But as the European directives under preparation 
do not include an enforceable right to a current account it would be desirable at least to have a 
voluntary obligation agreed upon by the banks. For instance, there is a voluntary code of conduct 
regarding information on mortgage loans. Although there are countries where this recommendation is 
not met, or not fully met, this would at least be a first step. 
 
Summary 
The right to hold a current account is essential for workers and for everybody who leads an active life. 
Having an account prevents social discrimination and helps to manage everyday life. It facilitates the 
search for a job, the receipt of welfare services and saves money as non-cash transfers can be made. 
At present, it is a most central instrument for taking part in economic life. 
 
From an Austrian point of view there is no understandable reason why it should not even be possible 
to establish a system of voluntary assignment of non-overdraft bank accounts. We do not understand 
either why both banks and lawmakers are so strictly opposed to granting everybody the right to a 
current account. The Zweite services by Austria’s Erste Bank is a first step in this direction and other 
banks should follow this example. The Chamber of Labour has presented its long-standing demand for 
the right to hold a bank account also to the new Government of Austria, and it remains to be seen 
what the outcome will be.  
 
In addition, the European Commission should discuss this issue and adopt the corresponding 
regulations as soon as possible. 
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Lise Disneur (Belgium): The right to Minimal Bank Transaction Services: the Belgian Basic Bank Account

Financial Education and better access to adequate financial services-
Vienna, 12th/13th April 07 
08/05/07

The right to Minimal Bank Transaction 
Services: the Belgian Basic Bank Account

Lise Disneur
Research Fellow

Réseau Financement Alternatif
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1. Raising of the banking 
exclusion issue in Belgium

► 1994 – General report about poverty 
issue of financial exclusion raised in Belgium for the 

1rst time

► 1996 - Cooperative Center for Consumption study 
underlining that thousands of people with low income 
have no access to bank services

Financial Education and better access to adequate financial services-
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2. Banks voluntary Charter 

► 1996 - Belgian Banks Association's Charter on Basic Bank 
Services:

- Subscribed by a very large majority of banks

- Guaranteed minimal banking services to be provided:
Money transfers
Withdrawals
Deposits
Statements
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3. Voluntary charter 
application & limits 

► 1999 - National Council for Consumption  
“banking exclusion situation has improved since the 

concerned players have adopted the charter”

► 1999 - “Test-Achats” survey (consumer organisation)
– Survey conduced in banks by unemployed people
– When asking to open a bank account, many still 

encountered difficulties or refusals 
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4. National study on banking 
exclusion

► 2001- RFA study for Belgian Minister of Economy 

– More than 40.000 people affected  by transaction banking 
exclusion

– Low income people, low educated, most on the time on 
social benefits are excluded

– Main problems identified:
• Bank self-regulation does not work
• Minimal guaranteed income not longer protected from 

seizures once transferred on bank account
• Money laundering regulation application exclude people 

with administrative status problem
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5. Law on Basic Bank Account
5.1.What & who?

►What ?
23 March 2004 -federal law instituting the Basic Bank Account
adopted under  National Council of Consumption recommendation

►Who is concerned ?

– All consumer living in Belgium with
• No transaction or basic bank account
• No “linked products” in a bank (savings account, ongoing 

credits, security accounts, placements funds) 
• A yearly cumulated creditor balance not higher than 

2,500€ on another kind of account 

– All retail banks providing bank accounts to individuals 
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5.Law on Basic Bank Account
5.2.Which services?

►Which services?
– Opening, management and closing of a transaction account
– Deposits
– Withdrawals
– Money transfer
– Bank statements every two weeks
– No overdraft

The bank can choose to offer an account with or without debit 
card.

►What price?
12 €/year 
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5.Law on Basic Bank Account
5.3.How is basic bank account 

provision guaranteed? 

►How is basic bank account provision guaranteed?

– Creation of a non judicial and independent claim organism

– Consumer, Minister of Economical affairs and consumer 
organization can got to the commercial court for claim

– Bank not respecting the law may get fined from 500 to 
20.000€
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5.Law on Basic Bank Account
5.4.Creation of a compensation fund?

►Creation of a compensation fund?

– The law creates a compensation fund, managed by National 
Bank of Belgium, financed by all retail banks

– The banks dealing in percentage an number of basic bank 
accounts proportionally higher than their economical  
importance on the Belgian market would be able to ask for a 
compensation

– However the part of the law regarding the compensation 
fund has never been implemented

Financial eduacation & better access to adequate financial services - Conference April 2007, Vienna

53



Lise Disneur (Belgium): The right to Minimal Bank Transaction Services: the Belgian Basic Bank Account

Financial Education and better access to adequate financial services-
Vienna, 12th/13th April 07 

10/

6.Basic bank account law 
evaluation 1/2

2005- RFA study for Belgian Minister for consumer protection
to evaluate if the law had reached it's objectives

► Encouraging results:

– Number of unbanked people dropped to max 10.000

– All banks are providing the service

– 10.000 basic bank account BBA opened since sept 2003 
and 5.000 still active in Dec. 2005

– The BBA plays a double role
• Curative
• Preventive
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6.Basic bank account law 
evaluation 2/2

► Problems remain regarding despite the law existence

– Transparency of information 

– Publicity

– Over indebted people

– People not using their bank account because they are afraid 
of seizure of their minimal guaranteed income if transferred 
on bank account

– People with a lack of identification documents
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7.Modification of the basic 
bank account law 

The basic bank account law has just been modified  on the 1rst of 
April 2007 : From now on,

► A basic bank account cannot be denied or closed if a the client 
is in a over- indebtedness settlement procedure

► The bank will transfer informations yearly to the “ service 
médiation banques-Credit-placement” about the number of 
accounts opened, closed, the denial number and motivations

► A consumer can now access a basic bank account if he has 
– 1° a yearly cumulated creditor balance not higher than 

6.000€ on another kind of account 
– 1° a consumer credit running, when the total of  &° and é°

are not above 6.000€
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8. Modification of the law 
regarding seizures

In January 2007, the law regarding seizures has been changed

► From now on, the minimal guaranteed income is protected from 
seizures during 30 days once it is transferred on bank account
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Thank You
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Opening and holding a current account: The situation in Germany 
Sylvia Kreußer, Diakonisches Werk in Hessen und Nassau e.V. 

 
 
“According to the daily press, on 25 April 2003 insolvency proceedings were opened against your 
assets. Therefore the aforementioned account will not be opened.” (Sparkasse Ostunterfranken) 
 
“Your application of 15 August 2002 has meanwhile been considered, and with your approval an  
enquiry was addressed to the SCHUFA Credit Protection Agency. The pertinent information had 
negative aspects, therefore we cannot accept your application for opening a current account. The 
account in question was closed again as at 15 August 2003.” (Volksbank Rhein-Neckar) 
 
„The intended use of your current account for non-cash payment transactions can no longer be sus-
tained because the account in question has been blocked due to collection activities by creditors.” 
(Volksbank Gersprenztal-Otzberg) 
 

 

These are but a few examples of reasons that banks give for closing accounts or refusing the opening of 
accounts. Still, they are typical of the position that the majority of Germany’s banks take. In fact, you may 
consider yourself lucky if you are told any plausible reason at all when you are refused an account or 
when you are in danger of losing it. 

 

 

I Current accounts on a non-borrowing basis: The present situation 

The following remarks are based on position papers by the German Consumer Debt Counselling Network 
(AG SBV) and thus present the view of non-profit debt and insolvency counselling agencies that were 
etablished by local governments and associations of private welfare activities. 

 

The ZKA Recommendation as a voluntary obligation 

However, the practices of the German banks that have been described above do not correspond to their 
own voluntary obligation drawn up in 1995: in that year, the banking associations represented in the Cen-
tral Credit Committee (ZKA), when confronted with increasing calls for a statutory regulation, stated that 
this was not necessary, and in June 1995 the ZKA Recommendation was laid down, in which the banks 
declare their readiness to provide access to a non-borrowing bank account to every citizen who requests 
one. 

The written declaration states the following: 
 The banks are generally willing to open bank accounts, irrespective of a customer’s type and amount 

of income, e.g., unemployment benefit, social welfare assistance. Entries in a database of Schufa’s 
(General Credit Protection Agency, credit rating, credit agency) alone are no sufficient reason for re-
fusing a current account. 

 The bank in question is not obliged to keep a current account for a customer if this is unreasonable. In 
such a case, the bank is entitled to terminate an existing account relationship. 

 Opening or maintaining an account relationship is regarded as unreasonable in particular: 
o if a customer misuses the services provided by the bank, especially for illegal transactions such 

as fraud, money laundering, etc.; 
o if a customer provides false information, or considerably molests or puts in danger other custom-

ers or employees; 
o if the intended use of the account for engaging in non-cash payment transactions is impossible, 

e.g., because the account is blocked due to collection activities by creditors or in the case of inac-
tivity for one year; 

o if it cannot be ensured that the bank in question will obtain the regular charges agreed upon for 
keeping and using the account. 
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On this basis, access to a current account was to be granted. In fact, the situation did change at first. 
However, after some time the trend was reversed, and not by a long way did every person who applied for 
an account actually get one, and an increasing number of existing bank accounts were terminated. 

 

The voluntary obligation put in practice 

This was massively criticised by debt counselling and consumer protection agencies and since then has 
been an issue of discussions with the banking sector and the competent Ministries. While the banks say 
that the matter has basically been solved and that there are only a few individual problem cases, for which 
a solution can be found, the debt counselling and consumer protection agencies point out that the number 
of cases in which the voluntary obligation has not been met is indeed considerably higher, and they state 
that there is need for a general regulation to be laid down. In order to underpin the debt counsellors’ posi-
tion in terms of both quality and quantity, in the period from 2000/2001, AG SBV conducted a nation-wide 
survey to investigate problems with regard to opening bank accounts on the one hand and reasons for the 
termination of accounts on the other. The results of the survey confirmed their initial positions: approxi-
mately 50% of refusals to open bank accounts were explained with poor credit standings, and around 2 
out of 3 terminations of account relationships were a consequence of account attachments. 

When the debt counselling agencies tried to discuss this matter with bank representatives, the latter de-
clined this wish and said that no further regulations in addition to the existing ZKA Recommendation were 
needed as no problems worth mentioning existed any longer and as meanwhile a sufficient instrument for 
dealing with problem cases had been established in the form of ombudspersons (arbitration bodies). 

The arbitration bodies – of both private and public banks – act as cost-free negotiators between banks 
and persons without accounts, based on a short written description of the case in question that is drawn 
up either by the person concerned or by a debt counsellor. However, banks inform their clients of these 
arbitration services only in very rare instances. Another disadvantage of the arbitration system is that it 
takes very long: you often have to wait for six months before a decision is taken – which is a very long 
time to spend without an account. Most banks abide by the arbitral award, but exceptions have repeatedly 
been found as well. Furthermore, there are cases in which the arbitrator fully agrees with the bank and 
confirms the bank’s rejection of the account. 

It is a fact that people without bank accounts face massive disadvantages: for instance, it is harder to find 
a job or to rent a flat in this situation. Furthermore, it is considerably more difficult to get social welfare as-
sistance, and cash payments for third accounts have become very expensive: up to EUR 5 for each 
transaction. The marginalisation of this group also shows with regard to motor vehicle registration: accord-
ing to a Decree by the Ministry of Finance of Hesse, a vehicle may only be registered if the vehicles tax is 
paid by means of direct debiting. Thus, persons without bank accounts cannot even register a car in 
Hesse. While this Decree also permits exceptions in cases of particular hardship, inquiries have shown 
that the fact of having no account is not regarded as a particular hardship by registration offices. So one 
may well assume that a large majority of those affected (i.e., several 100 000 cases according to esti-
mates) do not voluntarily live without bank accounts. 

