CONSULTING

Intermediate evaluation of
European consumer centres’ network
(Euroguichets)

B5-1000/03/000357

Final Report
Part |: Main Report

European Commission
DG SANCO
Rue de la Loi 200

1049 Brussels

Berlin, 10.11.2004



Your contact person
within Civic Consulting is:
Dr. Frank Alleweldt

Expert team:

Dr. Frank Alleweldt
Prof. Dr. Lothar Maier
Christine Knights

Intermediate evaluation of
European consumer centres’ network
(Euroguichets)

B5-1000/03/000357

Final Report
Part |: Main Report

Address

Civic Consulting Alleweldt & Kara GbR
Potsdamer Strasse 150

D-10783 Berlin

Germany

Telephone +49-30-2196-2295
Telefax +49-30-2196-2298

info@civic-consulting.de



CIVIC

CONSULTING

1.

2.

3.

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

4,

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

5.1

5.2

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

Table of Contents

Executive SUMMArY ... 5
INtrodUCHION......cceeeieiee e ———————— 12
Assessment of evaluation indicators.........cccccovccineeeinccneene 18
GENETAI ... 18
CoNSUMET @SSISTANCE ........cuviiiiiiiii e 26
Information and promotion.............cccooeiiiiiiiiii 32
Consumer €dUCALION ........ouuiiiiiiii e 38
RESEAICN ..o 41
Feedback and networking ..o 44
Assessment of performance of individual ECCs............cccccoovvrrrrrrrrreceees 47
Assessing the performance of individual ECCs ................ooooeiiiiiiiinnns 47
ECCs with a higher degree of cross-border orientation............................ 51
ECCs with a lower degree of cross-border orientation.................ccccuue.e. 53
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt e e e e e e e e 55
Recommendations of previous evaluation ..........cccccmciiiiiiinnicccccenn, 55
Recommendations for individual centres .............ccccccceiiiiiiiic e 56
Network recommendations ...........ooooooiiiiiii e 59
National set-up and location ..............cooo i 61
Relevant @aspecCtS..........ciiiiiiiiicc e 61
Location of the ECC in a border region or in the national capital ............. 61
The role of regional vs. national financial support...........ccccccviririiiirnennn.n. 64
The existence of two ECCs in one Member State............cccccooviiiiiinnnnn. 65
Non-profit organisations vs. public authorities as host bodies.................. 68



CIVIC

CONSULTING

7. ECC objectives and network performance............cccoovrmirrreecccsinseereeeeennns 74
7.1 The objectives of the Consumer Policy Strategy 2002-2006.................... 74
7.2  The development of network objectives...........cccccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie, 75
7.3  Objectives formulated in contractual documents.............cccccccvunirnrinnnnnnns 77
7.4  CONSUMEr @SSISTANCE .......ccoeiiiiiiiiii e 77
7.5 Information and promotion..............ouuiiiiiiiii i 82
7.6 Consumer eduCation .........coooiiiiiiiii i 87
T.7  RESEAICN ... e e 88
7.8 Feedback and networking ..........cccooviiiiiiiiiii e, 90
8. General recommendations.......cccccceeuiiiiiiiiiiiii 92
Annex I: Schedule of evaluation Visits ...........ccciiiiiiii . 103
Annex II: Questionnaire to ECCs.......cooiiicciiiiiiirrrreeccrr e 104



CIVIC

CONSULTING

1. Executive Summary

An intermediate evaluation of the European consumer centres’ network (Eu-
roguichets) has been performed to assess their effectiveness and efficiency indi-
vidually and as a network. The evaluation covers all existing 15 centres, which
are located in 13 of the 15 old EU Member States. Only in the Netherlands and
Denmark presently no ECC exists, in Germany and Spain there are two. The
evaluation covered specific evaluation items such as how the specific national
organisational set-ups affect the performance of individual ECCs and to what
extent proximity to the consumers is necessary. Additionally, recommendations
were to be developed to support a sound and efficient management of the action
by the Commission. The latter is of great importance as the network is bound to
be extended to the new Member States and is already in the process of being
merged with the European Extra-Judicial network (EEJ-Net). The evaluation em-
ploys the CiviC FUNCTIONAL EVALUATION methodology, in which the performance
of individual ECCs is analysed according to distinct functions, including consumer
assistance, information and promotion, research and networking. The evaluation
is based on a survey and evaluation visits to all ECCs. The integration of the
centres in the national systems of consumer protection has been assessed
through extensive, semi-structured interviews with relevant stakeholders in all
countries visited (e.g. consumer organisations, consumer protection agency etc.).
The evaluation report consists of two parts: The main evaluation report, which
includes an analysis of performance by function and recommendations for the
network (part I); and the individual evaluation reports for all centres with addi-
tional, specific recommendations (part II).

1.1 Performance of the network

The 15 European Consumer Centres subject to this evaluation are far from being
a homogenous group. Major differences include the institutional set-up (inde-
pendent entity or part of hosting body) and the type of hosting body (govern-
mental agency or consumer organisation or fully independent). The differences
between ECCs are reflected also in the size of the budget, reaching from less
than 200 000 Euro in the case of ECC Bolzano to more than 600 000 Euro in the
case of the ECC London (including CH-funds and the national contribution). Con-
sequently, also the number of full time equivalent posts differs, from 3 full time
posts in the ECC Dusseldorf/Gronau to 10 in the ECC London/Wolverhampton.
Eight of the 15 ECCs are already merged with the Clearing House of the EEJ-
Net. These ECCs also received funds for the CH function, which have been in-
cluded in all figures, as in these cases a separation between ECC function and
CH-function proved sometimes to be difficult in practice. However, the evaluation
of these combined ECCs and CHs does not attempt to analyse the CH role.

At the first level of analysis, the performance of the network as a whole was scru-
tinised. For each function of the ECCs, the objectives laid down in the Consumer
Policy Strategy 2002-2006 were compared with the actual performance of the
network. Main conclusions were:

e Consumer assistance: This is in terms of staff time the main function of the
ECC network (typically taking between 40% and 70% of staff time of the
ECCs). The network achieves its objective to provide individual consumers
with assistance and advice and to support consumers to make better use of
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the internal market. Case handling witnessed in ECCs documents a high
professional level of advice. However, due to various reasons there is a lower
degree of cross-border orientation in five of the ECCs (see table on the next
page). In 2003, the average costs of consumer assistance through the ECC
network was approximately 36 Euro per case (including staff and other fixed
costs). However, when only cross-border cases are taken into account this
figure rises to 94 Euro. These amounts include the funds provided by the na-
tional counterpart. In spite of these relatively high costs, most ECCs services
related to the assistance function are generally provided for free (with some
minor exceptions). For more information on this function please refer to sec-
tion 7.4.

Information and promotion: This is the second most important function of
the ECCs, taking typically between 10% and 20% of staff time. The ECC net-
work achieves its objective to provide information on legislation and on case-
law both at the European and the Member State level and support the better
use of the internal market. All ECCs perform public relations activities directed
to the media, with a median of 65 activities in 2003. The rate of response to
media activities of the ECCs indicates a high level of quality of PR. The me-
dian response rate of all ECCs is 0,77. This means that 100 PR activities led
to 77 news items in which the ECC is mentioned. In total, media activities by
the network led to at least 1 058 news items in which the ECCs were men-
tioned in 2003 (this figure does not include UK and Finland, where no data
was available). The average cost to initiate a news item was approximately
681 Euro. Time invested by ECC staff to produce a total of 61 printed leaflets
(up to 6 pages) and 31 brochures (with 7 or more pages) has been included
in this figure. This seems to be fair, as most publications also produce media
coverage. More details are given in section 7.5.

Other functions: In most cases not more than 5% to 10% of staff working
time was used for each of the functions consumer education, research and
networking. Educational activities have a low priority for most ECCs. In total,
all ECCs organised 286 educational activities, excluding activities by the ECC
Vitoria, which with the help of a subcontractor organised a total of 292 work-
shops and other activities. In 2003, the average cost of an educational activity
for the network was approximately 1 073 Euro (excluding ECC Victoria). Net-
work research such as the reports on e-commerce and timeshare as well as
cross-border price comparisons contributed significantly to provide publicity to
the network. The network achieves its objective to provide consumers with
the results of research to support them in making better use of the internal
market and to give feedback to the Commission on market problems. How-
ever, the research activities sometimes seemed to have a certain level of ar-
bitrariness and lack of focus. In total ECCs contributed 56 times to topical
studies, differing widely and including one-page research and reports of over
50 pages. In 2003, the average cost of having an ECC involved in a topical
study was approximately 4 500 Euro. Main results of the assessment of the
feedback and networking function include that there is a significant high level
of network activities, both case-related and not case related and both formal
and informal. In total nearly 2000 cases of co-operation in the ECC network
related to consumer complaint cases were reported for 2003. The total num-
ber of cases of co-operation with the EEJ-Net was approximately 500, with
the Fin-Net just under 50. The network does, therefore, achieve its objective
of network cooperation. More information on these functions is given in sec-
tions 7.6 to 7.8.
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1.2 Performance of

individual ECCs

To assess the performance of the individual ECCs, the output of each ECC in
terms of a specific function in 2003 (e.g. the number of consumers assisted) was
put into relation to the number of full time equivalent posts dedicated to this func-
tion and then compared to the median value of all ECCs. This approach allows a
fair comparison of ECCs, as differences in staffing and the variations in the distri-
bution of total working time are taken into account (for details see section 4). The
calculated performance levels were validated during the evaluation visit and ad-
justed, if necessary. The following four levels of performance were differentiated:

Excellent performance — performance per full time equivalent post is higher than
1.5 times the median value of all ECCs;

Average performance — performance per full time equivalent post is between 1.5
times the median and 0.5 times the median;

Less than average performance — performance per full time equivalent post is
lower than 0.5 times the median;

Unacceptable performance — performance per full time equivalent post is lower
than 0.5 times the median and the evaluation visit found significant shortcomings

in the professional level of operations.

The results of the assessment per function is given in the table below.

Performance of individual ECCs in 2003

ECCs with a ... ... higher degree of cross- ... lower degree of cross-
border orientation border orientation
ECC o |2 . . ® < = 2
1 c [} c ) £ U © [} é o c s
(2003 cat2 8|5 |2 |5 |8c|5 |o |25|3E|5 |2 |2 |2 |8 |5
8 S|o = s (=62 |5 55|85 |2 |= © o o =
m O |m (7] a 0o|X = Ja|n<c|S < T | | >
Country E I B RL |D D F L. S A GR |[FIN [UK |P E
Key data
Full time eq. posts 75| 45| 71| 6.5 3.1| 4.0/ 59| 45| 52| 51| 45 6.2/ 102 9.0/ 54
Number of cases | 2461| 1417| 5493| 5739 3365| 6174| 1492( 2181| 2369| 3421] 452| 6829| 492( 8068| 17859
Cross-border cases| 22%| 91%| 68%| 24%| 95%| 74%[100%| 99%| 85%| 99%| 9%| 8% ?0 4% 3%
Performance (per full time equivalent post)
Assistance ++ | 4 || | A | |+ b |t | e | ) e | No | |
(number of all cases) data
Assistance + | A [ | [ | | A | | A | (1) |+ + + +
(cross-border cases)
Information & Pro- | + |44+ | ++ |44+ | 444 |44+ | + | ++ |44+ |44+ 4+ | No | No | & +
motion (news items) data | data
Consumer + LR PR R U ++ [ ++ |+ | |+ + -+
Education
Research PP U IR U PV U (U B TR R U R IR T
(topical studies) data
+++ = Excellent performance 1) Less than 2% of staff time used for function.
++ = Average performance 2) Preliminary, first year of operation.
+ = Less than average performance 3) Including activities of subcontractors.
0 = Unacceptable performance * Performance indicator adjusted on basis of

evaluation visit (see individual reports, part Il).
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The table illustrates that eight of the ECCs have an excellent performance
with respect to at least one function (Bolzano, Brussels, Dublin, Kiel, Dissel-
dorf, Luxembourg, Stockholm and Vienna). The remaining ECCs are performing
less than average in certain areas but often this is counterbalanced by better
performance in other areas. None of the ECCs performs less than average in
all areas and none of the ECCs shows a fully unacceptable performance for any
function. However, even with these positive general conclusions the evaluation
showed also some weaknesses and significant potentials for improvement. To
identify these potentials the performance of the individual ECCs was related to
institutional criteria, which were assessed during the evaluation visit. Institutional
criteria include the institutional set-up of the ECC, the relative autonomy reflected
by the degree of formal separation from its host structure (where it exists), the
geographic area of its activity (whether rather national or regional), the ECC’s
orientation on genuine European and cross-border issues, its integration into the
ECC-network and, finally, its integration into the respective national system of
consumer protection. An assessment of these criteria is presented in a more de-
tailed table in section 4 and in the individual evaluation reports for each centre
(part 1l of this report). It leads to the following results: ECCs can have an excel-
lent performance in one or more function with all types of institutional set up.
Whether the hosting body is a consumer organisation, a government body or
whether the ECC has a separate legal identity seems to be of secondary impor-
tance (this question of institutional set up is discussed in detail in section 6).
Other factors seem to be more relevant:

—> There seems to be a strong correlation between a higher degree of cross-
border orientation and performance. Eight of the ten ECCs with a higher de-
gree of cross-border orientation have an excellent performance in at least one
function, but none of the five ECCs with a lower degree of cross-border ori-
entation. Whether a strong cross-border orientation leads to better perform-
ance or is only a symptom is difficult to decide. However, some indications
exist that a higher degree of cross-border orientation is really the determining
factor.

—> Most ECCs with an excellent performance in at least one function tend to
have a higher degree of separation from their hosting organisation. All five
ECCs with a high degree of separation from the host body or without a host
body at all have also an excellent performance in at least one function. On
the contrary, none of the three ECCs with a low degree of separation from the
host body have an excellent performance in any function.

—> A higher integration in the ECC network is also correlated to performance.
Two of the three network “hubs” (Dlsseldorf/Gronau and Stockholm) also
have an excellent performance in at least one function, whereas none of the
three ECCs with a low integration in the network (Lille, Athens and Vitoria)
have an excellent performance in any function.

1.3 General recommendations

Based on the results of the evaluation of the network of European Consumer
Centres it is proposed to develop the ECC network along the following principles.
Each of the principles is related to a set of recommendations.
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Having a clear focus on European issues and
cross-border complaints

During more than ten years of existence the mission of the ECC network was
redefined several times. For example, the Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-
2001 stressed the changing role of the ECCs from the “original concept as
sources of information ... on purely cross-border issues” to “suppliers of informa-
tion and education ... on the full range of consumer issues”. Since this time, the
development of the internal market, the introduction of the Euro and the increase
in online-shopping has, among others, led to an increasing demand for cross-
border assistance as is experienced in many of the ECCs. This in turn led to the
emergence of a clearer profile of the network, informing consumers in the whole
country on a variety of topics with European relevance and providing assistance
to them in cross-border cases. Recent Commission documents such as the
Vademecum have led to a clarification, and two thirds of the ECCs are already
operating accordingly. However, a more precise definition of the focus of the ECC
network will ease the transition process for the remaining ECCs. This leads to the
following recommendations:

— The focus of ECC functions should be exclusively on cross-border issues and
on topics with a clear European dimension. A preliminary definition for what
precisely constitutes a topic with a clear European dimension is given in the
box in section 8.

—> The group of nationally oriented ECCs should be given a clearly defined tran-
sition period in which to adapt. In this transition period national assistance
should only be given in cases which are also relevant for cross-border assis-
tance such as timeshare, tourism, e-commerce etc.

Creating ECCs which are more independent from
their hosting structure

Presently, in some of the existing ECCs a number of problems were found which
are all related to the fact that the ECC is not a well-defined entity setting its own
priorities. Among the problems were that staff is located in a number of offices on
the premises of the hosting body without being a clear functional unit. Sometimes
overlap exists between personnel of the hosting body and ECC personnel. And
finally, in some cases the authority of the director is not clearly enough defined.
This leads to the following recommendations:

—> All ECCs should have separate premises inside or outside the hosting body.
An ECC should not have more than one branch office, which should have the
size needed to be functional. No overlap should exist between staff of the
hosting body and ECC staff. ECC staff should have full time or part time posi-
tions of at least 50% of a full time position.

— The ECC should define clear job descriptions for each staff member. The job
description should be presented with the annual working plan. The ECC Di-
rector should have full management responsibility of staff and finances. ECC
directors should be proposed by the hosting body and shall only be appointed
with approval of the European Commission.
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Building a stronger network with its own identity

The ECC network is characterised by a high level of network activity which indi-
cates that it is well functioning. However, there are also a number of factors
which impede its further development, such as the lack of a mechanism for rep-
resentation for planning purposes, the expression of network interests and for
conflict management inside the network. Although case related cooperation
works well there is also a lack of clear network procedures and a common forum
such as an intranet. This leads to the following recommendations:

— In order to give the network more identity and to improve the quality of the
services provided by the network it is recommended to establish a network
coordinating board, consisting of representatives (the director or other core
staff) of three ECCs, which liases with the responsible Commission official(s)
in between the network meetings. Tasks of the board could include the han-
dling of internal complaints with respect to individual ECCs, coordination of
information materials, organisation of internships and mentoring between
ECCs and joint preparation with the Commission of the agenda for network
meetings. The coordinating board should also organise ad hoc working
groups for specific network activities to develop e.g. draft PR and research
strategies and case-handling procedures for the network.

— An intranet for the ECCs should be developed to ease information exchange
and provide access to all information resources which are relevant for the
network. The intranet could be developed and managed on a project basis by
one of the ECCs (or by another appropriate body).

—> The present programme of mentoring should be extended and focus on spe-
cific functions. Mentoring should be complemented with an internship pro-
gramme, especially but not exclusively for staff of the ECCs of new Member
States.

— One full time EC official should be appointed as contact person for the ECC
network.

Improving accountability and reducing the admin-
istrative burden

ECCs have to work in very different national frameworks and therefore need a
certain degree of independence in using their budget. On the other hand, strict
EC budget rules require a high level of accountability, leading to ECCs having to
provide a very detailed working programme in advance which reduces their flexi-
bility. Therefore, the following recommendations are given:

— The European Commission should sign longer contracts with the hosting
body of the ECCs, e.g. through establishing framework partnership agree-
ments. The preferred time span for such an agreement is three years, the
minimum duration should be two years.

—> The ECCs should deliver annual work plans which, rather, define the type of
activity in general terms than the activity itself. This would allow for more
flexible expenditures and still would give sufficient financial control. For this
reason, annual budgets should be transparent and allow to assess inputs for
each specific function.

10
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—> The hosting body should receive an appropriate reimbursement of overhead
costs related to hosting the ECC. Therefore, all ECCs should be encouraged
to include in the budget overheads of up to 7% of total eligible costs for the
action in line with Article 181 of the Implementation Rules.

Performance and demand oriented funding

Until now, most ECCs have roughly similar financial resources, disregarding the
size of the country and the demand for assistance. It is foreseeable that this pol-
icy will cause problems, because individual cross-border activities of consumers
and, as a consequence of this, cross-border consumer disputes may be expected
to increase steadily. Presently, the rather uniform budget leads to distortions. The
question of demand and capacity has extensively been discussed in section 6.
Also, performance of an ECC is presently not reflected in its funding. This leads
to the following recommendations:

— The budget of the ECC should include components depending on demand
and performance. It is proposed to provide all ECCs with sufficient funds to
equip and employ a uniform core staff of at least four (director, advisor/legal
expert, press officer, researcher/administrator). Maximum ceilings for staff
costs should be set according to average staff costs per country. More staff
capacity should depend on the demand expressed through documented
cross-border cases handled by ECC staff during the last year and the possi-
ble maximum demand depending on population size, frequency of cross-
border shopping and tourism (see section 6). Depending on demand addi-
tional advisers could be financed. The maximum figures should be adapted
according to the development of total demand.

