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The European Financial Inclusion Network 

EFIN works on the objective to tackle financial exclusion which refers to a process whereby 

people encounter difficulties accessing and/or using financial services and products in the 

mainstream market that are appropriate to their needs and enable them to lead a normal social life 

in their society.1

EFIN will

1. increase     knowledge     on     Financial     inclusion  

The aim is to increase and format available data & develop use of indicators to monitor financial 

exclusion, to provide regular assessment of financial inclusion based on available indicators and to 

identify and evaluate policy measures with a positive impact on financial inclusion and to 

highlight the impact of  financial inclusion policies on wider social inclusion.

2. be     a     forum     and     mutual     learning     place  

The aim is to increase mutual learning on financial inclusion policies and the participation of all 

key actors in that process.

3. ensure     knowledge     dissemination     and     financial     inclusion     promotion  

The aim is to increase policy makers awareness and information on policy measures to promote 

financial inclusion and to develop and promote European, national, regional and local strategies.

The financial inclusion EFIN priorities

In the Financial inclusion EFIN priorities, adopted in May 2012, the first topic concern banking: 

access to basic payment services under fair conditions is important for financial and social 

inclusion and  allows consumers to benefit fully from the single market.

Two priorities were defined concerning banking:

1. Access     to     a     current     payment     account  

Universal access to a bank current account for people who want it.
Which should include: 

 affordable cost for low income people;

 appropriate transaction tools to live a normal life in their own society; 

 means of payment - free of charge or lower cost means of payment should be available for 

all, including people on low incomes.

2. Transparent     and     comparable     financial     services     terminology,     fees     and     interest     rate  

1
European Commission, Financial Services Provision and Prevention of Financial Exclusion, VC/2006/0183, March 

2008.
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The Commission consultation on bank accounts. 

The European Financial Inclusion Network (EFIN) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 

Commission consultation on bank accounts. 

Access to a basic bank account, transparency and comparability of bank fees and account 

switching are therefore essential to promote financial inclusion. We enjoy the fact that the obvious 

link between the three topics have been taken into account by the Commission to ensure coherence 

between policy measures that should follow the consultation. 

The Commission consultation document summarises very well our expectations with respect to 

bank accounts: “Consumers should have access to bank account services anywhere in the EU, 

whatever their Member State of permanent residence is, and should be able to easily switch bank 

account providers, including on a cross-border mode. All this requires transparent and comparable 

information on fees related to bank accounts.” 
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1 Transparency and comparability of bank account fees

Question 1: Do you consider that the information provided by banks on bank account fees is 
presented to consumers in a sufficiently clear manner and easy to compare between banks? 
What good practices could you identify? What are the persisting shortcomings? Do you think 
that amendments to the transparency obligations in the Payment Services Directive 
(2007/64/EC) could address those shortcomings? 

EFIN welcomes the reference to standardised pre-contractual disclosures. However, standardised 

information disclosure requirements should not be used to shift responsibility from firms to 

consumers, in particular when they are vulnerable. We would not argue with the need for consumers 

to read key information and answer questions honestly, but there is an unacceptable view in some 

sectors of the industry that complex and potentially detrimental products can be widely promoted, 

provided they are transparent through good disclosure. This is accompanied by an expectation that 

consumers can, and should, acquire the skills, knowledge and understanding required to deal with 

this complexity and choice, which places an unreasonable burden on the consumer and is not an 

approach adopted by other industry sectors. 

While standardised disclosure is still in a process of development and experimentation, it should be 

taken into account the need to reduce the number of elements disclosed, to make the disclosures 

easier to read, to offer the disclosures at times when they are most useful and reduce the cognitive 

costs of information processing. Further, improve the process by which disclosures are created and 

revised, require seeking input of consumers as well as promote the periodical revision of disclosure 

and transparency standards. Comparable rather than similar levels of financial consumer protection 

should be provided for substitutive products. 

