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Older people, and particularly older women, 
are at high risk of poverty. Hosted by 
Belgium on 20 June, this Peer Review on 
social inclusion looked at that urgent issue.  
 
This was the first time that the EU’s Peer 
Review Programme on social inclusion had 
been applied to the question of pensions. 
Rather than presenting a particular national 
project, Belgium with the Commission have 
opted to stimulate a general discussion 

among peer countries on the subject of 
pensions policy, minimum incomes and 
the specific situation of older women's 
poverty. 
 
The European Commission and the 
Social Protection Committee will draw on 
the Peer Review for a report they are 
preparing on minimum incomes for 
elderly people. 
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With life expectancy in Europe increasing 
all the time, safeguarding the welfare of 
older people and preventing them falling 
into poverty and social exclusion is a 
growing priority for the European Union.  
 
But this is not an easy task. Recent 
research shows that under existing 
circumstances, by 2050 the proportion of 
people aged over 75 living at risk of poverty 
could be 30% or more – double the overall 
rate for all age groups – in all but a handful 
of EU Member States, with older women 
worse off than men. Projections indicate 
that between 2025 and 2050, the at-risk-of-
poverty rate for over-65-year-olds in Italy, 
France, Austria, Latvia and Sweden, for 
example, could double. 
 
By 2050, Europeans can expect to live at 
least four to five years longer than today. 

While the number of Europeans in their 
twenties will fall by 20%, the 50 to 64-
year-olds will increase by 25% and those 
over 80 will double, hugely increasing 
older people’s economic dependency on 
the young.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cette newsletter est également disponible en français 
Diesen newsletter gibt es auch in einer deutschen Version 

Older women poverty and pensions  1 

Meeting the needs of an ageing population 1 

Reform underway 2 

Why older women are at greater risk 2 

Key lessons drawn from the Peer Review 3 

Risk of poverty amongst older people 4 

French state looks forward: Social  
Inclusion as a cross-cutting challenge  5 

Key lessons drawn from the Peer Review 6 

 

On behalf of 
European Commission, DG Employment,  
Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities 
 



 

 
 

�����	��
�������
 

Some Member States are implementing 
comprehensive strategies to make pensions 
sustainable, including labour market and 
benefit reforms, driven mainly by concern 
about increasing costs. Forecasts suggest 
that, under existing policies, spending would 
consume an extra 2% on average of GDP by 
2050. Furthermore, already taken pension 
reforms could tend to reduce public benefits 
in the majority of countries.  
 
However, this type of change is likely to shift 
the risks towards individuals, with a limiting 
redistribution towards the lower income 
group. Furthermore, research tends to 
indicate a significant link between the level 
of public pensions and the risk-of-poverty 
rate, especially for women and people over 75. 
 
Future cuts in public benefits risk adding to 
poverty among older people. So finding 
ways of tackling social exclusion in this age 
group is urgent. Member States have a lot to 
gain from exchanging experiences and 
learning from each other’s efforts. 
 
Employment is acknowledged to be one of 
the best ways to counter social exclusion, 

and the EU is committed to enabling older 
people to stay in work longer. The Lisbon 
Strategy set the target of a 50% employment 
rate for workers aged 55-64 by 2010, as 
against the current rate of 41%, and the 
Barcelona Council in 2002 called for five 
years to be added to the effective retirement 
age by 2010. 
 
Extending working life will not only benefit the 
growing number of fit and productive older 
people who want to continue playing a role in 
the labour market, it will also boost the EU 
economy by making use of the skills and 
experience they have built up during their 
lives. By 2015, one-third of the potential 
workforce will be over 50, so keeping this age 
group active will be important to sustaining 
Europe’s economic performance. 
 
In December 2006, the Finnish EU Presidency 
will host an international conference to 
disseminate the results of the latest research 
on Poverty of Older People in EU25, and 
debate the alternative policy options for 
combating poverty within this age group 
across the Member States. 
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People’s prosperity when they reach 
retirement age depends on the events and 
circumstances that have shaped their lives. 
These include not only the decisions they 
have taken about earnings, spending and 
savings, but also the amount of time they 
have been able to work, the evolution of 
their family life and other factors – not all 
voluntary. 
 
Differences between the biologically and 
socially determined roles of men and women 
mean that women in general put in less time 

in the labour market than their male 
counterparts. Women reaching retirement age 
in the EU over the next few years are likely to 
have spent significant periods bearing and 
rearing children, or caring for family members 
such as elderly parents. This means they 
build up lower entitlement to pension 
payments.  
 
Occupational segregation and the persistence 
of the gender pay gap, which still stands at 
15% across the EU, leave them at a further 
disadvantage. Women are also more likely to 



 

work part-time: 32% of the female labour 
force is part-time, compared with only 7% of 
men, and governments have not yet come to 
terms with validating this and other atypical 
forms of working through pension entitlements. 
 