—> There should be an upper limit for activity related costs. As higher activity
related costs have not proven to be cost-effective, there should be an upper
limit for activity related costs. The maximum figures should be also adapted
on a regular basis to rising costs for, e.g. printing of brochures. However,
there should be additional funds for specific projects. Larger projects in the
area of research or PR may easily involve higher costs than could be paid
from the core budget.

Please note that this is only a summary of recommendations given in the sections
7 and 8. Additional recommendations are given in the individual evaluation re-
ports for each ECC (part Il of this report).

11
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2. Introduction

2.1 The European Consumer Centres network

2.1.1 Mission of the European Consumer Centres

The European Consumer Centres (ECC) or Euroguichets Consommateurs rep-
resent one of the answers to crucial new consumer problems which arose with
the development of the European Union in general and with the completion of the
Single Market in particular. With some of the major barriers to cross-border shop-
ping being removed (e.g. border controls), consumers began hesitatingly to use
their new freedom. They began first by purchasing goods and services in an en-
larged region which included the nearest located providers across the border,
later — and especially with the development of the Internet — they also consid-
ered offers from far away dealers in different EU Member States. Despite the
progress of the Single Market, consumers who engaged in cross-border shopping
or just sought to do so found themselves confronted with new problems:

¢ In the case of after-sales-conflicts with foreign sellers the existing national
consumer advice or arbitrage institutions were usually not very helpful, lack-
ing the necessary familiarity with the legal and judicial structures in the coun-
tries concerned;

¢ Orientation on the advantages and/or disadvantages of cross-border shop-
ping and transactions in certain business areas was difficult to find. When
existing, its scope was not at all comparable with corresponding information
systems at the national level, such as comparative testing, personal con-
sumer advice etc. As a result, it was difficult to convince consumers that indi-
vidual cross-border activities might improve the purchasing power of their
money and enlarge their possibilities of choice. Even after the introduction of
the Euro, only a small minority of consumers is regularly using the possibili-
ties of the Internal Market.!

In the early 1990s, the European Commission launched the establishment of
European Consumer Centres in order to increase consumer confidence in the
Single Market and to encourage consumers to engage individually in cross-
border transactions. The Commission’s initiative was accompanied by similar
activities by other organisations, e.g. the consumer guides of the former Institut
Européen Interrégional de la Consommation (IEIC) and studies on cross-border
money transfer costs or on the accessibility of mail-order companies from abroad
realised by BEUC. In addition, the Commission launched some information cam-
paigns by publishing the first European consumer guides.

Of course, nobody expected an immediate and fundamental change in long-
established consumer habits by building up the ECCs. It was not even consid-
ered necessary that a majority of European consumers be ready to engage
regularly in cross-border shopping (from time to time they do it anyway during
their vacations or so-called recreational cross-border shopping). “Even if a small
percentage of consumers shop abroad, it will have an effect on the prices in each

1 See Alleweldt, F./Maier, L./Wilde, K. 2002: Ex-ante impact assessment of the options outlined in
the Green Paper on EU Consumer Protection, p. 30-56

12
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Member State’s overall market. This impact has already been seen for example
in the UK car sector...” 2

A study commissioned by the European Commission showed in late 2002 that
there is at present “a potential of 10 million European consumers who would buy
a lot more cross-border if they were equally confident about making purchases
from shops or sellers located in another EU country. Additionally, an equivalent of
70 million European consumers said they would buy a little more or said that it
would depend. If activated, this potential of up to 80 million European consumers
can make a difference and work as catalyst for the creation of a B2C internal
market.” 3 All these consumers engaging in fact or potentially in cross-border ac-
tivities are the main clients of the ECCs, and the rest of the population is as well
as addressees of campaigns organised by the ECCs in order to increase Euro-
pean consumer awareness.

2.1.2 Shift in tasks and structure of the ECCs

In accordance with their increasingly Single-Market-oriented and less regionally
limited functions, some ECCs moved from their former somewhat peripheral lo-
cation (close to border regions) to metropolitan regions from where they have
better access to the media and can better participate in the political debate. This
necessity appeared already at an early stage of their existence; it was docu-
mented in the first evaluation of their activities in 1997.4

Not only has the location of some ECCs changed, their mission has as well. In
the Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-2001, the EU Commission declared: “The
role of the Euroguichets will continue to be transformed ...The Commission will
create a network between them and the Commission to ensure a two-way flow of
information. It will take steps to improve and co-ordinate their use of Internet
websites. Euroguichets will increasingly carry out public relations work, in coop-
eration with consumer associations, and organise training courses for journalists
and other opinion formers.”

In other words: the ECCs developed from a secondary instrument conceived to
address some deficits of the Single Market to a network of institutions that should
be capable of complementing the activities of the national consumer organisa-
tions (especially as carriers of advice systems) at the European level. This is a
very demanding task given the limited size of most of the ECCs in comparison
with national consumer organisations. The task remains daunting even though
the financial base of the ECCs has increased over the years and has been given
a solid basis by the Commission’s “Decision of the European Parliament and of
the Council establishing a general framework for financing Community actions in
support of consumer policy for the years 2004 to 2007”.6 Action 9 of this pro-

2 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Consumer Policy strategy 2002-2006.
COM (2002) 208 final (2002/C 137/02)

3 Alleweldt, F./Maier, L./Wilde, K.: op. cit. p. 118

4 Wilhelm Consulting: Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot-projects. Final Re-
port, 1997

5 Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-2001.
http://europa.eu.int./comm./consumers/cons_int/ser_gen/links/action_plan/ap01_en.pdf

6 Decision No 20/2004/EC of 8 December 2003

13
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gramme foresees the financing plan for the ECCs, which is not only important for
the ECCs themselves, but also for the national institutions which serve as hosting
bodies for the establishment and operation of the ECCs.

More significant changes lie ahead. Already in June 2003 a conference took
place to review the European Extra-Judicial Network, which had been set up by
the Commission to create a central contact point in each Member State, which
would act as ‘Clearing House'. Clearing Houses inform consumers about the
availability, and nature, of the Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) schemes that
can deal with their disputes, help them to forward their disputes to the appropriate
ADR scheme and co-ordinate, and monitor, the operation of ADR schemes within
the network. It was at that stage envisaged that Member States could either cre-
ate the Clearing Houses as a specific new organisation, or allow an existing na-
tional entity such as a European Consumer Centres to host it”. Presently, in eight
Member States the Clearing House is already attached to the European Con-
sumer Centres. The conference made clear the need to consolidate and ration-
alise the EEJ-Net and the ECC Network in order to offer “a single easily identifi-
able and accessible network where a full range of services is offered to the
consumers.” 8 The Commission consequently concluded that the "activities of
both networks, from information to disputes resolution, should be regrouped in a
single network“. To evaluate the progress of both networks made so far and to
prepare the process of merger two evaluation studies were commissioned. The
first one is the ‘Ex ante budgetary evaluation of a possible merger of the EEJ-Net
and the ECC Network and assessment of the pilot phase of the EEJ-Net’, final-
ised in July 2004, and the second one is the present evaluation study, which fo-
cuses on the network of European Consumer Centres.

2.2 Methodology

2.2.1 Civic Functional Evaluation

The methodology used for the intermediate evaluation of the European consumer
centres’ network is CIVIC FUNCTIONAL EVALUATION.

The basic assumption of Functional Evaluation is that each institution has strate-
gic objectives it is trying to achieve. These are medium or long-term aims of the
institution, which are defined by the highest level of management and are re-
flected in all activities this institution performs. Strategic objectives are obviously
linked to the objectives of the programme as a whole (in this case the ECC-
network), but do not need to be identical for all institutions involved.

Each institution performs activities on a daily basis to produce services or prod-
ucts (the output of the institution). In the case of the ECCs this includes services
such as consumer advice or feedback to the EC, or products such as publications
etc. Functional Evaluation analyses series of activities which are related to a spe-
cific output. These are called “functions”.

7 COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION on the Review of the European extra Judicial
network and future perspectives for improved European Union consumer assistance, 15.12.2003

8 COMMISSION WORKING DOCUMENT on the review of the European Judicial Network and
future perspectives for improved European Union Consumer Assistance, (Brussels 30.10.2003) p.
12

9 COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION on the Review of the European extra Judicial
network and future perspectives for improved European Union consumer assistance, 15.12.2003
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In the Functional Evaluation process, current and existing activities are grouped
into discrete functions and “filtered” using an appropriate analytical framework.
Taking into account the strategic objectives of the institution functions may be
grouped together or separated, if needed modified or rationalised. In some cases
it may even be recommendable to abolish specific functions.

The Civic Functional Evaluation framework for the ECC-network:

++» measured the characteristics of a function, such as how much it costs, who
are the customers, and what are their needs;

% evaluated the strategic objectives to ensure that functions are complementary
to the objectives of the action;

% tested what should happen to the function against a range of decision making
or examination criteria; and

% proposed guiding principles that determined how the modified functions were
organised on the level of individual ECC and the ECC-network.

As a first step of the evaluation process, the main functions of the ECC-network
and the individual ECCs were determined.

2.2.2 Functions of the individual ECC

Each individual ECC fulfils at least the following functions. They may be grouped
in five categories:

|. Consumer Assistance functions

e Advise individuals facing a consumer related problem.
e Inform consumers directly about Internal Market and EU/national legislation.

Il. Information and Promotion function

e Inform consumers indirectly through the media.

I1l. Consumer Education function

e Perform educational activities for consumers and specific groups.

IV. Research function

e Conduct cross-border comparisons of prices, legislation and other research.
V. Feedback and Networking functions

e Cooperate with other ECCs and European networks (EEJ-Net, Fin-Net).
e Participate in feedback mechanisms.

A set of performance indicators was developed for each of the functions and
adapted to the available data during the first project phase.
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2.2.3 The evaluation process

A detailed questionnaire was developed to assess inputs and outputs of specific
functions. The questionnaire consisted of a section on general data and topical
sections related to specific functions. A draft questionnaire was tested during a
pilot evaluation visit to the ECC Stockholm. It became clear during the visit that
the function of Clearing House of the EEJ-Net, which is performed by a number
of ECCs (including ECC Stockholm), is sometimes difficult to separate from ECC
functions in terms of budget and staff. It was therefore decided by the evaluators
to include the budget and staff of the Clearing House in the calculation, which
means that the ECCs with Clearing House function had to be identified as a
separate group in the evaluation (in all evaluation graphs ECCs with CH-function
are marked with a star). It also was decided to collect ECC data referring to the
years 2002 and 2003 and to take the year 2003 as reference year for the com-
parison of performance. The final version of the questionnaire is given in An-
nex Il. It was sent out to the ECCs at the end of February, 2004. The evaluation
graphs in this report are based on the questionnaire data. The responsibility for
the accuracy of the data therefore rests with the individual ECC. However, exten-
sive consistency checks were performed and values deviating greatly from the
average were scrutinised in depth during the evaluation visits. Further, a system
of cross-checking questions was applied to answers and figures. Several rounds
of consultation regarding ambiguous and/or missing data were held during a sev-
eral-month-long period of data checking in parallel with visits and report writing.

During the evaluation, visits to all ECCs were performed, lasting on average two
evaluation days. For specific dates and locations see Annex I. The evaluation
visits’ purpose was to assess the operation and set-up of individual ECCs. The
visits consisted of structured interviews with the ECC Director and at least one
staff member. For the interviews, a detailed list of questions for the evaluation
visit was prepared. Additionally, meetings with the hosting organisation, the state
agency/ministry responsible for consumer protection, and a consumer organisa-
tion took place in each country. The aim of these meetings was to assess the
ECC’s relevance to consumer protection in its region or country, the support
given to ECC by national stakeholders (including possible role in advisory com-
mittee, financial support given) and to discuss suggestions for the ECC’s future
role in the national system of consumer protection.

The ECCs were involved from the beginning in the evaluation process with the
aim to allow for a joint process to identify ways to strengthen the ECC network
and its individual members. A first meeting with representatives of all ECCs took
place on January 21, 2004, before the start of the evaluation. A second meeting
took place on July 1, 2004, to discuss preliminary results and network recom-
mendations with ECCs and the Member States. Finally, the draft evaluation re-
ports for the individual centres were sent to the respective ECC for comment,
especially with respect to factual mistakes which might have been made by the
evaluation team. The final version of the reports are included as part Il of this
report.

2.3 Structure of the report
The main evaluation report (part 1) is structured as follows: Following this intro-

duction the main evaluation indicators will be analysed in section 3: Assessment
of evaluation indicators and graphically presented for all ECCs. For each function
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absolute as well as relative values will be presented, i.e. related to the staff ca-
pacity of the individual ECC.

Consequently, in section 4: Assessment of performance of individual ECCs main
evaluation indicators will be used to compare the performance of the individual
centres by function and put performance in relation to institutional criteria such as
national set-up and cross-border orientation.

In section 5: Recommendations of previous evaluation the data gained through
the evaluation will be analysed to assess the degree to which the recommenda-
tions of the previous evaluation performed in 1997 have been implemented (rele-
vant only for centres existing then and for network recommendations).

The institutional framework of the ECCs in the different Member States is the
main focus of the next section 6: National set-up and location. The section also
asks how far proximity to consumers is necessary for an efficient running of an
ECC and what is the added value of having two ECCs in one Member State.

Section 7: ECC objectives and network performance is an analysis of the overall
performance of the network in relation to the objectives developed in the Con-
sumer Policy Strategy 2002-2006. Recommendations for individual ECC func-
tions are presented.

Finally, in section 8: General recommendations the main findings of the evalua-
tion are presented, together with general recommendations.

Specific aspects with relevance for the future development of the network have
been presented in separate boxes throughout sections 6 to 8. They are intended
to detail recommendations given and present approaches as a basis for future
debate. Several of the boxes refer to best practices identified in individual ECCs
during the evaluation visit. As the evaluation has proved, the variety of ap-
proaches found in different ECCs is the greatest strength of the network. For al-
most all problems which may plague an individual ECC a remedy is most proba-
bly at hand in the ECC next door. We hope that this report is helpful for the
network to further develop these strengths when ECCs in the new Member
States will be set up and join the network to add even more facets to this treasure
trove of consumer protection.

The evaluation would not have been possible without the contribution and sup-
port of many sides. The authors would like to take this opportunity to express
their gratitude to all contributors: The authors are especially grateful to the Di-
rectors and staff of the ECCs. Their excellent cooperation has been crucial to the
completion of this study. They diligently completed the questionnaires and made
themselves available for numerous follow-up sessions by telephone and e-mail
as well as sharing their experience during the evaluation visits. The Director of
ECC Stockholm, Agneta Gillback, provided valuable comments during the pilot
evaluation, where misunderstandings could be prevented in the handling of the
ECC questionnaire. This project has indeed been a learning process for all, and
we profited greatly from the input and active participation of the highly profes-
sional ECC staff. The authors also wish to thank all other stakeholders visited
during the evaluation visit, which were ready to exchange their views on the ECC
network and explain in great detail the role of the ECCs in their respective na-
tional framework. Finally, we are grateful to all Members of the Steering Com-
mittee from DG SANCO and other Commission Services, who supported the
authors not only through reviewing intermediate results, but also through tele-
phone interviews on specific issues and the provision of relevant documents.
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3. Assessment of evaluation indicators

3.1 General

3.1.1 Budget and staff

The 15 European Consumer Centres subject to this evaluation are far from being
a homogenous group. Major differences include the institutional set-up (inde-
pendent entity or part of hosting body) and the type of hosting body (govern-
mental agency or consumer organisation). The following graphs illustrate that the
marked differences between ECCs are reflected also in the size of the budget.

Total Budget by Sources of Funding 2003 (in Euro)

700.000
600.000
500.000 -

OEU-ECC
400.000 -

OEU-CH
300.000 +

m Other
200.000 - sources

Eight of the ECCs are already merged with the Clearing House of the EEJ-Net
(marked in all graphs with a star *). These ECCs received in 2003 funds for the
Clearing House function, which is included in the budget figures and in all other
data, as a separation between ECC function and CH-function proved sometimes
to be difficult in practice'0. Additionally, in 2003 EU funds were provided for the
participation in IPM (Interactive Policy Making) — both factors led in some cases
to more than 50% of EU funding. The median budget was 408 577 Euro including
IPM and CH-funding (see graph on the next page). Please note that in the graphs
of this report the point of reference is the median, which represents small sam-
ples with skewed distributions more accurately than the arithmetic mean.!

10 However, the evaluation of these combined ECCs and CHs does not attempt to analyse the CH
role.

"1 The median is that value that separates the highest half of the sample from the lowest half. To
find the median, all the observations are arranged from lowest value to highest value. Then the
middle one is picked. The median is primarily used for skewed distributions, which it represents
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Budget Spent 2003 (in Euro)
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Marked differences in spending patterns were found. The median of activity re-
lated costs was roughly 71 000 Euro, most of which was spent on publications.

Four of the ECCs (Vienna, Vitoria, Lisbon and Athens) spent roughly the same
amount or even more for activities in 2003 as the ECC Bolzano in Italy spent in
total (ECC Bolzano received EU funds only in the second half of 2003). Three of
the ECCs with exceptionally high activity related costs spent most of the funds for
publications. In contrast, ECC Vitoria used this part of the budget to procure
services from private companies for the operation of a telephone hotline and a
training programme. Activity related costs are presented graphically on the fol-
lowing page.

more accurately than the arithmetic mean. Consider the set {1, 2, 2, 2, 3, 9}. The median is 2 in
this case, and it might be seen as a better indication of central tendency than the arithmetic me-
an of 3.166. The median is also the central point which minimises the average of the absolute
deviations.
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Total Activity Related Costs 2003 (in Euro)
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The median staff of an ECC is 5.4 full time equivalent posts, with all ECCs except
Dusseldorf having at least 4 staff. The number of full time equivalent posts is cal-
culated by dividing the total weekly working hours of all staff by 40. It allows com-
parison of the performance of different centres, but does not represent the actual
number of staff working in the ECC. Several staff may have a part time position
and the weekly working hours associated with a full time position may differ by
country.

Full Time Equvialent Posts 2003
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Median
5,4 Full
Time Posts

Number of Posts
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Also differing by country are the employment costs. The graph on the following
page presents the average cost per ECC of a full time equivalent post. The costs
reflect the different level of salaries in the EU, with Germany, Austria, France,
Luxembourg, Sweden and Belgium being above the median. However, the graph
also shows the exceptionally high average employment costs in the ECC Dussel-
dorf, which are significantly higher than in the ECC with the second highest rela-
tive employment costs (Austria). The explanation given by the project manager
was that the fees calculated for the non permanent staff which the hosting or-
ganisation seconded to the ECC (5 of 8 positions listed, totalling 18.3 average
working hours per week) were higher than costs of permanent staff, being based
on standard fee rates for external experts determined by the German Federal
Ministry of Finance.

Employments Costs per Full Time Equvialent Post in
2003
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Only six of the ECCs made a significant use of volunteers, interns and trainees.
This indicates that an important potential exists for most of the ECCs to ex-
tend their work force without significant costs involved by making regular
use of volunteers, interns or trainees.
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3.1.2 Management (not function related)

13 of the 15 ECCs used up to 10% of total staff time for financial and personnel
management in 2003 (only Greece and UK used more). The median amount was
8%.

Staff days lost to sick leave are an important management indicator. In absolute
numbers, the total number of staff days lost to sick leave (maternity leave not
included) varied between 7 days (ECC Bolzano) and 180 days (ECC Helsinki).
The following graph shows the working days lost per full time equivalent post.

