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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It is a pleasure to be here with you to celebrate the European 

Consumer Day in the historic city of Thessaloniki. When you 

look back at the events of 100 years ago and their impact on 

this city and our continent, it puts our discussions in a much 

broader context. 

The European Union was intended to ensure that there could 

never be another 1914, or another 1939. Europe is about 

peace, it is about building a common future, and it is about 

creating - together - a prosperous and inclusive society. 

Our discussions here are a part of this process. The European 

Consumer Day is dedicated this year to social inclusion in times 

of crisis.  
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This is a subject of critical importance and comes at a vital 

moment, as the EU tries to leave the economic crisis behind, 

and with the forthcoming European elections a signpost of the 

future direction which Europe will take. Now is therefore time to 

reflect also on the lessons of our recent past, and ensure that 

there can never be another 2008. 

Dear Guests 

If I have one message for you today it is this: In times such as 

these, consumers should be at the heart of the recovery.   

When consumers are under pressure, we must make sure they 

are not exploited and that they get the best deal possible. More 

than this, by helping consumers we can make consumer policy 

a policy for economic recovery. 

I see a strong link between our discussions today and last 

year's event when the issues of product safety and market 

surveillance were in focus. Guaranteeing the safety of every 

consumer, regardless whether they can afford a lower-end or a 

higher-end product, is at the heart of an inclusive consumer 

policy. Consumers should have confidence that the products 

they buy are not only safe, but that they represent good value, 

that every euro they spend, is a euro well spent.  
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And we know that in Greece, of all places, many consumers 

cannot afford to waste a single euro. As a consequence of the 

crisis, over a quarter of Greek consumers cannot afford 3 basic 

consumption items, out of a list of 9 which indicate a reasonable 

standard of living in the EU.  

A list which includes being able to pay the rent, mortgage or 

utility bills; a meal with meat, chicken or fish every second day; 

the ability to keep their home warm enough. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

This situation is unacceptable. It requires determined action in 

each and every EU country, with strong support from the Union.  

Of course, the necessary action goes far beyond the scope of 

consumer policy in a traditional sense; it requires first and 

foremost a return to economic growth.  

Here the overall figures are starting to look better. The EU's 

GDP is expected to grow by 1.5% this year and by 2.0% next 

year, when all the EU economies are projected to grow. The 

economic recovery is gaining strength while becoming more 

balanced.  Good news is that this growth is increasingly based 

on stronger domestic demand, as confidence is improving. 
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Positive growth is forecast for this year also here in Greece and 

is expected to accelerate in 2015. This is an important result of 

the huge efforts and sacrifices which have been made to 

implement the economic adjustment programme.  

With public finances stabilised and competitiveness returning 

the next step is to return to sustainable growth and job creation 

to everyone's benefit. 

But we cannot rest at that. For consumers, especially for the 

most marginalised and vulnerable ones, we can and we must 

do more to meet the challenges that still lie ahead.   

So what can be done? 

The European Commission has set itself a clear strategy, laid 

down in the 2012 European Consumer Agenda, which has 

started to produce concrete results over the last two years and 

remains our firm orientation for the future. 

The first pillar of this strategy is safety. We have tabled 

proposals for two new Regulations on General Product Safety 

and Market surveillance, which are now being debated at the 

European Parliament and the Council. I count on the Greek 

Presidency to achieve as much progress as possible on these 

important files. 
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The second fundamental challenge is raising consumer 

awareness. Our latest Consumer Scoreboard data showed that 

consumer awareness and understanding of their rights remains 

low, with only 12 % of respondents able to answer correctly four 

questions testing their knowledge of basic consumer legislation. 

This has to change.  

From the side of the European Commission, we are launching a 

targeted information campaign, which will also cover Greece, 

and I will have the pleasure of presenting it in greater detail in 

Athens on Monday. 

We will also continue to support the network of European 

Consumer Centres, which are present in every EU Member 

State, Norway and Iceland. They provide information and 

assistance to consumers facing difficulties in relation to cross-

border purchases. Since 2010 they have handled – free of 

charge – requests of over three hundred thousand consumers. 