Research in many Member States has 
confirmed this picture of gender inequality in 
pension benefits and shows that many older 

women face a real threat of social exclusion 
due to poverty. In Germany, for example, the 
at-risk-of-poverty rate in 2003 for women aged 
65 and over was 13.7%, compared with 8.2% 
for men. In the Czech Republic, which has a 
relatively low poverty level, women run only a 
2% higher risk than men, but this increases as 
they reach 75 and older. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Source: Eurostat 
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Some of the issues flagged by the Review: 
� Women are particularly subject to 
poverty in old age, due mainly to the pay 
gap between men and women, the 
occupational segregation of the labour 
market and the fact that women, still bearing 
much of the caring responsibilities, are more 
likely to have career gaps. 
� Labour market conditions and the 
final outcomes of pensions systems are 
clearly related.  Full, well-paid and well-
qualified employment during people’s 
working lives will usually mean less poverty 
in old age.  
� However, the pension system cannot 
be expected to solve the problems of the 
labour market  if the origins of those 
problems are within the labour market itself. 

A high employment rate will not per se solve 
the problems relating to pensions and to 
poverty in old age. 
� In some countries, there are problems 
with access to pensions  – for example, a 
minimum pension is sometimes stigmatised 
by those who are unused to relying on the 
State.  
� Generational differences  have to be 
taken into account, particularly for women. 
Greater labour market equality for today’s 
young women may mean that poverty among 
women pensioners will be less acute in future.  
� Especially for women, “care credits”  will 
become very important. Will periods of time 
spent caring for children, the sick, the elderly 
and the disabled be acknowledged within the 
pension system – and if so, how? 

Proportion of population aged 65 and over
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� How will the pension system take 
account of flexible working patterns  and of 
part-time work  – a common option among 
women?  
� In many countries, there is a clear 
distinction between means-tested 
minimum assistance and earnings-linked 
pensions.  How far are these two systems 
coordinated and articulated? 
� There appears to be a trend towards 
providing less generous basic pensions, 
but covering a higher percentage of the 
population.  Will this lead to a decrease in 
the overall risk of poverty? 
� The effects of pension reforms in the 
Member States will not be felt immediately.   
� Many other services in the various 
countries help to support people in their 

old age. Benefits such as free healthcare and 
transport are usually not taken into account 
when calculating older people’s incomes. 
Older people also tend either to own their 
homes or to have access to low-rent 
accommodation.  
� Income statistics are usually 
household-based.  More analysis is needed 
of the income situation of institutionalised 
older people, overwhelmingly women.   
� Do minimum pensions take people out 
of work, and therefore put them at greater 
risk of poverty?  To what extent are older 
people able to combine working with 
nevertheless receiving a pension?  
� In some of the new Member States, the 
size of the informal economy  results in a 
lack of contributions to the pensions system. 
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Poverty rate of people aged 65+   

(ceiling at 60% of the median) 
Poverty rate of people aged 0-64   

(ceiling at 60% of the median) 
 Men Women Total Total 

BE 20 21 21 14 
CZ 1 6 4 9 
DK (*) 16 (8) 18 (8) 17 (8) 10 (10) 
DE 11 19 16 15 
EE 7 22 17 19 
EL 26 30 28 18 
ES 27 32 30 18 
FR 14 17 16 13 
IE 34 45 40 19 
IT 13 18 16 20 
CY 48 55 52 10 
LV 7 17 14 17 
LT 5 15 12 15 
LU 6 6 6 12 
HU 6 12 10 12 
MT 19 21 20 14 
NL 6 7 7 13 
AT 13 20 17 12 
PL 4 7 6 18 
PT 29 30 29 19 
SI 11 23 19 9 
SK 12 13 12 22 
FI 11 20 17 10 
SE 9 18 14 11 
UK 21 27 24 17 
EU 25 15 20 18 16 
Note: (*) Income definition including imputed rents in brackets. 
Source: European Commission (2006), Adequate & Sustainable Pensions – Technical 
Annex 
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The two day Peer Review hosted by the 
French government in Paris on 29-30 June 
was a fascinating insight into the philosophy, 
structure and development of the French 
state and its policies for social inclusion. 
 
New ways of doing things and new ways of 
budgeting for them were being discussed 
by the government ministers as the Review 
took place right at the end of the parliamentary 
session before the summer break. 
 
This created an atmosphere of energy and 
commitment to the purpose of and idea of 
social change for the better. 
 
