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On 22 November 2006, the Commission has 
decided that the remuneration fee paid by ‘Cassa 
Depositi e Prestiti’ (CDP) to ‘Poste Italiane’ (PI) for 
the distribution of postal savings books as of 2004 
does not constitute State aid (2) because this remu-
neration is in line with the principles established 
by the European Court of Justice in its Altmark 
ruling of 24 July 200� (�).

Background
CDP is a state-controlled financial body, whose 
mission is to foster the development of public 
investment, local utility infrastructure works and 
major public works of national interest.

PI is the universal postal service provider in Italy, 
which fulfils the universal postal service obliga-
tion. PI also exercises financial activities through 
an integrated business division named ‘Banco-
posta’.

BancoPosta can be considered as a deposit institu-
tion and a financial intermediary. While it does 
not hold a bank license, it uses the ��88� post-
office outlets (4) of PI to operate and provide bank-
ing and financial products.

PI is remunerated by CDP for distributing postal 
savings products, i.e. postal savings books and 
postal bonds on behalf of CDP.

Postal savings books are fund-raising instru-
ments, with a low risk profile, as reimbursement 
is State-guaranteed. The deposits may be either 
registered or bearer (�). The main operations are 
money deposits and withdrawals. The current 
interest rate is �.40%. Interests are paid yearly on 

(1) The content of this article does not necessarily reflect 
the official position of the European Communities. Res-
ponsibility for the information and views expressed lies 
entirely with the authors.

(2) Not yet published in the Official Journal. At the same 
time, the Commission has also opened the procedure 
pursuant to Article 88(2) on the remuneration paid by 
CDP for the distribution of postal bonds. 

(3) Judgements in Case C-280/00 Altmark Trans GmbH 
and Regierungspräsidium Magdeburg v Nahverkehrs-
gesellschaft Altmark GmbH (200�) ECR I-7747.

(4) This figure corresponds to at least one outlet per muni-
cipality on average. PI has thus the biggest banking retail 
network in Italy.

(5) Registered postal savings books represent 99% of the 
total.

�� December and are subject to 27% withhold-
ing tax. The opening and closing of postal savings 
books have by law to be cost free for savers.

Existence of State aid

The Commission has established that there is 
trade between Member States in the postal and 
financial services sectors. The remuneration for 
postal savings products strengthens the position 
of PI in relation to postal and banks undertakings 
competing in intra-Community trade. Therefore, 
the measure is liable to affect such trade and dis-
tort competition.

The key issue in the case has therefore been 
whether the remuneration paid for the collection 
of postal savings books would confer an advan-
tage to PI.

Existence of an advantage

The collection of postal savings is a service 
of general economic interest

While financial services as a whole are not included 
within the remit of universal postal service PI is 
entrusted with, the collection of postal savings 
through PI on behalf of CDP has been qualified as 
a service of general economic interest by the Ital-
ian authorities since October 2004. This means 
that PI is entitled to receive remuneration for the 
distribution of postal savings books as compensa-
tion for the provision of this public service obliga-
tion.

The Altmark framework

It is apparent from the case-law of the Court of 
Justice of the European Communities that public 
service compensation does not constitute State aid 
within the meaning of Article 87(�) of the Treaty if 
it fulfils certain conditions. In its judgment in Alt-
mark, the Court laid down the conditions under 
which public service compensation does not con-
stitute State aid as follows:

l ‘(…) First, the recipient undertaking must 
 actually have public service obligations to 
 discharge and those obligations must be clearly 
defined (…).
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l (…) Second, the parameters on the basis of 
which the compensation is calculated must 
be established in advance in an objective and 
transparent manner (…).

l (…) Third, the compensation cannot exceed 
what is necessary to cover all or part of the costs 
incurred in the discharge of the public services 
obligation, taking into account the relevant 
receipts and a reasonable profit (…).

l (…) Fourth, where the undertaking which is to 
discharge public service obligations, in a spe-
cific case, is not chosen pursuant a public pro-
curement procedure, which would allow for the 
selection of the tenderer capable of providing 
those services at the least cost to the commu-
nity, the level of compensation needed must 
be determined on the basis of an analysis of 
the costs, which a typical undertaking, well 
run and adequately provided within the same 
sector would incur, taking into account the 
receipts and a reasonable profit from discharg-
ing the obligations.’

