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of the hearing on “Towards a family-friendly Europe: policy
recommendations for demographic renewal” held on Thursday, 4 June 2026
in Athens

Ms Saskia Kluit, Chairperson, opened the hearing held in the context of preparation of the report on “Towards a
family-friendly Europe: policy recommendations for demographic renewal” by Mr Georgios Stamatis (Greece,
EPP/CD) and welcomed guest speakers:

- Ms Domna Michailidou, Greek Minister of Social Cohesion and Family Affairs,

- Ms Niki Kerameus, Greek Minister of Labour and Social Insurance,

- Mr Stelios Maridakis, Vice-President of the National Youth Council of Greece,

- Mr Basil C. Tarlatzis, Professor Emeritus of Obstetrics-Gynaecology and Human Reproduction, Aristotle

University of Thessaloniki, and
- Ms Alexandra Tragakis, Professor of economic demography at Harokopio University.

The Chairperson stressed from the outset the importance of hearing concrete experiences and drawing practical
lessons for the whole of Europe.

Minister Kerameus described demographic decline as one of the major challenges for Greece and Europe, linking
it to labour, income, equality, support for families and prospects for young people. Greece’s ageing population led
to a growing share of people over 65 and a shrinking workforce, making policy action urgent from an economic
angle. To this end, four policy directions were put forward in Greece: strengthening employment and social security,
protecting maternity and paternity, improving work-life balance and encouraging return migration through “Rebrain
Greece” and related programmes. The latter had helped to facilitate the return of 473,000 citizens out of 747,000
who had left the country during the years of economic crisis. Stable work and income were prerequisites for family
planning, with higher women’s employment and reduced female unemployment being especially important in that
respect. In recent years, maternity, paternity and parental leave had been increased, flexible work arrangements
(including part-time and four-day workweek options) had been introduced for working parents with children under 12
years of age, and measures to better protect family life had been mainstreamed across various sectors.

In response to a question by Ms Kluit on lessons for other countries in Europe, Minister Kerameus argued that the
key policy measure was creating a flexible work environment that made family life compatible with professional life
and giving people a variety of options to make free choices about private life, especially as regards measures
enabling women to return to work after starting a family.

Mr Maridakis spoke from the perspective of young people and described the demographic situation as a crisis. He
noted very low birth figures, a fertility rate (1.24 children per woman) far below replacement level (2.1 children per
woman) and the need for clear, practical action rather than statements of intent. Measures such as increased family
subsidies, extended parental leave, housing support, free education, nursery care and efforts to counter brain drain
were commendable. However, they were still not enough, because young people remained uncertain about
employment prospects, housing and income to sustain family with children. It was important to link education and
training to jobs. There were also growing concerns about the effect of social media on young people’s sense of life,
relationships and commitment to care about others. Young people needed to be heard and supported through
demographic policy that was stable over time rather than changing with each political cycle.

' The minutes were approved and declassified by the Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development at its meeting on
23 June 2026.
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Mr Stamatis as rapporteur then described the political and strategic framework of his work, recalling reform efforts
already launched in Greece over recent years in family policy, disability, Roma inclusion, housing and demographic
planning. The creation of a dedicated ministry for social cohesion and family affairs three years ago signaled the
seriousness of the effort to embrace demographic challenges. State policies should focus not only on financial
support, but also on creating an environment in which young people would feel confident choosing family life with
children. South Korea, for instance was spending almost USD 25 billion per year to support families but failed to
achieve a desired effect. The existing policies and opportunities should be communicated clearly to citizens. The
brain drain after the economic collapse in Greece was a sore point for the country. Repairing the country entailed
policies and measures that would make its people eager to live there, such as through family-friendly cities, good
living conditions, affordable childcare and stronger support for people with disabilities and parents with disabilities.
The demographic challenge must be addressed over the long term, including by taking a pragmatic approach to
immigration, age-friendly policies, action to curb deadly pollution and to improve the quality of life, as well as boosting
living standards and inter-generational solidarity.

