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EUROPEAN CONSUMER POLICY 

WHAT IMPACT ON CONSUMER AND BUSINESS STAKEHOLDERS? 

 

SPEECH 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Introduction 

I am grateful to the American European Community 
Association for inviting me here today to address this 
roundtable conference. 

Clearly, we live in troubled times.  Everyone is acutely 
aware of the sovereign debt crisis that threatens Europe.  
The ripple effect of a recession here would be felt far and 
wide, including in the United States. 

This current crisis is financial, economic and social.  But it 
is also a crisis of confidence, which breeds political 
mistrust and a genuine fear for the future. 
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The debt crisis may dominate the headlines – and of 
course it is essential that this is finally and 
comprehensively conquered – but the key to emerging 
from the current crisis in a true position of strength lies in 
restoring confidence.   

And this, in turn, calls for stability and growth.  

The Commission's flagship EU2020 strategy sets out 
clearly the need for a smarter, greener economy – where 
our prosperity will stem from innovation and from better 
use of our resources.   

While much of the focus of efforts to stimulate innovation, 
competition and competitiveness has been on the supply-
side, the demand side has perhaps been somewhat 
overlooked.  In this regard, consumers have a major role 
to play in delivering the growth agenda and bringing about 
the profound and lasting transformation which we all want 
to see. 

Informed, empowered, confident and demanding 
consumers are instrumental towards achieving a 
competitive and innovative marketplace which leads to a 
more efficient allocation of resources and potential 
competitive advantage. 

Consumer Agenda and Consumer Programme 

I will now set out the main features of the next Consumer 
Strategy – called the Consumer Agenda – and the 
recently proposed Consumer Programme for 2014 to 
2020. 
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The Consumer Agenda – which I will present together 
with my colleague Vice-President Reding in the first half 
of 2012 –will map out our vision for consumer policy for 
the years to come, and set milestones to be achieved 
between 2012 and the end of the current Commission's 
mandate in 2014.   

We plan a text of broad ambition, to be aimed squarely at 
putting consumers at the centre of the Single Market. 

The key principle will be to empower consumers – to 
facilitate and maximise their active participation in the 
market and make it work for them.  This in turn will serve 
as an important driver for growth.  

Earlier this month, the Commission adopted a proposal 
for the 2014-2020 Consumer Programme, which will 
underpin the Consumer Agenda from 2014 onwards. 

We have proposed that its budget be 197 million euros.  

From 2014 onwards, the Consumer Programme aims to 
provide financial support towards four main objectives:  
safety, information (and education), rights and redress for 
when things go wrong, and enforcement of consumer 
rights. 

Allow me to expand on each of these four priorities. 

First – safety.  A prominent area for joint trans-Atlantic 
effort is product safety. Consumer safety is at the heart of 
EU consumer policy. EU product safety legislation fosters 
a culture in which all consumer products must be safe. 
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I am proud to say that RAPEX, the EU rapid alert system 
for dangerous consumer products has been functioning 
very effectively for years enabling Member States to 
rapidly exchange information on measures taken when 
dangerous products are found. 

Nevertheless, experience with our current product safety 
system has made it clear that it needs to deliver even 
more rapidly, efficiently and consistently throughout the 
EU, and to be flexible enough to adapt to the challenges 
of globalisation. 

Therefore, in 2012, the Commission will present a 
package of proposals for a revised product safety 
framework. This package will consist of a new revised 
General Product Safety Directive, a new "Single Market 
Surveillance Regulation", and a multi-annual market 
surveillance plan. 

As the flow of goods increases and supply chains become 
ever more complex, with often the same products being 
marketed across the globe, international co-operation in 
the consumer safety area has become a real necessity. 
Our two most important partners in this regard are the 
United States and China.  

We co-operate very closely with the US Consumer 
Product Safety Commission (CPSC). We have taken 
action together under the trilateral approach with China as 
a demonstration of our commitment to help improve the 
health and safety of consumers across the three 
continents. 

Second – information and education.  Informed 
consumers who can easily identify the best offers 
increase competition and promote innovation. 
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Consumer confidence and skills vary significantly among 
Member States. Action at EU level should seek to 
stimulate synergies and best practice exchange among 
national consumer information and education bodies.  

Let me add that the Commission actively monitors 
markets to see how well they function from a consumer 
point of view, publishing the findings in the form of 
Consumer Scoreboards. 

The spring Scoreboard, published last March, indicated, 
for example, how much work lies ahead in increasing 
consumer and retailer confidence in cross-border 
ecommerce. A Commission package on e-commerce is 
expected to be adopted next month. 

Third – rights properly defined, universally respected and 
defended through effective redress.  Effective consumer 
redress will increase consumer confidence and make 
businesses more competitive in the Single Market. 

I want to ensure that Alternative Dispute Resolution 
(ADR) schemes are available for all consumer disputes 
and that they respect certain quality principles. 

The Commission will adopt proposals for a Directive on 
ADR and a Regulation on Online Dispute Resolution 
(ODR) later this month.  

Consumers and traders, in particular SMEs, still do not 
make use of all the opportunities of cross-border e-
commerce, as they fear that possible disputes might not 
be easily resolved.    
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I want to ensure that consumers and traders have an EU-
wide single point of entry – via an ODR platform – for 
resolving disputes linked to cross-border online sales out-
of-court and entirely online. 

While I want to encourage the consensual resolution of 
consumer disputes, consumers should also be able to go 
to court as a group or via a representative.  

A coherent European framework on collective redress 
respecting national traditions and including safeguards 
against abuses could strengthen the enjoyment of rights 
by citizens and businesses.    

A Communication, to be adopted in the coming months, 
will set out the general principles and the way forward on 
collective address. 

Finally – enforcement.  Most traders act honestly, but 
some use internal borders to hide, and seek financial gain 
through sharp and deceptive practices. Such abuses call 
for consistent and effective enforcement at EU level.  Our 
legislation must have teeth. 

Enforcement bodies in all Member States join efforts to 
form the powerful Consumer Protection Cooperation 
network known as "CPC", which sends out a strong 
message that there is no "safe haven" in the EU for 
dishonest traders. We are now looking at how to further 
strengthen the efficiency of this network.  

The CPC Network has also successfully carried out 
"sweeps" which constitute a thorough online investigation 
of a particular market, to see which operators respect the 
rules and which do not.   
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*****************************************************************
***** 

Conclusion 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I hope that I have made clear my firm conviction as 
regards the potential of consumer policy within the 
European growth agenda. 

I now look forward to hearing your views, and answering 
any questions that you may have. 

Thank you very much. 

End 
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