 

The reactions of debt counselling services 

The debt counselling services are aware of the fact that, from a strictly economic point of view, accounts 
that are exclusively kept in the credit are not as profitable for banks as accounts which may yield earnings 
from interest for advances on current accounts, i.e., overdraft facilities. In this respect, it is better for busi-
ness not to keep non-borrowing accounts. In addition, it may well be possible that banks deliberately 
avoid consumers who have financial problems in order to evade the risk of being committed as third-party 
debtors in cases of account attachments. The procedures to be undertaken in this context require great 
effort by all parties involved and there is no doubt that they should be revised and reformed. 

From a social and practical point of view it is essential, however, that everybody is granted access to a 
current account. As soon as public agencies, for reasons of economy, no longer admit cash transactions 
in their spheres of competence, equal access to administrative authorities and possibly also to the judicial 
system is jeopardised to an extent that is relevant in a constitutional sense if the right to hold to a current 
account cannot legally be guaranteed to everybody. Thus, a regulation of this matter is a must and should 
not be further delayed as the effects of the ZKA Recommendation described above have been disappoint-
ing. 
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It is unacceptable that individual banks or bank offices try to evade their responsibility so that, as a result, 
more willing banks have to take over a larger share. This social responsibility should rather be acknowl-
edged by all banks, thus all banks should open non-borrowing accounts. Still, the attempts to find a volun-
tary solution, which was the intention of the ZKA Recommendation, have not by a long way led to reliable, 
practical solutions. Now, after 12 years, one cannot but admit that this attempt has failed, and the arbitra-
tion bodies that were established have turned out to be cumbersome, insufficient instruments as well. 

AG SBV has advocated the right to have a non-borrowing bank account for quite some time now, and 
pointed to the need to amend the existing account attachment laws, which would also help banks in their 
functions as third-party debtors. This has become even more urgent since the phenomenon of a new dis-
couraging policy has shown: handling of attachment procedures has involved more and more work, so an 
increasing number of banks charge additional account management fees between EUR 15 and 30 a 
month, or around EUR 180 and 420 annually. This is a way to persuade customers to leave “voluntarily”. 
 
 

II Reform of account attachment protection  

The new regulation 

Germany still has a long way to go before everybody will indeed be entitled to hold a bank account. 
Meanwhile, the Federal Ministry of Justice has prepared a bill reforming the account attachment protec-
tion system, which will briefly be outlined here. 

The present legislation distinguishes between subordinate attachment protection (in the case of earned 
income and other income, according to Art. 850k of the Code of Civil Procedure) and automatic attach-
ment protection, according to which welfare assistance is protected for a period of seven days after the 
amount has been credited to the account (Art. 55 of the Code of Social Law I). The reform bill aims to 
strengthen automatic attachment protection and also includes provisions on attachment protection of the 
income of self-employed people. 

Under the law in force, account attachments that refer to a future credit balance are valid for an unlimited 
period, while the new regulation covers both present and future credit balances. In addition, it introduces 
time limits of 180 banking days (usually Monday to Friday, without holidays) for current accounts and 90 
days for the new attachment protection accounts. After this period, accounts are exempt from creditors’ 
attachment. In addition, debtors shall be granted a four-week moratorium as of the service of attachment 
and transfer orders (at present, it is only two weeks) in order to initiate additional attachment protection 
measures for this concrete case. During this time, the banks have an opportunity to examine the informa-
tion provided by the debtor. 

Obviously, one of the most interesting aspects of the new regulation is the introduction of attachment pro-
tection accounts (P-accounts). This means that, essentially, a basic amount of EUR 985 is automatically 
protected from attachment for one month. This sum corresponds to the share of earned income that is ex-
empt from attachment. This basic amount may be increased under certain conditions. Child benefits trans-
ferred to a P-account are also protected from attachment by third parties – except by children entitled to 
maintenance. The banks are obliged to pay out to the owner of a P-account the basic amount, without any 
further evidence provided. However, if increased basic amounts are to be paid out, the customer has to 
submit supporting documents. A P-account is opened on the basis of a contract between the customer 
and the bank when a current account is applied for. Upon request by the customer, an existing current 
account may be converted to a P-account. However, P-accounts cannot be held by more than one person 
(no joint accounts). Only an individual person may have a P-account. 

 

Comment from the point of view of debt counselling 

The Federal Ministry of Justice, in the introduction to the bill, agrees with the debt counselling services 
with regard to the view that current accounts play a central role for people’s participation in economic life. 
It is also acknowledged that it is very difficult under the present legislation to achieve comprehensive at-
tachment protection. Moreover, it is stated that a new regulation has to protect the rights of creditors in the 
same way as the rights of debtors. In short: the introduction to the bill reads almost like an argument in fa-
vour of the right to have a bank account but eventually, this is not kept up. 
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The debt counselling services welcome both the provisions on the scope of account attachment protection 
and the extension of the moratorium period. It is also sensible and necessary to introduce a basic amount 
that is automatically protected. On the other hand, the bill only refers to income from employed and self-
employed work, retirement benefits, maintenance or voluntary contributions by third parties – but welfare 
assistance is not mentioned. For systematic reasons and also on grounds of consistency, welfare assis-
tance should be included from the very start. With regard to an increase of the basic amount, persons en-
titled to maintenance who do not live in the household in question are placed on an equal footing with 
household members. This leads to a contradiction between the law regulating enforcement by execution 
and social law, so harmonisation is required. 

The obligation to provide supporting documents if the basic amount is increased may lead to additional 
work on the part of the courts having jurisdiction over enforcement. On the other hand, the obligation to 
provide extensive evidence may place excessive demands on the debtors. 

In practice, the requirement that only one individual person may hold a P-account will also lead to prob-
lems: for instance, a couple with a joint account are likely to convert it to a P-account held by only one 
partner, and as a result the other partner has no account at all – and no right to open a new account ei-
ther. 

We have to expect that P-accounts will have special identifying features. At present it cannot be said 
whether the fact that having a P-account may reveal one’s the general financial situation and in turn con-
stitute a new stigma for the owner of the account. In any case, every possible stigma has to be counter-
acted. 

Eventually, it remains to be seen what it will actually cost to open and maintain a P-account, and whether 
this cost will be used as a control instrument for attracting desirable and discouraging unwanted custom-
ers. 
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Social consumer credit in Belgium 
Michel Genet and Caroline Evrard, Credal Plus 

 
 
What is social credit? 
 
Social credit is a form of consumer credit made available in two Belgian regions: in the Walloon 
Region since September 2003 and in the Brussels Region since 2005. The aim of this project is to 
enable people with low incomes, who are often excluded from bank loans, to access credit when this 
is part of a life plan.  
 
Passing a driving test or buying a second-hand car in order to become more mobile and therefore 
more employable, buying a minimum amount of essential furniture after a separation or repairing a 
roof are just some of the many projects which would be difficult to realise for many people without a 
“social credit”, that is to say a loan adapted to their social and personal financial situation. 
The boldness of this pilot project is that it uses credit itself to address not only the question of avoiding 
over-indebtedness but also the implementation of life plans for people in a precarious situation. Social 
credit is intended for the most vulnerable people who do not have access, or only with great difficulty, 
to consumer credit, except via attractive but expensive offers which, more often than not, are likely to 
push them into over-indebtedness.  
 
Moreover, we help social credit applicants to define their project and work out the details of their 
application. Where applicable, they are redirected to another solution or, once a credit has been 
granted, provided with ongoing support throughout the life of the credit. 
This project therefore falls within the scope of actions intended to prevent over-indebtedness by 
providing social support for applicants and helping them analyse their budget and financial situation. 
This method often avoids people falling into the trap of “easy” or “too much” credit.  
 
 
In a nutshell, the objectives of Social Credit are: 
 

• to enable people with low incomes to have access to a suitable credit formula in line 
with their life plan: social credit provides them with access to credit at interest rates that 
correspond to their situation;  

 
• to fulfil an educational role and prevent over-indebtedness: the credit application is an 

opportunity to analyse with applicant their financial situation and determine the limits of their 
budget, and accordingly their ability to repay a loan;  

 
• to provide social and budget support throughout the life of the loan: from the first 

contact, advice is given to applicants and once the credit has been accepted, they are 
provided with support, especially if they run into financial difficulties; 

 
• to promote access to bank services: the partnership with the Post Office Bank also makes 

it possible to establish a banking relationship and allow everyone to have access to a bank 
account. There is no discrimination with regard to “social credit” customers: they are treated 
like other customers, without any distinction. 

 
 
The amount of social credits varies between €500 and a maximum of €7500. 
 
 
 
Who are the project’s partners? 
 
This social credit project is based on the original collaboration of three partners, namely Crédal Plus, 
the public authorities and the Post Office Bank. 
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Role of the partners 
 

• The public authorities: the Brussels Region and the Walloon Region support the activity by 
way of an operating subsidy since social credit is part of a wider system to prevent over-
indebtedness. In addition, the Walloon Region guarantees the loans granted. 

 
• Crédal Plus: operates the project and has devised its own specific methodology, which 

involves, on the one hand, a social approach via support for applicants and, on the other 
hand, a pertinent analysis of the applicant’s budget and financial situation. Crédal Plus is also 
the lender in the Brussels Region. 

 
• The Post Office Bank: it acts as lender in the Walloon Region and also provides back office 

services. 
 
 
What are the social credit eligibility criteria? 
 
The underlying principles governing access to social credit are as follows: 
 

• The purchase of necessary durable goods 
Social credit may be granted for the purchase of necessary durable goods: it is intended not to 
finance superfluous or luxury items, but goods and services which fall within the scope of a life 
plan or are necessary for the applicant’s day-to-day well-being (driving licence, a second-hand 
car, a computer for training purposes, roof repairs, household appliances or furniture needed 
by the applicant following a separation, etc.). 

 
• Bank access is difficult 

This is the main characteristic of this category of borrowers who, because their income is too 
low or because they have defaulted in a payment and as such are “blacklisted”, are often 
excluded from traditional bank loans. 

 
• The household has the ability to repay the loan 

When examining an application, we draw up a household budget with the applicant. This is an 
important part of the process and it is our role to check that the applicant has the ability to 
repay the loan, even if the available cash identified in the budget is limited or very small. 

 
• No cheaper or more appropriate solution exists 

Social credit must always be a solution of last resort. We always try to try find with the 
applicant another more appropriate solution, such as welfare, regional premiums or other 
rights or benefits available.  

 
• A relationship of trust is established from the outset between the applicant and the 

service. 
Lending money implies trust. The applicant must be transparent with us; that is a basic 
element of the success of the project. This trust is established during a meeting with the 
applicant. 

 
• A contact with a social service is essential:  

This is an additional success factor, in particular at the start of the application processing 
stage since this service can contribute to the risk analysis and provide input on a specific 
social situation. This is not compulsory in the social credit application process, but we have 
noted that it is an additional positive factor in the process. 
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Data illustrating our activity 
 

• Number of credits disbursed (as at 31/12/06): 219 
• Average amount of social credits granted: €2900 
• Average monthly repayment: €105 
• Average repayment period: 26 months 

 
 
What is the role of social credit in preventing over-indebtedness? 
 
The preventive role of social credit is highlighted by the redirection work and also by the methodology 
that has been developed. 
 

• Redirected applications 
 

o Number of applications received (telephone calls): 1500 
o Number of applications redirected: 990, i.e.66 % 
o Number of applications where a file has been opened and the application examined: 

510 i.e. 34% 
We have received 1500 applications, mostly by telephone or in writing. We have redirected 
66% of these 1500 applications to another solution. That is one of the main indicators of our 
preventive role. 
Whenever an application cannot be accepted (for example because the applicant does not 
satisfy the eligibility criteria), other ideas and solutions are discussed with the applicant. This 
telephone contact is without any commitment, which not only facilitates an open discussion on 
the possible choices but also provides an opportunity to warn the applicant of the risks of 
certain short-term solutions (such as credit lines, etc.). When necessary, we present the 
methodology of the debt mediation services and the concrete advantages for the people 
concerned, as well as the contact details of these social services.  

