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LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,  
 
I am very pleased to be here this morning to participate in 

this seminar on financial education organised by the 

European Savings Banks Group (ESBG).  

I understand that this is a matter of great interest to ESBG 

members and I can assure you that it is also very 

important to the European Commission. 

Let me first say that while financial education falls under 

the competence of the Member States, the Commission 

serves in a supporting capacity, through complementary 

projects and initiatives.  

And this indeed is what we are currently doing – reflecting 

our firm belief that financial literacy and education are key 

towards enabling consumers to gain a solid 

understanding of the basics of financial services, which is 

particularly important in the current times. 
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Poor or misguided financial decisions can adversely affect 

consumers' lives; such decisions can even lead to 

dramatic consequences, such as consumers losing their 

homes, or finding themselves saddled with debt for the 

rest of their lives.  

These situations often occur because: 

 in times of crisis, people desperately look for 

solutions without often properly evaluating the 

possible consequences, and 

 financial products become more and more 

sophisticated and difficult to understand to non-

experts.  

This is why it is important that consumers are equipped 

with the right tools and helped, as much as possible, to 

learn how to avoid traps and make sound and informed 

choices. 

Another important aspect to take into consideration is the 

level of consumer skills as regards financial services. 

From surveys run by the European Commission we found 

that 45% of Europeans could not calculate 6% of a 50 

000 Euro loan.  
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Our surveys also showed that consumers often find 

financial services complex and difficult to understand.  For 

example, 50% would like to see simplification of a number 

of financial products, including pensions and mortgages. 

There is therefore a need to build up awareness and 

empowerment of consumers, to enable them to make the 

choices best suited to their needs and circumstances.    

Financial education is one way towards achieving this. 

As I have indicated, we are currently running a number of 

projects in this area.  I know that in-depth discussions will 

follow later in the day, but let me give you a brief overview 

of what we do. 

First, we have launched a pilot project to train non-profit 

entities that provide financial advice to consumers. 

Evidence shows that consumers trust their advisors, 

sometimes as they would trust a close friend or a doctor.  

But such trust can have devastating consequences, in 

cases of misleading or biased advice.   

Consumers need advice which takes into account their 

own personal financial situation and profile.  But they do 

not always receive this – and are thus at risk of suffering 

losses. 
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This is where non-profit entities, such as consumer 

organisations, debt offices or family advice bureaux, 

where adequately qualified, can play an important and 

active role.  

Advice from such entities can be independent and in tune 

with consumers' needs.  

Consumers may also respond and interact more openly 

with such entities than with financial advisors – the 

perceived authority of professionals may make 

consumers reluctant to ask questions or to fully reveal 

their circumstances.  

But let me clarify that the advice provided by such entities 

does not normally lead to a recommendation of specific 

products or providers, and it is therefore different from the 

advice provided by private financial advisors.   

Advice from non-profit entities needs to focus on 

personalised information guiding consumers on the 

general characteristics of different products and services; 

and providing help on some of the pitfalls relating to the 

purchase of financial products.  

Such advice clearly also needs to be accurate and 

comprehensive.   
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Responding to this need, my services have launched a 

two-year pilot project to provide training courses to all 

kinds of non-profit entities that give financial advice to 

consumers.   

To succeed in this endeavour, one needs to go local.  

Training courses take place in each Member State, in its 

official language or languages.  

The aim of these courses is to enable entities to find out 

more about financial services and to determine how best 

to provide advice in this specific field, as well as to 

encourage them to act as multipliers in their own country.  

Second, we are launching an awareness and information 

campaign in four countries – Spain, Malta, Cyprus and 

Ireland.  

The campaign will inform consumers about their rights 

when they take out credit, granted in accordance with the 

Consumer Credit Directive.  
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Third, we have just launched the "Consumer Classroom", 

a community website for teachers. It brings together an 

extensive library of consumer education resources from 

across the EU, along with interactive and collaborative 

tools to help prepare and share lessons with students and 

other teachers. This new tool will also incorporate 

financial education subjects. 

Before I finish, let me emphasise that financial education 

alone is not enough.   

As much as consumers know and as much as they are 

informed, there would always be a need for balanced and 

comprehensive legislation to ensure that consumers have 

clear rights when dealing with financial institutions and 

that these rights are enforced. 

We can only then rest assured that consumers are 

sufficiently empowered and protected in the sophisticated 

financial world. 

European legislation already provides consumers with 

some important rights.   
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One example, under my direct responsibility, is the 

Consumer Credit Directive that requires standardised, 

comparable information as a mandatory tool to inform 

consumers before concluding a credit agreement. Similar 

provisions exist for other financial services. 

Ultimately, it is indeed a combination of financially 

educated consumers and financial institutions acting fairly 

and honestly under an effective regulatory framework that 

can really have a positive impact on the way in which 

consumers buy financial products and behave when 

dealing with financial providers. 

I understand that ESBG is very committed to enhancing 

financial education and I am therefore pleased to 

conclude by saying that we will certainly count on your 

support for achieving this goal. 

Thank you very much. 

End 


