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SPEECH  

President Mas,  
Mr Ribó,  
Mr Piqué,  
Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I am very honoured to be here today and to share with 
you my thoughts on the defence of rights of consumers 
and on the role that private and public entities can play to 
fulfil this important function.  

As European Commissioner for Health and Consumer 
Policy, part of my responsibility is to ensure that 
consumers have access to adequate means of redress, 
for example against businesses selling them faulty goods 
or supplying deficient services.  

In the European Union we have already achieved a very 
high level of consumer protection.  But what is the point of 
having this, if consumers are not able to readily enforce 
their rights?  
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One of the ways we can help consumers is by promoting 
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR).  

What is ADR? 

ADR comes in many shapes and sizes depending on 
which Member State you look at, and today there are 
more than 700 different ADR schemes in operation 
across the European Union.  

ADR has developed very differently in each of the 
Member States – and in some Member States ADR has 
yet to be introduced.   

In some, the ADR schemes are government administered 
and in others they are private.  

In some, there are several ADR schemes each covering a 
specific sector, whereas in others there are much broader 
ADR schemes.  

The common feature is, however, that all ADR schemes 
use a third party to help facilitate the resolution of the 
dispute between the parties out-of-court.  This third party 
may be a complaints board, an arbitrator, a mediator or 
an ombudsman.  

As I am sure that you are all well aware, the term 
"ombudsman" has many different meanings.  It can mean 
a public authority keeping an eye on how the government 
treats its citizens (as the Ombudsman does here) or it can 
also mean an impartial ADR scheme run publicly or 
privately, which handles disputes between consumers 
and businesses.   
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From the viewpoint of consumer policy, the advantages of 
ADR is that it offers more flexibility than going to court 
and can better meet the needs of both consumers and 
businesses.  Compared to going to court ADR is often 
less expensive, faster and more informal.  

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) is a relatively new 
form of ADR and has the same main features.  The only 
difference is that the entire procedure is carried out 
online.  This means, in practice, that the claim is filed 
electronically and that all subsequent correspondence 
between the parties happens online.  

ODR allows for significant time savings and eases the 
flow of communication between the parties, because 
everything happens online and with shorter deadlines.  
This makes this form of ADR specifically suited for 
disputes arising between consumers and businesses 
located in very different locations or even in different 
Member States.  

Background to the proposals  

The Commission has been promoting the development of 
ADR for many years.  

The Commission adopted two Recommendations which 
establish certain quality criteria for ADR schemes. These 
criteria include that the ADR schemes must be impartial, 
effective and fair. The two Recommendations were, 
however, as their title suggests, not binding.   
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A survey from 2010 showed that 20% of European 
consumers had experienced problems when buying 
goods and services. These problems were often left 
unresolved despite a generally high level of consumer 
protection in the Member States.  

In fact, 46% didn't take any action after the first 
unsuccessful contact with the business, when something 
went wrong.  Most consumers simply thought that going 
to court was too expensive and would take too long. 

A consultation from January 2011 confirmed that 
consumers lacked awareness with regard to the existing 
ADR schemes, and that not all consumer disputes are 
covered by such a scheme.  

From other surveys we also know that only 8% of 
European consumers buy goods and services online from 
a business located in another Member State. One of the 
reasons given was that consumers are worried that they 
won't have access to any means of redress.  

The two new proposals 

This has led the Commission to work on two proposals on 
ADR and ODR that I intend to put forward soon and which 
will be adopted by the College of Commissioners this 
year, possibly before the end of this month.  

These proposals are among the key actions of the Single 
Market Act.  

The first proposal is a proposal for a Directive on ADR.  
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This proposal will ensure that consumers and businesses 
in all the Member States have access to an ADR scheme, 
should they encounter problems in relation to the sale of a 
good or the provision of a service.  This will apply no 
matter what type of good or service the dispute concerns.  

The proposal will also ensure that the consumer is always 
informed about which ADR scheme is competent to 
handle a potential dispute. Furthermore, it will ensure that 
the schemes comply with certain quality principles and 
that they are monitored by the authorities in the Member 
States.  

The second proposal is for a Regulation on ODR for 
disputes resulting from online cross-border purchases of 
goods or services.  

This proposal will establish a European Online Dispute 
Resolution platform that will work as a single entry point 
for all complaints.  

Consumers will be able to file their complaint online and 
the complaint will then automatically be forwarded to the 
relevant national ADR scheme. The entire procedure will 
be carried out online.   

The ODR platform could, for instance, be relevant if the 
consumer has bought a TV online from a business 
located in another Member State. Instead of trying to 
figure out themselves which ADR scheme is competent, 
the consumer can just file the complaint online to the 
ODR platform.  
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The objective of the two proposals is not to make the 
traditional judicial systems in the Member States 
redundant. Rather, we aim to create an alternative to the 
judicial system – an alternative which is faster and 
cheaper for the consumer and the business involved in 
the dispute.  

In this context, it is extremely important that the rights of 
both consumers and businesses are still protected. 
Therefore, it is imperative that some form of control of the 
ADR and ODR schemes is carried out, if the two 
proposals are adopted.  

How this monitoring would be carried out would be left to 
the discretion of each Member State.  

The ADR proposal will, however, contain specific 
provisions setting out some principles which the Member 
States must ensure are complied with by the schemes – 
whatever form these schemes may take.  

The principles stem from the two Commission 
Recommendations that I mentioned before, and will in 
that way make those principles binding.  

Let me conclude by saying that it is important that both 
consumers and users of public and private services enjoy 
rights that can be enforced nationally and across the 
Single Market. This will increase their confidence and 
their confidence, in turn, will boost the growth of the 
economy at a time when this is more than necessary.  

This is the aim of the proposals that I am putting forward, 
and from what I have learnt this is also the aim of an 
Institution like the Ombudsman. 
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I am therefore very pleased to have addressed this 
Conference as I believe that our work is complementary.  

The experience that you have gathered in your field and 
that you will discuss today, and the proposals that the 
Commission is scheduled to adopt on ADR both 
contribute:  

-to the enhancement of the rights of European citizens 
and consumers,  

-to a better civil society and  

-ultimately, to better governance in Europe. 

Thank you very much.  

 

End 


