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Minister Bruton, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Let me start by thanking you for the invitation. You have 

chosen a very relevant topic for this morning's discussions 

and one which I am sure will inspire an animated debate.  

What does an "inspired consumer" mean to you? 

To me as an EU policy maker, an "inspired consumer" is 

someone who feels that what he or she buys is safe, 

legitimate, high quality and sustainably produced; someone 

who has the confidence to take full advantage of the single 

market, thus contributing to economic growth.  

In the current economic climate, the tagline for today's 

conference is a particularly pertinent one. Last year the 

European commission adopted its Consumer Agenda; the 

idea of the "inspired consumer" runs throughout. Its tagline 

was to boost confidence and growth by "putting consumers at 

the heart of the single market."  

So how do we "inspire the consumer"? 
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Primarily, by inspiring trust and confidence in the supply 

chain.  From a retail perspective, consumer trust is rather like 

a currency whose value only becomes truly apparent when 

under pressure. 

Generally – and particularly here in Ireland - retailers enjoy a 

high level of consumer trust. However, while almost two 

thirds of consumers think their rights are respected, less than 

one third of retailers actually know what some of these basic 

consumer rights are. In Ireland, this gap is among the widest 

in the EU.  

In this respect, retailers need to be aware of their role to 

inspire consumer confidence and trust in the supply chain.  

To inspire trust, we must put safety first.  

There is an Irish saying, I believe, that when "Mistrust goes 

in, love goes out".  

The recent horsemeat scandal is a good example of the 

damage that can be done to consumer confidence when 

such mistrust comes in. It has been reported in the press that 

in the aftermath of the scandal, sales of frozen beef burgers 

dropped by 40% in the UK and Ireland. 
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The results of extensive EU-wide controls in April to detect 

the presence of undeclared horsemeat and phenylbutazone 

concerned everyone. 

It is a significant worry that a small minority of dishonest and 

fraudulent operators are undermining the integrity of the food 

chain. 

Less than 5% of samples contained undeclared horse meat, 

but I can assure you that we will continue to focus on efforts 

to fight against, and stamp out, these fraudulent practices.  

In part, we will tackle this via a new EU action plan against 

food fraud. It will focus on:  

strengthening our capability to combat food fraud;  

proposing stronger official controls and sanctions; 

tighter rules for horse passports. 

Let me briefly add a few words on the official control 

proposal, which the Commission adopted on the 6 May:  
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The new rules on official controls will allow Member States to 

deliver more effectively on their duty to control compliance by 

all actors in the agri-food chain – so as to minimise risks 
and fight fraud. 

Financial penalties should match the gain expected by the 

perpetrators of intentional violations of the rules. 

Public accountability will be enhanced so as to allow citizens 

and operators to cooperate and contribute to improving 

enforcement. 

Safety of all products – those which we eat and those which 

we use and handle in our everyday lives – is of central 

importance to all of us. 

With this in mind, the Commission also adopted its long 

awaited Package on Product Safety and Market Surveillance 

in February. It includes proposals for: 

a new regulation on consumer product safety to replace 

the current General Product Safety Directive;  

a new regulation on market surveillance; and 

a multiannual market surveillance action plan. 
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The net result would be more intensive market surveillance, 

leaner procedures and smoother co-operation between the 

different players. 

For retailers, there are three new elements which are 

particularly relevant. 

The first is the clear role that each economic operator - 

including manufacturers, importers, distributors and retailers - 

has to play in protecting safety in the supply chain.   

The second element is identification: of products, their 

manufacturer and, where relevant, their importer. 

For a product to be legally sold, it must indicate the 

manufacturer's name and address, the product's origin and 

be accompanied by the relevant technical documents.   

Effective action at source is the best way to prevent unsafe 

products from circulating in the internal market. By improving 

identification, we improve traceability, promote safety 

awareness amongst manufacturers, and help reduce the 

number of product safety failures. 



 7

The third key element of the package is market surveillance: 

effective and powerful market surveillance is crucial for 

consumer safety.  

The proposed new Regulations would eliminate gaps and 

overlaps in our current market surveillance rules. In turn, this 

will help national inspectors and enforcement authorities to 

work against rogue operators.  

