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Dear Commissioner Kroes, honored guests, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak at this conference. In my short contribution I would like to 
focus on a few points.  
 
First:  the definition of competition from the perspective of consumers; secondly the Dutch 
experience of competition and what is has delivered for consumers and finally, what needs to be 
addressed to ensure the outcome of competition is positive for the consumer. 
 
From the consumer perspective  a competition can be defined as follows: 
‘ competition is the process by which consumers can freely find and activate their preferences 
from  amongst rival offers’  I would like to add a few necessary conditions: objective information,  
easy switching, effective consumer laws and access to redress. 
 
Obviously, this is probably not a correct formal definition, as many experts here present may say. 
However, it is a definition that follows naturally from the experience in my country with 
competition and the day to day practice of the 540.000 members of my consumer organization, 
the Consumentenbond. All too often the discussion on competition and opening up markets 
focuses on the supply side, i.e. letting in new entrants, licensing issues, mergers etc. True 
competition policy is sensitive to both actors in the market, to business and to consumers; it 
balances free enterprise with consumer sovereignty.  
 
Let me give you an overview of the experience with competition in the Netherlands. As 
mentioned I will focus on the period 1995 until now.  
 
Our experience with liberalizing markets is mixed. In the telecom sector Dutch consumers have 
more choice and lower prices than they used to, especially in GSM and ISP areas. More providers 
and diversity of products and services are evident. Liberalization has been introduced in areas 
such as energy, taxi market, healthcare amongst others: not all are fully liberalized by the way. So 
on the face of it, the process of liberalizing is proceeding…. 
 
But before I paint the Netherlands as a wonderland of competition, there are some markets in 
which competition is not working, even though the first steps have been taken. A notable failure 
is the street taxi market in the Netherlands. I don’t know if anyone present has ever tried catching 
a cab in Amsterdam, but the general customer experience is too steep a price, too impolite a 
driver and too nerve-wracking a drive for your own peace of mind. The Consumentenbond 
lobbied extensively to re-regulate the market so as to ensure competition on quality, set clear 
standards for information on tariffs and, naturally, choice at the taxi rank between various 
operators.  The legislation to open up the sector entered into force in 2000. However, since then, 
implementation has been piecemeal at best. Choice, quality and information have not improved 
significantly, and the sector itself has resisted many of the necessary changes. The current state of 
affairs is that we have virtually given up hope on competition in the street taxi market. Quite 
simply because it is not delivering for consumers! Looking from the perspective of the consumer: 
in this case there is insufficient choice, information and quality after the introduction of 
competition. 
  
A second area where competition can be perceived as problematic is public rail transport. The 
Dutch National Railways are a virtual monopolist; there are only a few smaller companies also 
active on the national network, and only in certain regions. The consumer has only one choice and 



that’s it. In the liberalization of rail transport in the Netherlands, special attention was given to 
ensuring representatives of consumers could advise on pricing, accessibility and other consumer 
related issues. In the ten years the platform has been active, its influence has been limited, even 
though some smaller successes have been reached.  Finally: the original motive was to ensure 
benefits for the consumer. However: since 2000 the price of a train ticket has risen twice the rate 
of the general consumer price index. Also, only this year has the quality reached levels 
comparable with the levels in 2000.  In short: here lack of competition, lack of quality and lack of 
consumer voice and regulation are issues. Just last week a majority of the Dutch Parliament 
spoken out in favor of a specific rail regulator, possibly under the aegis of the current competition 
authority, which will keep an eye on quality and pricing from the consumer perspective.  
 
There are three important reasons that Dutch consumers aren’t as big fans of competition as they 
could be. These reasons focus especially on the practical side of competition. 
First of all, it is difficult for consumers to find objective and comparable information in the 
telecom and energy sectors. This may sound odd in the internet era and knowing the number of 
websites that say they compare prices. That is why I said ‘objective information’: more often than 
not consumers are confronted with information that is either sponsored or unclear where this 
information is from. That doesn’t make life easier for an interested consumer. In the telecom 
sector comparing prices in a whole different challenge: the comparability of prices and various 
offered packages is difficult for consumers. Here more transparency and easier to use information 
for consumers is necessary.  
 
Secondly, linked to trust and confidence is switching. As I said in the beginning easy switching is a 
necessary condition for competition and whether it delivers. A worrying aspect in the Netherlands 
is that consumers do not switch easily. Consumers do not trust the switching process and do not 
feel there is enough in it for them. In telecoms the problem is clear: our own research, carried out 
last year, shows one in six consumers that switch is without internet or phone services for a week 
or more.  Of course this means consumers weren’t very interested in switching. This year there 
has been an active policy by the Dutch Government to address this problem. Whilst 
commendable, it remains to be seen whether it will work.   
 
Finally, underpinning each free market is a set of rules that governs that marketplace and their 
enforcement. As I mentioned earlier, this needs to be more than a focus on the supply side.  This 
means effective consumer protection regulation. Not only sector specific, but also general rules 
on consumer protection need to be of a sufficiently high level.  For example targeting unfair 
commercial practices or general contractual rights of consumers. In that sense it is worrying to 
notice on an EU-level that a watering down of some general consumer contractual rights is being 
considered. Instead of enhancing trust it would lower it, and I believe that would have a negative 
effect on competition.   
 
Last but certainly not least:  in opening up markets one point is nearly always passed over or 
either it needs an active consumer lobby to assure it is taken on board. Namely redress for 
consumers. Actually, there is no difference whether we mean ADR or collective redress for 
example: both are quite routinely forgotten in the process. In the Netherlands we have an active 
ADR system in which Consumentenbond takes part. Even then, it took some time to get an easy 
ADR system for,  say, telecoms in 2008.  What is clearly missing is an effective way for groups of 
consumers to have access to redress. In the area of competition this is especially lacking, because 
consumers have no way to be compensated for the effects of anti-competitive behavior. It should 
come as no surprise that Consumentenbond, as many other consumer organizations, supports the 
plans of Commissioner Kroes on this subject. 
 



If we look at what has been delivered for consumers in the Netherlands, the picture is mixed.  If 
we are to deliver real benefits for consumers in the coming years more attention needs to be paid 
to the conditions that support the demand side of the market. Only then will we create enough 
trust to ensure competition really delivers. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 


