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Agenda item 23

Supplementary pensions for a Savings and Investment Union, with Maria Luís Albuquerque, European Commissioner for Financial Services and the Savings and Investments Union; Elma Saiz Delgado, Minister for Inclusion, Social Security and Migration of Spain; and Damian Boeselager, Member of the European Parliament (remotely); linked to the adoption of opinion ECO/695 on the Supplementary pensions package





Séamus Boland, EESC President, welcomed the speakers to the meeting. He explained that the Commission proposal included amendments to the IORP Directive and the PEPP Regulation, and recommendations on auto-enrolment, pension tracking systems and pension dashboards. He outlined that the overall objective of the Commission proposal was to improve supplementary pensions while mobilising savings towards investment. He expressed appreciation for the cooperation with the European Commission, notably DG FISMA, as well as with other stakeholders.

Maria Luís Albuquerque, European Commissioner for Financial Services and the Savings and Investments Union, stated that supplementary pensions and financial security were interlinked. She said that the spirit of the Commission proposal was to offer a constructive solution in a context of profound demographic shift, while respecting the role of social partners and the different pension models within the EU. She outlined some proposals, including pension tracking systems aimed at increasing transparency and empowering EU citizens; pension dashboards to help policymakers take informed decisions; auto-enrolment, in full respect of social partners and national systems; and strengthened occupational and personal pensions schemes through more accessible participation, greater transparency and real benefits. She concluded that a balance was needed to ensure quality living standards for EU citizens during old age.

Elma Saiz Delgado, Minister for Inclusion, Social Security and Migration of Spain, stated that public pension systems and the EU’s social model were interlinked and enshrined within principle 15 of the European Pillar of Social Rights. She welcomed the Commission proposal and stressed that supplementary pensions should be built on the logic of complementarity – reinforcing public systems, not replacing them. She highlighted that career breaks, income inequality and the impact of financial crises were better addressed through public pension systems. She referred to upward social convergence within the EU. She also explained that Spain had promoted occupational pensions through social dialogue and collective bargaining, which had resulted in transparent governance and lower costs when compared to individual pensions. She stressed that we must look beyond fiscal balance when addressing the sustainability of pensions. She concluded that pension systems were an investment in economic stability and trust in democracy, and that transformations had to be fair and sustainable.

Damian Boeselager, Member of the European Parliament, stressed that we were facing a ‘pension emergency’ and said that some Member States had not been able to shape necessary reforms. He shared his belief that supplementary pension systems were more attractive, and that his priorities and amendments to the IORP Directive would focus on: i) strengthening occupational pension schemes and increasing their attractiveness; ii) strengthening information and transparency; and iii) providing more diversified portfolios with more productive investments.

Maria del Carmen Barrera Chamorro, EESC rapporteur, stressed that it was imperative that all citizens be afforded the means to retire with dignity, security and adequate income, and that this was a fundamental pilar for social cohesion, economic stability and trust in the EU project. She stressed that supplementary pensions could not justify, either directly or indirectly, weakening public pensions. She noted that a holistic approach was needed that would combine improvements in labour markets aimed at strengthening public pensions, with measures to increase transparency, accessibility and the functioning of supplementary pension schemes. She stressed the importance of participatory governance, collective bargaining and social dialogue for the efficacy and sustainability of any reform on pensions.
On the amendments to the IORP Directive and PEPP Regulation, she outlined the EESC recommendations aimed at combining flexibility with efforts to reduce fragmentation, increase comparability and enhance transparency and trust among funds members. Other measures included those aimed at assessing deaccumulation practices, limiting period of underfunding for pension funds, maintaining the individual nature of PEPPs, protecting IORPs at the workplace, ensuring services to provide advice when purchasing PEPPs, and closing gender gaps in supplementary pensions. On auto-enrolment, she stated that its implementation and design should be the result of reinforced social dialogue and collective bargaining, while ensuring that individuals had given their consent. She concluded by stating that future measures should be backed by a proper impact assessment, which was why the evaluation committee proposed by the EESC should become a reality.

In the ensuing debate, the following members took the floor: Wautier Robyns (BE-I), Dominika Biegon (DE-II), Krzysztof Pater (PL-III), Sebastian Rehse (AT-I), Javier Doz Orrit (ES-II), Mette Kindberg (DK-III), Joan Roget Alemany (ES-I), Zornitsa Rousinova (BG-III) and Luigi Ulgiati (IT-non-affiliated).

Points were raised on the following topics:
· the fact that the opinion went beyond the Commission proposal;
· the limitations of the Commission proposal to respond to demographic changes, and the sole focus on allocating savings towards investment and the interference on a particularly sensitive national policy, which were both viewed negatively;
· the important role of social dialogue and stakeholder involvement, and the need to avoid a one-size-fits-all approach;
· the relevance of considering pension gaps, particularly gender gaps;
· the role of supplementary pensions as a complement to public pensions;
· a positive reference to Spain’s migration policy, alongside criticism of the Commission’s recent pact on migration;
· growing absenteeism in the workplace in Spain; and
· the balanced nature of the reform and the positive contribution of the proposals contained in the opinion.

In her reply, Ms Barrera Chamorro thanked the group for their respective statements and for the work of the study group. She stressed that there were 15 recommendations and 21 proposals for amendments to the Commission’s legislative package. She reiterated the need to create an evaluation committee, avoid weakening public pensions, and include an impact assessment in future proposals. Ms Saiz Delgado appreciated the quality of the discussion, which she stated had highlighted the value of the EESC as a space for debate for civil society stakeholders. She noted that her takeaway from many of the statements was that supplementary pensions should remain complementary, with public pensions continuing to serve as the central pillar for ensuring adequacy, equality and solidarity. Ms Albuquerque responded to the calls to make it easier to save for retirement, increase the clarity of information and ensure that no one was left behind, stating that the Commission proposal aimed to build trust in products and providers, while establishing clear obligations regarding security and positive returns. Mr Boeselager said that more comprehensive impact assessments were needed to better understand the impacts of the changes. He stressed the broad alignment on pensions, while noting that some aspects still required further discussion, citing Japan as an example, where a mathematic formula was used to ensure the sustainability of public pensions.
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