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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It is my pleasure to join you tonight. I am grateful for the 

opportunity to address one of the central questions in designing 

a successful consumer policy: How to strike the right balance 

between strong consumer protection, and the need to avoid 

over-regulation and a nanny State.  

Since taking up office in July last year, I have stressed that 

consumer policy should not be regarded as a standalone issue. 

With the correct focus and systematic coordination with internal 

market policies, it can become a powerful driver for economic 

recovery.  

Consumer spending accounts for a massive 56% of the 

European Union’s GDP. However, in Europe's fragile recovery 

from the economic crisis, consumption has not fully played its 



2 

 

role so far. Indeed, while trends on the supply side are positive, 

consumer spending remains limited, which slows down the 

recovery process. 

Eurozone retail sales in December 2013 suffered their biggest 

drop in over two and a half years, while the Purchasing 

Managers' Index for manufacturing is showing its fastest 

expansion. 

This proves that there is an imminent need to tap into the 

unexploited potential of consumer spending to drive economic 

growth. Consumer policy is a critical part of the economic policy 

mix to help us emerge from the crisis, as it impacts on both 

demand and supply. Crucially, it can help foster consumer trust 

and active engagement in the market.  

Consumer "protection" is only one side of the coin. Of course 

we must ensure that the products that are placed on the market 

are safe and that consumers –as well as companies- are 

protected against unfair and misleading practices. 

But consumer "policy" is broader. It is not just about keeping 

consumers protected, but also about giving them the power to 

make informed decisions, supporting them in their bid to buy 

products that offer the best value for money and to switch to the 

service providers who offer better deals.  
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In turn, well-informed and confident consumers reward the most 

efficient and innovative companies; they stimulate competition 

and, ultimately, facilitate growth.   

Consumers therefore must be aware of their rights and actively 

exercise them. Equally, enterprises - big and small - should 

know and respect consumer rights, and understand that being 

consumer-friendly can be a major competitive advantage.      

As of June this year, the new Consumer Rights Directive will 

start to apply. This is a big step forward to improve the rights of 

consumers, especially when they shop online.  

Consumers throughout the EU will have 14 days to withdraw 

from an online purchase, and get their money back.  

The “pre-ticked” boxes on websites - adding services and costs 

to purchases - will disappear.  Surcharges for the use of credit 

cards and hotlines will also have to stop.  This is real progress 

for consumers. And for responsibly operating companies. 

But in order for these rights to work on the ground, both traders 

and consumers must be aware of them.  
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This is why Vice-President Reding and I have recently launched 

a campaign to inform Europeans about their basic rights as 

consumers. I hope that consumer organisations, national 

authorities and businesses alike will make use of the materials 

we have developed and help spread the word.  

At the same time, I have taken a personal commitment to 

engage directly with stakeholders in order to improve consumer 

culture in those Member States where it is weakest, by holding 

a series of "Consumer Missions". One of the objectives of these 

missions is to build a partnership with local governments, 

consumer organisations and businesses to help consumers 

become better aware of their rights and of the means available 

to solve disputes and seek redress when something goes 

wrong. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I think there you have my answer to the basic question of 

tonight: regulation is not an end in itself and is not the solution 

to everything. For consumer policy to truly deliver results, we 

need to apply "common sense". There is an important balance 

to be struck: 
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• On one hand between new regulation and better 

enforcement of existing consumer protection rules, 

particularly on product safety. 

Today's consumer legislation in the EU provides consumers 

with a level of rights and protection that is unrivalled in the 

world. But while 85% of consumer legislation comes from the 

EU level, 100% of enforcement takes place at national level. I 

do not foresee new legislation in the near future – but what I do 

foresee is more coordinated enforcement.  

 

• On the other hand a balance must also be struck, between 

regulation and consumer information. 

But finding this balance is not evident.  Just as too much 

regulation can be obstructive for the market, too much 

information can also be detrimental for consumers.  

Traditional economics assumes that more information is always 

better, that more information leads to better-informed choices, 

and thus improves consumer welfare.  

But today’s society is characterised by a dense-message 

environment: our cognitive capacities are limited, and most of 
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the purchasing decisions we take in our daily lives are subject 

to time constraints. 

So - firstly - there is a limit to how much information a consumer 

can - or wants - to absorb at the various steps of the purchasing 

process. In other words, more information is not always better 

for consumers.  