Staff Days Lost to Sick Leave in 2003
Per Full Time Equivalent Post
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Median
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Two ECCs have relatively high absolute numbers of staff days lost to sick leave
(in Finland and Portugal). However, the highest number of days lost occurred in
Finland (180 days in 2003) due to a chronically ill person. The second highest
number of days lost occurred in Portugal (121 days in 2003). This figure reflects a
significant number of days (41) taken by one person working who has a chronic
health problem. The remaining 8 full-time equivalent staff members took an addi-
tional 80 days of sick leave. This is equivalent to 10 days lost per full time
equivalent staff, well above the ECC average.

The median of 4.6 working days lost to sick leave per year is an indication of
the high motivation of staff of the ECCs. In comparison, according to a major
German health insurance provider (BKK), the average employed member in
Germany was sick during 14.5 calendar days in 200212, an equivalent of roughly
10 working days.

Higher than the number of days lost to sick leave was the number of days spent
on training in 2003. The median was 5.9 days per full time equivalent post (see
graph).

12 Source: http://www.bkk.de/bkk/pressemitteilungen/powerslave,id,3,nodeid,15,ps_10,40.html
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Calendar Days Spent on Training in 2003
Per Full Time Equivalent Post

Median
5,9 days

Days spent on training

The lowest number of training days was reported from the ECCs in Austria and
France with around 1 day of training or less per full time equivalent post in 2003.
In detail:

e ECC Lille: In France, the staff received hardly any training (only one day of
software training) due to a exceptional situation in 2003, when the very exis-
tence of the ECC was in doubt. This is reflected in a number of graphs and
has to be taken into account when interpreting the figures.

e ECC Vienna: In Vienna only 6 staff days of staff training took place.

On the other hand, a number of ECCs had a very high level of training activities
in 2003. These include:

e ECC Helsinki: The training included for most staff improving computer skills,
e.g. Word, PowerPoint, FrontPage etc. Other topics were specific to the task
of the staff. For example, the consumer advisors also received legal training.
Included in the figure are also some events where the ECC Head EU Con-
sumer Advisor both lectured, e.g. a seminar on cross-border consumer infor-
mation held by the Nordic Minister Council.

e ECC Dublin: More than two thirds of training given in the ECC Dublin con-
sists of internal training. As the ECC wrote: “We aim to have one staff training
session per month on a relevant area of consumer protection legislation or an
office procedure. This may relate to a new piece of legislation or a recent
piece of research it may simply be a ‘refresher’ session to ensure that all
members of staff are familiar with the basic legislation on which advice is
given. Occasionally a speaker from a relevant agency may come and talk to
the staff, or we may organise a visit to a relevant agency. We also aim to
have one case study meeting every month. These meetings are led by the le-
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gal adviser. Each adviser brings a selection of interesting cases to the meet-
ing and briefs the other staff on the issues raised. This is a valuable forum for
discussing problems and sharing advice.” Staff is also encouraged to take up
outside training opportunities according to their specific roles and needs,
reaching from ltalian language classes to negotiating skills and law.

e ECC Vitoria: No detailed information was received on training activities from
ECC Vitoria.

The median age of electronic equipment of the ECCs was 2.4 years. This value is
calculated from the age given for different types of office equipment (computers,
printers, copy machines, fax machines, scanners, video projectors and answering
machines). In some cases (Finland, Germany-Kiel and Italy) a risk of high in-
vestment costs to renew equipment exists in the near future.

Average Age of Equipment in Years

Median
2.4 years

Years
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3.1.3 Use of staff time

In the questionnaire, all ECCs were also asked how the staff time is used for dif-
ferent functions such as consumer assistance, information and promotion, con-
sumer education, research, networking and personnel/financial management.
The result is presented in the graph below. The ECCs are arranged into three
distinct groups: ECCs without Clearing House function, ECCs with such a func-
tion and two ECCs which have a very specific profile (UK and Athens).

Percentage of Weekly Working Hours by Function 2003
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

The graph demonstrates the high level of similarity between the ECCs — in the
two major groups and between these groups. In all cases assistance to consum-
ers is the major activity of staff, involving between 40% and 70% of total staff
time. Additionally, in most cases the information and promotion function is placed
second, typically taking between 10% and 20% of staff time.

It is of interest to see that no obvious differences in the functions performed could
be found between ECCs hosting a Clearing House and the others.
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A separate group of ECCs are the ECCs located in the UK and Greece with less
than 30% of staff time used for consumer assistance. However, in the case of the
ECC Athens this was due to the fact that the centre was only opened for con-
sumers during 2003 and one quarter of staff time was used for activities related
to setting it up (listed as “other” activities in the graph). The ECC Lon-
don/Wolverhampton in contrast does, in fact, work differently compared to other
ECCs in that it mainly provides second tier advice (to advisors of the local Citizen
Advice Bureaux) and only provides direct assistance to consumers by email.

3.2 Consumer assistance

3.2.1 Inputs

The following table presents the staff time used for the main function of the
ECCs, assistance. The median value of all ECCs was 50%, with the ECC Hel-
sinki contributing the highest percentage of staff time to assistance (70%).

Percentage of Total Staff Time Used for
Consumer Assistance 2003

80

Percentage

In absolute terms, the total number of staff hours dedicated to consumer assis-
tance in 2003 varied between 43 hours per week (Dusseldorf) and 223 hours per
week (Lisbon), with a median of 115 hours per week.

3.2.2 Outputs

In the questionnaire sent to the centres three different types of assistance were
differentiated:

e Typel - Provision of general information (simple questions)

e Type ll - Detailed and case specific advice
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e Type lll - Disputes (complaints which were not solved through direct contact
between the trader and the consumer)

The graph below shows the absolute number of cases handled by the ECC staff
according to these types of assistance.

Number of Cases by Type of Assistance 2003
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The median number of cases handled per ECC in 2003 was 3 365. A very high
number of cases was reported from the ECC Vitoria, more than 5 times the me-
dian value. A number of reasons for this could be found during the evaluation
visit:
The main part of cases is dealt with by a private company contracted to an-
swer a consumer hotline.

The ECC has three branch offices which are directly accessible by consum-
ers.

The ECC is oriented regionally and does not focus on cross-border cases.

Also the ECCs ranking second and third in terms of the absolute number of cases
(Portugal and Finland) are not focusing on cross-border cases. The lowest num-
ber of cases were reported from the UK and Greece with less than 500 cases. In
total, the ECCs registered 67 807 cases in 2003.

Also the proportion of the three types of assistance differed considerably between
centres. In some centres the largest number of cases consisted of providing gen-
eral information to consumers (e.g. in the ECCs Dublin and Dusseldorf). In con-
trast, in Kiel, Vitoria, Helsinki, and Lisbon the main type of assistance was de-
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tailed and case specific advice. All ECCs, except the ECC UK'3, reported that
they handled disputes (the number of disputes in Sweden and France was less
than 100 and is not visible in the above graph). The total numbers for the respec-
tive categories for the whole network were:

e Typel -general information: 29 913
e Type Il - specific advice: 31 426
e Type Il - disputes: 6 468

In general, no specific methodology for providing consumer advice was used in
the ECCs. However, in most ECCs most or at least some of the staff members
were well experienced consumer advisors, who were available to train their less
experienced colleagues. The exception to this rule was the ECC Vitoria, were
roughly 70% of cases were dealt with by a private contractor, whose staff had
only received a basic training once and was supposed to only deal with simple
cases.

In all ECCs the main methods of contact were by phone and written (by email or
by mail/fax). Personal visits of consumers are less important, with a median value
of only 7%. In the ECCs of Germany-Dusseldorf, Spain-Barcelona, France, Swe-
den and UK'4 the number of visits was even negligible with less than 3%. How-
ever, in the ECCs of Italy, Ireland, Luxembourg and Portugal visits by consumers
accounted for approximately 15% to 20% of cases.

Visits by Consumers as Percentage of Total Cases 2003
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However, it should be noted here that a main objective of the Citizens Advice Bureau is to assist
citizens to avoid mistakes, but then subsequently deal with them themselves when a consumer
mistake does occur.

In the case of the ECC UK one has to take into account that ECC staff only provides second tier
advice and that consumers visiting a local CAB are not included in the statistics.
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3.2.3 OQOutcomes and performance

Two indicators were proposed to measure the outcomes of the assistance func-
tion: Records of ECC tracking user satisfaction and the number of settled cases
of cross-border consumer complaints.

None of the ECCs except Dublin tracks user satisfaction. The only indication of
user satisfaction reported by some other ECCs were letters of consumers ex-
pressing their gratitude for the support they received from ECC staff and also, in
some cases, presents such as chocolates. Due to the lack of statistical informa-
tion no assessment of this indicator was possible. Also, systematic records of
settled cases of cross-border consumer complaints were not available. In the
case when advice was given by ECC staff and the consumer contacted the seller
himself, no consistent data was available, as not all consumers reported the re-
sults of their complaint to the ECC.

The graph below gives an indication of the performance of the individual ECCs
with respect to the function consumer assistance. For this aim, the output of each
ECC in terms of a specific function such as consumer assistance was put into
relation to the total staff time dedicated to this function. This allows a comparison
of different ECCs, irrespective of the fact that each ECC sets its priorities differ-
ently and dedicates more or less staff time to a specific function. The graph illus-
trates that the highest performance based on the cases per full time equivalent
post dedicated to assistance is demonstrated by the ECC Vitoria with nearly six
times the median value of 1 120 cases. This is not surprising, because the basis
of this calculation is the time used by staff employed from the ECC budget. How-
ever, most of the cases in Vitoria were dealt with by subcontracted staff, whose
working hours are not included in the calculation.

The combined data of all ECCs allows us to relate the total number of cases to
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the staff time used. On average, 1.2 hours of staff time were used for each
case's,

Also, the percentage of cross-border cases, which are in general more complex
than other cases, has a significant influence on the performance. The graph be-
low indicates the percentage of genuine cross-border cases.

Genuine Cross-Border Cases as Percentage
of Total Cases 2003
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Note: UK marked in grey, as number of national cases dealt with by ECC staff
was not reported

Three groups of ECCs have to be differentiated:

Cross-border oriented ECCs with two thirds or more genuine cross-border
cases are the ECCs in:

Austria

Belgium

Germany (both Kiel and Disseldorf)

France

ltaly

Luxembourg

Sweden

Regionally or nationally oriented ECCs with less than 10% of genuine cross-
border cases are the ECCs in:

Spain (Vitoria)

Finland

Greece

Portugal

15 Calculated on basis of 67807 cases and a total of 1770 weekly working hours dedicated to
consumer assistance by the 15 ECCs and an average of 46 working weeks per year.
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A position in between is occupied by two ECCs, which are stil_mainly regionally
or nationally oriented, but have also a significant amount of cross-border
cases of around 20%. These are the ECCs in:

Spain (Barcelona)

Ireland

In the case of the ECC UK, national cases were not reported, but clearly consti-
tute a significant part of the work.

In total, approx. 25 700 genuine cross-border cases were reported by the ECCs.
Based on the number of genuine cross-border cases the performance of the indi-
vidual ECCs is as follows:

Cross Border-Cases per Full Time Equivalent
Post Dedicated to Assistance in 2003
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The graph above illustrates that there are significant differences in the perform-
ance of individual ECCs with respect to cross-border cases. This indicates the
need to clarify the focus of the network with respect to assistance in cross-

border cases.
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3.3 Information and promotion

3.3.1 Inputs

The percentage of staff time used for information and promotion activities is in all
but two cases significantly above 10%, seven ECCs even dedicate 20% to 25%
of the total staff time to this task. Please note that activities related to consumer
education (direct contact to groups of consumers or specific groups) are not in-
cluded in these figures.

Percentage of Total Staff Time Used for Information
and Promotion Activities 2003

Percentage

In absolute terms, the total number of staff hours dedicated to information and
promotion in 2003 varied between 17 hours per week (ECC Vienna) and 75
hours per week (ECC London/Wolverhampton), with a median of 38 hours per
week (or roughly one full time equivalent post).

Activity related costs dedicated to the production of publications vary significantly
between less than 4 000 Euro (ECC Stockholm) and more than 170 000 Euro
(ECC Athens). The median activity related costs for publications in 2003 was
approximately 18 000 Euro. The ECCs with the highest costs were:

e ECC Athens: 170 708 Euro
e ECC Austria: 154 217 Euro
e ECC Lisbon: 140 149 Euro
e ECC Luxembourg: 52 680 Euro
e ECC London: 37 106 Euro

Also very important in the area of information and promotion are well functioning
and regularly updated websites. Costs related to the ECC website varied in 2003
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between no costs (ECCs Brussels, Vitoria, Lisbon and Dublin) and more than
20 000 Euro (ECC Barcelona). The median activity related costs for the website
in 2003 was 1 743 Euro. The ECCs with the highest costs were:

e ECC Barcelona: 20 235 Euro
e ECC Stockholm 14 999 Euro
e ECC London: 8 305 Euro
e ECC Vienna: 6 921 Euro

3.3.2 OQutputs

All of the ECCs publish information in printed form. There is a wide range of ma-
terials, including leaflets providing guidance on how to avoid problems in cross-
border shopping (e.g. ECC Bolzano), how to resolve problems in specific types of
purchases (e.g. ECC Helsinki), and general information about the EU initiatives
relating to the internal market (e.g. ECC Athens).

Information Materials Produced by ECC in 2003
(Incl. Joint Productions with other Institutions)
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The most useful information for consumers is related to specific problems. There
is demand for such information, particularly when it is timed and targeted appro-
priately. In Finland, for example, a change in the tax regime led to an increase in
purchase of cars abroad. A leaflet published by ECC Helsinki on how to avoid
problems in such cross-border shopping was in high demand.

The presentation of the information varies from publication on recycled paper
(e.g. ECC Bolzano) to glossy bulletins (e.g. ECC Athens). There is no indication
as to whether take-up by consumers is related to the glossiness of publication.
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The UK ECC is involved in the development and maintenance of the hosting
body’s extensive information system. This consists of different types of materials
for different target audiences, available on paper and through the internet. Con-
siderable resources are necessary to establish and update this system. It is well-
known and widely used in the UK.

Most ECCs also have a website (one exception is the recently established ECC
Athens). In some cases the ECCs are moving towards publishing their informa-
tion primarily through the website and just making printed versions available on
request. This seems appropriate given that use of the Internet is increasing
across the EU and those involved in cross-border shopping do so in increasing
numbers via the Internet. However, there is some indication that consumers still
prefer printed information. The printed version of the leaflet on purchasing cars
abroad published by ECC Helsinki, for example was in great demand, even
though it was also downloadable from the website. There is an increasing num-
ber of visitors to all ECCs’ websites and it is appropriate that these should now be
prioritised for development.

All ECCs publish an Annual Report, mainly for use by the hosting body and the
EU. The standard of presentation varies. Not all are published in the ECC lan-
guage plus English, and therefore the information is not as readily available for
use by other ECCs or consumers in other countries. All ECCs perform public re-
lation activities directed to media (see graph), with a median of 65 activities in
2003.

PR Activities of ECCs Directed to Media 2003
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Listed as an activity in the above graph are press releases, press conferences
and media events, participation in radio and TV programmes and requests for
information by media answered by ECC staff.
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Especially the latter activity, requests for information by media answered by ECC
staff, was not registered by several ECCs. In these cases the ECCs were asked
to estimate the number of requests answered in 2003.

In several ECCs the Director is the main person who deals with the media. In
some ECCs such as Sweden, however, each member of staff engages with the
media in their area of specialisation. This is effective in terms of allowing high
quality input being made available to the journalists. In the UK, Spain (both
ECCs) and Austria, the contact with the media is mainly through the hosting
body’s PR department. This can impede the access to the media and in some
cases reduce the level of expertise on cross-border issues available to the media.

3.3.3 Outcomes and performance

There is generally a close working relationship between ECCs and the media. All
the ECCs have a presence in the media and dedicate time towards promoting
their work to the media. ECC Stockholm provides weekly data to the media on
cases received which leads to high quality coverage.

Most ECCs track media coverage, although Finland is an exception. A small
number subscribe to a media monitoring service. Most ECCs were quite effective
in the PR activities, with a median of 49 news items in which the ECC is men-
tioned.

Number of News Items in which ECC
is Mentioned 2003

oTVv

I Radio

= News-
paper

Median
49 News

Note: Finland — no media tracking. UK — no data available.

The previous graphs illustrate that there is a group of “media oriented” ECCs,
which have a high level of PR activities and significantly higher media coverage
than other ECCs. This group consists of the ECCs Kiel, Athens, Bolzano, Dublin
and Stockholm. On the other hand, certain ECCs have decided not to prioritise
PR activity. In Finland this decision was taken in order to allow staff enough time
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to deal with the case-handling. In France the decision was taken not to promote
the ECC during the period of uncertainty about funding.

These decisions are reflected in both the low number of news items and also in
the low number of cases during this period. The experience of most ECCs con-
firmed that there is direct relationship between PR activities and demand for as-
sistance.

The rate of response to a specific media activity is an indicator of the quality of
the PR activity. It is calculated by dividing the number of news items in which the
ECC is mentioned by the number of PR activities performed. The median re-
sponse rate of all ECCs is 0,77. This means that 100 PR activities led to 77 news
items in which the ECC is mentioned. The variation in the response rate for indi-
vidual ECCs was between 0,38 (ECC Lisbon) and 1,48 (ECC Bolzano). These
figures indicate a high level of quality of PR activities. Most of these activities
were not large media events. For example, of the 129 PR activities of the ECC
Stockholm only 9 were press releases or conferences (which might result in a
number of reports). The remaining 120 activities were participation in radio and
TV programmes and answering requests of journalists, which normally can only
result in a maximum of one news item. In many cases files of the ECCs showed
that interviews by TV, radio and newspapers directly led to a news item. This
shows that journalists are content with the information and receive the material
they need to produce a story. Additionally, most ECCs did not have a tracking
system for news items which would allow to fully track media coverage. Espe-
cially news items in the local and regional press/radio are in many cases not easy
to track.

Response Rate PR Activities in 2003
(Ratio of News Items in which ECC is Mentioned/PR activities)
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Note: Finland — no media tracking. UK — no data available.

The performance of the individual ECCs in PR (i.e. with respect to the number of
news items in which it is mentioned) per full time equivalent post dedicated to this
function is presented in the next graph. Please note that in some ECCs the aver-
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age staff time dedicated to PR is less than 1 full time equivalent post. The num-
bers of news items indicated in the graph below therefore may be higher than the
actual number of news items in 2003, as it refers to the theoretical number which
would have been expected if each ECC had dedicated precisely 1 full time
equivalent post to this function. Please also note that the staff capacity dedicated
to promotion and information was not only used for direct contact with the media,
but also in producing information brochures and documents, which only indirectly
leads to media coverage. It would, therefore, not be appropriate to calculate the
staff time needed (or budget involved) to produce one news item in a media out-
let.

News Items in which ECC is Mentioned in 2003
Per Full Time Equivalent Post Dedicated to PR

300
250
wn
S
2 200
2
(]
Z 150 Median
; 68 News
-g 100 4 ltems/year
= e
50 -
0 |

A*
B
D-DUS
D-KIE
E-BAR
E-VIT
F

FIN

L+

-

.
UK*

Note: Finland — no media tracking. UK — no data available.

The above graph indicates that very significant differences in performance be-
tween individual ECCs exist, which shows a strong need for training in effective
information and promotion and possibly a mentoring and/or internship pro-
gramme involving the “media oriented” ECCs. It is also obvious that there is no
clear relationship between high activity related costs for information and promo-
tion and media coverage or performance (the only exception possibly being the
ECC Athens).
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3.4 Consumer education

Most ECCs spend very little time on consumer education, in schools, educational
or other institutions. Those which do are primarily involved through their hosting
body. This seems to be a consequence of prioritising use of resources in the
other areas of activity rather than being related to a lack of need for educational
activities. The following graph shows that the median of the staff time involved in
consumer education is only 6%. Only three ECCs use more than 10% of staff
time for educational activities.