Minister Michailidou thereafter presented the Greek National Demographic Action Plan, stressing that demography
should be treated as a central equality issue for Europe. Greece’s efforts over the last seven years had combined
fiscal and social reforms with what could be called “mentality reforms”. Income support alone could not change
decisions to have children. Greece’s strategy rested on three pillars: direct support to households, indirect support
through tax policy and service provision, supporting equal opportunities for all population. Concrete measures
included the childbirth benefit, childcare benefits, reduced or even no taxes for younger people and lower tax rates
for larger families, extensive nursery provision, afternoon day-centre vouchers and the “nannies of the neighborhood”
programme for very young children. There were also active ageing measures, digital training for older people and
major reforms for disability rights and independent living. In conclusion, families needed tools, services, and equality
guarantees so that people, especially young people, could make free choices about family life. Very few countries
in the world had fertility rate higher than 2.1. The global trend was therefore that of stable or shrinking population,
increasingly concentrated in urban areas. In terms of policies, there was asymmetry, such as in Germany, between
the perception of what should work and what really worked (such as the child benefit and support for nurseries).

Professor Tarlatzis shared a European perspective on the impact of the environment on human fertility, involuntary
childlessness and related fertility treatment policies. Declining fertility was a global, long-term and multifactorial trend:
the share of women living in countries below replacement fertility level had risen from 5% in 1950 to 48% in 2020,
with projections of 77% and then 93% in the future. In Europe, the average number of children per woman was about
1.6, well below the replacement level of 2.1 children per woman. Spain, Italy, Greece and parts of northern and
eastern Europe were below the replacement threshold, while the situation in Turkey, France, Norway and Ireland
was slightly better. Fertility was falling due to a rising age at first childbirth, environmental factors and socio-financial
uncertainties that delayed decisions (by persons or couples) to start a family. The age of first childbirth had risen
sharply: where childbirth was once mostly completed in women'’s twenties, it was now often delayed beyond 30 and
sometimes toward the age of 40. Environmental pressures, including pollution, climate change and endocrine
disruptors massively present in the food chain, affected women’s and men’s reproductive health, embryos, newborns
and even led to the onset of premature menopause. Decisions to have children were notably impacted by the cost
of raising children and access to adequate housing, employment insecurity, mental health and the difficulty of
reconciling work and family life.

A major challenge was how to close the gap between reproductive health needs and the support available to couples
who wanted but faced biological difficulties to have children. Medically assisted reproduction and access to fertility
treatment could improve outcomes, though it could not by itself solve the demographic crisis. In countries where
fertility treatment was fully covered by the health system, births through IVF (in vitro fertilization) were more common.
For example in Denmark about 8% to 9% of births each year came through IVF. Other countries such as Belgium,
Estonia, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain also had a strong public coverage of fertility treatment
procedures. Greece had made progress too, with about 7% to 8% of births being linked to IVF, but coverage was
stillincomplete, especially for the medicines needed before and after embryo implantation. As more and more people
lived and worked away from the countries they were born in, comprehensive state assistance and information for
families was becoming increasingly important to support decisions to have more children. The public needed to
understand fertility, infertility and the real consequences of delay, uncertainty and reduced access to care. Public
policies should aim to improve the quality of life for the population rather than focus only on birth counts.

Ms Kluit shared her personal experience of becoming a mother at 23 years and the avalanche of socio-economic
problems she had to face as a result. None of her friends considered having a child before they were 29 or 32.

Professor Tragakis focused on the economic impact of demographic change and the limits of traditional policy
responses. She explained that fertility decline with “ever fewer children being born ever later in the lives of mothers”
had shifted over time from concerns about child-raising costs to broader pressures such as unemployment and
unstable employment, the financial and economic crises, geopolitical uncertainties, the pandemics and housing
shortages. Extramarital births had increased slightly in Greece (just by 10%) compared to the 60- 70% increase in
other countries of Europe. Other factors of psychological wellbeing, mental and physical health should be taken into
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account. Demographic policies should be well targeted and seek to improve the quality of life for all ages, not simply
aim to raise birth rates numerically: high fertility did not mean demographic development while mortality figures
increased in parallel. In fact, demographic growth or decline could not be explained by fertility and mortality rates
alone, since migration and regional concentration also mattered. Public policies should do more to facilitate life of
working parents and invest in developing a “silver economy” with cities and services designed for all ages, with
accessibility, dignity and participation for older and younger generations alike, supporting intergenerational
coexistence and improving daily lives for all the population.

