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Excerpts

Survivors’ pensions are based on the notion of dependency: they link benefit entitlements to the contributions paid by (or on behalf of) the deceased spouse, they insure against the loss of the breadwinner and (in many countries) they may be suspended if the recipient remarries. Traditionally survivors’ benefits were provided only to the widow and to orphans, not to the widower (unless he had a disability and was for that reason dependent on his wife). This discrimination has been abolished in the social security systems of many countries, including the United States and most Member States of the European Union. Discrimination against widowers was ruled to be unlawful in occupational pension schemes by the European Court of Justice in 1993.

Mainly as a result of the developments described above, elements of income testing have been introduced in the statutory survivors’ benefits schemes, for example in France, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden. Other countries have restricted the payment of benefit to survivors above a certain age (at which it is judged to be difficult to enter employment) and to those caring for young children. As a result of such restrictions, some women are worse off than they would have been under the old legislation. Those who are younger than the specified age may experience real difficulty finding employment. And even for many who are employed, the death of the husband may lead to serious financial difficulties, if no widow’s pension is payable: the household budget in most cases is then less than half of what it was. The main aim of these restrictive measures has been to limit the increase in the cost of survivors’ benefits resulting from their extension to widowers. It is no doubt significant that equal treatment of survivors was introduced at a time when social security systems already faced financial problems. The issue has given rise to a debate between those who feel it is reasonable that women should nowadays normally be expected to earn their living and those who point out that this was not what was expected of many women entering married life in past decades. Should those becoming widows now suffer because values and attitudes have changed?

In numerous pension systems, women who are not legally married do not qualify for a survivor’s pension upon the death of their partner. However, some countries do grant a pension provided that there is evidence of dependency or cohabitation. Such is the case, for example, in Costa Rica, Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, the United Kingdom and Venezuela. The position of widows in developing countries, particularly in Africa and South Asia, is very much more difficult than in the industrialized economies, not only because the social security systems are more rudimentary, but also because widows are often subject to discrimination, social isolation and even physical violence. If a country has a universal pension (or a social assistance pension available on conditions that are not too restrictive), this is of immense assistance to older widows, few of whom will have any contributory entitlements whatsoever. However, it should be remembered that many widows are not nearly old enough to qualify for an old-age pension, particularly in societies with a tradition of child brides and in countries seriously affected by AIDS and by wars. (High mortality rates from AIDS, among both men and women, are also leaving many orphans, most of whom have no benefit entitlements.) Various states in India have extended means-tested pensions to cover destitute widows, but problems of implementation have limited the impact of such measures.