Percentage of Total Staff Time Used for
Consumer Education 2003
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The top of the list is the ECC Athens, which identified the need to train traders as
a priority to improve standards of customer care in the country, particularly in
view of the high number of foreign tourists which were expected for the Olympics.
The UK ECC also prioritises training and in particular focus on designing and
delivering training to staff and volunteers in the Citizens Advice Bureaux network.

3.4.1 OQOutputs

The median number of educational activities is 21. An exceptional number of
educational activities is reported by the ECC Vitoria (292, of which 285 work-
shops) through a private contractor. The lowest number of educational activities
was organised by the ECC Lille, mainly due to the difficult situation the ECC was
in during 2003. The respective number for 2002 was 9, much closer to average
values. The following graph gives also an indication which types of educational
activities are performed.
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Number of Educational Activities 2003
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The first category reflects the number of workshops and conferences financed
from the ECC budget and workshops or conferences organised by third parties to
which ECC staff was invited to hold a presentation. The second category in-
cluded the number of school classes visited by ECC staff and the number of
school classes visiting ECC premises. The third category included educational
seminars to professional groups (journalists, teachers, staff of consumer organi-
sations, consumer advisors etc.) and other activities.

3.4.2 Qutcomes and performance

No numeric outcome indicator was defined. This would imply measuring the suc-
cess of educational activities, an effort with considerable methodological prob-
lems which could not reasonably be expected from ECC staff for a function which
is not an explicit priority. However, during the evaluation visits a mixed picture
was presented to the evaluators with respect to educational activities.

For example, during the evaluation visit to the ECCs Athens disappointment was
expressed with the results of the workshops held in two Olympic cities. Also, the
staff of the ECC Stockholm concluded that specialist staff are more effective in
the school-based education and, therefore, the ECC is no longer directly involved
in such activities.

There is a wealth of material available in ECCs, albeit designed for direct use by
consumers, which could be adapted for use in school and other educational and
training institutions. However, teachers seem not to have the time to work on ad-
aptation of materials, and therefore the resource is not being exploited in this
way. The Director of ECC Bolzano has made specific efforts, for example, to en-
courage such usage of materials, but so far without results.

39



CIVIC

CONSULTING

The following graph presents data on the performance of individual ECCs in the
area of education per full time equivalent post dedicated to this function.

Educational Activities Per Full Time Equivalent Post
Dedicated to Education in 2003
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used for educational activities and the calculated value of the performance indicator therefore is
distorted.

Please note that in all ECCs the average staff time dedicated to education is less
than 1 full time equivalent post. The numbers of educational activities indicated in
the graph are therefore higher than the actual number of activities in 2003, as it
refers to the theoretical number which would have been expected if each ECC
had dedicated precisely 1 full time equivalent post to this function.
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3.5 Research

3.5.1 Inputs

Research is one of the lowest priorities of the ECCs, at least in terms of staff
working time used for this function. The median is 5%. The obvious exception is
the ECC Dusseldorf, where 24% of staff time is dedicated to research, making it
a “research oriented” ECC. Substantial time (in fact the highest staff working time
in absolute terms) is also invested by the UK ECC into research.
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The total number of staff hours dedicated to this function varied in absolute terms
between 63 hours per week in the UK ECC and 2 hours in the Luxembourg ECC,
the median being 12 hours.

Only in the ECCs Dusseldorf and London/Wolverhampton were activity related
costs reported with respect to research, the total being approximately 12 000
Euro.

3.5.2 OQOutputs

In the questionnaire, the ECCs were invited to provide details on their research
activities. Two categories were differentiated:

e Number of topical studies (such as cross-border comparisons of prices, leg-
islation and other research)

e Other research activities
The results are provided in the following graph:
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Research Activities Performed in 2003
(Incl. Joint Research with other Institutions)
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Note: UK — insufficient data on other research activities

In most ECCs the number of topical studies varied between 2 and 6, the excep-
tions being Luxembourg (0), the UK (1) on the one hand and Ireland (8), Ger-
many (Dusseldorf) and Austria (both 7) on the other hand. However, this data has
to be interpreted with care. The items listed as topical study differ widely and in-
clude one-page research as well as reports of over 50 pages. Even more varia-
tion was found in the category “other research activities”, which therefore has not
been included in the subsequent assessment.

3.5.3 QOutcomes and performance

The following graph provides an overview of the performance of the individual
ECCs in the area of research. Please note that as in the previous section in all
ECCs except the UK the average staff time dedicated to research is less than 1
full time equivalent post. The numbers of topical studies indicated in the graph
are therefore higher than the actual number of studies performed in 2003, as it
refers to the theoretical number which would have been expected if each ECC
had dedicated precisely 1 full time equivalent post to this function.
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Number of Topical Studies Performed Per Full Time
Equivalent Post dedicated to Research in 2003
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Note: Finland and Luxembourg - the colour grey indicates that less than 2 % of staff time is used
for research and the calculated value of the performance indicator therefore is distorted.

Please note that the graph does not take into account the intensity of time or in-
volvement in the various studies and has therefore to be interpreted with great
care. For example, the performance of ECCs which have led network research in
various areas such as the ECCs Dusseldorf and Stockholm are rated relatively
low, as more time was invested in each study. In contrast, ECCs participating in a
number of studies without being a leader such as the ECC Austria were rated
comparatively better, as less time was invested in each study.

The UK ECC rated very unfavourably, as seemingly a lot of staff time is invested
in “other research activities” on which insufficient data was available to the evalu-
ators. The ECCs Helsinki and Luxembourg both invested less than 2% of staff
time in research and were therefore marked in grey.
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3.6 Feedback and networking

The average percentage of staff time used for networking was estimated to be
higher than the amount of time spent on research. The median of all ECCs was
8%, with most ECCs spending between 5% and 10% of other staff time for this
function. The highest percentage was reported from the ECC Dublin (approx.
13%), the lowest from Vitoria (2%).
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Of activity related costs only travel costs may be seen as related to networking.
The highest travel costs incurred by ECCs Stockholm (20 648) and Dublin

(16 997). In total, the travel costs of all ECCs amounted to 116 332 Euro, or less
than 8 000 Euro per ECC.

3.6.1 OQutputs, outcomes and performance

The outputs of networking are difficult to assess in numerical values, as formal
and informal contacts are an important element of networking. For the aim of this
study the number of cases of co-operation was used as criteria. After testing the
questionnaire in Stockholm it was decided to include in this number not only the
formal number of cases received by other ECCs or transferred to them, but also
the number of cases discussed with other ECCs (but not transferred). This last
category contained a significant number of cases, an indicator of the high level of
informal contacts in the network. In total nearly 2000 cases of co-operation in the
ECC network related to consumer complaint cases were reported for 2003. The
total number of cases of co-operation with the EEJ-Net was approximately 500,
with the Fin-Net just under 50. The cases of co-operation by ECC is illustrated in
the following graph. The median number of cases was 176:
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Number of Cases of Co-Operation in European Networks
Related to Consumer Complaint Cases in 2003
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The figures show that the EECs are quite active in case related cooperation in-
side the network and with the EEJ-Net. The Fin-Net seems to be of less impor-
tance, no surprise considering the fact that the consumer internal market in finan-
cial services is very limited. It is interesting to see that all ECCs except Vitoria are
in regular contact with Clearing Houses of the EEJ-Net, including the ECCs not
yet merged with the national Clearing House (no star* at the name in the graph).
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The number of cases per full time equivalent post was calculated to give addi-
tional information on the performance of the network. The results confirmed the
high level of network activity with a median of 338 cases of co-operation in Euro-
pean networks per full time equivalent post dedicated to networking.

In an additional step, a network map on the confirmed network relations in the
ECC network was drawn. In the graph below each line connecting two ECCs in-
dicates a regular contact between the ECCs confirmed by both sides. The size of
the red circles marking the location of the ECC indicates the number of confirmed
relations. From this it may deduced that the ECC network has three “hubs” which
are in regular contact with almost all other ECCs: these are the ECC Stockholm
which is very active in almost all network activities and also in mentoring; the
ECC Dusseldorf which led a number of network research projects; and the ECC
Barcelona which is, among others, the centre for complaints related to timeshare.

ECC network
relations confirmed by
both sides

= with 10 or
more ECCs

=4-9ECCs

=1-3 ECCS
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4. Assessment of performance of indi-
vidual ECCs

4.1 Assessing the performance of individual
ECCs

Several of the graphs in the previous section illustrate that there are striking dif-
ferences in the performance of individual ECCs. The indicators presented allow
for a comprehensive comparative assessment of the performance of the ECCs,
which is presented in this section.

In line with the methodology of this evaluation study performance is here not un-
derstood in a general sense (which is hardly possible to define and quantify un-
ambiguously), but related to specific functions. The performance with respect to
the following functions has been assessed:

e Performance in the area of assistance (total number of cases)
Performance in the area of assistance (number of cross border cases)

Performance in the area of information and promotion (number of news
items in which ECC is mentioned)

Performance in the area of education (number of educational activities)
Performance in the area of research (number of research activities)

Before the results of the comparison of the performance of individual ECCs are
analysed in detalil it is important to stress that it is not intended to give a ranking
of the ECCs according to their performance. This would not be adequate be-
cause a ranking could not reflect the particularity of the situation in each country
such as differences in consumer behaviour. Confounding factors include:

The individual ECC can influence the number of cross-border cases pre-
sented to it only to a limited extent. More intensive PR generally leads to
more consumers seeking advice, but only as long as there is unsatisfied de-
mand for such a service. This, of course, depends on a variety of factors such
as the levels of cross-border shopping and the number of tourists visiting the
country. The question of capacity and demand is addressed separately. In
very general terms, there exists a north-south divide in terms of cross-border
shopping in the EU, which is partly compensated by high tourism levels (see
section 6.4). The absolute number of cross-border cases can therefore be
expected to be lower in countries such as Spain, Portugal and Greece.

Average salaries are still very different in the EU member countries. Because
of the uniform EU contribution ECCs in countries with a low salary level tend
to have larger staff numbers. As demand does not necessarily increase pro-
portional to the staff numbers of the ECC, larger ECCs can be expected to
have a lower performance per full time equivalent post than smaller ECCs.

Finally, in countries where the organised consumer movement is still rela-
tively weak the ECC may have a much more important role to play as in
countries with a developed consumer information and advice infrastructure.
The ECC may constitute one of the few professionally working institutions in
the area of consumer advice, naturally attracting requests from consumers
with purely national problems. As it is difficult in such a situation to categori-
cally focus on cross-border cases, the number of national cases may in-
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crease, leading finally to a shift in focus. The ECC could play an important
role in the development of the national consumer protection system, however,
this might not be reflected in the selected performance indicators.

However, the existence of these confounding factors does not make the analysis
of performance of the individual ECCs obsolete, because ECCs have also a lot in
common: All ECCs operate with a similar mission, the level of budget and staff is
different but still roughly in the same dimension, the ECCs have a high level of
communication within the network which provides the same level of information to
all parties and finally, each ECC can and has to deal with clients from all Member
States, which means at least in principle a similar group of clients.

While interpreting the results it has to be kept in mind that indicators used here
relate to the relative performance of each centre with respect to all other centres.
The absolute levels of performance of the ECC network as a whole and the re-
lated costs per unit of activity will be presented later in this report (see section 7).
Here, the point of reference in all cases is the median, i.e. that value that sepa-
rates the highest half of the sample from the lowest half.

To assess the performance of the individual ECCs, the output of each ECC in
terms of a specific function in 2003 (e.g. the number of consumers assisted) was
put into relation to the number of full time equivalent posts dedicated to this func-
tion and then compared to the median value of all ECCs. This approach allows a
fair comparison of ECCs, as differences in staffing and the variations in the distri-
bution of total working time are taken into account. The following four levels of
performance were differentiated:

Excellent performance — performance per full time equivalent post is higher
than 1.5 times the median value of all ECCs;

Average performance — performance per full time equivalent post is be-
tween 1.5 times the median and 0.5 times the median;

Less than average performance — performance per full time equivalent post
is lower than 0.5 times the median;

Unacceptable performance — performance per full time equivalent post is
lower than 0.5 times the median and the evaluation visit found significant
shortcomings in the professional level of operations.

The graph on the next page shows that with respect to assistance in cross-border
cases six ECCs have an excellent performance per full time equivalent post dedi-
cated to this function, and six more ECCs have only a less than average per-
formance in this respect. Finally three ECCs have an average performance in a
range near the median.
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A similar assessment has been done with the other indicators mentioned above
(all calculated per full time equivalent post dedicated to the function). The results
were compared with the results of the evaluation visits. In exceptional cases the
assessment was adjusted to take into account a specific situation which distorted
the picture (see evaluation reports for the individual ECCs in part Il of this report).
This was clearly marked in the summary evaluation table on the next page.

The table illustrates that eight of the ECCs have an excellent performance
with respect to at least one function (Bolzano, Brussels, Dublin, Kiel, Dissel-
dorf, Luxembourg, Stockholm and Vienna). The remaining ECCs are performing
less than average in certain areas but often this is counterbalanced by better
performance in other areas. None of the ECCs performs less than average in
all areas and none of the ECCs shows a fully unacceptable performance for any
function. However, even with these positive general conclusions the evaluation
showed also some weaknesses and significant potentials for improvement. To
identify these potentials the performance of the individual ECCs was related to
institutional criteria, which were assessed during the evaluation visit. Institutional
criteria include the institutional set-up of the ECC, the relative autonomy reflected
by the degree of formal separation from its host structure (where it exists), its
integration into the respective national system of consumer protection, its inte-
gration into the ECC-network, the geographic area of its activity (whether rather
national or regional), and, finally, the ECC’s orientation on genuine European and
cross-border issues.

In the summary table, the 15 ECCs are grouped according to the last criteria in:
e ECCs with a higher degree of cross-border orientation

e ECCs with a lower degree of cross-border orientation
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Summary table: Assessment of ECCs

ECCs with a ... ... higher degree of cross-border orientation ... lower degree of cross-border orientation

Year: 2003 ECC |Barce- |Bolzano [Brussels |Dublin Diissel- (Kiel Lille Luxem- [Stock- |Vienna |Athens |Helsinki [London |Lisbon |Vitoria *
lona dorf burg holm

Criteria Spain Italy Belgium |(lreland Germany (Germany |France [Luxemb. |Sweden |Austria |Greece |Finland |UK Portugal |Spain

Full time equiv. posts 7.5 4.5 71 6.5 3.1 4.0 5.9 4.5 5.2 5.1 45 6.2 10.2 9.0 5.4

Number of cases 2461 1417 5493 5739 3365 6174 1492 2181 2369 3421 (452) 6829 492 8068 17859

% cross-border cases 22% 91% 68% 24% 95% 74% 100% 99% 85% 99% 9% 8% 2?24 4% 3%

Performance per full time equivalent post

Consumer Assistance ++ + +++ +H+ +H+ +H+ + ++ ++ ++ (+) ++ 2 ++ ++

(all cases)

Consumer Assistance + ++ +++ ++ +++ +++ ++ +++ +++ +++ (+) + + + +

(cross-border cases)

Information and Promotion + +++ ++ +++ +++ +++ + ++ +++ +++ =+ No 2) + +

(news items) tracking

Consumer Education + R +++ ++ R +++ + ++ ++ +++ ++ ++ ++ + ++

Research (topical studies) | ++ ++ ++ ++ 4 ++ ++ R =+ ++ ++ R 2 ++ ++

Institutional criteria

Institutional set-up Regional [Regional |Regional [Separate |Regional |[Regional |Regional |Separate |National |National |National |Environ- |National [National |Regional

(hosting body) Consum. |Consum. |Consum. |legal Consum. |Consum. |Govern- |legal Authority |Consum. |Consum. |mental charity Consum. |Govern-
Institute [Organis. |Organis. [entity Organis. |Organis |[ment entity Organis. |Organis. |Agency Institute  |ment

Degree of separation from |[Medium [High High No host |Medium [High Medium [No host [Medium |Medium |JLow Medium [Low Medium |Low

the host structure body body

Geographic area of activity|Regional/ |Regional/ [Nation-  [Nation- Nation- [Nation- |Nation- |Nation- [Nation- |Nation- |Nation- |Nation- |Nation- |Nation- |Regional/
national |national |wide wide wide wide wide wide wide wide wide wide wide wide national

Orientation on cross- Medium [High High High High High High High High High Low Low Low Low Low

border/European issues

Integration in ECC High Medium [Medium |Medium ([High Medium |Low Medium |High Medium |Low Medium [Medium [Medium |Low

network

Integration in nat. system |Medium [Medium |High High High High Low High High High Medium [High High High Low

of consumer protection

+++ = Excellent performance
++ = Average performance
+ = Less than average performance

(0] = Unacceptable performance

1)
2) No assessment possible because of insufficient data.
()=

No assessment because less than 2% of staff time used for function.

preliminary assessment, first year of operation of ECC

3) Including activities of subcontractors.
4) Number of national cases not reported.

* Performance indicator adjusted on basis of
evaluation visit (see individual reports in part Il)
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4.2 ECCs with a higher degree of cross-
border orientation: Barcelona, Bolzano,
Brussels, Dublin, Disseldorf, Kiel, Lille,
Luxembourg, Stockholm, Vienna

The first group consists of ECCs which mostly have a higher degree of cross-
border orientation. Seven of these ECCs are almost entirely dedicated to Euro-
pean items and to cross-border assistance. In Bolzano, Disseldorf/Gronau, Kiel,
Lille, Luxembourg, Stockholm and Vienna, three quarters of cases or more were
cross-border. The slightly lower percentage in Brussels/Eupen (68%) was ex-
plained with the policy that consumers with local or national problems calling the
ECC by mistake (instead of the host organisation) were not rejected. In Dublin,
the percentage of cross-border cases is only 24%, but up from 10% in 2002. A
management decision was taken to exclusively focus on European and cross-
border issues, which was already reflected in assistance cases in 2004 (in the
period January to end June 2004 there were 65% cross-border queries). In all
these ECCs the orientation on cross-border/European issues was assessed to be
high by the evaluation team. This criteria does not only refer to the relative im-
portance of cross-border cases in assistance, but also to the general orientation
of the ECC as it is reflected in the focus of PR activities and the public profile of
the ECC. Only in Barcelona, orientation on cross-border/European issues was
assessed to be medium. In this ECC, the percentage of cross-border cases was
only 22% in 2003.

It is of interest to see that the first group of ECCs share some general character-
istics:

e Eight of the ten ECCs have an excellent performance in at least one
function (Bolzano, Brussels, Dublin, Disseldorf/Gronau, Kiel, Luxem-
bourg, Stockholm, Vienna). In hardly any function a less than average
performance was observed among these ECCs. The two remaining ECCs
are Barcelona and Lille, which are rather characterised by an average to
less than average performance. Some of the factors which have to be
taken into consideration when comparing the performance of ECCs have
already been discussed. In the case of Barcelona, the North-South divide
in terms of cross-border shopping may be of relevance, resulting in a rela-
tively low number of clients for cross-border assistance. One also has to
consider the relatively high number of staff of the ECC and the fact that a
considerable number of these cases are related to time-consuming time-
share-problems. In Lille, the ECC was in a difficult situation in 2003, when
its very existence was threatened. PR activities were reduced to not attract
too many cases which could not be dealt with in case the centre would be
closed. In 2002, the ECC Lille dealt with double the number of cases and
produced more than triple the number of news items in media — this would
certainly have led to a better performance assessment.

e Most ECCs in this group have a relatively high degree of separation
from their hosting organisation. Two of them (Bolzano and Kiel) are lo-
cated on premises other than the host body and are functioning rather in-
dependently (high degree of separation). The same is true for Dublin as an
independent entity, which has no host body and is located in its own
premises. The Belgian ECC is located in Eupen in the premises of the
mother organisation (but on separate floors) and in Brussels in own prem-
ises. The Stockholm ECC is located in a separate office inside the prem-
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ises of the mother organisation, but classified by the latter as being the
most independent department of the entire structure — still in the overall
picture slightly less separated than the previous examples (medium de-
gree of separation). The ECC Luxembourg, which, although legally inde-
pendent, is still located in the premises of its former host body with an in-
sufficient separation of its rooms from those of the former host body. An
important feature of the relatively high degree of separation from the host-
ing body is that all mentioned ECCs have far-reaching autonomy in their
PR activities. In contrast, in the remaining ECCs of this group the degree
of separation from the hosting organisation is lower, although still being
assessed as medium. For example, in the ECC Vienna, the PR depart-
ment of the host bodies is also handling ECC PR, setting its own priorities
in the process. Also, in the ECC Barcelona PR activities are usually real-
ised using the services of the press department of the Ministry of Com-
merce, Tourism and Consumption, therefore limiting the independent pro-
file of the ECC.