 
• At the level of the methodology developed 

 
Clarification of the budget: for the 510 applications examined in 3 years, we have reviewed in 
detail with the applicants their budget and financial situation, using a budget model. This is an 
important way of raising awareness among applicants regarding their budget, available 
resources and ability to repay a loan. It is the basic tool of our prevention work.  
This educational approach which is based on the construction by applicants of their own 
budget is very effective and enables them to remain responsible for their own budget 
management.  
 
In 3 years, other than the people redirected to other solutions, there are those who, after a 
meeting and a financial diagnosis, in the end refuse the loan: 24% of the application files 
examined are not submitted to the Credit Acceptance Committee. In most cases, either the 
applicants realise their inability to repay or together we have found a better solution. In cases 
where credit is in the end refused by applicants, we are convinced that we have played an 
important preventive role. Our action enables us to work with people before they get caught up 
in the debt spiral, provided of course that they accept the methodology and the need for 
transparency. 

 
 
Conclusions: 
 

• The activity does not show that there is a specific risk with this type of borrower as regards 
repayment, which shows that even those with little money can repay a loan just as well as 
other members of society. 

 
• The preventive role of social credit is highlighted thanks to the social support provided and the 

methodology based on learning and budget awareness. This method has proved its 
effectiveness by enabling a large number of people to find a more suitable solution or to avoid 
taking out a loan that is not suitable in their situation. 
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Christiane Vienne, Walloon Minister of Health, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 

 
 
The support project for social credit is an audacious project that addresses the management of 
preventing over-indebtedness and the life plans of people whose security is undermined by credit 
itself. 
Currently, no fewer than 158,000 Walloon residents (i.e. nearly 5% of the population) are experiencing 
problems in repaying their consumer credits and 2% of Walloon households are over-indebted. 
 
To help these people, my policy is based on several “players”: 

• The Credit and Debt Observatory: responsible for collecting statistical data, studying 
legislative changes, the public, and credit practices and their related challenges. Its expertise 
has been recognised for a considerable time now. It participates structurally in the basic and 
continuing training of debt mediation agents. 

• Reference centres: also have an expertise role and they disseminate information for the debt 
mediation services. They are able to handle the most difficult debt mediation cases. 

• Debt mediation services: (public or private, first level operators): offer expert guidance and 
assistance in debt mediation and in collective debt settlement. They prepare the applicant’s 
financial assessment and negotiate a repayment plan with the person’s creditors. Their 
expertise has been recognised by federal legislation in the form of the law on collective debt 
settlement and energy guidance. 

• Support groups: continue the over-indebtedness approach through a collective process and 
the implementation of efforts focused on improving household budget management and on 
preventing people from falling back into the debt spiral. 

 
All of the above help me to prevent over-indebtedness and to avoid relapses, and to help people 
experiencing payment problems to find a way out. 
I have also bolstered the entities that combat over-indebtedness on the curative level, by integrating 
enhanced professionalism of operators through obligatory training that leads to the awarding of a 
certificate. The debt mediation services are services that mediate debts. 
 
As for the mission to prevent over-indebtedness, a policy mainly aimed at correcting the situation 
through the Walloon Region’s expertise, I wanted to integrate this in the work being carried out at the 
existing entities. 
This means that the local prevention mission will be performed by the support groups, which will 
commence their efforts this year, at the initiative of the debt mediation services. 
The Reference Centres must ensure the intervision of these groups and the Credit and Debt 
Observatory is already participating in the definition of the themes that must be addressed in these 
groups to ensure a real match between practical help for people and the objectives of the policy to 
combat over-indebtedness. 
 
The prevention efforts enhanced in this manner must target the world of workers, persons facing 
difficulties of budget management and over-indebtedness, and persons who have left the infernal 
circle of over-indebtedness and who need to improve their ability to avoid any relapse when facing 
credit traps or to modify their consumption behaviour. 
 
 
In addition to these measures, we need to speak about the supported credit programme developed 
in the Walloon Region by OSIRIS-CREDAL, the theme of our conference. 
 
What is this programme? 
Social credit is about enabling people with limited revenues to be able to take out a loan that is critical 
to ensuring a vital need or a life plan. It is also about enabling people shut out from the traditional 
banking market to obtain credit if they are unable to find another funding solution. 
 
It seems quite paradoxical to support access to credit for families experiencing problems and 
considered as a risky group. The question has been asked how the banking industry could invest in a 
social utility programme, with measured, limited financial risks, and use the tool to “prevent over-
indebtedness”. 
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This slightly crazy project began in 2003, by taking up the challenge of combining an economic and 
financial approach and a social approach aimed at supporting the underprivileged. 
 
Wallonia’s economic and social situation requires that each citizen participate in redeployment, which 
means that each citizen must able to surround himself with the opportunities and resources that will 
put him in a situation of dignity. 
 
I often remind people that “I do not want to leave anyone on the side of the road” and that to help 
someone not to be excluded, I must be in a position to enable each person to have access to 
consumption, and therefore, to credit. 
 
A CREDIT needed to pay for the costs of obtaining a driver’s licence, or to purchase a small second-
hand car, which will offer mobility to a worker or to a person seeking a job. 
 
A CREDIT to furnish the home of a young couple or following a family break-up. 
 
A CREDIT to offer a second chance to an over-indebted person who is slowly repaying his debts 
according to a repayment schedule. 
 
A CREDIT to improve one’s consumption and to reduce energy costs, which are sometimes 
associated with other types of promotional assistance. 
 
So, as soon as I took office, I supported the supported social credit project developed by Osiris 
Crédal. 
 
The partnership, difficult to put in place, which led to the supported social credit programme, was 
created: 

• Between a banking partner that accepted the risk involved in this venture, in this case the 
Bank of the Belgian Post Office. It was critical to work with a banking partner, because doing 
so made it possible for loan applicants to be in contact with the traditional banking service, 
thereby ensuring that the supported social credit project is not another source of exclusion and 
does not reflect the image of the “bank for poor people” 

• Between a credit intermediary that was able to professionally guide and prescribe the credit 
and its conditions with a special, tailor-made methodology; this is what was offered by 
OSIRIS-CREDAL 

• and finally, the Walloon Region, the participating public authority, given that it was not possible 
to work with a mutual savings or co-operative bank to guarantee (at a second level) optimal 
risk-taking by financing the guarantee fund for the debt. 

 
It was necessary to do away with the negative prejudices concerning the reliability of the public 
targeted by the supported social credit. The image that leads to this public’s exclusion from traditional 
credit supply must be compensated by: 

1. The guarantee of a social credit that is only granted after in-depth analysis. 
2. The usefulness (or even the necessity) of the measure for each consumer’s well-thought-out 

life project. 
3. The awareness that the credit is approved without destabilising the person’s budget. 

 
A relationship of trust must be created between the applicant and the social credit advisor. 
Transparent discussions and high quality advice help to prevent over-indebtedness. 
 
The methodology developed by social credit is proactive. It guides the applicant and makes him 
aware of the responsibility and the impacts of his decisions, while at the same time leading to 
awareness and a reasonable decision following the budget analysis projected on the contract’s 
possible granting and term. 
This means that the dialogue that has taken shape can avoid the danger of credits being just granted 
anywhere, at any time, and in any form. 
The method combines the applicant’s psychological dimension, his economic and financial situation 
and his social image as a consumer. 
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Christiane Vienne (Belgium): The Social Credit Programme in the Walloon Region 
  

 
 
The social credit is a tool that can be used to find the right balance or to avoid triggering a spiral that 
leads to indebtedness. 
 
The translation exercise regarding current or future savings, regarding the expenses that can be 
avoided now or in future and regarding certain or uncertain revenues brings a vision, a comparison in 
each situation that has an impact either as positive dissuasion or as a more reasonable reorientation 
that is accepted by the applicant. 
 
In this way, those persons who are seeking out a credit and who are offered this in-depth analysis to 
examine a responsible solution that will reflect their needs as accurately as possible will avoid excess 
spending. 
In this sense, the supported social credit, before it actually attains its goal of affording access to credit, 
begins by helping to prevent over-indebtedness and by encouraging successful household budget 
management. 
 
The social credit programme is an added value in the effort to combat over-indebtedness. 
Broadening the project, due to the increasing number of requests, will require an analysis of: 

• The participation of the banking sector to promote competition in terms of product lines and 
terms and conditions; 

• The team of professionals who offer social credit advice. As its advisory team does not always 
succeed in obtaining the desired credit, it is therefore necessary to support the “social 
occupation”. 

• The setting up of an autonomous guarantee fund financed by lenders, after the model of 
“energy funds”. 

• The impact of the reorientations suggested by credit advisors based on the many applications 
they analyse. 

• Changes to banking products as a result of the specific characteristics of social credit, which 
are evolving, in terms both of the intended use of the credit and of the amounts, with 
appropriate formulas to reflect different interest rates, repayment frequencies and terms, and 
handling disputes, which must remain human in scale. 

 
The accompanied social credit, as implemented in the Walloon Region, plays an important role in the 
dynamic policy supported by our entity, which is united against household over-indebtedness. 
The project’s expansion prospects are being examined with our partners. 
 
 
If I could make a wish, it would be for this measure to lead to the setting up of a federal financing and 
guarantee fund that would put all of my fellow citizens on an equal footing, without discrimination. The 
ideal would be for this fund also to be financed by all of the lenders on the sharing of risks and for the 
public authorities to cease being anything more than a motivator or the cement between the 
commitments of all of the players who would like to participate in this innovative, future-oriented 
programme that provides solutions to people in their social integration process and restores their 
consumption to its rightful place. 
It is no illusory dream to be able to attempt to reconcile money, social concerns, ethics and solidarity. 
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Elaine Kempson (UK): Affordable borrowing for the credit excluded: UK experience

www.pfrc.bris.ac.uk

Affordable borrowing 
for the credit excluded:

UK experience

Elaine Kempson

Emphasis is on access to affordable credit

• Use of consumer credit does not vary with income
• Reasons for use do vary with income

– Mainly for necessities; also social inclusion

• So, too, do the sources of credit used
• Large sub-prime credit market, with risk-reflective 

pricing
– No usury law so prices can be high
– Either high cost
– Or lower APR, hidden charges and poor terms

• Illegal lenders prey on credit excluded

Many initiatives to provide cheaper credit 

• Government run Social Fund
– interest free loans to people on social assistance

• Not-for-profit social lenders
– Often in partnership with banks or municipalities

• Housing providers
• Credit unions
• Other not-for-profit community finance organisations

• Early developments heavily subsidised
– Successful in attracting customers
– But small scale and subsidy restricted growth
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Elaine Kempson (UK): Affordable borrowing for the credit excluded: UK experience

Current debate about sustainability

• Covering costs from charges to customers

• Better financial management (PEARLS)
– Lower operating costs
– Better risk assessment and management
– Improved net capital, so can grow

• But higher charges to achieve cost recovery
– 20-30%
– Small loans for short periods of time
– Weekly repayments

Government support for not-for-profit lending

• 54m Euros to 100 existing lenders (2006-2008)
– to develop sustainable loan services for financially 

excluded
– At least same amount for 2009-2011

• 9m Euros to develop new services where don’t 
already exist

• Banking sector asked to help achieve nationwide 
coverage of sustainable third sector lenders

In conclusion

• People on low incomes do need to borrow

• Mainstream lenders won’t meet their needs

• Sub-prime lenders very expensive 
– High APRs or hidden charges

• Illegal lenders even worse!

• Not-for-profit lenders have important role
– Full cost recovery important for national coverage
– Has required initial injection of funds
– And partnerships with banks
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Jean-Marie Guillembet (France): Microcredit in France    

  
MMiiccrrooccrreeddiitt  iinn  FFrraannccee::  AAnn  aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  ttoo  lliimmiitteedd  aacccceessss  ttoo  ccrreeddiitt??  

JJeeaann--MMaarriiee  GGuuiilllleemmbbeett,,  Laser-Cofinoga  
  
  
  
II  ––  TTHHEE  PPAARRAADDOOXX  OOFF  CCOONNSSUUMMEERR  CCRREEDDIITT  
 
France undeniably occupies an original if not paradoxical position in Europe with regard to consumer 
credit. 
 