Where these four criteria are met, public service 
compensation does not constitute State aid and 
Article 87(�) and 88 of the Treaty do not apply.

In its decision of 22 November 2006, the Commis-
sion has considered that PI, the recipient under-
taking, has had public service obligations to dis-
charge and these obligations have been clearly 
defined. The parameters on the basis of which the 
compensation is calculated have been established 
in advance in an objective and transparent man-
ner, notably by means of conventions between 
CDP and PI.

The Commission has therefore had to check 
whether the compensation has not exceeded what 
is necessary to cover all or part of the costs incurred 
in the discharge of the public services obligation, 
taking into account the relevant receipts and a 
reasonable profit, while (in the absence of a public 
procurement procedure) the level of compensa-
tion needed must be determined on the basis of 
an analysis of the costs, which a typical undertak-
ing, well run and adequately provided within the 
same sector would incur, taking into account the 
receipts and a reasonable profit from discharging 
the obligations.

Definition of a market reference

A study aiming at identifying market remunera-
tion fees for the distribution of postal savings 
books has been assessed by the Commission.

The methodology of the study develops six succes-
sive steps:

i) the identification of the main characteristics 
of the postal product,

ii) the identification of a comparable financial 
instrument for the postal product,

iii) the definition of a reference sample,

iv) the identification of the economic component 
to be compared,

v) the research of the remuneration rate, and

vi) the comparison of the remuneration rate with 
the rate paid to PI by CDP.

The Commission has considered that the method-
ology of the study, aiming at identifying for CDP 
and PI market remunerations for the distribution 
of postal savings books, is appropriate.

Regarding the definition of the comparative prod-
uct used in the study, the banks savings books, 
only one difference with the postal savings books 
has been identified: the guarantee offered to sub-
scribers, as postal savings books enjoy a State guar-
antee while banking saving books benefit from a 
guarantee provided by means of a dedicated fund 
with a ceiling of �0� 29� euros. Referring notably 
the height of the ceiling, the Commission has con-
sidered that the difference between both products 
is not material for subscribers. Consequently, after 
having compared the characteristics of both sav-
ings books, the Commission has concluded that 
banks savings books are a financial instrument 
comparable to postal saving books.

As detailed information for estimating the costs 
of distributing the similar financial products, 
i.e. bank savings books, could not be gathered, a 
proxy has to be used. It has been considered that 
the rate spread, i.e. the difference between bor-
rower and lender rates (6), is an appropriate proxy 
for assessing the distribution costs of bank savings 
books, considering that the organization CDP/PI 
could be regarded as similar for this purpose to 
the organization of a bank headquarter (produc-
ing the investment/savings vehicles) and its sub-
sidiary managing the retail network, in charge of 
distributing the products.

(6) Using the Euribor-6 months, or similar, as lender rate 
is cautious, notably when referring to the liquidity risk 
linked to postal savings books.
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Comparison of the remuneration with 
market rates
The fee rates paid to PI for the distribution of postal 
savings books and the historical rate spreads have 
been the following: 7

(%) Historical rate spreads (7) Distribution fee rates

2000 �.90 �.40

200� �.�9 0.92

2002 �.�6 �.08

200� �.�0 0.89

2004 �.�0 0.9�

200� �.2� 0.89

The rate spreads applicable to banks savings books 
have been higher than the fee rates paid to PI for 
the distribution of postal savings books. There-
fore, the fees paid to PI are market-conform.

(7) The table represents the lowest of the spread 
values communicated by the Italian govern-
ment, using various sources.

The market fee identified above is an appropriate 
estimate of the level of the costs, which a typical 
undertaking, well run and adequately provided 
within the same sector would incur, taking into 
account the receipts and a reasonable profit from 
discharging the obligations.

Conclusion
Since the implementation of the service of general 
economic interest in 2004, the four Altmark crite-
ria have been fulfilled. The Commission has there-
fore concluded that yearly remunerations paid to 
PI on postal savings books in 2004 and 200� are 
not State aid.

Moreover, before the entrustment of the service 
of general economic interest, the yearly remu-
nerations paid to PI on postal savings books were 
also market conform. As there was no advantage 
granted to PI, the remunerations were not State 
aids.