EFIN consider that in general the information provided by banks on bank account fees is not 

presented to consumers in a sufficiently clear manner and easy to compare between banks.  The 

European Commission data confirm this lack of transparency of bank fees.2

As mentioned in the Commission consultation paper, the Payment Services Directive (PSD) does 

not contain specific provisions as to the manner of presentation of information to the consumer, 

notably as regards price information. Furthermore, the PSD does not cover all services linked to a 

current bank account. Amendments to the transparency obligations in the PSD would not be 

sufficient: there is a need for a detailed legislation, as this is the only means to ensure the 

information is adapted to consumer needs, at both pre-contractual stage to help consumers to choose 

his bank and later on.

Question 2: Do you think that standardising bank account fee terminology could help to 
provide more transparent and comparable information on fees? If terminology were to be 
standardised, should that standardisation cover all fees or only some of them? If only some of 
them, on the basis of which criteria should they be chosen? Should terminology be 
standardised at national or EU level? 

Varying terminology used to designate same products and services across banks is one of the main 

reasons which make it difficult for consumers to understand and compare prices.

EFIN consider therefore that standardising bank account fee terminology could help to provide 

2
 See DG SANCO study in 2009.
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more transparent and comparable information on fees.

Each fee and charge linked to current account must be covered by the standardisation. Otherwise, 

financial institutions will always find a way to circumvent the rules by dissimulating various fees 

and charges which would jeopardize the outcome of the whole project.

Account taken of differences between Member States, at this stage harmonisation of the 

terminology/labelling at national level rather than at EU level seems to be more appropriate. Next 

step should be to harmonise the terminology at EU level (or at least find equivalence between 

different national terminologies). 

Question 3: Do you think that glossaries of terms and standardised lists of bank fees would 
facilitate comparability? If so, what format and content should this information have? What 
body/forum would you consider appropriate to develop such a glossary/standardised list of 
fees? 

Bank account glossary must be developed in each Member State.  It must include all the 

terminology linked to current account, be simple, short and clear (comprehensible). This 

terminology must be standardised:  in each Member State, only one name must apply to each 

service or product. Technical and legal terms and jargon must be avoided as much as possible. 

Consumer testing of the terminology must be carried out to verify their understanding and improve 

the terminology if necessary. 

Glossaries are already available in many Member States (e.g. Denmark, France, Portugal, Belgium, 

etc.). However they are not always considered by consumer organisations as really helpful for 

consumers (e.g. Belgium and France). Account must be taken of existing best practices in 

accordance with consumer organisations’ criteria when developing the glossaries. 

Relevant national public authorities must lead the project at each national level. The national 

authorities must consult consumer representatives and the financial sector and carry out consumer 

testing of glossaries and lists of fees to ensure they are user-friendly and deliver on consumer 

expectations. Account must be taken of existing best practices when developing the glossaries and 

standardised lists of fees. Work carried out at national level should be coordinated by the European 

Commission in order to achieve future harmonisation at EU level. 

Question 4: In order to further increase bank account fee transparency and comparability, 
which of the following tools should be considered: 

i) comparison websites managed by public authorities 

ii) standardised cost simulations to be provided by banks 

iii) standardised representative examples to be provided by banks 

iv) surveys by consumer organisations/financial ombudsman 

v) any other tools you consider relevant?

Should any of them be made compulsory? What would be the likely costs? 

EFIN is of the opinion that two cumulated tools are necessary to further increase bank account fee 

transparency and comparability.
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 standardised cost simulations to be provided by banks 

Standardised cost simulations must be provided by banks in a tariff brochure. The general principles 

of the tariff brochure (text format, organisation of fees into chapters, highlighting) must be adopted 

at EU level and details at national level. 

There must be a full harmonisation of the tariff brochure at national level. Currently at Member 

State level, tariff brochures vary in size and presentation format which makes them difficult to 

compare. Tariff brochure must not be a commercial document but only serve informational purpose. 

It must have standard size and standardised presentation format (full harmonisation at national 

level). Account must be taken of existing best practices. 