Nine of the ten ECCs are highly or medium integrated in the ECC
network. All three network “hubs” (Barcelona, Diisseldorf/Gronau and
Stockholm) fall into this group. Only for one ECC (Lille) the degree of inte-
gration in the network was considered to be low.

The maijority of the ECCs in this group were found to be free from no-
ticeable problems with respect to the internal structure and/or focus
of work. Problems noted in four of the ten ECCs include:

- The distribution of competencies between the director of the ECC
Dusseldorf/Gronau and the project coordinator of the host body seems
to be unclear, which might partly be the consequence of locating the
ECC director in Disseldorf at the hosting body separate from the ad-
vice centre in Gronau with two permanent staff (total staff: 3.1 full time
equivalent posts). Besides that, employment costs per full time
equivalent post were found to be exceptionally high because of the
practice of the hosting body to calculate hourly fee rates for non-
permanent staff well above the average of all other ECCs. However,
the ECC communicated to the evaluation team that this practice is
supposed to change in the near future.

In the ECC Vienna, there is no direct financial contribution of the Aus-
trian government to the ECC, which is co-financed by the hosting body
(VKI) itself. VKI receives governmental funds, but still has a relatively
high level of income through the sales of a consumer magazine and
publications. The reluctance of the Austrian government to provide di-
rect funding poses a threat to the ECC, as the hosting body — like most
consumer organisations in Europe — is increasingly confronted with fi-
nancial problems. As a consequence, the ECC has to resist pressure
from the hosting body to withdraw personnel capacities from European
tasks to assign it to national purposes. Also the high activity related
costs of the ECC, which are partly used for the production of a high
number of promotional brochures (be it on European topics) have to be
seen in this context.

The complete separation of functions between the ECC Luxembourg
and its hosting body ULC led to considerable difficulties between the
two entities.

The problematic situation of ECC Lille in 2003 has already been men-
tioned.
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4.3 ECCs with a lower degree of cross-border
orientation: Athens, Helsinki, Lisbon,
London, Vitoria

The remaining five ECCs have a lower degree of cross-border orientation. None
of these ECCs is mostly dedicated to European items and to cross-border assis-
tance. In four of the ECCs the percentage of cross-border cases is below 10%
(Athens, Helsinki, Lisbon and Vitoria). In the ECC London/Wolverhampton the
percentage could not be assessed as the number of national cases dealt with by
ECC staff was not reported. In all five ECCs the orientation on cross-border/
European issues was assessed to be low by the evaluation team. This criteria
does not only refer to the relative importance of cross-border cases in assistance,
but also to the general orientation of the ECC as it is reflected in the focus of PR
activities and the public profile of the ECC.

Also, the ECCs in this group share some general characteristics:

¢ None of the five ECCs in this group have an excellent performance in
any function 6. In the case of the ECC Greece these problems can be
seen in the context of the recent establishment of the ECC and the lack of
experience of the host body with its operation. Also some of the con-
founding factors mentioned above may play a role: The ECCs in Athens,
Lisbon and Vitoria are located in countries with a relatively low incidence of
cross-border shopping (see section 6.4). However, this could not be said
from the ECCs London/Wolverhampton and Helsinki. A second distorting
factor (the high staff level leading to lower performance per full time
equivalent post) could be relevant in both the ECCs Lisbon and Lon-
don/Wolverhampton, the two ECCs with the highest staff number. But in
both cases also the absolute number of cross-border cases is very low, not
only the number of cases per consumer advisor. Therefore other reasons
also have to be relevant.

e All ECCs in this group have a low or medium degree of separation
from their hosting organisation. None of the ECCs has a separate office
from the hosting body (also in the ECC Athens at least part of the prem-
ises are used jointly). The ECCs of Athens, London/Wolverhampton and
Vitoria are fully integrated into the host organisation with a resulting lack of
autonomy. In all cases a significant amount of staff resources are used to
deal with purely national issues. In the case of the ECCs Helsinki and Lis-
bon a part of the staff explicitly is assigned to national tasks. In the case of
London/Wolverhampton, the ECC basically constitutes the capacity of the
hosting body in the area of consumer advice. Consequently, mostly na-
tional issues and priorities define the agenda. Not very different is the ECC
Vitoria, which forms an important part of the regional governments system
to provide consumer advice to the citizens of the region. In the ECC Ath-
ens there is a specific situation in that the ECC has more personnel ca-
pacities than its hosting organisation INKA. This is not necessarily nega-
tive, given that well equipped ECCs might give to the national consumer
movement the necessary boost which is not coming from other sources.
However, obviously the priorities tend in such a situation to be very much
determined by national demands. It is worth mentioning that a lower de-

16 This refers to the functions where sufficient data was available for assessment.
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gree of separation from the hosting body also coincides with a less inde-
pendent public profile of the ECC, combined with a less than average
performance in the area of PR (Lisbon, Vitoria). No or insufficient data was
available to assess the performance in this area of the ECCs Helsinki and
London/Wolverhampton. In Athens, the number of PR activities and news
items generated was impressive, however the lack of focus of the activities
led to an “average” assessment.

None of the five ECCs in this group is highly integrated in the ECC
network. Whereas the ECCs Helsinki, London/Wolverhampton and Lisbon
are holding a medium position in this respect, networking activities in Ath-
ens are low and even very low in Vitoria, as expressed in cases discussed
with network partners and regular contacts to other ECCs (regular partici-
pation in the ECC-meetings in Brussels is not considered here as a high
degree of activity). The relatively low level of networking activity by the
Athens ECC has to be seen in the context of it being set up in 2003. As its
tendency was promising, the stepping down of the director of the ECC is a
significant loss.

All ECCs in this group were found to have noticeable problems with

respect to the internal structure and/or focus of work. These included:
In the ECC Vitoria, some questions have to be asked in regard to the
quality of the advice being given there, as the great majority of advice
by phone is given by insufficiently trained personnel of a private con-
tractor. Similarly, the regional government contracted a private com-
pany to perform nearly 300 educational activities, mainly in schools.
While educational activities are in principle always welcome, in this
case they are causing concern because many of these workshops
were not related to European issues and not to typical ECC-themes
(dealing for instance with hygiene and diets).
In the ECC London/Wolverhampton, the integration into the well-known
system of Citizen Advice Bureaux is a significant asset, but also gives
rise to a number of problems. Citizens Advice provides consumer ad-
vice through its local CABx with support from the ECC paid staff at a
support unit in Wolverhampton (SSU). This local advice is based on
the Citizens Advice Information System and is given face-to-face or by
telephone. It is provided either by the volunteer staff or the paid staff in
the local CABx. They are supported in this by the ECC staff in a num-
ber of ways. The ECC paid staff in the SSU provide training to the
CABx staff (volunteers and paid staff) and information. They also pro-
vide advice and support on individual cases, which is also regarded as
a type of training. No statistics were available on the level of cross-
border cases dealt with by local CABx except in cases where the ECC
staff are contacted. Direct advice to consumers on cross-border cases
is only given from the ECC staff through written correspondence
(mainly e-mail). This leads to a lack of accessibility for consumers (no
direct telephone line) and also to a lack of accountability (the total
number of cross-border cases dealt with is not known). In general, the
evaluators found a certain lack of transparency in the allocation of re-
sources.
In the case of the ECC Athens, some problematic aspects have al-
ready been raised, which may be related to the short operating period
of the centre since its opening. Possibly this also contributed to the fact

54



CIVIC

CONSULTING

that PR expenses related to publications, which were distributed rela-
tively unfocused in very high numbers, and TV spots were rather high.
The main problem in the ECCs Lisbon and Helsinki is the already
mentioned decision of the management of the hosting body to assign
ECC staff to purely national tasks.

4 .4 Conclusions

The comparison of the ECCs in the two groups discussed above allows some
general conclusions. Firstly, ECCs can have an excellent performance in one or
more function with all types of institutional set up. Whether the hosting body is a
consumer organisation, a government body or whether the ECC has a separate
legal identity seems to be of secondary importance (this question of institutional
set up is discussed in more detail in section 6). Other factors seem to be more
relevant:

= There seems to be a strong correlation between a higher degree of
cross-border orientation and performance. Whether a strong cross-border
orientation leads to better performance or is only a symptom is difficult to de-
cide. However, some indications exist that a higher degree of cross-border
orientation is really the determining factor. As the director of the ECC Dublin
explained the decision to reorient the ECC toward European issues: “We
wanted to provide a better service with a more focused service”. An organisa-
tion with the size of an average ECC might easily get lost, not only in terms of
efficiency, but also in terms of public perception, if it does not focus on clearly
defined issues. The “niche” of cross-border and European consumer advice
and information makes the ECCs clearly distinct from “ordinary” consumer
organisations and advice centres and therefore creates an identity which is
easy to promote and recognised by possible clients.

—> Most ECCs with an excellent performance in at least one function tend
to have a higher degree of separation from their hosting organisation.
All five ECCs with a high degree of separation from the host body or without a
host body at all have also an excellent performance in at least one function.
On the contrary, none of the three ECCs with a low degree of separation from
the host body have an excellent performance in any function.

=> A higher integration in the ECC network is also correlated to perform-
ance. Two of the three network “hubs” (Dlsseldorf/Gronau and Stockholm)
also have an excellent performance in at least one function, whereas none of
the three ECCs with a low integration in the network (Lille, Athens and Vitoria)
have an excellent performance in any function.
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5. Recommendations of previous
evaluation

5.1 Recommendations for individual centres

Some of the existing ECCs were already subject to an evaluation in 1997 by
Wilhelm Consulting?”. At the level of the individual centres, the pilot projects were
subject to assessment of the following criteria:

e Cost-effectiveness of performed actions
e Effectiveness of performed actions in the national context
e Evaluation of the location in connection with the above-mentioned criteria

e Evaluation of the locations with regard to the global impact concerning the
general public of consumers in the Community

At that time, 22 pilot projects existed, including 5 projects of the Interregio project
(in italics):

Barcelona
Bilbao
Bolzano
Dublin
Flensburg
Gronau
Guimaraes
Kortrijk

Lille
Luxembourg
Mons
Montpellier
Patras
Pontevedra
Santiago de Compostela
Torino
Veurne
Kehl
Aachen
Eupen
Heerlen-Hoensbroek
St. Vith

Of these pilot projects only seven continue to be part of the ECC network. Rec-
ommendations from the 1997 evaluation are therefore relevant for the following
ECCs only:

Barcelona
Bolzano
Dublin
Eupen

17 Wilhelm Consulting, Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot-projects, Final
Report, 1997
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Gronau
Lille
Luxembourg

As for the Belgian pilot project in Eupen no recommendations were given, only
six ECCs remain for which the implementation of recommendations can be ana-
lysed.

In the previous evaluation, the same recommendations were given to a number
of centres. For this reason each of the recommendations will be assessed sepa-
rately:

Recommendation 1 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Clearer promotion of the ECC as
an individual project, not just as a department or service of the mother organisa-
tion

This recommendation was given to the centres in Barcelona, Lille and Luxem-
bourg. As far as the image is concerned in ECC publications (including the
homepage and letterhead), the recommendation can be considered as being
implemented there. The premises in both the ECCs Barcelona and Luxembourg
are located on the same floor as the hosting body, they do not form a separate
unit. In both cases, however, the ECC is clearly identified outside the building. In
Lille, the ECC is located in the same premises as other departments of the Con-
seil Regional Nord Pas de Calais. The premises were being redecorated and
improved during the evaluation. It was not possible therefore to make observa-
tions about the visibility of the ECC either inside or outside the premises.

In this context it should also be remembered that in the 1997 evaluation report
the European dimension of the work was judged as being partially or totally insuf-
ficient in 11 of the 22 pilot projects. The only one of the remaining seven centres
where the European dimension was rated partially insufficient was Gronau,
where this is no longer the case. The negative ratings in the remaining 10 cases
was given to projects which were discontinued since then'8.

Recommendation 2 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Intensification of Europe-wide
exchange of information and services with other ECCs

This recommendation was given to the centres in Barcelona, Bolzano and Gro-
nau. However, it could most probably have been given to all of them. By that
time, the network just started to be considered and operated as such; the use of
Internet services (especially e-mail communication and homepages) was still at
the very beginning. Today, the recommendation can be considered as being en-
tirely implemented; the above mentioned three ECCs are fulfilling to some extent
even a lead function in this sense, ranging among the ECCs which are best inte-
grated in the network and which are playing key roles in research and promotion
projects (Gronau is considered in this respect as one entity with the Disseldorf
headquarter of the hosting organisation).

18 Wilhelm Consulting, Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot-projects, p. 111
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Recommendation 3 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Location of the ECC at a more
central place in the city (or in the country)

This recommendation was given to the centres in Gronau, Lille and Luxembourg.
In all three centres this recommendation has been partly implemented. In the
case of Gronau, the 1997 evaluation report recommended to maintain the ECC in
its remote location only in the case that more than one German ECC were to ex-
ist in the long run. Although many problematic aspects of the location in Gronau
are remaining, the problem has been alleviated by the transfer of some important
functions in the sector of information and promotion to Dusseldorf.

The recommendation to establish an info-desk or info-shop at a more central
place of the city was realised by the ECC Luxembourg only from May to Decem-
ber, 2001 at the premises of the EU Info Point. At the end of 2001 the Info Point
was closed; efforts made by ULC and the ECC to find a new location for an info
point have not been fruitful so far. The need for such an additional info shop
could be questioned because the present location did not prevent many consum-
ers from making personal visits.

In Lille, the recommendation has been implemented by means of including ECC
information and materials at the 2 European Information points in the centre of
Lille.

Recommendation 4 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Increase of manpower capacities

This recommendation was given to the centres in Bolzano and Gronau; in the
case of Bolzano it was also combined with the suggestion to increase the budget
of the ECC (by that time with an EU contribution of 61 000 ECU) by 25-50%. Due
to various reasons the EU contribution for Bolzano has not increased (planned
EU contribution in 2004: 62 000 Euro), which also reduced the possibilities to
significantly increase the staff. In the case of Gronau, the EU contribution has
tripled from the mid nineties level (now for Diisseldorf/Gronau). This has not,
however, led to a similar increase in staff capacity due to the high average staff
costs in Disseldorf (see section 3.1). For this reason, the existing staff capacity
in both centres is still not in line with the demand or with the function of the ECCs
as institutions serving the entire population of the Member States and not just the
population of the border region.

In the case of Dublin, no additional staff was considered necessary, but more
trained experts with special qualifications were said to be needed, both for as-
sistance tasks and for the daily operation of the ECC. This recommendation has
been fully implemented. The recent evaluation visit has shown a high profes-
sional level of the ECC staff in Dublin and it is therefore recommended to use this
expertise in a mentoring programme for other ECCS.

Recommendation 5 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Improvement of technical com-
munication facilities

This recommendation was given to the centres in Gronau and Luxembourg. In
the case of both institutions, the recommendation was implemented
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Recommendation 6 (Wilhelm Consulting 1997): Intensification of promotion ac-
tivities

This recommendation was only given to the centre in Barcelona. Evaluation re-
sults still point to a deficit in this respect. However, the employment of a journalist
in 2003 contributed a lot to an improvement of the situation. Nevertheless, the
evaluation team has recommended a further intensification of information and
promotion activities.

5.2 Network recommendations

Besides these recommendations which were given to particular ECCs, the
Wilhelm Report of 1997 also gave a number of recommendations concerning the
entire network and the functioning of the European Commission, including setting
up a new management structure of the network.

The first recommendation was “to perform a transition from ‘transborder’ to
‘European’ consumer information”. This was based on the evaluation results
showing “that there is no significant benefit from the restriction of the Centres’
location to border areas of the EU Member States. The centrality and importance
of a Centre’s location at regional/national level has proved to be of much more
relevance for a Centre’s success...”1?

This strategic reorientation of the network was implemented by DG SANCO soon
after the evaluation took place and even centres which are still located in a bor-
der area have now a clear regional or, in most cases, national orientation (see
individual evaluation reports, part Il).

Additionally, the Wilhelm Report opted for a network structure with three “hierar-
chical” levels:

e The management level
e The service level
e The dissemination level

The principle of hierarchy was thought to give the European Commission better
possibilities to control the network. The three levels were proposed to have the
following design:20

At the management level, two new bodies with leading functions should be es-
tablished:

e An Advisory Committee, which should define guidelines for the work of
the ECCs (called in the report “European Consumer Information Cen-
tres”), identify priorities for network actions and make proposals for con-
crete activities (joint seminars were mentioned). The Advisory Committee
should be composed of National and European consumer associations,
scientific institutes, European Consumer Information Partners (see dis-
semination level) and a few selected ECCs. It should have up to 30 mem-

19 Wilhelm Consulting, Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot projects, Final
Report, June 1997, p.132

20 wilhelm Consulting, Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot projects, Final
Report, June 1997, p. 136 - 142
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bers. With this composition, it would have been a larger body than the
Consumer Committee which was in place at that time. The question of
whether the Consumer Committee (today the European Consumer Con-
sultative Group) could take over the proposed function as well was not
discussed.

e A Central Coordination Service, which should develop the strategic plan-
ning and carry out many of the executive functions which are the task of
DG SANCO in the management of the network. The function should be
taken over by an external contractor. The Central Coordination Service
should coordinate the annual work plans of the ECCs, organise their
meetings, plan concerted actions, carry out visits on the spot and evaluate
and monitor the ECCs regularly. It should be made up of a maximum of 8
regular staff.

At the service level, the ECCs should be operated by “national or regional insti-
tutes for consumer information”. Besides the existing tasks (“common action
fields”) in the general scope of all centres selected centres should also carry out
activities in “specific action fields”, e.g. the coordination and management of net-
work-wide database services and the organisation of network conferences.

At the dissemination level, the work of the ECCs should be supported by an in-
stitutionalised additional network of so-called “European Consumer Information
Partners” which should be composed of consumer associations (national, re-
gional and local), consumer institutions of all types, legal advisors, trade associa-
tions, chambers of commerce, regional and local authorities etc. The basic func-
tion of this network was suggested to be the dissemination of information
elaborated by the ECC-network; it should be entitled to use the common logo of
the ECC-network.

Without entering into the details, it is obvious that the proposed superstructure
would have been rather costly. Separation of functions in the superstructure was
not very clear: the external “Coordination Service” would have taken over genu-
ine functions of DG SANCO. How business associations and chambers of com-
merce could be motivated to disseminate information from the ECC-network was
not discussed. The costs for up to 8 staff of the Coordination Service and the
travel costs for the sizeable Advisory Committee and the meetings of the Euro-
pean Consumer Information Partners would have consumed a considerable part
of the entire ECC-budget.

