
Know What You Buy response to European Commission 
Television Without Frontiers issues paper on commercial 

communications. 
 
Know What You Buy is the campaign to give people more information about 
the impact that goods and services have upon the environment and human 
rights.  
 
Know What You Buy believes that there must be much more information 
given to consumers- in marketing material and at the point of purchase - 
about the ‘hidden costs’ of a given product. Consumers should be provided 
with information about, for example, the contribution of a particular product's 
use, delivery or manufacture to global warming; or whether it was made in a 
country with a poor human rights record and/or labour standards.  
 
In order to help meet the EC’s and Member States’ goals of a sustainable 
economic environment and global respect for human rights the revised TWF 
must empower consumers by requiring that advertising clearly explains the 
impact of the advertised product upon the environment and human rights.  
 
This will better enable consumers to make informed choices about those 
products they may purchase. For example, by requiring advertisers to make 
clear the contribution (or otherwise) of their products to global warming, 
consumers will be able to make informed choices which reflect their values 
and address their concerns.  
 
88% of Europe’s citizens say they consider global warming to be a serious 
issue but only have a ‘rather a vague idea of the structure of energy use’ 1.  
 
Europe’s citizens are becoming increasingly interested in such ‘ethical’ issues 
and are acting politically, but do not currently have the information to exercise 
their political beliefs in the economic sphere.  This is because most 
consumers are poorly informed about their choices and therefore unable to 
exercise any real influence or contribute financially to a more sustainable and 
just global economy.  
 
As is the case now, such economic activity doesn’t reflect a lack of concern 
about global warming, or human rights abuses, but is a reflection of the 
difficulty faced by the average person in building a comprehensive 
understanding of the impact of their economic transactions.   
 
The growth of ‘fair trade’, ‘organic’ and similar initiatives demonstrates that 
there is a real appetite for ethically and environmentally sound products. 
However, these positive labels do not paint the whole picture as, with few 
exceptions (e.g. tobacco), there is no corresponding requirement to make it 
clear that certain standards are not being met.  Indeed, it is understandable 
that individual businesses do not spell out any negative impact of their product 

                                                           
1 Public opinion on energy: issues, options and technologies”, European Commission, 
December 2002 (http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_169.pdf) 



to their consumers: to do so in the absence of compulsion, whilst competitors 
cloak their negative impacts, would be commercial suicide. The end result is 
that consumers are left in the dark - unless they are able to conduct time-
consuming and costly research themselves or pay for specialist magazines.  
  
We call on the Commission to amend the TWF to give citizens and 
consumers this vital information, when it counts, in advertising.  (We 
recognise the importance of similar information at the point of purchase, or in 
print advertising, but acknowledge that this is outside of the scope of the TWF 
discussions.) 
 
We understand that there are a wide range of relevant concerns, and that 
different markets will have different impacts. Therefore, we believe that 
independent research is best placed to seek consumer views as to what 
information is most appropriate for a particular market.  Such research may 
use innovative democratic techniques such as citizens' juries to accurately 
gauge views.  
 
Once it is established what information is considered important by consumers 
in a particular market, then independently assessed standards – in many 
cases already available – should be used to enable consumers to make 
informed choices. 
  
Not everyone will choose to act upon the information they would be given - 
and that is their right - but these people will not be put at any disadvantage by 
the provision of such information. 
  
Similarly there would be only a limited cost to business, we would expect 
those with the most to hide to strongly object but believe that many 
businesses with sound and sustainable practices would welcome the 
opportunity to compete on a level playing field. 
 
The lack of information provided by advertisers about their products’ impact 
upon the environment and human rights is clearly impeding the EU’s goals for 
a more sustainable economy and just society. We strongly urge the 
Commission to give serious thought to re-balancing power in favour of 
consumers and sustainable businesses by requiring advertising to provide 
such information. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this issue. We would be happy 
to clarify or discuss further any issues raised. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
 
Kate Conto 