Tariff brochure must include all tariffs in relation to current account, including insurance premiums 

linked with some bank services (e.g. overdraft insurance, credit card insurance) and interest paid on 

credit balances. Banks should not be allowed to levy any fees and charges not stated in the 

brochure. This is the only way to ensure that consumers receive timely information on all fees and 

charges before entering into a contract and during the contractual relationship. For example, an 

overdraft fee (and its level) should never be a surprise to the consumer. 

Terminology used in the tariff brochure must be exactly the same as provided in the glossary. 

Unit prices (e.g. direct debit, credit transfer, debit card, credit card, overdraft fees, etc.) must appear 

at the top of the tariff brochure, i.e. before packages. It would be a way to inform consumers that 

they have a choice between ‘à la carte’ services and packages. 

 comparison websites managed by public authorities .

Regularly updated pricing databases should be accessible to all EU consumers to help them 

compare various bank fees. These databases should be independent from banks. Banks should be 

bound to regularly provide data on bank accounts so that to ensure their responsibility for reliability 

of the data. 

Cooperation between public bodies and consumer organisations should be encouraged so that 

information reaches as many consumers as possible. 

Developing pricing databases should consist of two steps: 

- Collecting tariff brochures of individual banks (general information) and making them available to 

consumers via a unique portal; 

- Setting up tools to enable consumers to compare prices of different banks based on their needs 

(personalised information). Consumers would be asked several questions to identify their needs in 

relation to current accounts, e.g. monthly number of payment transactions through debit card, credit 

transfer, debit card, etc. Account must be taken of existing best practices (such tools are already in 

place in several Member States, e.g. Spain, Belgium, Slovenia, Italy). 

So they need to have information about their banking real consumption…

A centralised EU webpage/portal must provide links to the national pricing databases. Information 

should be provided for people on the move (students, workers), as well as for consumers who 

would like to open an account in a country where they don’t live or work. Possibilities for 

comparative testing should be studied. 

Extensive and continuous information campaigns must be run by financial institutions, EU and 

national authorities and consumer organisations to raise consumer awareness of the pricing 

databases. Pricing databases must also be promoted together with account switching services in 

order to help consumers who would like to switch their bank accounts to find better deals 

elsewhere. 
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All aspects of harmonisation of the tariff brochure, both at European and national level, must be 

compulsory for banks. Hey should not be allowed to levy any fees and charges not stated in the 

brochure.

Question 5: What level of detail should the information on actual fees paid have and how 
frequently should it be provided to the account holder? Would having comparable 
information on the fees actually paid encourage consumer mobility, including on a cross- 
border basis? 

Current account customers must receive monthly and annual fee statement free of charge. It must 

have standard format for presentation of all fees and charges the consumer had paid during the past 

period. Account must be taken of existing best practices. 

The annual fee statement must also include foregone interest income based on a best performing 

savings account that consumers ‘loose’ by keeping high credit balances on their current account. In 

fact, net interest revenue constitutes an important source of banks’ income in certain Member 

States, e.g. the UK.3 This information would warn consumers about potential revenue they could 

earn by e.g. depositing their excessive credit balance on a savings account. 

The monthly and annual fee statement must be comparable with the pricing databases in order to 

encourage consumer mobility, including on a cross- border basis.

Question 6: What other measures/instruments should be considered in order to improve the 
transparency and comparability of bank fees? Please describe and indicate at which level 
(national or EU) you consider they should be taken. 

All national financial supervisors should be endowed with sufficient resources and power in order 

to ensure an appropriate and effective level of supervision and better protect consumers.

Example     of     other     measure:     notification     of     changes     in     service     cost  

Banks tend to change their pricing frequently. It is an often case that a client is attracted to open a 

bank account by the conditions of a temporary promotion and is later surprised by large increase in 

its price. The same applies to a credit card facility. Financial institutions are obliged to inform 

clients in advance about the planned changes in service terms and conditions, but this is often 

limited to sending an e-mail with a link to the new booklet. Such practice should not be allowed. 