Ms Kluit appreciated Ms Tragakis’s comments about the need to enhance the quality of life for all ages, including
through more sustainable cities.

Mr Fazenda stressed the issue of social and territorial cohesion as a means of improving the living conditions for
the population and asked the experts to comment on that. Southern countries - Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain —
but also Germany were aging rapidly and need targeted measures to improve fiscal and territorial planning, bearing
in mind rural depopulation and urban overpopulation. In Greece, one third of the country’s population lived in Athens;
in Portugal, around 40% of the population was concentrated in Lisbon and Porto regions.

Baroness Coffey explained that in the United Kingdom there was increasing policy focus on trying to have healthy
lives, not just long lives, which was proving challenging, particularly for mobility. A major question was how to keep
people active throughout their lifetime.

Professor Tarlatzis and Professor Tragakis both reiterated that support for families must be accompanied by
broader social measures supporting greater equality, decent work, accessible services, and giving people
confidence in better society of tomorrow. Immigration option could also work well for demographic stability and
resilience, resulting in a win-win situation for receiving countries and individuals. Longevity was only half a gift if it
was not accompanied by good health, both physical and mental. Preventive medicine could accompany people of
all ages, encouraging better choices about lifestyle, including as regards the way people ate, lived, moved and
engaged with the community.

Mr Holownia explained his country’s (Poland) efforts to support demographic stability. Lower taxation was more
useful than targeted payouts, while a rapid influx of migrants could create difficulties for labour markets and social
welfare systems. Europe was in a nearly permanent situation of poly-crises, and it was not easy to address people’s
fears about the future. People needed a bit more hope and confidence in their own and their children’s future.

Mr O’Reilly shared concerns about the high cost and availability of housing in Ireland, which made life very hard for
the population.

Mr Amraoui spoke about the demographic situation in Morocco which followed increasingly the patterns seen
across Europe: families were shrinking, and young people were ever more concerned about access to housing and
the lack of employment opportunities.

Ms Chatziioannidou wondered if young people under 25 years were interested in health issues, in particular
reproductive health.

Ms Arpa spoke about the difficulties women faced in finding the right partners in life and in enjoying genuinely equal
rights, such as in terms of pension levels or maternity and paternity leave.

Mr Cingi raised the issue of spiritual and cultural values in family decisions to have children and in entertaining
stable partnerships.

Ms Kluit, too, spoke about the living environment that influenced young people’s choices to have a family with
children. Increasingly, parents could not properly take care of their children because they had very demanding jobs
and were stressed about being able to pay for housing.

Professor Tragakis agreed that uncertainties about the future were a serious problem. Behaviours were changing,
especially among young people, because it took ever longer to move to independent living. There was enough
housing in most countries but a high share of it was unoccupied or financially inaccessible. Social media circulated
images and examples of people without family with children. Fertility issues should be more connected with couples,
not individual partners, nor just women alone.

Professor Tarlatzis supported the previous speaker and underlined that reproductive health was not about imposed
choices but rather about free choices of couples. State should support those who faced difficulties in conceiving
children, and society should value more families’ contribution to the overall prosperity.
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Mr Stamatis thanked members and guest speakers for their contributions. As the European Union was spending
nearly 1 trillion euros on weapons, politicians should speak out in favour of investing in peace and in family-friendly
policies. States should ensure that the ideal of equality would be fully mainstreamed not only through policies but
also practical measures to implement them. States should also invest more in people, notably their education, health
and living conditions, showing that they hear the voice of the people and care about them.

The Chairperson in turn thanked all the speakers and closed the hearing.
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