It is characterised by: 
 

o A level of borrowing that is far below the European average. 
o Difficulty in considering consumer credit in a positive light due to: 

o Historical and cultural reservations, 
o Over-emphasis of the phenomenon of excessive debt that is no greater quantitatively 

than in any other country, but explained in a rather oversimplified way as the sole 
consequence of an excess of credit. Nevertheless, today everything points to it being 
a social phenomenon connected with the increasing social insecurity of a growing 
proportion of the population, 

o A battery of protection for the consumer probably unmatched in Europe. 
 
In particular, I would like to focus on this first characteristic, namely the low use of credit resulting in 
this reported figure: 40% of the population does not currently have access to consumer credit. Why? 
 
Firstly, between 25 and 30% of French people have a job, accommodation and are socially integrated 
but are nevertheless excluded from credit, a situation that does not seem to exist in other European 
countries. This situation is not only a problem of mentality. It can also be explained by the legislative, 
regulatory, and tax environment of the market and, in a lesser way, by banking practices that continue 
to favour, through the use of score systems, the criteria of work and family stability in granting a loan. 
 
There is also a proportion of the population estimated at between 10 to 15% that is in a multiple 
exclusion situation, i.e. excluded from work, excluded from housing, excluded from the major systems 
and the major facilities. 
 
It seems unthinkable to treat this category by the same market mechanisms, which implies, with 
regard to credit, duplicating the effective approach used by poor countries, that of microcredit. 
 
 
IIII  ––  TTHHEE  FFRREENNCCHH  MMIICCRROOCCRREEDDIITT  PPLLAANN    
 
The first attempt at microcredit in France was launched 3 years ago by a charity organisation: 
CARITAS France, which wanted to try out, on 15 territories and using different operators, providing 
microcredit, guaranteed up to 50% by its own guarantee funds, accompanied by support from its 
network of volunteers. 
 
This trial called “personal project credit” was undertaken with a clear initiative under the distinct theme 
of “Poverty and banking exclusion”, acknowledging very clearly through this title that financial 
exclusion was the antechamber of social exclusion. 
 
This was extremely innovative if only through the implicit acknowledgement that credit could play an 
important role in a social integration strategy. 
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We are partners in Bordeaux in this trial that is due to finish at the end of this year. Even if the overall 
results are not what we hoped for, we should acknowledge that the pioneering aspect of this private 
initiative has not only provided hope but has prepared the ground for an initiative on a much greater 
scale. 
 
In fact, this is what happened as part of statute law voted on exactly 2 years ago: a planning act for 
social cohesion, in which a provision creating a SOCIAL COHESION FUND was introduced. The 
purpose of this fund is to guarantee loans granted by financial operators in two areas: 
 

o Business microcredit granted for loans to persons in difficulty creating or taking over a 
company. Business microcredit has been available in France for a number of years due to 
organisations. 

o And above all, the new microcredit initiative for people on low income, normally excluded from 
the traditional banking system, for projects facilitating their social and professional integration. 

 
How should this plan be presented today? 
 
On a regulatory level it involves the cooperation of three partners: 
 

1. Finance professionals who bring their funds and their expertise. 
2. Active associations or social organisations capable of carrying out the contact, explanation 

and support work throughout the term of the file. 
3. Public authorities introducing incentives such as guarantee funds for financial operators. 

 
The features of this microcredit: 
 

o Amount and term: 300 to 3,000 euros depending on the project and the ability to repay. 
o From 6 to 60 months. 
o Interest: each financial institution, approved beforehand by the social cohesion fund, 

determines its offer. 
o Obligation to support the borrower through a community or social network, from the 

presentation of the application, to the review of the loan and throughout the loan. A support 
charter is signed between the bank and the organisation. 

o The social cohesion fund, with 73 million euros of State funds over 5 years, guarantees the 
portfolio of loans up to 50% through a signed agreement. 

 
 
 
What is the situation at the end of 2006 (after 1 year in existence)? 
 
More than 60 microcredit trials have benefited, after approval of the guarantee from the social 
cohesion fund, from a total obligation of 2.5 million euros, but the number of files is still low at 600. 
 
The take up is slow, but this is explained by several factors: 
 

o The novelty of the plan. 
o The reluctance of a certain number of banking networks apart from the mutual benefit 

insurance companies. 
o The difficulties associated with providing support and particularly the training of volunteers. 

 
But 2007 looks to be encouraging because more and more institutions and social organisations are 
getting involved in this new initiative, which is strongly supported and encouraged by the authorities. 
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IIIIII  ––  IINNIITTIIAALL  CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONNSS    
 
Our establishment was one of the first partners of the social cohesion fund and is now a stakeholder in 
several trials (5 in total) directed towards various sections of the population (victims of social 
exclusion, low-paid workers, unemployed persons seeking reintegration, young apprentices) and in 
cooperation with very varied support organisations (charities, NGOs, community action centres, etc), 
which now enables us to draw a certain number of conclusions: 
 

1. There are practically no incidents of sums being written off to date on the loans granted, either 
at our level or at the national level, since there has been no guarantee claim. This shows two 
things: 

o The willingness to repay of sections of the population traditionally identified as high-
risk. 

o The vital role of support. 
 

2. There are several notable points with regard to support: 
o This support initiative enables us to reconcile two conflicting demands of today’s 

society: 
i. A heightened need for autonomy. 
ii. A recurring and generalised need for support. 

o Training of the person providing the support, who is usually a volunteer, is one of the 
conditions for success. This person does not need to be trained to be a financial 
advisor, but needs basic training on giving advice and budget control, and the 
elements required for understanding how the financial product works. Furthermore, 
although support may be successful when all is well, it is quite another matter when a 
difficulty arises, because in the relationship with borrowers, we are no longer in the 
realms of rationality. 

 
 

3. The new initiative of microcredit is a genuine Copernican revolution both for the support 
organisation and the financial operator because it shakes up established knowledge, 
behaviour and even accepted ideas: 

o In the aforementioned French initiative, the support organisation may be considered at 
some stage as an advocate of credit. How can we ask a social organisation or charity 
whose original purpose is mainly to treat the supposed damaging effects of credit 
(particularly excessive debt) to promote microcredit, which, above all, it automatically 
sees as credit? I personally think that, in order to sweep away these legitimate 
reservations, we need to focus on the end purpose of microcredit. Indeed, it does 
have all the technical components of a loan, but it is not a financial product like other 
financial products, insofar as its purpose extends beyond the financial and has the 
aim of improving society. From this point of view, it is therefore only an instrument, 
one means among others from a range of social solutions at the disposal of the 
support organisation. 

 
o For the financial operator, the difficulty rests in the fact that granting this type of loan is 

based on a complex and new alchemy between the methods of risk analysis based on 
pure rationality and taking into account a social dimension of a more subjective 
nature. 

 
4. Final point: the rate of refusal upstream remains significant. This is certainly explained by the 

regulatory filters of filing but also by the emergence of two difficulties that affect both the 
financial operator and the support organisation, which are both involved in the decision to 
grant the loan. 

o Should effectiveness or social justice be favoured? From a purely financial point of 
view, effectiveness, but only to ensure success of the trial by a rigorous selection of 
cases and strong support. Social justice by favouring the poorest, the most 
underprivileged and the people in the most difficulty, but this at a high cost in terms of 
support. 
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o The reality is that today we are witnessing an excess of caution that is the sum of two 

fears: 
i. That of the financial operator, which persists in the traditional criteria for 

granting loans that favour the existing (work and family stability) and which 
has difficulty in envisaging the future of a project that is supposed to generate, 
through its success, the capacity for repayment. 

ii. That of the support organisation which, besides its reservations with regard to 
credit, by no means wishes to be party to family breakdown, in the event of 
payment difficulties, nor, with all the more reason, be responsible for 
excessive debt due to a lack of insight or wrong analysis. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
Microcredit may therefore appear to offer an alternative solution to the problem in France of limited 
access to credit. 
 
In a country where growth mainly relies on consumption, this is not inconsequential. But it must be 
objectively acknowledged that the economic effects nevertheless remain modest. On a 
macroeconomic level, microcredit is therefore not a cure-all. 
 
It seems to me that the impact is greater on the social level because access to credit by these means 
results, in general, not so much in financial satisfaction but in a reduction in the vulnerability of the 
borrower and his family. Not to mention the psychological benefit generated by the action of trust that 
is conveyed by granting the loan, thus returning to the original Latin etymology of the word credit – 
credere – to have trust. 
 
This being so, even on the social level, it seems we should not overestimate the positive effects of 
microcredit. 
 
Poverty and lack of security represent more than a lack of money and are indeed multidimensional 
phenomena with complex components. Escaping from poverty is a slow and irregular process that 
requires solutions and means on several levels. Hence the necessity to combine skills and cooperate 
in a network to try to work through the problems. 
 
From this point of view therefore, microcredit is not a magic formula but one strategy among others to 
eradicate poverty. 
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Boguslaw Kaczmarek (Poland): Act on counteraction insolvency and on bankruptcy of an individual

ACT
ON COUNTERACTING 
INSOLVENCY
AND ON BANKRUPTCY 
OF AN INDIVIDUAL  

DRAFT

MAJOR EVENTS:

1. JANUARY 1990 – change of Poland's economic system  
2.OCTOBER 1997 – establishment of the Credit Information 
Office (register of debtors)
3. FEBRUARY 2001 – initial reports of the Credit Information 
Office concerning consumers
4.NOVEMBER 2003 – conference on overindebtness organised 
by SKEF in Sejm (Polish Parliament) 
5.MARCH 2004 – legislative initiative by MPs

6.MAY 2006 – another initiative in the Parliament of the 5th term 
of office

MAJOR ASSUMPTIONS OF THE DRAFTED LEGISLATION:

1. Counteracting social exclusion resulting from overidebtness
2. Declaring a consumer bankrupt allowed only once
3. Bankruptcy declared by a non-judicial body  
(Consumer Adjudicating Board)
4. Decision of the Board can be appealed against to common 
court of justice
5. Public nature of the proceedings
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Boguslaw Kaczmarek (Poland): Act on counteraction insolvency and on bankruptcy of an individual

TYPES OF PROCEEDINGS:

1. Preventive proceedings

2. Proceedings involving, as an option, arrangement with 
creditors

3. Bankruptcy involving liquidation of assets of the bankrupt  

BODIES/AGENCIES INVOLVED:

1.Consumer Adjudicating Boards
2.Competition and Consumer Protection Office  – administrative 
service
3.County Centres of Financial and Credit Counselling - assistance 
to the indebted
4.Common courts of justice – appeals against decisions of the 
Consumer Boards
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Mariusz Mowka (Poland): A legal debt regulation process

Polish case – background information

Will grow at ~ 15% per year

Source: Boston Consulting GroupSource: Boston Consulting Group

Over 67% questioned Poles used bank 
services in the last two years. 
32% of questioned Poles did not use bank 
services in the last two years.

Source:
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Mariusz Mowka (Poland): A legal debt regulation process

Poles that do not use bank services:
◦ Unemployed (60%)
◦ Pensioners and retired (40%)

Poland faces the problem of 
financial exclusion on relatively 
large scale.

M. Penczar, B. Lepczyński PhD, E. Gostomski PhD; Indebtedness of consumers with regard 
to banks and financial institutions, a report drawn up by the Gdańsk Institute for Market 
Economics, April 2005

Survey conducted by the Central Statistical Office in 
2002 covering a representative sample of 
households. 
◦ The survey shows that 31% of households were in debt as a 

result of taken loans. 
◦ Most often loans from banks, and intra-company loans 

were taken so as to pay for durable goods, cover daily 
household expenses or renovate a flat/house.

◦ Loans are used more often by households in towns (33% of 
the population) than by households in the country (26%).