If consumers’ problems are primarily due to lack of knowledge, 

then conventional education or information campaigns, such as 

the one I mentioned before, constitute an appropriate remedy.  

However sometimes ill-judged consumer decisions are not a 

result of insufficient information, but rather reflect biases that 

are part of human nature. And this is my second point: we need 

to be innovative and design new forms of smart regulation that 

account for these variations in behaviour.  

This is where behavioural research comes in: it is an important 

tool in consumer policy to ensure that the full range of policy 

instruments are used to change the choice architecture, or the  

context in which choices are made.  My services are conducting 

important work in this field, for example looking into behavioural 

patterns related to online marketing techniques targeting 

children. 
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My third point is that consumers do not just need any 

information, they need reliable information.  

The Internet has dramatically increased the amount of 

information that consumers can access about products and 

services.  

Consumers themselves also exchange views, experiences and 

preferences in blogs, videos and posts in social media. They   

recommend or condemn, share their "likes" and "dislikes".       

To navigate through this “information jungle”, consumers 

increasingly rely on intermediaries, such as comparison tools or 

user reviews.  

But these new practices also raise new questions. To what 

extent can they be trusted? What criteria are used to rank 

offers? How can we make sure these reviews are accurate? 

How can one distinguish between genuine consumer 

testimonials, and sponsored commercial content, when the 

dividing lines are increasingly blurred?  
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We are currently gathering data through studies and 

discussions with stakeholders, including over the last two days, 

in the context of the European Consumer Summit. These will 

help us to determine existing shortcomings and how best to 

address them. 

It is important to evaluate such developments in light of the 

Unfair Commercial Practices Directive. Work is under way by 

the Commission's Directorate-General for Justice to draft further 

guidance to national market surveillance authorities about how 

to apply the Directive in practice – particularly in the digital 

environment.     

Eliminating unfair and misleading practices is crucial not only for 

consumers, but also for responsible businesses, who shouldn't 

have to suffer from unfair competition from those who do not 

play by the rules. This is one more reason why proper 

enforcement of consumer protection rules is amongst my top 

priorities. It is essential to ensure a level-playing field for 

business, and to weed-out the free-riders and rogue traders.  

 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
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Before I conclude, l would like to say a few words on consumer 

safety - an area which I know is of particular interest to you and 

where, clearly, we cannot simply rely on consumer information.  

Effective regulation is critical. And we are constantly working in 

order to make our consumer safety regulations smarter, simpler 

and easier to enforce.  

In February 2013, the Commission adopted an important 

legislative initiative to improve and strengthen the enforcement 

of product safety rules for non-food consumer products.  

These proposals are now with the co-legislators. The European 

Parliament is expected to adopt its position later this month.  

The proposal for the Product Safety Regulation was designed 

so as to enable better identification and traceability of products. 

Attention has been paid to set clear requirements for all relevant 

economic actors in the supply chain, keeping them 

proportionate to their respective roles. The proposal also 

introduces a simplified procedure for the development of 

European standards. 

The second proposal, on Market Surveillance, seeks to 

eliminate overlaps and inconsistencies in the way in which EU 

countries carry out their enforcement activities. Countries will be 
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able to better plan and coordinate their action in the framework 

of a new European Market Surveillance Forum. 

In parallel, we are working to continuously improve the 

implementation of existing rules on the basis of a Multiannual 

Market Surveillance Plan - which is the third component of the 

package.  

This plan sets out a series of concrete actions that the 

European Commission and Member States will carry out to 

enable a smooth transition to the new framework once the two 

proposed regulations are adopted. As part of this plan, for 

example, my services are going to produce by the end of 2015 

practical guidance on the safety and compliance of products 

offered for sale on-line. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Consumer policy is – and must remain – constantly evolving. 

The limits of regulation must be adapted, to reflect markets that 

change rapidly and continuously.  

At the European Commission, we aim at putting in place the 

best possible framework for both consumers and business, 

using the whole range of policy tools at our disposal. 
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We strive to make a policy that is evidence-based, and which is 

supported by stakeholder consultations and behavioural 

research as much as possible. 

I am convinced that this is the right way forward to ensure that 

consumer policy contributes to the emerging economic recovery 

and I count on your support and contribution in every step of 

this process.     

Thank you. 

End 
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