At the same time, we need to be able to rely on strong 

consumer organisations. Consumer organisations not only act 

as multipliers of consumer information, but they also give a 

voice to consumers in an often business-dominated 

environment. 
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The European Commission is putting in place a whole toolkit for 

strengthening the capacity and skills on national consumer 

organisations. This includes on-line tools for exchanging best 

practices, e-learning course materials, specialist training and 

local courses in national languages.           

Beyond this, I have started to work directly with governments to 

see how best to ensure adequate financing and involvement of 

national consumer organisations in the policy-shaping process. 

I am well aware that these are hard times for many consumer 

organisations, with some of them having to reduce, or even 

stop, some of their activities. We have to make wise use of 

public resources, and target them at organisations that deliver 

results for consumers and have a strategy to become more self-

sustainable in the long term. 

The third key challenge I would highlight is securing proper 

enforcement and access to redress.  

Making consumers more aware of their rights is a first step; the 

next is to ensure that these rights are respected in practice. A 

successful and inclusive consumer policy is one where all 

consumers can expect their rights to be effectively protected – 

not just those who have the means and time to engage in 

lengthy court cases. 
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This is why, when I took up office as Commissioner for 

Consumer Policy, I identified enforcement of consumer 

protection rules as one of my main priorities.  

Enforcement is of course the responsibility of national 

authorities. The European Commission, however, has a key 

role to play, mainly in coordinating a network of enforcement 

authorities. 

The Consumer Protection Cooperation network regularly 

conducts simultaneous screenings of on-line websites in all EU 

countries, the so-called "sweeps", to make sure they are in line 

with consumer protection rules.  

More recently, there have been efforts by this network to 

establish common approaches on issues that concern 

consumers across the EU. A few weeks ago the Commission 

and representatives of national authorities met with big tech 

companies to discuss consumer concerns related to in-app 

purchase in games targeting children – the most vulnerable of 

all consumer groups. 

We must continue to build on these efforts and ensure that our 

enforcement cooperation framework can meet the challenges of 

the future. Last October I launched a public consultation on this 

topic and I plan to present my conclusions before summer. 
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Alongside enforcement, it is vital to provide consumers with 

effective means of redress. The European Union has recently 

adopted new rules on Alternative Dispute Resolution and 

Online Dispute Resolution as well as a Recommendation on 

Collective Redress.  

Once in place, these can bring great savings to consumers in 

terms of litigation costs and time. Over the coming months, 

through contacts with national authorities I want to make sure 

that the new rules are implemented correctly and on time – so 

that consumers can start benefiting from them as soon as 

possible.   

As a last key challenge – and as my fourth priority for this 

mandate – I would like to refer briefly to the need to make sure 

that consumer policy delivers tangible benefits for consumers in 

key sectors. The ultimate success of our work should be 

measured in the real impact on consumers, on their safety, in 

the confidence and in the wallets. Partnering with local 

stakeholders, I want to make an actual difference to consumer's 

daily lives, particularly in liberalised sectors such as energy, 

financial services or telecommunications. For example, by 

helping consumers to get hands-on advice on how to control 

their energy spending or informing them about the options to 

switch to another energy or telecom provider. 
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Mr Chairman 

Let me conclude by stating once again that the European 

Consumer Day is about helping consumers realise their power, 

making them better aware of their rights and encouraging them 

to make full use of them in practice. This is the way to ensure 

that markets work for consumers and not the other way around.  

Starting today, and during the coming months I will be holding a 

series of "consumer missions" in countries where there is clear 

potential for fostering a stronger consumer culture. This is an 

effort that requires commitment from many sides: governments, 

consumer organisations, business and media all have a 

responsibility for making sure that consumer rights do not just 

exist on paper. 

If we agree to work together in this direction, then consumer 

policy can make a significant contribution towards social 

inclusion and stay fit for the challenges of the future. 

Thank you, 

- End - 
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