However, improving the basic framework for product safety 

and market surveillance is just one part of the story. We must 

also eliminate unfair commercial practices throughout the 

supply chain. 

For me, as Commissioner for Health and Consumers, this is 

also an important factor when we speak of inspiring 

consumer trust.  

You know, probably better than I, how close the links 

between the retail industry and consumers are. And when we 

discuss business-to-business – "B-to-B" - relations along the 

supply chain, we must also look at their possible impact on 

consumer welfare: on prices, the choice of products, etc., and 

the impact of unfair commercial practice.  
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I should add that the Commission is strongly committed to 

deciding on ways to reduce "B-to-B" unfair trading practices 

by this autumn. For us, the High Level Forum for a Better 

Functioning Food Supply Chain – and its achievements in 

this area – will be the starting point. If self-regulation 

succeeds, it could be quicker and more efficient than other 

options; we will assess its success in June. 

Another  way to inspire consumers – particularly youngsters -

is to embrace E-commerce. Digital technology is 

fundamentally transforming the way consumers shop, get 

information and interact with one another. The digital sector 

is probably the area where consumer policy can make the 

most significant contribution to economic growth. 

There is still vast untapped potential: in 2011 we conducted a 

thorough study on e-commerce in goods which concluded 

that if e-commerce were to grow to 15% of the total retail 

sector and current barriers to the EU's Digital Single Market 

were removed, total consumer welfare gains could be around 

€204 billion. That is 1.7% of the EU's GDP. 
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One element which has the potential to "make or break" 

consumer trust in the Digital Single Market is comparison 

tools. By these I mean price comparison websites, user-

generated ratings and reviews, and specialised mobile 

applications. 

Over half of European consumers use these tools at least 

once a month. At the same time, they can help retailers and 

service providers to improve their market position and reach 

a broader customer base.  

Ensuring these comparison tools are transparent and reliable 

is essential for maintaining consumer confidence. They also 

have an important role in guaranteeing a level playing field 

for businesses that "play by the rules". 

2012 marked an important first step in this direction, with the 

launch of a multi-stakeholder dialogue on comparison tools. It 

has brought together representatives from consumer 

organisations, national authorities, EU retailers' associations 

and comparison website operators from various sectors 

including general retail, food, travel, energy and telecoms. 

It presented its main findings and concrete policy 

recommendations at the EU's Consumer Summit in March. 
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They include: 

Transparency regarding the business model and 

financing for comparison tools; 

Clear criteria for ranking offers; 

Clear distinction between "spontaneous" rankings and 

reviews and paid advertising. 

I encourage you to send your comments on the report and 

welcome your involvement in our future work on this topic. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Another important report presented at this year's Consumer 

Summit was that of the Multi-stakeholder Dialogue on 

Environmental Claims, which brings me to my last point: 

sustainability.  

"Inspiring the consumer" to make greener, more sustainable 

choices whilst ensuring a level playing field is maintained for 

business. This was also identified as a priority in the 

"Consumer Agenda."  
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Consumers are increasingly willing to reward companies for 

products and business practices that respect the 

environment. 

Retailers are in a unique position to help promote more 

sustainable consumption through their day-to-day contact 

with consumers. 

However, we need effective tools to ensure honest 

environmental marketing and protect consumers against 

misleading and unfounded green claims, so-called 

"greenwashing". 

The report by the Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue on 

Environmental Claims makes recommendations in this 

respect for the short, medium and longer term.   

The Retail Forum for Sustainability is another platform for 

exchanging best practice with a view to continuously 

improving environmental performance, for example: by 

reducing retailers' environmental impact, e.g. energy use and 

through better consumer information, labelling and 

communication. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
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I have touched briefly on some of the EU's key priorities but 

before I finish I would like to stress that it is crucial, in the 

current economic climate, to recognise and encourage the 

central role that "inspired" consumers can play in economic 

growth – particularly in the rapidly changing digital 

environment. 

Retailers, and the other actors in the supply chain, have a 

critical role to play in inspiring confidence. As policy makers 

we also have a responsibility to create the best environment 

to enable and empower consumers and to inspire them to 

actively engage in the Single Market and to shape a single 

market which truly works for European consumers. 

 

Thank you very much. 

 

 


