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I welcome Presidency decision to hold this seminar just before the
informal Council. Some reflection on the place of consumers in the
Internal Market is long overdue.
I think that developments in the internal market in future will be decisive
for consumers. The Consumer dimension will also be critical to the future
success of the internal market in the future.
What I wish to do here is briefly sketch out how I think the demands of
consumer protection and the internal market can be better reconciled in
future, to their mutual benefit.
In the recent past, notably in the Commission's Internal Market Strategy
and in the Council conclusions on the Cardiff process, we have begun to
see greater recognition of the central part of consumers in the Internal
Market.
In the past, we have perhaps been so focused on completing the Internal
Market that we have given the impression that this is an end in itself. It is
now clearer that the Internal Market is simply a tool to serve wider goals.
First, the internal market is central to the EU's economic reform
programme to deliver competitiveness. Second, the internal market has a
major role to play in enhancing the welfare of EU consumers and
citizens.
Acknowledging the two goals is important because it demonstrates to EU
citizens that the Internal Market, a core EU project, has their concerns at
heart. It dispels the belief held by some that the Internal Market is a
project for business alone.
A deeper understanding of the Internal Market and of the role of the
consumer can help to lead us to a more positive dynamic between Internal
Market and consumer protection policies.
For too long they have been assumed to be in conflict. I would like to
challenge that assumption. The lessons of the crises on food safety and on
the relatively disappointing take-up of e-commerce in Europe have
demonstrated that the internal market also depends on consumer
confidence.
Markets are clearly comprised of the demand side as well as the supply
side. Internal Market and Consumer policy are mutually reinforcing.
The Internal Market has made astonishing progress since 1992 in
facilitating cross-border trade and integration - for business to business
transactions. Business-to-consumer transactions have not developed so
impressively. The advent of Euro notes and coins, for those who



participate of course, will remove one important obstacle to direct
consumer participation in the internal market.
E-commerce and other forms of distance selling are progressively
removing the technological and geographical barriers to direct consumer
participation. The Internal market's main asset is that it is one of the
biggest pools of consumer demand in the world - and this asset is not
being fully exploited.
I would like to see a European Internal Market where, for Christmas, a
consumer, perhaps in Lund, could if he or she chooses, buy a tie direct
from an Italian designer, hand-made chocolates from Belgium, and book
flights, hotel and museum visit for a new year break in Paris, or London,
or indeed Dublin. One can also imagine a small furniture-making SME,
perhaps here in Lund, selling innovative designs for tables and chairs to
consumers throughout the EU.
These examples are not unrealistic in practical terms. I do not see cross-
border shopping taking over entirely from traditional retail mediums,
obviously. But I can see it becoming a significant medium, providing the
consumer with more flexibility and choice. Cross-border shopping for
cars has already begun to develop. In time, this could have a significant
effect on the sales of cars in the EU.
Cross-border shopping can have a strong direct effect in terms of price
and choice for consumers who actually make purchases cross-border. But
it can also give a significant boost to competitiveness from the powerful
indirect effect on traditional retail mediums. Anecdotal evidence suggests
that this is beginning to happen as a result of e-commerce in relation to
some goods and services, notably travel services.
But we have not gone that far yet. Many consumers do not see the
advantages of shopping cross-border and do not have the confidence to
purchase cross-border. SME's, who by definition are unable to establish
business in every Member State, are discouraged by the numerous
different obligations required to trade throughout the EU. I think we
should, together, set ourselves the goal of raising the level of direct
consumer participation in the Internal Market.
At the same time, I think we also need to pursue the integration of
consumer interests into other EU policies that impact on the internal
market and consumers. The priority will remain those liberalised services
of general interest: as they are gradually liberalised, we have to ensure
that the benefits accrue to consumers as much as other stakeholders. We
also have to build in the basics of consumer protection that have
sometimes gone ignored in these former monopolies. I do believe that the
Commission has made some progress recently in ensuring that consumer
concerns are well integrated into these policies, for example in postal and



telecommunications services, or air transport in order to increase
passengers rights.
In addition, we also need to think more deeply about integration as a
process. I am not convinced that we can obtain concrete results in the
integration of consumer interests into other policies by using one single
formula or one bureaucratic instrument.
The Commission has instead undertaken to look at impact assessment,
evaluation and integration as a whole as part of its work on better
governance. I am hopeful that a reform that improves the entire policy-
making process, including consumer rights, stands a better chance of
having a real impact.
To boost integration within the Commission, a new formal inter-service
group on consumer interests will also be established shortly. We will use
it first to develop the next consumer policy strategy document for the
coming years. In time, I hope it will become both a way of raising the
profile of consumer policy within the Commission and an upstream
warning of proposals with a strong consumer dimension.
One key to the process of integrating consumer interests into other
policies is the active involvement of consumer organisations. I believe
that your input should be enhanced at an earlier stage of the decision-
making process.
We are trying in the Commission to make better use of the Consultative
Consumer Committee and draw on the expertise of European and national
consumer organisations.
I also think that an active dialogue with governments, parliaments,
administrations, but also business representatives, should be more
systematically pursued.
I hope similar reflections are taking place within Member States so that
the integration process is comprehensive, bottom-up and that priorities
can be better defined for actions required at the European level. This
seminar today, taking place just before the informal council of ministers,
bears testimony, I think, to this type of approach.
Let me conclude by encouraging you to think boldly and creatively in
your discussions on how the internal market works for consumers, on the
impact of new technologies and new forms of regulation. I believe that
the existing approach to consumer protection has shown its limits. The
adoption of the e-commerce directive indicates this. I think we can map
out a new approach that reconciles the demands for consumer protection
and the internal market.
We should also bear in mind that what we will do together will also be
very important for citizens in the countries who are candidate for
membership to the European Union.



I encourage you to send a strong message to ministers when you report
back from this seminar. I wish you a productive and interesting debate. I
look forward to seeing the results of your discussions in order to fully
take them into account in my reflections and in my policy actions.