Source: G. Rytelewska, E. Hruszczonek, Zmiany w popycie na kredyt gospodarstw domowych. Studia i Materiały, 
Zeszyt nr 172, NBP, Warszawa 2004

It is estimate that almost one million of 
households here in Poland have problems 
with insolvency.
Great number of citizens has problems with 
paying their rent, paying for used energy, 
phone bills or with paying those in the right 
time. Those make them debtors for building 
societies, energetic institutions, phone 
operators etc.
14% of questioned Poles assumed a debt or a 
loan just to “live till the first”.

Financial eduacation & better access to adequate financial services - Conference April 2007, Vienna

75



Mariusz Mowka (Poland): A legal debt regulation process

Sudden change in the situation of a household:
◦ Losing a job
◦ Illness, death of a family member, divorce
Low income, decrease in income, financial 
problems connected with running a business
◦ In 2003 for 43 percent of households (as compared with 

50.7 percent in 2000) taking a loan was a method used to 
strengthen the household's budget in a situation when the 
existing income was insufficient to cover current 
expenditure. 

◦ In the surveyed group nearly 4 percent of respondents said 
that loan repayment was a problem for them.

Source: Diagnoza społeczna 2003, Warunki i jakość życia Polaków, pod red. J. Czapińskiego i T. Panka, Wyższa 
Szkoła Zarządzani i Finansów, Rada Monitoringu Społecznego Warszawa 2003, str. 48

Overindebtedness and finance mismanagement by 
consumers (insufficient knowledge about finance)
◦ In comparison with lenders the households also are 

generally much less knowledgeable about financial 
products and risks connected with loan taking. 

◦ The marketing implemented by financial institutions is 
shaped so as to present loan-taking procedures as a quick 
and easy task.

◦ The aim of the Consumer Credit Act of 2001 (Dz. U. of 
2001, no. 100, item 1081 and no. 109, item 1030) is in a 
certain way to make consumers consider whether they 
really can fulfil the financial obligations arising from a loan.
In this respect the banks have a duty to quote to consumers 
real loan interest rates calculated using a mathematical 
formula which is the same for all financial institutions. 

The conclusion of PBS research is that Poles 
borrow a little. 68% of Poles do not have any 
credit to repay at this time. 
It is possible for Poles to borrow more but 
they often consider their solvency is low. 
Research presented here shows that it is not 
the price but the uncertainty of tomorrow is 
the main barrier of using loans and credits.

Source:
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Almost 50% of Poles is sure that contracting a 
loan in bank or loaning company would be 
hard or even impossible. In this case Poles 
decide to borrow from family, acquaintances 
or on the black market 
About 7% of Poles declares a tendency of 
using financial services in the black market, 
but only if they had a sudden need. 
Simultaneously about 9% of questioned Poles 
claims that someone from their relatives or 
acquaintances.

Source:

The level of consumer’s overindebtedness is 
considered as relatively high
Most of questioned people (68%) claim that 
consumers should have right to proclaim their 
bankruptcy. But still there is conviction (55%) that 
this law should be restricted only for situations 
caused by unpredicted accident
Acceptation for consumers law to proclaim 
bankruptcy is followed by low willingness to 
participate in costs of writing off debts and 
proceedings in bankruptcy
Most of questioned people claims that the new 
law will be used to get rid of indebtednesses

Source: P. Białowolski, A. Lewicka – Strzałecka, Etyka zobowiązań
finansowych i stosunek  do instytucji upadłości konsumenckiej. Raport 
opracowany na zamówienie Konferencji Przedsiębiorstw Finansowych, 
Warszawa 2006

Thank you!Thank you!
Mariusz Mówka

Association for Promotion of Financial 
Education, Gdynia, Poland

mmowka@skef.pl
mob. +48 500 223 658
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Miro Tulak (Slovakia): Difficult Situation in Slovakia 
 

Difficult Situation in Slovakia 
Miro Tulak, Association of Slovak Consumers 

 
 
Slovakia with its population of 5.4 Million inhabitants belongs to the group of small EU-countries. 
Even the economical base is still weak, the real economical growth at about 8-10 % of GDP during the 
last years makes good base for increasing of life-standard also for common people. Also the forecasts 
for next couple of years are very high – about 8-9 %. 
The plan to join the EUR-currency system from Jan 1, 2009 is, according to forecast for Maastricht-
criteria, quite real. The very high unemployment rate from the 90’s – more than 22% was reduced and 
now is at level slightly above 10 %, but this success is mostly the result of changed methodology 
approximated to EU-rules. 
The Slovak national monthly gross-salary average is about 550 EUR, the average for old-age pension 
is about 250 EUR, but the most of population is under average. 
The very specific feature of Slovak population is the large minority of Gypsies-ethnicum - they make 
about 10 % of Slovak population, the unemployment rate is between 50-100 %, education level is very 
poor and the criminality is very high, absolute most of this population is completely depending on 
supporting social system. 
All those specific features make special situation as for approach to financial services and social 
exclusion. 
 
Association of Slovak Consumers/ASC 
ASC, member of BEUC (2002 ) and Consumer International (1994 ), established in 1990 as the 1st 
consumer NGO in former Czechoslovakia. Nowadays the only-one Slovak roof-consumer-association 
covering the whole Slovak area by the HQ-office in Bratislava and 9 regional consumer advisory 
centres. The main field of activities is general and specific consumer advisory, including financial 
advisory. 
 
Situation in financial services 
Due to specific development process in Slovakia the level of indebtedness was in 2005 only 8.9 % of 
GDP – similar or less than in Hungary (15.4 %) or Poland and Czech Republic, but the situation is 
changing rapidly due to high economical growth, growth of real incomes and also due to aggressive 
campaign of banks and other non-bank financial subjects. Still about the 1/3 of adult population have 
no bank accounts, on the other hand more than 10% of population is in debt-position.  
Loans are mostly used for buying flats, houses, rebuilding of flats and houses, for cars and common 
consumer products, but many people need loans for daily life. 
 
Total amount of loans: 

2004    2005    2006 
 128 bil.SKK   178 bil.SKK   more than 200 bil.SKK 
 3.9 bil. EUR   5.4 bil. EUR   more than 6 bil.SKK 
 
Banking sector 
All banks are fully or partly owned by foreign banks – mostly Austrian and Italien ones. During the 
1990’s the state banks were abused in the process of Small and Big Privatization-process and the 
losses from this period caused that the nett incomes for the State from the bank-privatization were 
about zero….. 
Now the banks are more oriented to consumers – while 10-15 years ago was the real problem to gain 
a loan, now is the situation just opposite and the consumers are witnesses and victims of daily 
aggressive massive advertisement of banks and other financial institutions. The non-bank financial 
institutions market is quite strong, their loans are quite available, but the interest-rates are very high 
and the Annual percentage rate of cost/ APRC is usually more than 100 % in some cases even 600 
%- because in Slovakia there is no legislation to limit it. 
 
Legislation 
Bankruptcy and debt-restructuring Act 7/2005, effective since July 2005. But in practical life it does not 
work, people do not know it, for common people the cost of personal bankruptcy process are very 
high. During the 1st 6-months period only 9 people used it. So far no advisory system for debtors 
exists. Our Association addressed 3 biggest banks to start pilot project of financial advisory office but 
so far no bank is willing to join. 
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Legal Aid Board 
Ingrid von Burg, Legal Aid Board ‘s-Hertogenbosch, Bureau Wsnp 

 
The Legal Aid Board ’s-Hertogenbosch is an independent authority (NGO), established in December 
1992. There are a total of five Boards: Amsterdam, Arnhem, The Hague, Leeuwarden, and 
’s-Hertogenbosch (Den Bosch is the same and easier to pronounce). The Boards are charged with 
implementation of the Legal Aid Act.  
 
The legal aid act 
People who have a legal problem but cannot afford a lawyer, are eligible for funded legal assistance. 
This means they have to pay the lawyer a personal contribution, based on their income and assets. 
The Legal Aid Board will pay the remaining costs for legal assistance. The lawyer receives a flat-rate 
fee based on the case type.  
This payment system is very similar to the payment system devised for Wsnp1 trustees before the act 
came into force in 1998. When the Ministry of Justice was looking for a body to charge with this task, 
the Legal Aid Board came into the picture. The ’s-Hertogenbosch Board was charged with the actual 
execution of the tasks. A mandate was drawn up for that purpose. 
 
The Debt Restructuring Act 
Before a person can ask for admittance to the Wsnp, he first has to have tried to settle the debt 
himself or through an amicable debt settlement. If this amicable debt settlement fails, the municipality 
will provide an appeal and a declaration. This declaration states information about the debtor, his 
finances, the reason why he has financial problems and information about (possible) former 
insolvencies.  
These two documents will be sent to the court. The court clerk will than (the term of sending the 
invitation can vary from 6 weeks to (approximately) 3 months, depending on how busy the court is) 
send an invitation to appear to the debtor.  
 
Court session 
In this session, which takes about ten minutes per debtor, the magistrate will ask the debtor for 
background information about the debt situation. He will also go over the list of debts. At the end of the 
session, or a few days later, the debtor will hear if he is admitted to the Wsnp or if his application has 
been denied.  
 
The application will be denied (article 288, paragraph 1, Insolvency Act: 

• if the debtor is supposed to be capable to go on paying his debts; 
• when there are valid reasons that the debtor will try to tread the creditors unfairly; 
• when the Wsnp is already applied to the debtor. 
•  

The application can be denied (article 288, paragraph 2, Insolvency Act: 
• when less than ten years, previous to the day that the application has been filed, the debtor 

has already been bankrupt or the Wsnp has been applicable to him; 
• when it is plausible that the debtor was not in good faith in causing or not paying back his 

debts2.  
 

The Wsnp cannot be denied solely on the basis that there is insufficient prospect that the creditors will 
get a full or partly payment. 
 
Admission Wsnp 
When the debtor is admitted to the Wsnp: 

• a trustee and examining judge are appointed; 
• a postal blockade (13 months) will be imposed; 
• his admittance will be published in the Government Gazette and special internet registers; 
• his monthly allowance will be calculated; 
• the trustee will make a house call; 
• the trustee will open an estate account. 

                                                      
1 Wsnp is the abbreviation of “Wet schuldsanering natuurlijke personen”, which is the Dutch Debt Restructuring Act. 
2 For example when someone committed fraud, or he over consumed but knew he would not be able to pay back his debts.  
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Obligations of the debtor 
When the debtor is admitted, he has several obligations: 

• to find a (better paid) job; 
• to look for cheaper living arrangements (only when the debtor pays high rent); 
• to sell the owner-occupied house; 
• to sell excessive estate; 
• to provide the trustee of all information necessary.  

 
The trustee 
At first, the trustee will make a house call, calculate the allowance and ask the creditors to state the 
debt. He will than draw up an estimated list of secured and ordinary creditors.  
During the Wsnp, the trustee will inform the court of the proceedings of the trustee, he will manage the 
estate (account) and check if the debtor complies with all obligations of the Wsnp.  
After two to two and a half years (in a regular Wsnp), he will ask the court to set a date for the 
verification meeting. At this point, the (estimated) lists stating the debts, will be enacted. At this 
meeting, creditors have the opportunity to express there view on the progress of the debtor. If, after 
three years3, the debtor complied to all obligations of the Wsnp, the Wsnp will be ended with a “clean 
slate”. This means that, if the debtor could not save enough on the estate account to pay all the 
creditors in full, they will get a percentage of their claim. The rest of the claim will get the clean slate, 
which means that de claim will be converted in natural engagement, so that creditors can’t claim the 
rest of the amount.  
If the debtor did not meet his obligations, the Wsnp can be ended without a clean slate and in 
bankruptcy. This can happen at any time in the Wsnp. The trustee asks the court to form an opinion 
and decide.  
If the Wsnp ends, this will be registered at the BKR (Bureau of Credit Registration). This bureau 
registers all credits, credit cards, mortgages and phone subscriptions. They also register any change 
(the end of the Wsnp). At this moment, the do not register that a person is admitted into the Wsnp. It is 
not sure this will happen at all.  
 