Instead, 

1. financial institutions should be obliged to inform clients about specific changes in pricing to 

allow an educated decision

2. the frequency of changing prices should be limited eg. to once every 12 months.

3 See OFT study on “Personal current accounts in the UK”, July 2008: 

http://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/reports/financial_products/OFT1005.pdf .
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2 Switching between payment account providers 

Question 7: Do banks in the Member State where you have a bank account offer a switching 
service? If yes, is it in line with the Common Principles on bank account switching described 
above? Is information on the conditions of switching presented in a consumer friendly 
manner? 

Bank accounts4 enable us to deposit money, receive our salary, benefits or pension, make 

withdrawals and pay for goods and services and allow us, in other words, to  live a normal life 

without being excluded from society.

Having access to a bank account is not sufficient. As for any other product and  service, a bank 

account must also meet consumer needs both in terms of price and  quality of services provided. For 

these reasons, each time a consumer is dissatisfied  with his current provider or wants to make a 

better deal, he should be able to easily  switch to another bank. This is not the case in reality. In 

comparison with other  consumer markets such as for car and home insurances, internet and 

telephone  services, consumer mobility in relation to current bank accounts is very limited.

According to European Commission surveys, in average, 9% of EU consumers  changed their 

current account providers during years 2007-2008 while 25% and  22% of consumers changed their 

car insurance provider and internet provider  respectively during the same period.5 For various 

reasons, consumers think they will  not get a better deal in another bank and those who are willing 

to switch have to  face several obstacles.6

Customer mobility is both a fundamental right for consumers and a key factor to boost competition. 

Barriers to switching are barriers to competition, particularly in retail banking. Two fundamental 

ingredients are necessary in this respect: availability of clear and comparable market offers and an 

easy switching process from one bank to another.

For a consumer to change bank, benefits of this operation must outweigh the costs. High switching 

costs and other obstacles act as factors preventing consumers from switching to another bank. 

Among those obstacles are the following:

 consumer unawareness of the level of fees levied by his/her financial service provider;7

 difficulty in shopping around (complex and incomparable information);

 administrative burden related to switching;

 closing fees;

 tying and other similar commercial practices which lead to numerous ties between the 

bank and the customer.

Although switching bank accounts is not an objective per se8, the possibility to easily switch 

4 The same role is also played by payment accounts which are not available everywhere in the EU.
5 Second edition of the Consumer Markets Scoreboard, European Commission, Directorate General for Health and 

Consumers, January 2009: http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/strategy/docs/2nd_edition_scoreboard_en.pdf.
6 See the Report of the EC Expert Group on Customer Mobility in relation to bank accounts, June 2007: 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/finservices-retail/mobility/baeg_en.htm.
7 Commission staff working document on the follow up in retail financial services to the consumer markets 

scoreboard, SEC (2009) 1251 final, 22.09.2009: 

http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/rights/docs/swd_retail_fin_services_en.pdf. 

Code of conduct on transparency and comparability of bank account fees has been developed by EBIC upon the 

request of the European Commission.
8 Indeed, a consumer may stay longtime with the same bank because a high level of satisfaction with tariffs and/or 
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between banks is a prerequisite to offer consumers better deals and increase competition by notably 

allowing new actors or alternative actors as payment services providers to be present and compete 

on this market.

In order to solve the issue of administrative burden to switching, in 2007 the European Commission 

invited the European banking community to develop, via self-regulation, a set of rules to facilitate 

transferring bank accounts between banks at national level.9

EBIC Common Principles for Bank Account Switching (CP)10 were developed in 2008 by the 

European Banking Industry (EBIC), a body representing the European banking industry at EU 

level. 