Possibly for this reason, the recommendations with respect to the network struc-
ture were not implemented.
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6. National set-up and location

6.1 Relevant aspects

When analysing the national set-up of the 15 ECCs, two fundamental changes in
the overall tasks of the centres must be taken into account:

e The ECCs are no longer considered as institutions serving consumers in
border regions when having problems with sellers or providers from the
other side of the border; they are now serving the entire population of their
respective Member States. At the same time, catering for personal visitors
becomes less important, while communication with consumers via tele-
phone, fax, e-mail and letters becomes more and more important.

e The very functions of the ECCs are no longer limited to assistance, they
include also important PR functions and contribute to better knowledge of
consumers about priorities and activities of the EU consumer policy.

With this background, the following aspects of the national set-up shall be con-
sidered in more detail:

1. Location of the ECC in a border region or in the national capital
2. The role of regional vs. national financial support

3. The existence of two ECCs in one Member State

4. Non-profit organisations vs. public authorities as host bodies

6.2 Location of the ECC in a border region or
in the national capital

6.2.1 Grouping of ECCs according to location

Of the 22 pilot projects evaluated in 1997, 16 were located in border regions. To-
day, only 8 of the 15 ECCs are either entirely located in a border region or have
an ECC located in the national or regional capital and maintain a branch office in
a border town. The following grouping can be done:

ECCs located entirely in places close to the border:

e Bolzano

o Lile
ECCs located in a regional capital (in some cases with branch offices in border
towns):

e Barcelona

e Ddusseldorf (branch office in Gronau)

¢ Kiel

e Vitoria (branch offices in Vitoria city centre, Bilbao and San Sebastian)

ECCs located in the national capital with branch offices in a border region:

e Bruxelles (branch office in Eupen)
¢ Vienna (branch office in Innsbruck)
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ECCs located entirely in the national capital:

e Athens
e Dublin

e Helsinki
e Lisbon
e London

e |Luxembourg
e Stockholm

These four groups provide ample evidence that location can influence a number
of factors, e.g., the access to media and national authorities, the awareness of
the target group of the service and also financing. The following conclusions can
be drawn in this respect:

6.2.2 Proximity to consumers

A location of the ECC in a regional capital or directly in a border region can lead
to a closer relationship to consumers. ECCs in border regions seem to be rela-
tively well anchored among the population in their region; a proven or estimated
high number of requests for assistance from the region and frequent reports in
the regional media are the evidence. However, “region” must be understood
mainly as the region in the country where the ECC is located; demands for as-
sistance from the other side of the border are the exception rather than the rule.
There are considerable differences between the ECCs located in border regions;
for example, in Bolzano the share of clients demanding assistance living in the
northern (Austrian) part of Tyrol is relatively high while in Vitoria hardly any
French client was registered.

For the majority of the ECCs, the percentage of personal visitors is rather low, in
9 of the 15 ECCs lower than 10% of cases (in five of them even less than 3%).
On the other hand, ECCs which have a long tradition and are well embedded in
the region reach elevated figures of personal visitors of up to 20%. The absolute
numbers of visitors in some of the centres were 375 in Vienna, 409 in Kiel, 605 in
Helsinki and 660 in Brussels/Eupen. These figures rise up to 1 093 in Vitoria,

1 140 in Dublin and 1 368 in Lisbon, three centres which do not have a clear fo-
cus on cross-border cases (in Dublin, the focus has now been changed on cross-
border cases and the total number of personal visitors is expected to be much
lower in 2004). Please note that all figures refer only to visitors to the ECC itself.
Visitors to the hosting body are not included.

The social composition of the personal visitors is interesting as well: they were
described in some of the ECCs as elderly people or as persons who are (as a
consequence of their education and social status) less or not at all familiar with
modern communication systems. For this group a visit to an ECC is obviously
fulfilling a function which could not be easily replaced by another means of com-
munication. Nevertheless, the general tendency is clearly that catering for per-
sonal visitors is less important, especially in the case of ECCs focusing on cross-
border cases. The main route of access are telephone and email. An easy ac-
cess to the ECC can therefore rather be defined as having an internet based
communication strateqy and clearly advertised phone lines, with a preference for
a national hotline where costs for the caller are independent from the location he
or she is calling from.

62



CIVIC

CONSULTING

6.2.3 Access to media

When an ECC is located in a regional capital or direct border location, access to
the media is, in most cases, limited to regional or local newspapers and radio or
TV stations. Publication of press releases at national level is the exception, but
occurs from time to time. In some cases, e.g. in the ECC Bolzano, there is a me-
dia coverage exceeding the regional limits, in this case extending to the entire
northern third of Italy. Another example is the ECC Barcelona, which has an out-
reach to national media. However, in general getting access to nation-wide media
is a problem for ECCs located in regional capitals or border areas because the
national media usually have their headquarters in the capital or major media cen-
tres. This aspect clearly favours an office in the capital, even if the contact with
regional media would be less intensive. It should be added too that the media
largely work by telephone therefore once an ECC is established as a national
entity, location should not be a significant hindrance to relationships with national
media. This is underlined by the fact that the ECC with the highest performance
with respect to the information and promotion function (Kiel) is located in a re-
gional capital without major media. This is due to an intensive PR taken on by the
centre for several years. However, also in the case of Kiel the ECC staff per-
ceived location as a disadvantage in this respect.

6.2.4 Proximity to public authorities

Proximity to public authorities and to the Parliament is helpful when fulfilling lobby
functions, which at the very least is necessary to safeguard the financing of the
ECC. Often opportunities to meet key figures are on short notice which makes it
difficult if the ECC is not located relatively near the capital. Also, the profile of an
organisation can often depend on whether it has a presence in the capital of a
country. These aspects affect the seriousness of attention given to issues raised,
but also have a bearing on decisions relating to financing organisations. It is clear
that lobbying functions at the national level can only be fulfilled with difficulties by
ECCs like Bolzano, Disseldorf/Gronau, Kiel, Lille and Vitoria. Negative conse-
qguences might be limited if the ECC is embedded in a national network, which is
the case with the ECCs in Bolzano (via e.g. the partner organisation Adiconsum)
and in Dusseldorf/Gronau and Kiel (where the host bodies are part of a national
network with headquarters in the capital). Barcelona is both a media and a politi-
cal centre in Spain (together with Madrid). In the cases of Lille and Vitoria, the
lobby work at national level is obviously the most difficult. On the other hand, in
several cases a strong regional basis has advantages, too. In the meetings with
representatives of regional and national governments during the evaluation visits
it became clear that the perceived importance of the ECC by authorities was
highest with regional governments, for which the ECC is seen as a direct access
to Brussels for the region. This symbolic and in some cases practical importance
led to a strong backing of the ECC especially in Kiel, Bolzano, Lille, Vitoria and
Barcelona.

In conclusion, both in terms of access to media and proximity to public authorities
and to the Parliament it is advantageous for an ECC to have some presence in
the capital. This does not necessarily suggest, however, that the entire ECC
needs to be located in the capital, as demonstrated in the Belgian ECC structure.
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6.3 The role of regional vs. national financial
support

In some cases the question whether the ECC should be located in the capital is
merely hypothetical, because the ECC depends — besides the contribution of the
Commission — entirely on financial support from regional authorities. At least six
of the 15 ECCs (Barcelona, Bolzano, Disseldorf/Gronau, Kiel, Lille, Vitoria) are
co-financed by regional authorities. In Italy for instance there would be no ECC
(before and after the existence of the ECC in Rome 2002/2003) without the sup-
port of the government of the autonomous region Alto Adige-Sudtirol, because
neither other regional nor national financing was (or is) available. In the case of
the ECC Lille, other French regions expressed interest in having the ECC in their
own region when financing in the Pas de Calais region was endangered, but no
concrete plans to transfer it were reported. In the case of the Gronau branch of-
fice, the existence of this centre is only guaranteed as long as there is financial
contribution from Euregio Gronau; if the office were to be transferred to Dlssel-
dorf, this part of the financing would probably end. The same could be said about
the branch offices in Eupen of the Belgian ECC and in Innsbruck of the Austrian
ECC, which are also funded by regional authorities.

The absence of financial contribution from the national government causes a
number of problems:

e As a consequence of the absence of national co-financing in the above
mentioned countries, the national consumer protection authorities have no
influence on the work of the ECCs. In these cases they seem to be less
integrated into the national system of consumer protection, although with
considerable differences: in Germany, the two regionally co-financed
ECCs are forming a part of the system of consumer advice centres (Ver-
braucherzentralen) and are integrated into this system. In Spain, the Bar-
celona and especially the Vitoria ECC are much less integrated into the
system. The national Spanish consumer institute (INC) was seemingly not
informed about the activities of the Vitoria ECC. However, the problem is
also partly related to the lack of competences of the national government
in the area of consumer protection.

e Regional financing or co-financing by the host body alone seems to be
less steady and reliable in the long run than national co-financing due to
more acute financial problems in the smaller communities in times of eco-
nomic crisis. That such problems did not yet arise in Bolzano and Vitoria
is only due to the strong commitment of the regional governments to
these institutions.

This leads to the conclusion that national co-financing on the basis of a long-
term contract between the EU and the national government is more promising
in order to ensure a stable and long-term existence of the ECCs. This is es-
pecially relevant for ECCs in the new Member States. However, it is also ob-
vious that the support some existing ECCs receive from regional govern-
ments is essential for their work and makes them in some cases more
effective. Four of the eight ECCs with an excellent performance in at least
one function are located in a region or have a strong regional presence (Bol-
zano, Brussels/Eupen, Kiel and Disseldorf/Gronau). To stress the national
importance of these centres, additional national co-financing should be en-
couraged.
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6.4 The existence of two ECCs in one Member
State

In Spain and in Germany two separate ECCs exist. The well-known background
of this fact is that by the time they were established, the ECCs still had the task to
serve mainly consumers in border regions, so various ECCs in one country were
not considered problematic. By the time of the 1997 evaluation, Spain and Ger-
many had even four pilot projects, France, Italy and the Netherlands each had
two. With the planned merger of the ECC network and the EEJ-Net the future of
the two ECCs in the two concerned Members States was even more a matter of
discussion, as both Member States had decided to have the Clearing House
hosted by a third organisation and the Commission intends in the future to have
one common contract per Member State for both the ECC functions and the CH
functions.

During the evaluation a central point became quite apparent: The question can-
not be discussed without raising the general issues of demand and capacity. In a
significant number of ECCs the number of cases is rising due to increased cross-
border transactions. Where the number of cases has been falling (e.g. Barcelona)
this is due to changes in the system of registering cases and is not related to a
decrease of cases. Even a centre such as Helsinki, which reported that “no im-
mediate surge [of demand] is presently in sight, as the imported car market is
slowly saturating ...”, agreed: “It is natural to expect that there will inevitably be
some long-term rise on cross-border cases ”.

Among the factors contributing to a likely further increase in demand for con-
sumer advice in cross-border cases are the effects of EU enlargement and new
legislative measures taken by the Commission to increase consumer trust in
cross-border transactions.

Demand for assistance in cross-border cases in a given country depends, among
other factors, on the:

- Population size

- Number of cross-border transactions of the resident population (depend-
ing among other things on Internet use and willingness to engage in dis-
tance selling, number of trips abroad etc.)

- Number of tourists visiting the country

Obviously this leads to significant differences between Member States.

In the following table the national target group of consumers involved in cross-
border transactions was calculated. Not surprisingly, there are great differences
between Member States. Also included is the number of tourists visiting the
country, as this is a second possible target group — however more difficult to
reach.
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Population size, cross-border shopping and tourism by country

Country Population Incidence of | Calculated Number of
size ! cross-border | national tar- | tourists ¥
o) |shoving™ | getgroup | (mier)
(columns 2*3)
Germany 82.4 15.8 13.0 18.0
UK 60.1 14.4 8.7 241
France 59.3 13.1 7.8 77.0
ltaly 58.0 6.0 3.5 39.8
Spain 40.4 6.0 2.4 51.7
Sweden 8.9 24.0 2.1 7.5
Austria 8.1 24.2 2.0 18.6
Belgium 10.3 16.1 1.7 6.7
Finland 5.2 15.6 0.8 2.9
Ireland 3.9 15.7 0.6 6.5
Portugal 10.3 5.7 0.6 11.7
Greece 10.6 4.4 0.5 14.2
Luxembourg 0.4 38.0 0.15 0.9

1) Eurostat data for 2002

2) Eurobarometer 57.2 with data for 2002 (percentage of consumers purchasing cross-border from
shops or sellers located in another EU country during the last 12 months)

3) World Tourism Organisation data for 2002 (arrivals)

Of course, there is a high possibility that the total possible target group will not, in
the near future, become clients of the ECC. Relevant factors include:

- The number of problematic transactions

- The willingness of target group to seek redress
- The awareness of target groups of cross-border consumer advice and
- The accessibility of the ECC

The first two factors are difficult to assess. The remaining factors may differ ac-
cording to Member State, depending on the PR activities of the ECCs and possi-
bly also the country size, with a likeliness that an ECC might be relatively better
known in a small country. One could also argue that tourists are less likely to
seek redress than residents of a country, who have less problems in accessing
the ECC. But all these arguments do not change the general picture that enor-
mous differences in the possible demand between Member States exist, with the
extreme examples of larger Member States on the one hand and Luxembourg on
the other hand. In the case of Germany it should be considered that there is no
ECC in the Netherlands and Denmark and that the ECC Diisseldorf/Gronau
serves also a high number of Dutch consumers (with an expert for the Dutch le-
gal system employed). As a consequence, some ECCs in the bigger Member
States are already now managing demand; if they would maximise their possibili-
ties in PR to attract cases, they would be overrun by the demand.
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Of course, there is another side of the equation, which is the staff capacity of the
ECCs. In looking at the differences in employment costs in the Member States,
the upper level of 200 000 Euro for the EU contribution presently fixed by the
Commission leads to tremendous differences in staff between ECCs. Even when
one does not count Disseldorf because of its high average staff costs, staff size
varies between less than 5 full time equivalent posts (Stockholm), and more than
10 full time equivalent posts (London/Wolverhampton), both ECCs also hosting
the national Clearing House, which is included in the staff figures. The following
table ranks Member States according to the size of the national target group per
full time equivalent posts dedicated to consumer assistance in this country. As
additional information, the real number of cross-border cases per full time posi-
tion is given. Not surprisingly, the larger Member States rank first in terms of de-
mand — but not always in terms of actual cases handled.

National target group for consumer advice in cross-border cases by country

Rank |Country |Number of Calculated Target group | Number of
full time national tar- | per full time |cross-border
equivalent get group equivalent cases per full
posts dedi- (million) post dedi- time equiva-
cated to as- cated to as- lent post
sistance per sistance dedicated to
country assistance in

2003
1| Germany 3.2 13.0 4 063 000 2415
2| UK 2.8 8.7 3107 000 174
3| France 3.5 7.8 2228 000 425
4| ltaly 2.7 3.5 1296 000 481
5| Sweden 2.3 2.1 913 000 860
6 | Austria 3.2 2.0 625 000 1 065
7 | Belgium 3.1 1.7 548 000 1223
8 | Greece 1.1 0.5 454 000 (36)
9| Spain 6.6 24 364 000 150
10| Ireland 3.2 0.6 187 000 424
11 | Finland 4.3 0.8 186 000 132
12 | Portugal 5.6 0.6 107 000 62
13 | Luxemb. 2.7 0.15 56 000 798

Data for Greece only covers last four month of 2003

The table illustrates that the situation in the area of assistance in the case of the
two Member States in which presently two ECCs are operating is rather different
when compared with the size of the target group and real demand. However,
both are not among the Member States where possible demand and capacity are
in the most favourable relation. This indicates that a uniform EU contribution per
Member State becomes less reasonable as demand for assistance in cross-
border cases rises.
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A second aspect of the question whether the existence of two national (or rather
regional) ECCs is acceptable depends on the degree of cooperation between
these two institutions. If both of them are engaged in the same activities without
close cooperation, double work with its negative financial and practical conse-
quences will be inevitable. This is especially the risk in the area of promotion and
research. On the other hand, if the two ECCs cooperate closely and specialise in
different sectors of assistance and promotion, related problems should not be
more important than with the relatively high number of ECCs having branch of-
fices. However, this is only true when both ECCs merge to a single institution in
terms of administration and budget. The ECCs Dusseldorf/Gronau and Kiel are
already in the process of merging. In Spain, due to a number of factors, including
a change in government after the national elections, planning in this respect had
not yet started at the date of the evaluation visit.

6.5 Non-profit organisations vs. public
authorities as host bodies

There is no standard model of how to set up an ECC. The European Commission
assigned the ECCs in most cases to existing national mother organisations that

are very different in each Member State, following national preferences and expe-
riences in consumer work. However, four basic types of set ups can be identified:

1. The ECC is run by a single national or regional non-profit consumer or-
ganisation.

2. The ECC is run by a consortium of several national and/or regional con-
sumer organisations. They might form a national consumer council which
acts officially as the host body.

3. The ECC is run by a private non-profit corporation, funded usually for the
single purpose of hosting the ECC.

4. The ECC is run directly by a national or regional government authority or
by a consumer agency.

In the following, we will try to analyse the advantages and problems of each of
these types.

Type 1: The ECC is run by a single national or regional non-profit consumer or-
ganisation

This model is to be found in Austria, Belgium, in the two German ECCs, in
Greece and in ltaly (Bolzano). A related model is found in the UK, where the ECC
is hosted by Citizen Advice, which is not a consumer organisation but an inde-
pendent organisation providing consumer advice through the network of Citizen
Advice Bureaux. This model is usually applied when there is consensus in the
country that consumer advice should be given by private organisations, not by
the state or by municipal authorities. Given that consumer advice cannot be fi-
nanced exclusively by fees to be paid by the consumers, the state (or region, or
municipality) is still involved by giving public funding to the independent organisa-
tions.
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Advantages of this model are, among others, the following:

e |f the host body is recognised as the voice of consumers in the entire
state or in the region, it provides the ECC with the necessary leqiti-
macy to also speak in the name of consumers, to represent them in
consultation bodies or procedures and to negotiate with the govern-
ment, with private enterprises and with business associations. This is
of crucial importance especially for the proactive work of the ECCs.

e Major efforts to publicise the ECC are not necessary because it is
identified with the host body and benefits from the host body’s popu-
larity and credibility.

e The experience of the host body can be used for the organisation of
the ECC in all sectors (advice giving, PR, lobbying, internal organisa-
tion, accounting etc.).

e The host body may give practical support to the ECC in many forms
(training activities, provision of rooms, computer services, cleaning
and storage services and much more).

Problems of this type of ECC are especially the following:

e The ECC might be integrated too strongly into the structure of the host
body, losing its independence and disappearing more or less behind
the host body (similar problems may also exists in type 4).

e The host body may absorb capacities of the ECC for its own pur-
poses. It may employ personnel of the ECC for its own (national) ac-
tivities or spend money of the ECC budget for publications which are
more in the interest of the host body than in those of the ECC. This
problem may be aggravated in the case of consumer organisations
with rather limited financial resources (however, similar problems also
exists in larger organisations and in some type 4 ECCs).

e The ECC might be subject to the PR strategy of the host body which
does not allow it the necessary flexibility in its proactive work.

Type 2: The ECC is run by a consortium of private consumer organisations

Until now, this model was only applied in Italy during the existence of the ECC
Rome (2002 — 2003). It was not successful because the consortium (the National
Consumer Council) comprised no less than 14 different organisations which fi-
nally blocked each other in the guidance of the ECC. It failed also because the 14
organisations did not allow the management of the ECC the necessary flexibility
in its operations.