Wsnp works! 
In October 2006, The Legal Aid Board published their second monitor4. This monitor contains an 
additional survey, about the effects of the clean slate. How many people who received a clean slate 
over three years ago, are still not in debt. The survey showed that 90% of the ex-debtors still had no 
new debts. A small percentage of people were behind on some payments like rent, but still solvable. 
The rest of the people, sadly, were again over indebted.  
 
Amendment 
The Wsnp was amended in 2004. This year, parliament passed the bill, which will be effected on 1 
January 2008. Some of the information in this text has to be updated than. A preview of the new act 
can be found on the ecdn website. 
 
The role of the Legal Aid Board in the Wsnp 
The Board's two main tasks are maintaining the trustees register and paying subsidies.  
The trustees register distinguishes two types of trustees: lawyers and non-lawyers. Non-lawyers 
include employees of municipal money-lending institutions, lawyer's offices, or private trustees 
organisations. In order to qualify for registration in the trustees register, the non-lawyer must comply 
with the following conditions: 

• be employed at a recognized trustees organisation or lawyer's office with a current insolvency 
practice; 

• have successfully completed basic training Trustee Wsnp for non-lawyers; 
• have taken out liability insurance to an amount of not less than € 450 000.- per event and to a 

total of at least twice that amount per year; 
• have a personal and operative e-mail address; 
• during ten years prior to the moment of applying for registration, the non-lawyer must not have 

been subject to bankruptcy, suspension of payment, or statutory debt rescheduling. Neither 
has he had to deal with other problematic debts during this period. 

                                                      
3 The duration of the Wsnp is minimal one year and maximum five years. The regular duration is three years.  
4 This monitor is translated and can be fount on the website of ecdn. 

Financial eduacation & better access to adequate financial services - Conference April 2007, Vienna

80



Ingrid von Burg (The Netherlands): Legal Aid Bord 
 

Lawyers must comply with the following conditions: 
• be employed at a lawyer's office with a current insolvency practice; 
• demonstrate to have sufficient experience with the insolvency practice or have followed 

special training for that purpose; 
• have taken out liability insurance to an amount of not less than € 450 000.- per event and to a 

total of at least twice that amount per year; 
• have a personal and operative e-mail address; 
• during ten years prior to the moment of applying for registration, the lawyer must not have 

been subject to bankruptcy, suspension of payment, or statutory debt rescheduling. Neither 
has he had to deal with other problematic debts during this period. 

 
Only when the trustee is listed in the trustees register Wsnp and the trustee's payment information has 
been audited, payments will be made.  
 
Paying subsidies 
When the Court assigns cases to the trustee, the Board is informed accordingly. The case type is 
determined on the basis of the Court's information. There are four case types: single private person, 
double private person, single entrepreneur, and double entrepreneur. 
Single:  a private person, not married in community of property, no registered 

partnership in community of property. 
Double: two private persons, married in community of property or a registered 

partnership in community of property.  
 
Private person:  not currently or formerly an entrepreneur 
Current or former 
entrepreneur: a person who has been active as an independent professional or has had an 

enterprise during five years previous to the request for statutory debt 
rescheduling. In addition, at least 20% of the debts can be attributed to the 
enterprise. 

 
 
Case type 

 
Subsidy Postage and other costs Total subsidy Advance Second payment

Final 
payment 

Single private 
person € 933 € 187 € 1120 € 654 € 233 € 233 
Double private 
person € 1120 € 216 € 1336 € 776 € 280 € 280 
Single entrepreneur € 2069 € 187 € 2256 € 1222 € 517 € 517 
Double entrepreneur € 2481 € 216 € 2697 € 1457 € 620 € 620 

 
Most debt rescheduling schemes last three years. The subsidy is paid in three instalments as well: an 
advance as soon as possible after appointment of the trustee, a second payment eighteen months 
after application of the Wsnp, and a final payment when the trustee has completed a case. 
 
If there are many complaints about a specific trustee, the Board may decide to reduce the subsidy 
intended for him. Then the trustee receives a lower subsidy amount for his cases until he has solved 
the problems. The Board has had this power since late 2004, but had not yet seen the need to use it. 
 
The Board's secondary tasks  
In addition to its main tasks, the Board has a number of other responsibilities: 

• recognition of trustees organisations 
• improving quality 
• research 
• policy 
• information 
• supporting the Wsnp chain 
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Improving quality 
The Board improves quality at two levels, that is at trustees organisation level and at trustee level.  
An organisation must pass through a procedure to be recognized as trustees organisation. Purpose of 
the procedure is to determine whether an organisation is able and capable of supplying suitable 
trustees in the framework of the Wsnp. In addition, it is assessed whether there is a reasonable 
chance that the organisation's trustees will be appointed frequently enough to guarantee the (financial) 
continuity of the organisation as well as to develop the required knowledge and quality and to justify 
any investments by the Board. What it is all about in the end is that the implementation of the Wsnp 
complies with the applicable quality standard. 
 
The following starting points apply. 

• In fact the Court is the trustee's main client. The Court makes its appointments on the 
basis of the trustees register that is managed by the Board. The Court must be able to 
rest assured that the trustees in this register are reliable partners; that they meet the 
generally accepted quality criteria for this profession. 

• The Board assumes that, in addition to individual qualities, a solid organisation is 
required for a proper and efficient performance of the trusteeship. Lawyer's offices 
come under the Dutch Bar Association and as such they are already monitored as 
regards the necessary quality requirements. Since the activities in the framework of 
the Wsnp are virtually the same as those in the framework of their other tasks, it is 
assumed that no special recognition criteria are required for those. Lawyers do come 
under the individual rules for the trustees register Wsnp. 

• The organisation must enable trustees to promote the interests of debtors and 
creditors with the aid of the instruments available under the law. Debtors usually 
belong to a vulnerable group and they require a careful and unambiguous procedure. 
Creditors do not have much influence on the way the scheme is arranged, but of 
course they do have to deal with the consequences. They too have a right to a clear 
contact person and careful handling of the applicable procedures.  

• For that purpose the organisation must comply with requirements as regards 
professionalism, independence and expertise.  

• The organisation's continuity (e.g. financially) must be guaranteed.  
• It must have adequate capacity and support (people and means) to be able to carry 

out the trusteeship efficiently.  
• It must be able to interlink with existing networks in the field of integrated debt relief 

and have access to electronic information exchange.  
• The trustees and the organisations must be of unimpeachable conduct and they must 

not have been in a state of bankruptcy themselves.   
• The organisation must be able to make a contribution to realising the objectives of the 

Wsnp. For that purpose its other activities must to a certain degree link up with the 
implementation of the Wsnp and the organisation must demonstrate to be involved in 
the underlying problems.  

• The organisation must be prepared to comply with the applicable rules and 
regulations and to accept the applicable conditions for the implementation of the law.  

These starting points are reflected in the applicable quality standards. 
 
Trustees quality improvement; refresher courses 
When trustees have completed basic training and are registered in the trustees register Wsnp, they 
are assigned their first cases. It is mandatory for trustees to attend an annual one-day refresher 
course to ensure continued high-quality performance. The Board organises these refresher courses. 
Trustees can indicate in a survey what matters they want to know more about. Based on the survey, a 
number of subjects are selected for which trustees may enrol.  
The refresher courses were started this month and the trustees could choose from the following 
subjects: 

• training: how to cope with aggression 
• training: time management 
• knowledge course: Handling Wsnp of current or former entrepreneurs 
• knowledge course: Financial handling Wsnp 
• knowledge course: Sale real estate and movables, and debt novation 
• knowledge course: Law of succession 
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The trustee must pay a  personal contribution. The personal contribution for training sessions is  
€ 100.-, for the knowledge courses it is € 60.-. 
 
Quality improvement of trustees; maximum policy 
In 2005 the Board introduced the maximum policy. There were trustees with more cases in their name 
that they could reasonably handle. The Board wanted to structure this through the maximum policy.  
Every full-time working trustee may have debt rescheduling cases to a maximum of 250 single private 
person’s cases. A number of points were assigned to every case type: 
Single private person  5 points  
Double private person  3 points (per case) 
Single entrepreneur  10 points 
Double entrepreneur  6 points (per case) 
 
The Board periodically monitors numbers of cases per trustee and per Organisation. If the maximum 
numbers are exceeded or nearly exceeded, the Board contacts the organisation in question to find out 
whether a number of cases have already been completed. The organisation gets the opportunity to 
explain why exceeding the maximum should be  permitted. 
Simultaneously, the Board inquires at the Courts whether there are quality problems that may be the 
cause of too high numbers of cases. 
Then it is decided in mutual consultation whether measures are necessary and, if so what measures. 
Eventually the individual Courts decide whether the trustees or trustees organisations in question will 
still be appointed. 
 
Quality improvement of trustees organisations: audits 
In addition to recognition of trustees organisations, the Board also periodically assesses whether the 
organisations still comply with the applicable quality standards. In this connection the same quality 
standards apply as for recognition. Basically the periodic audit takes place once every three years. 
The Board may also audit sooner (prematurely). That may happen for instance when indications are 
received from the Courts that things are not proceeding as they should be.  
 
Research 
The Board initiates research. In 2005 a so-called baseline measurement was carried out in the 
framework of the Monitor Wsnp. The Monitor will be repeated annually. Monitor 2006 has almost been 
completed and contains among other things a subsurvey into life after the clean slate. What are the 
experiences of debtors who have successfully completed the Wsnp procedure and got their slate 
wiped clean. How do they look back on their debt rescheduling and what points for improvements 
have they identified. 
This year the Board also started a survey into the estate account model. What is the best model for 
the estate account from the statutory, fiscal and practical points of view. This survey is expected to be 
completed early 2007. 
In the framework of graduation assignments the Board also has research carried out by university and 
academy students. This year a student of the school for Management, Economy and Law carries out a 
study into a system of permanent education for trustees. The results of this study will be the basis for 
the Board to decide whether the refresher courses in their current form must and can be redesigned. 
 
Policy 
The Board facilitates trustees and other parties involved in the Wsnp. For that purpose it defines a 
policy where necessary. In addition, the Board develops new ideas for the design of the Wsnp and it 
contributes to proposals for amendments to the legislation.  
 
Information 
The Board provides information in various ways: 

• through the website; 
• through folders; 
• information on site for instance to bailiffs, companies or employees of the Legal Office, an 

organisation where people can get advice on legal issues; 
• through the helpdesk; 
• at conferences and workshops. 
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Supporting the Wsnp chain 
The Board supports the chain in various ways: 

• it takes part in a wide variety of consultation structures; 
• it supports the use of standard reports by developing and maintaining means for that purpose; 
• the Board uses support subsidies for instance for trustee consultations. In various districts, 

periodic consultation takes place between trustee and chain partners. In this consultation 
problems during the performance of their task are discussed and information and experiences 
are exchanged. Because in the opinion of the Board these consultations are important, it 
wants to promote this through a subsidy that can be used to pay the costs of the consultation; 

• promoting the establishment of a branch organisation for trustees; 
• participation in the EU network. 
 

Miscellaneous 
Focus group: Because the Board highly appreciates it when the people in the field “think along” on 
various issues, it has set up a focus group with a number of trustees as members. These trustees 
have joined the focus group on personal title so they do not represent the entire branch.  
Trustees ID: The Board has had an ID card developed that trustees can use to identify themselves on 
house calls and that provides easier access to the courthouse. This ID card is currently being 
distributed among the trustees.  
 