The CP became operational in all EU Member States in November 2009. Its scope is limited to 

switching current accounts within a particular country. The CP provide that consumers can choose 

to select the ‘new’ bank as the Primary Contact Point for switching their account, i.e. the ‘new’ bank 

performs the following tasks:

 Provides the consumer with a guide to switching;

 Opens a new bank account for the consumer;

 Requests the ‘former’ bank to provide a list with information to identify standing orders for 

credit transfers and available direct debit mandates on the ‘former’ account;

 Requests the ‘former’ bank to close standing orders for credit transfers and stop direct 

debits, upon explicit authorisation of the consumer;

 Helps the consumer to provide the new account details to third parties;

 With consent of the consumer, establishes existing standing orders for credit transfers and 

accepts direct debits on the new account upon receiving the relevant information from the 

‘former’ bank or the consumer.

Switching must be free of charge unless the account at the ‘former’ bank is open since less than 12 

months 8 and/or information necessary for switching is not available through an automated process 

at the ‘former’ bank and reaches back more than 13 months.

Switching must occur within 14 banking working days: 7 banking working days for the ‘former’ 

bank to provide all the available information to identify standing orders for credit transfers and to 

identify direct debit mandates on the old account; and 7 banking working days for the ‘new’ bank to 

set up standing orders and to accept direct debits on the new bank account and notify, where 

applicable, creditors of direct debits about the change of bank account.

In 2010, BEUC and its member associations carried out a monitoring of banks’compliance with 

these Common Principles in a selected number of Western and Eastern European countries.11 The 

monitoring consisted of the following three steps: monitoring of bank websites (covering EU27 and 

Norway), collecting consumer testimonies about their recent switching experience and mystery 

shopping exercises.

Non-compliance by banks with the Common Principles was found in many countries with regard 

to: availability of consumer information on bank websites and at bank branches, bank staff 

preparedness to inform and help consumers with the switching service, transfer of direct debit 

mandates between banks and switching delays.

quality of services received.
9 “Initiatives in the area of retail financial services”, Commission staff working document, SEC(2007) 1520, 2007, p. 

2: http://ec.europa.eu/citizens_agenda/docs/sec_2007_1520_en.pdf.
10 EBIC Common Principles for Bank Account Switching: http://www.eubic.org/Position

%20papers/2008.12.01%20Common%20Principles.pdf.
11 EASY SWITCHING ? – A LONG WAY TO GO, BEUC Monitoring Report of the ‘Common Principles for Bank 

Account Switching’, January 2011.
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While BEUC noticed some progress in facilitating switching of bank accounts, it remains obvious 

that the implementation of the Common Principles at bank branch level is inconsistent and 

insufficient.

In order to assess how banks assist consumers with bank account switching and to what extent they 

offer the switching service as defined in the Common Principles, the Commission contracted a 

mystery shopping study in 2011.12

Concerning the availability and provision of information about switching, the study found that 86 % 

of mystery shoppers enquiring about a switch either in a bank branch, online or by telephone, 

received information from at least one source. 

But the study concluded that 8 out of 10 shoppers faced difficulties when switching a bank account.

Question 8: If a switching service in line with the Common Principles is offered by banks in 
the Member State where you have a bank account, does it remove all obstacles to bank 
account switching? If not, what obstacles remain? Provide examples of good practices and 
persisting obstacles encountered. 

Examples of remaining obstacles:

 EFIN reports remaining obstacles, in particular when customers have on-going consumer 

credit and mortgage as well as saving and investment products. These situations create huge 

difficulties and costs when someone would like to switch his/her current account.

 Banks use the specimen signature to validate client’s request to close a bank account. A 

bank in Poland uses every means possible to reject such disposals arguing that the signature 

on client’s request does not match the specimen signature left at the Bank documents a few 

years ago… and requires a signature confirmed by a public notary. This is absurd, especially 

in the light of electronic transactions allowed in this bank. Hand-writing changes with age 

and so signature does. How can a client remember how he signed a document a few years 

ago? Other means of confirming identity should be sufficient without making the signature a 

persisting obstacle to close an account.

Question 9: Should the Common Principles remain voluntary? What do you consider are the 
advantages or disadvantages of making them compulsory at EU level? What would be the 
likely costs? 

Unfortunately, it is clear that the commitment of banks to implement their own code of conduct 

varies heavily among the different banking communities across Europe.