Presentation and discussion during the 
Review centred on the Social inclusion 
cross-cutting policy tools (Document de 
politique transversale - DPT). This document 
represents a wide ranging policy to promote 
coordination between ministries and 
programmes in fighting social exclusion). 
The lead minister is the Minister for 
employment, social cohesion and housing. 
The social inclusion DPT covers all the 
measures submitted within the national 
action plan for social inclusion NAP/incl. 
Under the "organic law" governing financial 
legislation, this new objectives-based 
guidance tool gives a broad overview of the 
State’s financial commitments to the fight 
against exclusion, together with 
performance indicators. It is supported by 
an Inter-Ministerial Committee on the Fight 
against Exclusion (CILE), chaired by the 
Prime Minister and assisted by a Standing 
Committee made up of the various 
ministers' representatives. At local level 
(region, département, metropolitan area 
etc.), in line with a process of increasing de-
centralisation, the coordination and 
consistency of the inclusion policies are 

being progressively ensured by means of 
social cohesion charters. Thus, as a policy 
reform, the new social inclusion DPT is a 
concrete response to the European Union’s 
expectations of better coordination, 
mainstreaming, monitoring and evaluation 
processes in the field of the social inclusion 
policies. 
 
At a national level in France the Directorate 
general for social action (DGAS) facilitates 
and coordinates policies to combat exclusion. 
The Review was therefore held at their offices 
at Montparnasse, up the hill away from the 
heart of Paris. When not involved in the 
government’s budget discussions, the DGAS 
Director General, Jean-Jacques Tregoat 
attended the Review together with a number 
of his management team.  
 
He explained how France had a long standing 
policy on social inclusion and since 1998 a 
number of changes had been implemented: 
� progressing from an account of monetary 
poverty to the broader concept of social 
exclusion 
� progressing from assistance and 
emergency measures to prevention and social 
inclusion 
� progressing from specific procedures for 
promoting univeral access to embracing the 
notion of universal rights.  
 
The integrated nature of the state project 
means that the resources dedicated to social 
policies in France are substantial: DGAS 
alone has 230 staff with a state budget of 9.24 
billion Euros. The scale of the populations 
involved is also large: in 2004, 3.4 million 
people were receiving subsistence benefits. 
Some 135,000 children were living in homes 
or with foster families.  
 

 



 

During the Review, the issue of social 
inclusion as a ‘right’ gained much attention 
inside the meeting room and outside. In 
France the transversal nature of social 
inclusion policies shows how a 
philosophical discussion of the role of the 
state is matched with ensuring inclusion of 
all ages and regions. For example, in the 
2006 finance Bill, the access to rights 
includes access to the legal and justice 
system, judicial youth protection, access to 
culture and the notion of the right of 
holidays for all and improving living 
conditions in the French overseas territories.  
 
Much was also made of involving young 
people in social inclusion programmes and 
projects - especially housing (as detailed by 
the case study presentation of the Havre 
district on the west coast of France). High 
on the list of concerns were protection of 
children from the damaging effects of 

poverty - and violence which often stems from 
it - together with finding ways to ensure young 
people could afford a home of their own as 
soon as they were ready to move away from 
their parents’ home.  
 
The integrated nature of the French project - 
finding ways to coordinate existing state, 
regional and local actors rather than replace 
them - was also seen as key. Charters, 
meetings, discussions and consultation were 
seen as the way forward.  
 
Delegates from Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, 
Finland, Ireland, Luxembourg, and the UK 
were enthusiastic in their appreciation of the 
welcome they had received from their French 
hosts and also of the openness in the frank 
discussion concerning the challenges facing 
them in the range and scale of social inclusion 
programmes.  
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The « document of politique transversale » 
has been highly appreciated! Different 
added values have been highlighted: 
� National inter-ministerial tool (DPT) and 

Interministerial body (CILE) for 
monitoring the social inclusion policies. 

� The NAP/incl. perimeter for the visibility 
and transparency of means allocated to 
the various social inclusion policies at 
the national level. 

� Different bodies and tools linked 
together and put into an encompassing 
strategy (National Council, National 
Monitoring Centre, National Conference). 

� Major strategic objectives. 
� The use of performance indicators: 

� To support co-ordination and 
partnership,  

� To assess the impact of spending. 
 

However, the Peer Review has also provided 
the opportunity to raise questions and debate 
issues:  
� Could DPT also be a tool to ensure feeding 

in/out between Lisbon Strategy and OMC 
on social protection and social inclusion? 

� What is the optimal boundary to also 
integrate the policy measures promoting 
participation in Employment?  

� Influence of DPT on local coordination 
and partnership? 

� Effective link between structures, tools 
and outcomes at all the levels (national, 
regional, local and… European). 

� Participation process and influence of 
people experiencing poverty and grass 
roots social organisations in the various 
bodies and tools at all levels (local, 
regional, national and European)? 

 