In conclusion 
I have tried to depict the Boards role as clearly as possible. But, as always, you only find out how 
much you are actually doing as an organisation when you start writing it down. Still, I hope I have 
given you at least a good impression of the Boards role with regard to the Wsnp. I shall be glad to 
answer any questions you may have.  
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Prof. Dr. Włodzimierz SZPRINGER
Warsaw School of Economics
University of Warsaw

American “fresh start” (lenient systems of
debt forgiveness, prompt bankruptcy
discharge as „common insurance”)
European “earned fresh start” (systems of
debt forgiveness to financially distressed but 
honest consumers)

The State does not regulate credit relations
(e.g. credit rates, usury limits),
The State actively promotes
entrepreneurship and risk-taking,
The welfare programs are rather small,
Banks and near-banks have relatively lax
standards for granting credit
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restricting the admittance to consumer 
bankruptcy
assessment of debtor`s moral (avoiding moral
hazard and light-minded debt)
passive indebtednes (not fault by an honest 
debtor) enables the access to consumer 
bankruptcy

responsible lending and borrowing (both
contract parties should be honest)
regulatory measures (e.g. rate caps - usury 
limits)
prevention of the excessive indebtedness 

(educational, employment, health care, family 
and social policy)

emphasis on “unnormal” behavior of a debtor
accent on methods of debt`s execution
scale of protective functions (social care, 
consumer protection),
periods of monitoring of debtor`s reliability
differences in access to the procedure (almost 
free – restricted)
distinctions in legal result (with or without 
debt`s release) 
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Accent on rehabilitation as well as on ethical attitude 
of a debtor – social model (Scandinavian countries)
Emphasis on rehabilitation but also debt repayment 
and reeducation (German, Austrian)
Strong public support of negotiations between 
creditors and debtors (French)
Concept of “fresh start” – in the course of changes -
restricting admittance (US, UK)
The newest common feature: accent on ethical 
behavior of a debtor as  condition of admission to the 
procedure
Individuals generally not eligible for bankruptcy unless
they are engaged in business (Italy, Greece)

mostly two-stage proceedings (out-of-court and 
judicial)
at first an attempt to reach a compromise with 
creditors
obligatory plans of repayment and financial 
consultancy
periods of monitoring of debtor`s reliability
preference for the debt adjustment rather than debt 
relief “on demand”
bankruptcy only in case of hopeless passive 
overindebtedness

has caused overindebtedness with careless 
behavior 
made no reasonable attempts to repay his debt
had debts disclosed shortly before the 
application
submitted false information to the authority
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protect well-founded interests of creditors 
(decisive influence needed)
improve the economic condition of a debtor
support attempts to negotiate a compromise
prevent overindebtedness of vulnerable 
consumers

possibility of individual treatment of the debtor in 
troubles
chance to repay in restructured instalments or to debt 
relief
analyzing a contract from the social perspective
submitting application for giving up creditors` 
execution
excluding from execution the things of personal and 
professional use
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_Akzente für die Zukunft

The interest of the European Commission 
in promoting financial capability

Maris Ilves
Administrator

European Commission
Internal Market and Services DG

Retail Issues, Consumer Policy and Payment Systems
maris.ilves@ec.europa.eu – +32-2-2967075 – +32-2-2950750

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/index_en.htm

Conference on Financial education and better access to adequate financial services, Vienna 12-13 
April 2007

The views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the Commission.

I. Priorities for the Commission

• Empowering consumers to make decisions 
themselves

• Providing them  with appropriate information 

• Ensuring independent high-quality advice

• Facilitating consumers’ mobility

II. Why Commission action is needed

• Responsibility more and more from public 
sector to the individual

• Capital markets more and more accessible to 
consumers

• Low level of understanding of financial 
matters on the part of consumers
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III. Commission activities in financial 
education (I)

• DOLCETA programme (DG SANCO)

• Study on Financial Education Initiatives (DG EMPL) 

• Study on Financial Literacy Schemes in EU-27 (DG 
MARKT)

Objectives:

- Present an inventory of the schemes designed to enhance  
financial literacy in place in all MS

- Collect some feedback about their concrete functioning

- Identify and list existing literature about the schemes, as 
well as about financial literacy in general

III. Commission activities in financial 
education (II)

• Conference on Increasing Financial Capability 
28 March 2007 in Brussels :
Brought together practitioners from financial services industry, 
national public authorities and consumer movement

• Agenda followed a life cycle approach:

- Financial education of young people

- Important life events

- Financial education on pensions, investment and long-term 
savings

IV. Strategic options for the Commission

• No further action from the Commission side – the 
responsibility to act rests with the MS or private sector.

• Commission acts as a facilitator and distributor of best 
practices – conferences, workshops, informal guidance.

• Commission acts as a guidance or standard setter on 
financial education.

• Commission acts as a sponsor of common projects, 
competitions.
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V. Next steps

The Commission is currently reviewing its role in 
the area of financial capability:

• Feedback from the Conference is very important.

• October 2007 the results of the Financial Literacy Study 
will be available, published on the website.  The 
Commission will draw conclusions from this.

• No binding instruments foreseen at EU level.

• Bottom-up approach – we want to hear from you.
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Commission européenne
--11--

International conference

Financial education & better access
to adequate financial services

Vienna, 12th/13th April 07

Antoine SAINT-DENIS, Inclusion, Social Policy Aspects of Migration, Streamlining of Social Policies – EMPL E/2

DG Employment, Social Affairs & Equal Opportunities, European Commission

Commission européenne
--22--

1. ACCESS TO FINANCIAL EDUCATION & 
FINANCIAL SERVICES IN THE EU's SOCIAL 

INCLUSION POLICY

• The major objective of the open method of coordination for social 
protection and social inclusion is : « access for all to the ressources, 
rights and services needed for participation in society, preventing and 
addressing exclusion » - National action plans  for social inclusion 

• The access to finance is an essential service for citizens to be
economically and socially integrated

• Better than poor services for excluded people, everybody's access to 
common services, at an affordable price

• Financial education is essential to promote individual autonomy and 
prevent overindebtedness

Commission européenne
--33--

2. KEY POINTS
SITUATION : more knowledge and awareness

• Financial exclusion is a shared and growing problem in the EU
• The issue is better documented and there is a growing mobilisation

SOLUTIONS : principles for action

What ? 
• Information, advice, training
• Rights (bank account, payment services, credit) (different models : AT 

DE BE)
Who ?
• vulnerable groups (persons suffering a life event, poor, immigrants, 

elderly) but everybody in society is concerned
How ?
• Not only within the social policies scopes, but as a common objective 

among financial, social, educational and consumer protection policy
makers – mainstreaming objectives in all policies
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3. IN ORDER TO GO FURTHER

• Stimulate action at national and local levels on a quite recent policy issue

• Gather more information : study on financial services provision and 
prevention of financial exclusion (DG Empl 07) + study on financial
literacy schemes in the UE27 (DG Markt 07)

• A module on financial exclusion and overindebtedness within EU-SILC 
(Survey on Income and Living Conditions) from 2008

• ECDN (European Consumer Debt Network) : a new European network to 
fight and prevent overindebtedness and financial exclusion  

Commission européenne
--55--

3. IN ORDER TO GO FURTHER

And also :

• Disseminate local initiatives, give more visibility to the projects in the 
media, among policy makers, participate to the public debate in your
countries

• Share common principles and policy objectives and strenghened
coordination among financial, social, educational and consumer 
protection actors

• FES project's final report will make recommandations for lobbying 
strategies and action in the member states and at European level

Commission européenne
--66--

4. INFORMATION AND CONTACT

• For more information about social inclusion :
http://europa.eu/comm/employment_social/soc-prot/soc-incl/index_en.htm

• Contact : antoine.saint-denis@ec.europa.eu
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Increasing financial capability
From consumers point of view

Rob Goedhart
Policy Officer

Consumers Intrest

2

Consumers Intrest

3
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4

Consumers wishes

• Don’t like to have a ‘financial product’

• Like to have something / do something

– with financial consequences

• Change needed in view on financial services

5

View on financial services / products

• Industry
– Insurances (life / general)

– Savings accounts

– Investment accounts

– Loans (mortgages)

– Pensions

• Politics
– F.E. EU: Different directives

• Consumer credit

• Mortgage

• Investment advice

• Insurance advice

6

From the view of the consumer

• Example: Mortgage

GET A LOAN

INTREST

PAY BACK

DIRECTLY

BY INVESTMENTS

BY SAVINGS

BY LIFE-INSURANCE

AVOID RISKS DEATH

MEDICAL INCAPIBILITY

HOUSETAXES
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7

From the view of the consumer

• Already on several places

INSURANCES

SAVINGSACCOUNTS

MORTGAGE

INVESTMENTACCOUNTS

LOANS

8

Change in view on financial services

• Financial Industry
–Financial coaches with overview

–From return on investment on products to return on 

investment on clients

• Politics
–Rules for combinations of financial services

9

Change in view on financial services

• Education?
– Yes, but realise that we can not make the consumer a professional

• Basic ideas: risks with f.e.

– Loans

– Investments

– Pension
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10

Appeal to industry and politics

• Industry
– Not ‘selling a product’ but ‘render a service’

• Politics
– Support the consumer

• Basic education 

• Make it –also financially- possible to let the consumers hear

their voices!

11

• Thank you
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Improving financial education and financial services in Europe 

as a contribution to fighting financial and social exclusion 
Olivier Jérusalmy, Observatoire du Crédit et de l’endettement 

 
 
The conclusions of the surveys carried out on suitable financial services, financial education and best 
practices which have just been presented to you are the fruit of research that focused on identifying the 
stakeholders concerned, comparing national situations and specific characteristics, analysing situations and 
practices implemented to respond to the problems encountered in the various countries participating in the 
surveys and, finally, the evaluation process on the basis of the surveys. 
 
These studies demonstrate, if that were necessary, the benefits of such an exchange of information. 
Sharing experiences, comparing solutions elaborated in the four corners of Europe to resolve, in a specific 
way adapted to each national situation, problems which, however, are to be found in almost all countries. 
 
I propose revisiting the results and best practices identified in order to consider with you several possible 
ways of implementing these. 
 
 
Consultation – Meetings – Coordination: towards co-regulation? 
 
“Vouloir le beurre, l’argent du beurre, le sourire de la crémière et la vache dans le pré” or as the English say 
“you can’t have your cake and eat it” 
 
It is interesting to note the agricultural connotation of this expression still widely used in France, where the 
farming sector still has an important place in the economy and especially in mentalities. Although frequently 
applied to questions of money it could apply to numerous activities, indeed perhaps to all activities, since it 
illustrates fairly well a dominant trait of human nature: if I am allowed to do it, why not make the most of it. 
Unilateralism in the area of regulation is no longer considered a valid concept and unilateral lobbying 
strategies are not always the most effective, as they can create serious tensions. 
 
In my opinion, if laws were drafted by lenders, for example the European directive on consumer credit, 
nothing would undermine the (credit) agreement, not even the fact that the terms of the agreement are 
incomprehensible to consumers, that the consumer has not understood that it involved credit, that it is 
almost impossible for the consumer to check the cost of credit and that the guarantees taken are binding on 
the borrower for several generations. 
 
I would be just as fearful for the future of credit if laws were drawn up by debt mediators, who every day 
have to deal with consumers with excessive debts, very often without having made any real error of 
judgement: credit would still undoubtedly be authorised, but in what circumstances? Undoubtedly for the 
purpose of buying a home, perhaps also for major furniture, but for the rest I fear the worst…  
 
There is nothing better than providing regulation based chiefly on consultation, dialogue and comparisons of 
points of view. Such meetings and exchanges, based on a dual vision, allow a more detailed understanding 
of the realities and constraints of each participants, which in the long term help will help to reduce unilateral 
decisions, which are totally counterproductive and, where possible, will be unwound by the “other side” as 
soon as possible. 
 
Although we should not, on the other hand, idealise the results of a consultation organised between the 
parties involved, we must however acknowledge that: 

- it makes it easier to identify common objectives (and these exist) and is the best way of using 
available resources (partners, expertise, etc.) in order to achieve the desired result; 

- it facilitates the allocation of legitimate roles (if an advisory role can be envisaged for lenders, 
education in financial services is undoubtedly a matter for other operators); 

- it enables the principle of subsidiarity to be developed, thereby further consolidating the effective 
use of each party’s resources; 

- it helps to identify areas of divergences and initiate negotiations between the legitimate 
representatives of the parties involved. 
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To achieve that, an “umbrella” organisation, in the form of a neutral public or partly State-owned body, in 
which all the parties are represented (lenders, mediators, consumers, legislators, administrations, etc. ), 
thereby legitimizing it, would be the best placed structure to conceive, coordinate and implement actions 
concerning financial education and preventing financial exclusion. Its functioning would nevertheless rely on 
the good will of each party and its utility supposes that the State takes its opinions into consideration. 
 