While some communities have shown efforts to comply with commitments taken, for some others 

this self-regulation does not result in behavioural change.

Making the CP compulsory at EU level will ensure more commitments and behavioural changes 

from the banks. 

12 Consumer Market Study on the consumers’ experiences with bank account switching with reference to  the Common 

Principles on Bank Account Switching, GfK, 

February2012.http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/rights/fin_serv_en.htm#fin.
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Question 10: Should switching principles/measures also cover cross-border switching of bank 
accounts? 

The scope of the EBIC code is limited to switching bank accounts at national level. If the 

Commission ultimate goal is to build a single market for financial services, promote competition, 

offer wider choice, better quality and more competitive prices to consumers, if basic payment 

accounts become available to all consumers at cross-border level, cross-border switching should 

also become possible. One may argue that implementation of the SEPA End Date Regulation allows 

consumers to use their national payment account for all national and international payments in 

euro13. However, SEPA will not open up national payment account markets to EU-wide 

competition, which can only be achieved through the removal of obstacles to cross-border 

consumer mobility. Furthermore, SEPA is limited to Euro currency transactions, whilst cross-border 

account opening and switching would cover all EU Member States and currencies. 

Question 11: According to you, how important is the risk of having receipts, bills and 
payments misdirected when switching bank accounts? What measures could be considered to 
make the switching process safer? 

EFIN recommend to put in place an automatic re-routing system. An interim solution to remedy the 

problem of transferring direct debit mandates from the ‘former’ bank to the ‘new’ bank would be 

the model adopted in the Netherlands in 2003: during 13 months all direct debits and credit 

transfers destined for the old account are automatically re-routed to the new account through the 

clearing house.14 Such a system would prevent the occurrence of errors during the switch. 

Besides that, nowadays in countries where the CMF (creditor-driven mandate flow) mandate 

management model exists, the debtor’s bank does not have access to mandate-related data, making 

the communication of this information between the ‘former’ bank and the ‘new’ bank very difficult, 

even impossible (e.g. Germany). It is therefore important that the Regulation (EU) No 260/2012 

establishing technical and business requirements for credit transfers and direct debits in euro and 

amending Regulation (EC) No 924/2009 has been adopted. This regulation  provides that mandate-

related information all be transmitted from the creditor’s bank to the debtor’s bank with each direct 

debit transaction.15 

Question 12: What obstacles, if any, are still faced by account providers that are smaller or 
established in another Member State to expand their client base or to enter new markets? 
Are these connected to problems with switching facilities? 

13
 Regulation (EU) No 260/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 March 2012 establishing 

technical and business requirements for credit transfers and direct debits in euro and amending Regulation (EC) 
No 924/2009: 

                http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2012:094:0022:0037:EN:PDF   
14 The Dutch Interbank Switching Support Service (Overstapservice)  

http://customerworld.typepad.com/swami_weblog/files/bankportability.pdf.
15 Technical requirements: 3(b) of Annex of the Regulation.
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Question 13: What other measures should be considered to improve bank account switching? 
Please describe. 

EFIN recommend the following measures.

Provide     better     training     of     bank     staff.  

Consumer experience in relation to bank account switching depends on the quality of staff of any 

particular bank branch, whilst all banks must equally comply with the CP. Accordingly, better 

training of bank staff would benefit banks and reduce the random variable that impacts consumer 

switching experience, and more generally, the relationship between banks and their customers. This 

should have been given priority by the bank sector, as smooth implementation of the CP needs the 

involvement of bank staff. Therefore, this should be considered now as a top priority in the follow 

up and monitoring of the CP.

Set     up     account     number     portability.     

This would be a logical next step towards facilitating account switching. An important aspect that 

may deter consumers from switching is the necessity to communicate the new account details to 

third parties. Even though the ‘new’ bank can handle this task instead of the consumer, errors take 

place quite often. In our view, setting up account number portability would be a long-term, 

sustainable solution. The argument on technical impossibility of this project is not valid, as has been 

proven in the mobile phone sector.