However, it is not yet clear whether a much smaller consortium (consisting e.g. of
only two or three organisations) would be able to run an ECC successfully. It
might be possible if these organisations contribute their particular experiences in
different fields (in advice giving or in publishing) and give the management a high
degree of independence. It might also be that the tendency to absorb capacities
of the ECC by one of the consortium partners would be less significant as this
would normally not be in the interest of the other consortium partners.
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Type 3: The ECC is run by a private non-profit corporation

This model has only been chosen in Ireland and in Luxembourg. The reasons
why this model was chosen were different in the two countries:

In Ireland, ECC Dublin was established in 1997 as a unit within the Office of the
Director of Consumer Affairs (ODCA). However, it was, at the time, seen to be
problematic to have the EU funding going directly to a government body. The
ECC became an independent structure in 1999. Recently, its status was changed
to a company with charitable status.

In Luxembourg, the legal status of the ECC shifted in 2003 from a department of
the former hosting body the ULC to an independent legal base. The major reason
for this change was that formerly the ECC merged too strongly with the ULC
structure, allowing no clear separation of staff functions. Also the budgets of the
ECC and of the ULC were not separated clearly enough. The change of the legal
status was demanded and furthered both by the European Commission and the
Luxembourg Ministry of the Economy. While cooperation with the ULC should be
continued, the ECC should be established as a formally new and totally inde-
pendent structure. The legal status that was chosen by recommendation of the
Ministry was a “Groupement d’Intérét Economique (GIE)”, a form of non-profit
association according to Luxembourg law.

In Ireland, the ECC is working totally independently. In Luxembourg it is legally
independent but still located inside the former host body’s premises and profiting
from the host body’s image and some of its services.

Advantages of this model are especially the following:

e Separate accounting for the ECC is much easier. No misunderstand-
ings are possible as to intentions of a host body to absorb financial
capacities of the ECC.

e Conflicts with the host body concerning the contents and procedures
of the ECCs work are no longer possible; the ECC has to coordinate
its activities only with the European Commission.

e The Commission may under some circumstances have better possi-
bilities to influence the filling of management positions in the ECC and
to influence the internal working.

e The purely European orientation of the ECC’s activities is in theory
much easier to realise than it is now in some ECCs. This is supported
by the strict European orientation of the ECC Luxembourg and the re-
cent reorientation towards European issues of the ECC Dublin. The
latter decision was taken by the ECC management, which also under-
lines the flexibility of this model, which is not dependent on the deci-
sion making process in a much larger hosting organisation. However,
evidence shows that ECCs with type 1 organisational set up can also
have a strict orientation on cross-border and European issues (e.g.
Bolzano, Brussels/Eupen, Vienna, Disseldorf and Kiel), the same is
true for type 4 (Stockholm).

On the other hand, the absence of a host body may cause some problems:

e Doubts may arise as to whether an ECC organised in the form of a
private corporation (non-profit or not) is entitled to speak in the name
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of consumers. For the advisory work this might not be relevant as the
legitimacy to represent consumers in conflicts with businesses usually
results of the confidence of many consumers in such an institution, but
for the proactive work it might be of importance.

e If an ECC is newly established as a private corporation, it cannot profit
from a host body’s experience in advice giving, in PR and in admini-
stration and might lose much time building up the necessary knowl-
edge on its own. This seemed to be the case in the early stages of the
Irish ECC’s development.

e Independent ECCs may experience significant problems in cash-flow
due to the time consuming procedures involved in allocation of public
funds. Strict rules for eligibility of expenses leads to restrictions which
a larger hosting body can more easily deal with (e.g. through own in-
comes, availability of different types of funds etc.).

e Independent ECCs will always be comparatively small institutions
which may attract the interest of potential hosting bodies, which see
the task of hosting an ECC as either prestigious or profitable. This
might in some cases have a destabilising effect if potential hosting
bodies were trying to undermine the independent status, e.g. through
lobbying governmental bodies or the government.

e There are some speculations as to whether an ECC which depends
exclusively of the European Commission would be able to answer
sufficiently to the particularities of national needs and mentalities, fol-
lowing a strategy which was conceived outside the country. The
evaluation team does not share this opinion because of the positive
experiences in Ireland and in Luxembourg.

Type 4: The ECC is run by a national or regional government authority or con-
sumer agency

This is the case in Finland, France, Sweden, Portugal and in the two Spanish
ECCs, i.e. in six of the existing 15 ECCs. In some cases, the ECC is directly led
by a department of the government (like in Lille and Vitoria), in others it is a run
by a national consumer agency (like in Stockholm, and Lisbon; in Barcelona, the
transfer to a new regional consumer agency is pending). This solution is usually
chosen in countries where there is a long tradition in public consumer protection
activities and where private consumer organisations are not active in advice giv-
ing (or only to a limited extent).

Advantages of this model are particularly:

e Asthe ECC is a part of a national (or regional) consumer protection
strategy, its financing is normally guaranteed in the long run and less
dependent on political decisions concerning the funding of consumer
institutions when the government changes. In most cases there is also
a strong commitment of the government to further consumer protec-
tion structures and activities.

e The ECC may normally use many of the services and facilities of the
department (or agency) it belongs to, from rooms and machinery to
software services, support in PR etc.
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e |ts quality as a government department might open many doors to the
ECC in other authorities and allow it to use their services free of
charge.

e |f the ECC is assigned to a national consumer agency it might more
easily take over some training functions for other advisory institutions,
whether private or municipal.

However, the following problems may result from this set up:

e In principle, a government department is not as free as a private asso-
ciation in defending consumer positions in the political discussion. It
might even be questioned whether a government institution is entitled
at all to speak in the name of consumers.

e ECCs run by public authorities may have more problems to organise
their PR independently, given that they depend in most cases on the
central PR department of their authority. In some cases this tends to
hinder the proper use of information received via personal consumer
advice in the PR work. Also the authority might have other priorities in
PR than the ECC and the ECC might be integrated too strongly into
the structure of the host body (both problems are also found with
some type 1 ECCs).

e The host body may absorb capacities of the ECC for its own pur-
poses. It may employ personnel of the ECC for its own (national) ac-
tivities (similar problems also exist in some type 1 ECCs).

e Cooperation of the state-run ECCs with independent consumer or-
ganisations leaves much to be desired. In most of these ECCs the co-
operation with independent consumer organisations is rather limited or
even non-existent.

e The staff of a state-run ECC might have a considerable autonomy in-
side the authority to which it is assigned, but the staff members are
still public servants and subject to orders from higher levels in the ad-
ministrative structure. This might cause problems especially when
consumer interests are in conflict with other interests of the admini-
stration. The fact that in some countries the government left consumer
work to private associations (e.g. in Germany) is due to the fear of
such conflicts of interests which may rise sooner or later.

This brief analysis shows that none of the types of organisational set up de-
scribed above is clearly more advantageous than the other types. A uniform rec-
ommendation as to the form of organisation of the ECCs is also not possible be-
cause of the very different traditions in the Member States and the very different
expectations of consumers from advisory institutions. While in Sweden the state-
run structure of consumer assistance and information is giving excellent results
and is not even questioned by the private consumer associations, such an insti-
tutional set up would be unthinkable in Germany, where consumer advice is tra-
ditionally given by independent consumer advice centres (Verbraucherzentralen).
In Spain and France, the rivalry between national and regional consumer agen-
cies and private consumer associations is more pronounced and makes the inte-
gration of the ECC in the system of consumer advice more difficult, a situation
which is not — as the evaluation team sees it — in the interest of consumers. In
Ireland and Luxembourg, the legal form of a private corporation resolves some of
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such conflicts but raises questions as to the legitimacy of the ECC especially for
the proactive work. It is also hinders the use of some desirable synergies with
possible host bodies. A use of this type of set up in other countries should only be
considered if the problem of cash flow is addressed (e.g. by providing more
timely and flexible funds on a longer term basis).

Basic functions of a host body for an ECC

With only two exceptions (Dublin and Luxembourg), all ECCs have a mother organisation or host body. Host
bodies are usually either private consumer organisations, government authorities or national (or regional)
consumer agencies. The main functions of these host bodies may be summarised as follows:

e  They provide the necessary degree of legitimacy to the ECC. If the host body is a private consumer
organisation which is indisputably considered as the legitimate voice of consumers in the country, the
ECC will not have to fear questions about its own legitimacy to speak in the name of consumers. If the
host body is a part of the government, there will be also no doubts whether it is entitled to represent in-
dividual consumers, although its legitimacy as a political representation of consumers will be limited. In
the case where the ECC is organised as a private or charitable company, its legitimacy may also be
based on a high number of consumers seeking advice.

e  Because most ECCs are far less known by the general public than their host bodies, they depend on the
host body as an institution which directs consumers with cross-border problems to the ECC.

e Inalmost all cases, the ECCs profit largely from the host body’s popularity for their own PR activities. If
they present themselves in connection with the well known mother organisation, no questions as to their
relevance will be asked.

e Ifthe host body is a part of the national network of consumer institutions, it might contribute to the close
integration of the ECC into this network.

e Ifthe host body is very active in consumer advice, it can provide to the ECC its experience in the organi-
sation of assistance (and, of course, also in other fields) from the very beginning. This might contribute a
lot to abbreviate the time a newly established ECC needs to become operative.

e After the inception phase, the host body might contribute also to the current training of advisors and
other staff of the ECC (e.g. in the field of advisory methodology, PR techniques or accountability).

e  Furthermore, the host body can provide (and usually does) a wide selection of support in the organisa-
tion of the daily work, such as premises, computer maintenance, cleaning or storing services, printing of
materials etc.

The long list of positive functions of the host body leads to the question of what a host body receives as

compensation for providing them, especially since the ECC should operate as a largely independent body

(see recommendation 18-21). According to the view of the evaluators, three elements of compensation

should be provided to the hosting bodly:

e The ECC should make its information and experience on European consumer protection issues avail-
able to the hosting body. If the hosting body provides consumer advice, this may include the training of
consumer advisors on, e.g. European consumer legislation

e The hosting body should receive an appropriate reimbursement of overhead costs related to hosting the
ECC (recommendation 30).

e  The European Commission should provide regular feedback to the hosting bodies on the priorities of the
ECC network and other ongoing developments.
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7. ECC objectives and network perform-
ance
7.1 The objectives of the Consumer Policy

Strategy 2002-2006

The Consumer Policy Strategy 2002-2006 was published in June 2002 and con-
tains three mid-term objectives. These are:

1. A high common level of consumer protection,

2. Effective enforcement of consumer protection rules,

3. Involvement of consumer organisations in EU policies.
The strategy summarises these three objectives as follows:

Under the first objective ‘A high common level of consumer protection ’, the
chief actions are initiatives on follow-up to commercial practices issues ad-
dressed by the Green Paper on EU Consumer Protection) and on the safety of
services. The priority actions, under the second objective ‘Effective enforce-
ment of consumer protection rules ’, are the development of an administrative
cooperation framework between Member States and of redress mechanisms
for consumers. And to achieve the third objective ‘Involvement of consumer
organisations in EU policies’, the main actions consist in the review of mecha-
nisms for participation of consumer organisations in EU policymaking and in
the setting up of education and capacity-building projects.2’

The ECC network is listed as an action under the heading 3.2.3.2., i.e. under mid-
term objective 2: Effective enforcement of consumer protection rules. The strat-
egy states with respect to this objective that ,there are both legal and practical
obstacles to enforcement cooperation at the moment, which need to be over-
come if consumer protection principles are to be effectively applied in practice.
While there is a coordination role at EU level, enforcement remains principally a
national, regional or local competence.*

While it is indisputable that the ECCs have an important role in cross-border en-
forcement (even more after the network is merged with the EEJ-Net), it is worth
noting that the ECCs also fulfil functions with respect to the other two objectives:

e ECCs have in the past been involved in the key project under objective 1,
the follow up to the Green Paper on EU Consumer Protection and the new
framework directive on unfair commercial practices. Hosting organisations of
ECCs have extensively commented on the Green Paper (e.g. the UK Citizen
Advice), supported by the legal knowledge of their ECC. Also, most of the
ECCs have been involved in a survey for the impact assessment study on the
new framework directive. More importantly, through providing information for
consumers on consumer protection legislation and systems in other Member
States ECCs create awareness among European consumers for the common
level of consumer protection already reached and for the existing differences,
which need to be bridged. ECCs create awareness for the chances (and

21 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament,the Council,the Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Consumer policy strategy 2002-2006
(COM(2002)208 final)
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risks) of purchasing products and services abroad, thereby creating also
awareness for the next steps to be taken to create a functioning consumer
internal market.

e ECCs are in many cases an important mechanism to improve the involve-
ment of consumer organisations in EU policies (objective 3). This is espe-
cially true for the six ECCs hosted by a consumer organisation (seven, if Citi-
zen Advice is included). In these cases the ECCs are providing valuable
information to the hosting body on EU developments and also contribute to
feedback by providing a mechanism through which information on e.g. spe-
cific consumer complaints can be transmitted to the EC.

To answer the question in more detail to which degree the ECC network contrib-
utes to the objectives listed above one has to look to the specific objectives for-
mulated for the ECC network in the Consumer Policy Strategy. However, as the
objectives of the ECC network were not static in the past, but rather adapted to
changing priorities and experiences made, it is necessary to analyse the devel-
opment of the objectives of the network in some detail.

7.2 The development of network objectives

In the first years of the “pilot programme on transborder consumer information
projects”, as it was called when it was initiated in 1991, centres concentrated on
cross-border issues and were located in border areas.

The objectives of the ECCs were revised after the first evaluation of the network
in 1997. The evaluation report by Wilhelm Consulting stated that the “whole net-
work of European Consumer Information Centres shall — equal to each of its indi-
vidual members — be dedicated to promote the further improvement and dissemi-
nation of European consumer information to the target group of European
consumers in the single market with special regard to purchasing services and
goods from foreign EU Member States.”?2 The new mission of the ECCs was
detailed in the Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-2001:

The role of the Euroguichets will continue to be transformed, from their
original concept as sources of information for local consumers on purely
cross-border issues, to suppliers of information and education for all con-
sumers in the Member State on the full range of consumer issues.....The
Commission will create a network between them and the Commission to
ensure a two-way flow of information. It will take steps to improve and co-
ordinate their use of Internet websites. Euroguichets will increasingly carry
out public relations work, in cooperation with consumer associations, and
organise training courses for journalists and other opinion formers. Further-
more, the Euroguichets network will support the exercise ‘Permanent Dia-
logue with Citizens and Business’ which aims to establish a closer synergy
between Commission networks in order to inform citizens and businesses of
their rights in the single market.23

22 Wilhelm Consulting 1997, Evaluation of the transborder consumer information pilot projects,
Final Report, p. 160

23 Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-2001.
http://europa.eu.int./comm./consumers/cons_int/ser_gen/links/action_plan/ap01_en.pdf
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It is important to underline some aspects of the change in priorities described
above:

e The target group is supposed to shift from “local consumers” to “all consum-
ers in the Member State”.

e The focus changed from the “original concept as sources of information ... on
purely cross-border issues” to “suppliers of information and education ... on
the full range of consumer issues”.

e Atwo-way flow of information between consumers and the EC is envisaged.

e The network will “increasingly carry out public relations work”.

e Itis mentioned that the network will contribute to informing “citizens ... of their
rights in the single market”.

Clearly, the provision of information and PR is seen here as the major objective
of the network, with only an implicit reference to providing assistance to consum-
ers, if one interprets informing citizens of their rights rather broadly. It is also not
clear what precisely is meant by “full range of consumer issues”. However, it
certainly refers to more than “purely cross-border” issues.

Since the above-quoted document was published another change of priorities
seems to have taken place, even if less clearly advertised as such. The Con-
sumer Policy Strategy 2002-200624 describes the ECC network and its role. In
section 3.2.3.2 it states that:

e The ECC network acts as an interface between the Commission and
European consumers to support better use of the internal market and to
give feedback to the Commission on market problems;

e ECCs provide information on legislation and on case-law both at the
European and the Member State level;

e ECCs give assistance and advice on mediation, information concerning
the procedures, first legal aid and orientation towards other authorities;

e ECCs cooperate within their network and with other European networks
such as EEJ-Net and FIN-Net.

In comparison to the previous Consumer Policy Action Plan the objectives are
more focused. The idea of two-way communication is elaborated to support, on
the one hand, the better use of the internal market (i.e. cross border purchase of
products and services) and on the other hand, to get feedback on market prob-
lems. According to the strategy, ECCs are no longer supposed to provide infor-
mation on the full range of consumer issues. Mentioned are only legal issues,
although from the first objective it can be deduced that information should also be
provided that allows consumers to make better use of the internal market. Finally,
assistance and advice is clearly included as one of the tasks of the ECCs.

24 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, Consumer policy strategy 2002-2006,
COM(2002)208 final
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7.3 Objectives formulated in contractual
documents

In addition to the official documents published by the EC, the ECCs have been
guided by contractual documents, both developed under the current Consumer
Policy Strategy. Two documents are of relevance:

a) The Specifications for European Consumer Centres (ECCs) (in short ‘specifi-
cations’, previously used)

b) The Vademecum — European Consumer Centres network (has replaced the
specifications and is part of the contract with the individual ECCs in 2004).

In the following, the point of reference will mainly be the Vademecum. However,
one has to keep in mind that the Vademecum was only formulated at the end of
2003 and that the evaluation mainly focused on this year — when ECCs could not
possibly have been guided by this document. Therefore, in case of deviations
between objectives and the network reality it will be necessary to also scrutinise
the preceding documents to analyse why a specific development took place. The
analysis will mainly concentrate on the network level, although in some in-
stances it will be referred to specific ECCs. The relative performance of the dif-
ferent ECCs has already been presented in the previous sections. Major differ-
ences in the declared objectives of the individual ECCs have up to now not been
found during the evaluation. The reason for this being :

e None of the ECCs visited had formulated in writing a detailed set of ob-
jectives for its work, neither on a long-term nor by a year-by-year basis.

e Annual action plans of specific ECCs do not usually contain lists of objec-
tives.

e Hosting bodies and national/regional authorities (if they contribute to the
budget) normally do not seem to formulate specific objectives for the
ECCs other than those already set by the Commission.

In line with the methodology of the Contractor the following analysis will be in
accordance with the main functions of the ECCs. In each section the objectives of
a specific function will be defined and assessment of the function given. On this
basis for each function recommendations will be formulated.

7.4 Consumer assistance

7.4.1 Objective of the function
According to the Consumer Policy Strategy ECCs provide:

-assistance and advice on mediation, information concerning the procedures,
first legal aid and orientation towards other authorities [and]
-support better use of the internal market (which is also relevant to assistance)

The Vademecum describes the function of assistance as follows:
The assistance function consists of providing consumers with help and sup-
port in contacting the trader in case of complaint

This sentence has to be read together with the definition of a “complaint” also
given in the Vademecum:
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‘Complaint’ means a statement of dissatisfaction by a consumer concerning a
cross-border transaction

In other words, according to the Vademecum ECCs should provide assistance to
consumers in cross-border cases. In the previous contractual document of the
Commission, the specifications, this was also stated, be it less strict. According to
the latter document, the ECCs “provide appropriate assistance to any consumer
who encounters problems following any transaction or service, in particular in
cross-border cases.”

7.4.2 Assessment of function

The evaluation indicators related to the assistance function have been assessed
in section 3.2. Main results include:

/

% The ECC network achieves its objective to provide individual consumers
with assistance and advice and to support consumers to make better use of
the internal market. The degree to which this objective is achieved varies sig-
nificantly between ECCs — as has been laid out in the previous sections and
the individual evaluation reports (see part Il).

% There is a lack of focus on cross-border cases in some ECCs. Only 10 of
the 15 ECCs have a higher degree of cross-border orientation. In fact, only
approximately 25 700 of the total number of 67 808 cases in 2003 were
genuine cross-border cases, that is less than half.