 
Trust between lenders and consumers 
 
Confidence is indispensable in business: while lenders legitimately want to deal with consumers who honour 
their commitments, consumers for their part want financial products which are not traps and which they can 
understand and use without needing to become experts. 
 
For trust to exist, there must be a good symmetry of information: consumers must be able to access a credit 
market where they can understand products so that they can make a well-informed choice, moreover 
lenders must have good information on the reliability and solvency of consumers. 
 
 
From the consumer’s point of view: understanding fully and making the right choice 
 
In order to make the right choice, the consumer needs to have financial capabilities which can undoubtedly 
be divided into two categories: 
 
The first category concerns basic household budget management skills: balancing income and expenditure, 
understanding the rights and obligations pursuant to a loan agreement, awareness regarding savings and 
basic precautionary knowledge regarding the “consumption of financial products and services”. 
 
The second category of skills concerns obtaining a good understanding of financial products, as presented 
on the market. 
 
Who can do what? 
As regards the first set of skills, various stakeholders can play a role – the national education systems, 
vocational training organisations, NGOs, and why not other stakeholders, such as welfare services, ethical 
lenders, etc. 
 
For the second set of skills, the survey highlights the difficulty in updating the knowledge of trainers and the 
content of training programmes, and the increasingly technical nature of financial products and services. 
Even the most educated consumers can no longer understand everything, but it is clear that they have other 
resources available to them to reduce the risk of making an inappropriate choice: specialist newspapers, 
financial advisers, attentive bankers, etc.; in addition, they will not hesitate to see further information that 
could be useful, while an uneducated person will instinctively rely on the “friendly” lender recommended by 
a close friend or relation. 
 
One could say that it is a race against the clock and the race has already been lost. 
However, is there no solution which could be put in place? 
 
There is a solution which requires, however, the active participation of lenders. 
 
How?  

- they must offer, in their product range, “simple” products that correspond to basic needs: at 
least to meet the needs of the bulk of modest consumers; 

- clear explanations regarding decisive information: 
- the duration, 
- the risk (a common rating system would be useful), 
- the cost (in a common unit) 
- the guarantee (a clear explanation of how it is activated) 
- revenues (savings or investment) 
- cancellation arrangements and any compensation 
- the lender’s identity 
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In Belgium, in the vase of consumer credit and mortgage loans, a prospectus is provided which must 
include the following information: 
- the names and contact details of the lender and the intermediary; 
- “type of contract”, 
- use of an example representative of the calculation of the Annualized Percentage Rate (APR), 
- the special conditions to be satisfied in order to obtain the product described. 
 
In France, a project along the same lines was recently initiated. 
 
If we take this approach further, a standard product presentation formula could be established. This would 
facilitate comparisons and make it easier to understand products. An understanding of the elements used in 
the standard presentation would become concrete educational content, which would have a greater long-
term value because it would relate not to specific products but to the general criteria governing an 
appropriate choice. 
 
Although the subjects, key concepts and vocabulary to be acquired are generally delimited, it is conceivable 
in such circumstances to measure, on a regular basis, via surveys, the level of understanding of these 
elements (see the FSA in the United Kingdom) and accordingly to assess the progress achieved and the 
effectiveness of financial education programmes. Such an assessment is an integral part of any 
professional education project. This was also clearly highlighted in the results of the surveys and the best 
practices.  
 
 
From the lender’s point of view: treating consumers as responsible stakeholders 
 
In order to improve the financial literacy of consumers, there is no better way than considering the actual act 
of purchasing a financial product or service as ideal learning opportunities. 
 
Remaining within the context of credit, it goes without saying that consumers are not always, at the time 
they contact a loan, at their most rational. As a result of certain circumstances in a consumer’s life, it 
sometimes transpires that the credit is sought for the wrong reasons: urgent financial problems to be 
resolved, an unexpected drop in income, impulse buying and to finance “must-haves”, etc. 
At such times, it is important to be aware of certain alarm bells in order to avoid excesses.  
These alarm bells include practices which, moreover, have already demonstrated their worth on the other 
side of the Atlantic, the home of the dollar. 
 
The use of credit scoring for educational purposes 
The most widely known and used credit scoring systems in the USA is that of the Fair Isaac Corporation 
(FICO) which has become the benchmark for most credit institutions. The credit score ranks an individual’s 
creditworthiness on a scale of from 300 to 850 points. 
This score is based on an analysis of objective budget and financial management elements: 

- the individual’s credit history; 
- the regularity and punctuality of payments; 
- the weighted use of available credit lines,  
- the management of bank overdraft, etc. 

 
This method has certain noteworthy attractions: 

- Fair Isaac is a risk calculation specialist: its scoring system is used by a large number of 
companies, unlike the European practice where scoring tends to be carried out internally by 
lenders; 

- The FICO is required for loans but also for a series of basic services: credit cards, rental 
guarantees, guarantees for utilities such as gas, electricity and telephone, insurance, etc.  

- The credit score can be upgraded or downgraded, i.e. adapted in line with changes in the 
customer’s situation, such as new loans taken out, payment defaults, etc. The new data are given 
more weight in the calculation. The importance of older data declines progressively over time and is 
deleted after 7 years.  

- This credit scoring system tends to be transparent: a consumer can obtain, on request, all the data 
(known as the credit report) integrated in the calculation, but not weightings or crossed data. 
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But the most important thing here is the use made of this scoring system from the point of view of 
financial education:  
 
Various brochures and campaigns explain to consumer how to improve their score and which elements will 
improve it. Since the credit score is based mainly on the consumer’s credit history and past “consumption of 
financial products and services”, the principle is to building a credit history as soon as possible, such as 
using a payment card, credit card, never using the full amount of available credit, paying bills on time, 
opening a current account and a savings account, obtaining any form of consumer credit, etc. In a nutshell, 
a customer with a good credit score is someone one who not only has a history of using financial services, 
but has also shown that he or she is capable of using them in moderation in an appropriate way. The 
American government considers that credit scoring is a financial education tool. 
 
Another specificity of the American scoring system is that it cannot integrate data relating to race, colour of 
skin, religion, national origin, gender, family origin (in accordance with the “Equal Credit Opportunity Act”). In 
addition, it does not integrate the salary, job, age or place of residence of the consumer (commercial choice 
of FICO). Although these discriminatory elements are excluded from the scoring, system, this does not 
guarantee that credit institutions do not themselves discriminate subsequently on the basis of these criteria. 
 
Finally, the FICO gives financial education the dimension which is often desperately lacking and undermines 
its effectiveness: a direct attraction, therefore an inestimable source of motivation for “learner” 
consumers. 
That is also on of the characteristics and undoubtedly one of the keys to the success of the social credit 
project described above, as it is implemented in Belgium: the beneficiary’s voluntary participation in putting 
his or her accounts and budget in order, with as a reward possible access to credit. 
 
The sole objective of this brief presentation of this American practice was to draw attention to other ways of: 

- identifying the subjects and skills to be transmitted in educational programmes devoted to financial 
services, 

- to obtain the consumer’s adherence to the acquisition process (in this practice there is no 
“constraint”), 

- using scoring in a way that is transparent so as to provide consumers with objective information on 
how to improve their access to credit. 

 
However, numerous elements of this practice will require a more in-depth analysis: in particular as regards 
the updating of data, their accuracy etc. This however is not central to this presentation. 
 
I will finish at this point. 
 
There are, of course, many other ideas worth exploring with a view to improving financial education and 
reducing financial exclusion. I hope however that the ideas launched will prove fruitful and help to increase 
the effectiveness of the actions carried out by all the stakeholders concerned. 
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FES touches relevant issues 
Beate Blaschek, Austrian Ministry of Social Affairs and Consumer Protection 

 
 
Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, dear colleagues, 
 
I am very pleased to talk to you about this important matter of improving financial education 
and the access to financial services for European Citizens.  
 
Let me start by looking at the accompanying circumstances: We live in a materialistic society. 
Consumption even is an instrument for self-realization for quite a lot of people. This attitude is 
enhanced by competitive advertising where the industry is investing billions of Euros. In 
comparison to that the financial resources to build up consistent consumer protection and 
education are vanishing small. For example: All the money that is spent for consumers in 
Austria - which means from all players and in all fields of consumer protection, counseling and 
education including debt counseling – amounts just one and a half percent compared with the 
expenses for advertising.  
 
The readiness to spend money is enormous and if people can afford to invest money they 
also want get highest yields and they do not consider any potential risks. Income and 
employment situations do not develop accordingly. We have a lot of so called "Neue 
Selbständige", which means they cannot rely on our existing social security system. We also 
have an increase of working poor and still too much unemployed. More and more we incline 
to a dual class society. Debts can have so many reasons and therefore also the remedies 
should be different. 
 
But when the FES project deals with those 2 issues - the access to financial services and 
financial education - it touches the relevant issues.  
 
This implies that there exists no or only an unsatisfying access to adequate financial services. 
Moreover there often don’t exist adequate financial services. We all see that financial 
products get more complicated. I really was astonished when we were negotiating the 
consumer credit directive in the Council working group. The diversity of loan products offered 
in the MS was amazing. But for which purpose? It did not seem that the reason for that variety 
was the consumer’s need. Rather more it seems to be a way to cover up real prices and 
enhance unfair competition. Also the pricing of giro accounts is not easy to understand. Credit 
institutes offer packages with all kinds of useless services - at least for most of the users. 
 
As regards the reaction of the Commission to that development we can watch that the recent 
Directives contain incredible amounts of information requirements and documentation duties, 
e.g. like in the MIFID Directive. That leads certainly to a higher burden for the providers and to 
higher costs for consumers. But will it lead to a better understanding for consumers? I fear it 
will only end up with a lot of paper where the consumer has to confirm that he read and 
understood all disclaimers. 
 
What could be the alternative? 
As I now have the opportunity to talk to a delegate from DG market I’d like to express a wish: 
The Commission could try to qualify at least one regulated simple product within the different 
types of financial services so that consumers have something understandable they can rely 
on. 
 
That takes me to an issue we have already talked about this afternoon: the most urgent 
product to be standardized by the commission should be a simple giro account on the basis of 
assets with limited prices. And then - as a first step - the Commission should adopt a 
recommendation for an access to that account as a right for every citizen and watch the 
further development. 
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Let us move forward to the second issue: Financial Education.  
What we have heard today is that a lot of committed people work hard in that field. But 
moreover it seems that all those projects are single efforts and not embedded in bigger 
strategies. Even in the small country of Austria we have a lot of such single efforts we are just 
trying to evaluate and combine. 
 
Furthermore we have to consider a phenomenon which is spread widely: People only deal 
with consumer issues when they are affected personally. So it might be right that financial 
education of adult consumers has to run over debt counselors. At least I think that union-wide 
learning programs like DOLCETA up to now did not fulfil the expectations. Probably the 
Commission’s role in this field is in supporting national programs because the markets in the 
MS still are too diversified that a single education project can succeed. We also have to 
realize that not everyone can get taught in a manner that enables him to understand financial 
products. For these people it would even be an improvement if they understand early enough 
that they have a problem and know where to find help.  
Last but not least I’d like to stress the importance of financial and consumer education in 
school. Although the Commission has little competence it would be helpful if it could bring 
itself to a clear statement to support or even require from MS to offer consumer education to 
all pupils. 
 
Well, we have heard a lot about best practices all over Europe.  
The European Consumer Debt Net is a promising initiative to fight social and financial 
exclusion. But it will not be enough. European citizens need the support also from the 
Commission. And the Commission needs European citizens to reach the goals of the Lisbon 
Strategy. To bring Europe nearer to the people also includes the necessity to care and to 
enable a self-determined life for everyone. 
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