Set     a     deadline     for     the     closure     of     the   ‘  former  ’   account.   

The problem related to the closure of the ‘former’ account has been reported by many Italian 

consumers. In those cases, not only is the positive account balance not transferred to the ‘new’ 

account on time, but the consumer is also required to pay unjustified account management fees.

Therefore, a binding deadline should be set to oblige the ‘former’ bank to rapidly close the account 

and to transfer any available positive account balance to the ‘new’ account.
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3 Access to a basic payment account

Question 14: Do you dispose of information on consumers encountering difficulties in access 
to a basic bank account? What types of obstacles are signalled by the consumers preventing 
them from having access to a basic bank account? 

To a large extent, we agrees with the Commission analysis in the consultation paper: 

 Without access to basic financial services consumers cannot enjoy all the benefits of the 

internal market. Without access to a basic payment account, a great deal of important 

financial services remains inaccessible. Moreover, bill payments can be more time-

consuming and costly without a payment account, and charges can be higher for basic 

financial transactions such as cashing cheques. People without access to various means of 

payment are unable to take advantage of the lower prices of goods and services that internet 

sales can offer.

 Financial exclusion may be caused by demand and supply factors. Certain consumers can 

decide not to have a bank account because they do not need one. Consumer freedom should 

not be limited in this respect: access a basic payment account should be a right, not an 

obligation. Therefore, removing barriers to accessing a basic payment account both at 

national and cross-border level should be the central issue. 

 The barriers are most often faced by vulnerable consumers (low-income consumers, people 

with disabilities, etc.) and mobile individuals going cross-border (students, migrant workers, 

etc.).  This suggests that the number of financially excluded people can potentially be much 

higher than 30 million16.

Barriers to accessing a basic bank account may be of different nature:

 Access to a basic payment account could be limited by rules on the prevention of the use of 

the financial system for the purpose of money laundering and terrorist financing. 

Interpretation of anti-money laundering legislation varies across countries, thus leaving 

room for exclusion of financially unattractive clients. Therefore, we see an urgent need for 

harmonising the interpretation of anti-money laundering legislation. 

 A recent research carried out in UK into the most vulnerable consumers and their exclusion 

from banking showed that identification requirements remain a barrier for some people from 

marginalised groups to become client at a bank. This was particularly the case for new 

migrants, but also for ex-offenders and homeless people who did not have a fixed address 

and were not in receipt of welfare benefits17.

 It is clear that banks have discretion in regard to the identification required to open a bank 

account (ID) but often choose to make it more difficult than it needs to be. A pilot project 

with homeless people is implemented at the moment with a bank that has modified its 

requirement for a passport or a driving licence to now just a welfare benefits letter or even a 

letter from the charity working with the person to say that the charity knows the person and 

is working with him/her. Banks need to be more flexible on ID if the vulnerable, homeless 

and excluded are to be served.

16
 This figure is often stated by policymakers and different stakeholders. 

17
 Consumer Focus research, UK, June 2010: http://www.consumerfocus.org.uk/publications/on-the-margins     
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 Reported in UK, two side effects from a “free of charge basic and / or standard bank 

account”

1) The UK banks will want to withdraw from providing the basic bank account because it is 

too costly for them to operate and does not make them income.  At the moment, these basic 

bank accounts are free to the customer.  Banks make money therefore by imposing heavy 

penalty charges for failed direct debits and unauthorised overdrafts.  It would be better if 

banks charged a reasonable weekly or monthly fee for these accounts  - if this meant that 

these accounts would be more readily available - and that penalty charges would be reduced. 

So long as the point made already in the answer is maintained.

Each fee and charge linked to current account must be covered by the standardisation. 

Otherwise, financial institutions will always find a way to circumvent the rules by 

dissimulating various fees and charges which would jeopardize the outcome of the whole 

project.

