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Greece trying to lay 'phantom' pensions to rest
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One of the main problems the Greek state
faced at the start of the crisis was putting right
the obvious public administration inefficiencies
that had become an undue burden on the
country’s finances while also being a source of
gross unfairness.

An example of this was Greece’s pension
system and the poor way in which it was
managed. Bureaucracy, corruption and neglect
meant that even in 2010 the government did
not have a clear picture of how many
pensioners it was paying for and whether they all had a legal entitlement to their monthly retirement pay.

As a result, Greece’s main social security fund, IKA, carried out its first ever census between July 1,
2011 and September 30, 2011. This was followed by a second audit in 2012 to confirm the findings. The
state also reviewed the pensions it was paying to retired civil servants and to the wives and unmarried
daughters of public sector workers who had died. The Agricultural Insurance Organization (OGA), which
provides pensions to farmers, completed its census in March this year.

For the censuses, pensioners were required to present themselves either at an IKA office or at the place
they receive their retirement pay from, such as post offices and banks, with their pension documents, ID
cards and social security numbers. Pensioners unable to leave their homes or those living abroad were
able to authorize someone to do this on their behalf.

This process allowed the data to be gathered by the newly created Computer Center for Social Security
Services (IDIKA), which created the “Ilios” system to monitor monthly payments and log pensioners’
data. The first Ilios report in June showed that there were 2.71 million Greeks claiming pensions that
averaged at 907.65 euros, including auxiliary pensions. The average basic monthly pension was found
to be 694.56 euros.

Presenting figures to Parliament at the end of March, Labor Minister Yiannis Vroutsis said that a total of
51,551 bogus pensions had been discovered with the most common form of deception being relatives of
deceased pensioners continuing to collect monthly retirement pay after the claimant had died. Vroutsis
said that the annual value of the unjustified claims was about 420 million euros and that the government
would launch legal action to recover as much of the unlawfully claimed money as possible.

Vroutsis also said the censuses had led to the state discovering that in about 350,000 cases, there were
inconsistencies in documentation, such as tax identification numbers. He said that although these were
not instances of fraud, the new information would allow the government to correct these mistakes.

The census process has been part of wider effort to modernize the way pensions are paid and received.
This year, for instance, will be the first that those claiming farming pensions can use the Internet to obtain
confirmation of the payments they have received so they can submit this certificate when completing
their tax declaration. This is a small but significant improvement for retired farmers for whom it is difficult
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and costly to get to their nearest government office.

Undoubtedly, the main benefits of conducting these censuses has been to stamp out fraud and injustice,
while allowing the Greek state to close a hole in its finances that should not have existed in the first
place.

The process of retrieving money that had been illegally claimed has begun, although it promises to be a
lengthy one due to the backlog of cases in Greek courts. By the end of January, IKA had launched legal
action against almost 400 claimants who it believes defrauded the fund out of a total of about 10 million
euros. In May, Alternate Finance Minister Christos Staikouras informed Parliament that the state had
recovered 13.6 million euros from pensions to civil servants that should not have been paid and that it
was seeking to recoup another 12.4 million euros.

*An edited version of this article appeared in the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung publication "Ten Rays of Light in
the Greek Crisis"
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