2)  Linked to point one, is the issue of charging for standard bank accounts - at the moment, 

all current accounts are free to the customer in the UK - so long as the account remains in 

credit.  The problem is that the banks make money again by heavy penalty charges.  There is 

a good argument that bank accounts should not be free - and therefore banks would have 

less reason to impose heavy penalty charges on customers and also sell them expensive 

products that they do not want. Better to charge and be more transparent.   This is a current 

debate here - see this article on todays BBC news. It makes the point that bank accounts are 

never really free - and that free accounts lead banks to make exhorbitant charges.

Question 15: Are you aware of any measures taken by banks or other institutions in the 
Member State where you have your residence to facilitate access to a basic payment account? 
Have these initiatives been successfully enforced? 

Industry codes as initiated in Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy, Ireland, Slovenia and 

Luxembourg  have had positive results but, at the same time, have failed to effectively guarantee 

universal access to a basic bank account.

Legislative approaches to ensure universal access to basic banking services have had satisfactory 

results in Belgium and France where the number of unbanked citizens has dropped by 75 % and 30 

% respectively, as well as in Finland and Denmark where 100 % of households are covered by 

banking services.

In Poland, the government took the initiative to set up bank accounts for beneficiaries of retirement 

and disability pensions with a view to reduce the cost of cash delivery by post. However, 

commercial banks tend to close their branches and ATMs in remote areas due to insufficient income 

they generate. Consequently the State initiative is implemented by a State- owned postal bank. 

Also, the number of clients of credit unions grew in such locations, from which banks are 

withdrawing their services.

Member States have not reacted adequately to the Commission's Recommendation and in 15 

Member States there is still no legal or voluntary requirement for banks to provide basic banking 

services.

Question 16: Do these measures also facilitate access to a basic payment account for non-
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residents?

EFIN is of the opinion that measures taken to facilitate access to a basic payment account should 

apply irrespective of the consumer's nationality or place of residence in the Union. The measures 

took by banks or other institutions in the Member State don't generally facilitate access to a basic 

payment account for non-residents.

Question 17: If consumers still have difficulties in opening a bank account, what are the 
reasons for that? 

Geographical/technological reasons:
In remote or small communities, in low-income areas it can be difficult to access bank branches or 

ATMs. The diminution of bank branches number observed these last years has created new deprived 

area, which negative effects have not been all compensated by on-line bank access, because of 

technology gap (old people, …) of other reasons.

Regulation lack of enforcement:
Difficulties remain when regulation / code of conduct / code of practice are not sufficiently 

enforced.

Access for non-residents (administrative and language reasons):
Remaining difficulties has been reported for non-resident (BE, UK, PL)

- lack of permanent address

- lack of permanent ID card

- language difficulties

Question 18: If more needs to be done what additional measures should be envisaged? 
Should the problem be tackled at national or EU level? 

A previous mentioned, Member States have not reacted adequately to the Commission's 

Recommendation and in 15 Member States there is still no legal or voluntary requirement for banks 

to provide basic banking services. 

Nevertheless, many studies conclude that having access to a bank account is crucial for citizens to 

integrate into society and to live a decent social and economic life.18 Moreover, it is stated in the 

Financial Services Action Plan, adopted in 1999 that financial inclusion is an essential step towards 

achieving an integrated EU financial services market. Also, the 2005-2010 EU Financial Services 

Policy White Paper underlines that "accessing a bank account is the entry point for most consumers 

to financial services and markets and increasingly important for citizens to participate in the market 

and society". 

Considering this, additional EU level measures must be envisaged to tackle the problem.

18 Financial services provision and prevention of financial exclusion, European Commission, VC/2006/0183, 

http://www.fininc.eu/gallery/documents/final-report-2007-and-summary/financial-services-provision-and- 

prevention-of-financial-exclusion-final-report.pdf. 
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On the EU level

− the charge for cross-border payment services should be continually lowered as an incentive to 

use officially registered financial services

− the charge for using bank payment cards should be continually lowered, especially in cross-

border operations

− mobile accounts and mobile payments should be supported as an innovative means to keep and 

spend money

− more effort should be undertaken to promote savings instead of consumption – this will increase 

the demand for bank accounts.
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