% On the basis of the evaluation data it is possible to calculate the approximate
costs per case. This is done by assuming that the proportion of the total fixed
costs of all ECCs (employment costs, office running costs etc.) which is spent
on assistance is similar to the percentage of total staff working time used for
this function. The average costs of consumer assistance through the
ECC network is approximately 36 Euro per case. However, when only
cross-border cases are taken into account this figure rises to 94 Euro. These
amounts include the funds provided by the national counterpart, which in total
are slightly higher than the EC contributions.25 In spite of these relatively high
costs, most ECCs services related to the assistance function are generally
provided for free (with some minor exceptions).

% A problem to assess the quality of the service provided is that none of the
ECCs except Dublin tracks user satisfaction. However, there is anecdotal
evidence of high consumer satisfaction in some cases (expressed through
letters and presents). Also, the case handling witnessed in several ECCs
documents a high professional level. All ECCs have one or more qualified
advisors for assisting consumers, who are lawyers or have a long profes-
sional experience in providing advice related to consumer law. A number of
ECCs provide mostly or partly second tier advice. The ECC Lon-
don/Wolverhampton provides input to the information system of the Citizen

25 The total budget spent in 2003 by the ECCs was 6.1 million Euro, of which the total EC contri-
bution was approx. 3 million Euro. 1.3 million Euro of the budget was spent on activity related
costs. The remaining amount was 4.84 million Euro. On basis of the assumption that costs for
assistance are proportional to the staff time spent on it (median is 50%), the total costs for as-
sistance are 2.42 million Euro. This is equivalent to 35.69 Euro per case (divided by 67 807) or
to 94.16 Euro per cross-border case (divided by 25 700). Hardly any activity related costs were
spent on assistance.

78



CIVIC

CONSULTING

Advice Bureaux. The ECC Stockholm has access to the intranet of municipal
consumer advisors, which regularly contact the ECC for support. And the
ECC Vitoria has contracted a private enterprise to provide answers to “simple
queries”. Second tier advice has the potential to increase the outreach of the
ECC when it is based on a well-functioning national advice system (as is the
case in the ECCs London/Wolverhampton and Stockholm). However, it
seems to be problematic when the first level of advice is given by call-centre
employees with very little training in consumer law (as is the case in ECC Vi-
toria).

The role of second tier advice

Most European Consumer Centres concentrate on providing advice on cross-border consumer problems
themselves, often relating to cases passed on by national advice-giving institutions. In doing so, these ECCs
are fulfilling the mission for which they were founded in the early 1990’s, although today the scope of their
work is much larger. However, another way of dealing with cross-border cases is possible: the so-called
second tier advice, which means that the ECC is not or not always dealing directly with requests received,
but instructing advisors of other institutions on how to deal properly with cross-border problems. This could
be done both in the form of specific advice for specific requests and in the form of training for other consumer
advisors. This is already now the approach of the UK ECC at Citizen Advice. For the moment, doing the
same does not seem to be necessary for other ECCs, given that the number of requests is usually not yet
beyond the ECCs’ staff capacities. But if individual cross-border shopping increases a lot, the situation might
change. In this case, would it be an option for the ECCs to switch from being a direct advice-giving institution
to an institution providing second tier advice to other institutions? What are the pros and cons of such an
option?

¢ Onthe one hand, the use of the ECCs’ staff would be more efficient, enlarging considerably the number
of people active in advice-giving in this sector. It could also contribute to make national advice-giving in-
stitutions more familiar with cross-border problems, creating thus more consciousness for the European
dimension of consumer problems among the national institutions.

e On the other hand, cross-border cases are often so complex that a simple training, consisting of a few
days of instruction, may not be sufficient to enable advisors to resolve them. It certainly makes a differ-
ence if a specialised advisor is constantly dealing with problems where several national legal systems
are involved. The risk for a purely “national” advisor to give incorrect advice might certainly be higher.

e Ifthe form of second tier advice is not training, but providing detailed advice for individual cases, the
staff or time-saving effect might be lost. The time an ECC advisor needs to study a problem presented
by another advisor and to recommend a specific solution to his colleague could be used as well to deal
from the very beginning with case in the ECC, avoiding the waste of time associated with using two spe-
cialists when just one would be sufficient.

Conclusion: With present numbers of cross-border cases second tier advice does not seem to be an urgent
option, at least not as the main focus of work. It may in most cases rather be a supplementary task done by
the ECCs to reduce the workload with “standard cases”. With the recent priority of providing a “one stop-
shop” for consumers with cross-border problems, the rationale behind the merger with the EEJ-Net, focus-
sing on second tier advice would be a step back. However, depending on the number of European consum-
ers shopping cross-border, it may in the long run be the best way to cope with increasing demand. In this
case, however, there would be the need to develop a system to register consumer queries directed to other
organisations to be able to monitor the level of cross-border problems in the country.
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7.4.3 Recommendations

Based on the assessment the following recommendations can be given:

1. The focus of assistance should be clarified. ECCs should exclusively
provide assistance in cross-border cases (see recommendation 16).

2. ECCs should be allowed to charge for consumer assistance and in-
formation if appropriate in their country. Revenue generated in this way
should be additional to that provided by the EU and the national govern-
ment. It would be a way of expanding the level of assistance, especially in
countries where consumers are used to paid consumer advice and the
ECC is well established and consumer demand is high (e.g. Germany,
Austria). This would also function as a filter in these countries, which would
allow the staff to focus on the most urgent cases. Charges for assistance
should typically be taken through a paid national hotline. In countries
where the ECC is newly established, demand is low or consumers are
used to free consumer advice the service of the ECC should remain free
(or only involve minor costs).

3. Anindirect assessment of consumer satisfaction should be introduced,
covering at least all consumers who have been provided advice by email.
ECC should have internal processes to ensure that response targets for
case handling are reached (see box).

Response targets and client satisfaction

Setting response targets:

An ECC should have internal processes to ensure that response targets for case handling are established
and their achievement monitored as part of the on-going management procedures ensuring efficiency.

Targets could include:

e Allcases to be logged on database on day of receipt

e  All cases acknowledged within 5 working days of receipt
e  First contact with dealer within 5 days of receipt of case
e  (Cases closed within 30 days

Targets agreed by the network as a whole would be a useful tool for improving the effectiveness of the proc-
ess of transferring cases to other ECCs.

Best practices in measuring client satisfaction:

The ECC Dublin regularly measures client satisfaction. At the end of the year everyone who had a cross-
border dispute receives a client satisfaction questionnaire. Also, e-mail correspondents are asked about their
satisfaction with the service, and approximately 1 in 10 clients who contact the ECC by telephone are asked
their view on the service.

The aim of a client satisfaction questionnaire is to enable the level of satisfaction with the service provided by
the ECC to be measured, irrespective of the outcome of the case. It is a qualitative assessment of the ECC’s
activities. Client satisfaction should be monitored at least twice a year to enable managers to introduce
measures to improve the approach of either the team or of individual members of staff if necessary. The
questionnaire could be sent to a random sample of clients or to all clients who were provided assistance with
respect to a cross-border dispute. A model client satisfaction questionnaire is presented in the box on the
following page.
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Model client satisfaction questionnaire

The model client satisfaction questionnaire presented below is based on the one used by ECC Dublin. It is
proposed to be a basis for discussion of an ECC working group which should design a uniform questionnaire
to be used by all ECCs.

1. How did you find out about the ECC?
- Media
- Internet
- Friends/colleagues
- Telephone directory
- Another organizations (please state which one)

2. How did you make first contact with the ECC?
- Phone
- Written correspondence (letter/fax)
- E-mail
- Personal visit
3. What was your experience of the first contact with the ECC?
- Excellent
- Very good
- Good
- Not good

4. Once you wrote to the ECC, how long did it take to receive a response?
- 1 week
- 2 weeks
- 3 weeks
- More than 3 weeks

5. During the course of your complaint, how informed were you kept?
- Very well informed
- Adequately informed
- Uninformed

6. How long did the entire case take?
- Less than a month
-1 -3 months
- 3 -6 months
- More than 6 months
7. Were you satisfied with the time it took us to handle your case?
- Very satisfied
- Satisfied
- Not satisfied
8. Were you satisfied with the outcome of the case?
- Very satisfied
- Satisfied
- Not satisfied
9. Irrespective of the outcome of the case, how would you rate our service?
- Excellent
- Very good
- Good
- Not good
10. Would you use our service again?
- Yes
-No
11. How could we improve our service?
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7.5 Information and promotion

7.5.1 Objective of the function
According to the Consumer Policy Strategy ECCs provide information on

-legislation and on case-law both at the European and the Member State level
[and]

-support better use of the internal market (which also has a information
component)

The Vademecum describes the function of information and promotion conse-
quently as follows:

The aim of the information and promotion function is to enable consumers to
purchase all types of goods and services with full knowledge of their rights and
duties within the framework of the Internal Market.

The Vademecum specifies the following explicit tasks:

a) To respond to all requests for information on European or national
consumer legislation ...
b) To organise or participate in information campaigns on specific topics

relating to consumer protection

To support the European Commission specific campaigns and other
initiatives.

To raise public awareness of the European Commission’s participa-
tion in activities in the consumer’s interest;

c) To create information material on specific topics relating to consumer
protection ...

d) To advertise the ECC functions using the means it deems most appro-
priate

In both the Consumer Policy Strategy and the Vademecum information and pro-
motion is listed before assistance, underlining the importance of this function. The
topical focus of the information and promotion function is to be the “purchase of
all types of goods and services ... within the framework of the Internal Market”.
This emphasis on the economic interests of consumers is considerably narrower
than in the previous specifications, where information was also supposed to be
given enabling consumers to protect their health and safety. However, it has to
be pointed out that point c) entitles the ECCs to engage in all information sectors
which seem important to them on the background of their location and of ongoing
discussions at national and at European level. Point d) leaves the choice of the
most appropriate media channel to the ECC.

7.5.2 Assessment of function

The evaluation indicators related to the information and promotion function have
been assessed in section 3.3. Main results include:

% The ECC network achieves its objective to provide information on legisla-
tion and on case-law both at the European and the Member State level and
support the better use of the internal market. The degree to which this objec-
tive is achieved varies significantly between ECCs — as has been laid out in
the previous sections and the individual evaluation reports. There is a general
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tendency that a high performance in the area of information and promotion is
more often found in ECCs which have a clear focus on European and cross-
border issues.

% The priority of the information and promotion function is not reflected in
the distribution of staff working time of the ECCs. In all ECCs consumer
assistance was the most important function in terms of staff time used, with a
median of 50% for assistance compared to 18% for information and promo-
tion and 6% to consumer education, together taking only half the time dedi-
cated to assistance. However, experience of the ECCs shows that the
amount of consumer queries is directly related to the intensity of information
and promotion. A shift towards more intensive PR might therefore lead imme-
diately to an increased demand for assistance, leading to a stabilisation of the
previous proportion of staff time used — or to the need to “filter” queries.

% Most of the ECCs, but not all, have direct access to the media. In some
cases PR is done through specialised personnel of the hosting body (e.g. in
the ECCs Vienna, London and Disseldorf). This leads to problems where the
priorities of the hosting body differ from ECC priorities.

% The profile of the individual ECCs is promoted through use of the ECC logo
on publications, letterhead and business cards. However the prominence of
the ECC profile varies across the Network and it is in many cases subordi-
nate to the profile of the hosting body. The existence of the ECC Network is
evident on publications, and in particular on the ECCs websites. However,
the ECCs are presented as nationally based primarily, therefore the pro-
file of the network is low.

% The internet becomes one of the main channels of providing information
to consumers. Some ECCs already have highly professional websites which
are updated weekly or even more often. ECCs with a high performance in the
area of information and promotion tend to have a developed website as
backbone of their PR strategy (e.g. Stockholm, Disseldorf).

% All of the ECCs publish information in printed form. The presentation of the
information varies from publication on recycled paper (e.g. ECC Bolzano) to
glossy bulletins (e.g. ECC Athens). These are generally cost intensive and
led in three of the 15 ECCs (Austria, Lisbon and Athens) to activity related
costs above 150 000 Euro. There is no indication as to whether take-up by
consumers is related to the glossiness of publication. There is also no evi-
dence suggesting that a high budget for printed publications provides
significantly better results than less cost intensive PR strategies. This is
especially significant as the total activity related costs spent for information
and promotion, roughly 780 000 Euro for all ECCs, is nearly the same amount
as the staff and other fixed costs related to this function26. On the contrary,
only one of the six ECCs with a high performance in the area of information

26 The total budget spent in 2003 by the ECCs was 6.1 million Euro. 1.3 million Euro of the budget
was spent on activity related costs. The remaining amount was 4.84 million Euro. On basis of
the assumption that the fixed costs for information and promotion are proportional to the staff
time spent on it (median is 18%), the total fixed costs for information and promotion are approx.
870 000 Euro.
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7.

and promotion has a high budget for publications.2” In some cases printed
materials are hardly produced at all (e.g. ECC Stockholm).

The rate of response to media activities of the ECCs indicates a high level
of quality of PR. The median response rate of all ECCs is 0,77. This means
that 100 PR activities led to 77 news items in which the ECC is mentioned. In
total, media activities by the network led to at least 1 058 news items in which
the ECCs were mentioned in 2003 (this figure does not include UK and Fin-
land, where no data was available). In 2003, the average cost to initiate a
news item was approximately 681 Euro, based on the assumption that the
proportion of the total fixed costs of all ECCs which is spent on information
and promotion is similar to the percentage of total staff working time used for
this function.28 Please note that the time invested by ECC staff to produce a
total of 61 printed leaflets (up to 6 pages) and 31 brochures (with 7 or more
pages) has been included in this figure. This seems to be fair, as most publi-
cations also produce media coverage, but has to be taken into account when
interpreting this figure.

5.3 Recommendations

Based on the assessment the following recommendations can be given:

4. The focus of information and promotion should be on cross-border
issues and on topics with a clear European dimension, with the main
emphasis on economic interests of consumers (see also recommendation
16).

5. Relations with the press should be handled by ECC staff and each
ECC should have a trained press officer. The press department of the
hosting body may provide supporting services. ECCs should conduct
press conferences independently from (but possibly in co-operation with)
the hosting body.

6. ECCs should focus on the Internet as a low-cost option and use bro-
chures to provide supplementary information. It seems more appropriate to
reduce production costs of printed materials as far as possible, depending
on consumer expectations in the specific country. Materials published by
ECCs should be designed to be simple to understand and very practical in
focus. It is recommended that each ECC offers a regular email service for
journalists and interested consumers on its website.

7. The network identity has to be promoted. A working group of ECC di-
rectors should develop a PR strategy for the network. The concept of net-
work identity is elaborated in the box on the next page.

27

28

Of course, performance is here seen in terms media coverage, and not in the number of con-
sumers reached by brochures (this data is not available). However, experience suggests that
well prepared publications always result in media coverage — at least when launched ade-
quately.

The fixed costs of the ECC network were 4.84 million Euro in 2003, or 4.00 milion Euro when
UK and Finland are excluded. On basis of the assumption that the fixed costs for information
and promotion are proportional to the staff time spent on it (median is 18%), the total costs for
information and promotion excluding UK and Finland are 720 000 Euro. This is equivalent to
680.53 Euro per news item (divided by 1 058).

84



CIVIC

CONSULTING

Network identity

The ECC network is an interconnected group of centres which come together as one entity to work on behalf
of European consumers. The ECCs are able to achieve greater benefits for consumers because the individ-
ual centres work together in a collaborative and mutually supportive way. The impact and effectiveness of the
ECCs is greater because they are part of a network. It is therefore vital that the network has an identity which
is visible to consumers, to traders and to governments.

This is currently achieved through the use of the “i" logo primarily. In some cases ECCs also describe the
network in their publicity materials, with greater or lesser emphasis. The network identity is most clearly
visible through the joint research and publications such as “Realities of the European online marketplace”. In
such cases it is clear from the text that the individual centres are working together and the presentation re-
flects this. The impact is greater as a result. The results of the evaluation confirm the need to promote the
network identity, including the development of a new network logo (see also box on best practices in informa-
tion and promotion on the next page).

8. There should be a centralised coordination of information materials.
There should be a central complete list of all publications available from
the ECCs with an indication of the languages in which materials are pub-
lished. This would allow ECCs with a plan to publish information to use any
relevant existing materials. It would also allow consumers access to the full
range of existing information. The initiative for publications should come
from the individual ECC as appropriate in terms of main cross-border
problems in their country. The coordination of information materials could
be done by the network coordinating board (see recommendation 23). The
technical management of the list of information materials should be done
by the ECC or other body managing the intranet (see recommendation
24).

Best practices in the area of information and promotion are described in the box
on the following page.
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Best practice in information and promotion activities

Provision of consumer information is a fundamental element of the ECCs’ activity. Information needs to be
clear and easy to understand. It is most useful for consumers when it is specific to key issues e.g. fact sheets
produced by ECC London/Wolverhampton. As well as covering what to do when a problem arises, ECCs
should also produce information which explains how to avoid problems when shopping cross-border e.g.
ECC Helsinki's leaflet on buying cars in Germany.

Information must be easy to access. It is good practice to have all information available to be downloaded
from the ECCs’ websites but also available by request in paper format. The numbers of printed copies should
be kept low as this is an expensive medium. In Ireland, for example, only a small number of copies of the
Annual Report are published, and further copies are printed out as needed.

The most economical printed versions which are acceptable by consumers should be used. In Italy, for ex-
ample, recycled paper is used for leaflets. Consumers need to be able to make a request for printed informa-
tion easily, by telephone or by e-mail.

Information is mostly provided free of charge but it is good practice to retain the right to charge for certain
aspects of information provision e.g. printing or photocopying, postage. ECC Bolzano, for example, makes
some charges for postage. Where ever possible ECCs should explore the possibility to sell information bro-
chures, as already successfully done by ECC Diisseldorf with a brochure on car imports.

It is useful to have information in more than one language both on the websites and in printed format. It is
particularly important to have information in English, as this has become the common language for the ECCs.
The Annual Reports should for example be published in English at least in an extended summary, as well as
in the national language.

Information needs to be kept up to date. This is practically realistic with the use of websites. It is vital that
processes are in place to ensure regular updates, if appropriate weekly, of the website. ECC Stockholm
demonstrate good practice by updating their website weekly and by including news items to attract visitors to
the website on a regular basis. It is also useful to produce an e-mail newsletter highlighting key concerns e.qg.
Consumer Watch published on a monthly basis by ECC Dublin which goes to consumers, organisations and
government bodies.

Information and PR are most effective when targeted at specific groups e.g. awareness raising amongst
people travelling abroad through a campaign at the airport by ECC Dublin, including the distribution of leaflets
and luggage-tags with their contact details.

The ECCs need to have a presence in the media in order to promote their activities and to provide consum-
ers with key information. This is best achieved through both a responsive and proactive approach to working
with journalists. ECC Stockholm has regular contact with journalists to update them on the latest feedback
and complaints from consumers. The ECC staff also make suggestions about themes which could be worth
documentary coverage. In Sweden in 2002 this approach resulted in an hour long investigative documentary
on timeshares which had 500 000 viewers. This routine approach to keeping in touch with the media is re-
warded with high coverage of European issues in Sweden.

There are different approaches to dealing with the media which all seem to be effective. In some ECCs the
Director is mainly responsible for liaison with the media, in others there is a member of staff who specialises
in marketing and PR (the preferred option, see recommendation 5). It is also good practice to allow other
members of staff to relate to the media when appropriate in their areas of specialism. Regular media training
of all involved in this area of activity is crucial e.g. as carried out in ECC Stockholm.

Information and PR activities need to be planned and the effectiveness monitored. ECC Stockholm demon-
strates best practice in this by planning PR annually and setting targets for media coverage and website visits
which are monitored on an annual basis.

The ECC logo (or any revised version which will be developed for the network) should be used on publica-
tions, the website and letterhead in order to present the network as a single entity as this is an important
aspect which lends impact and enhances the effectiveness of the individual ECCs. It is good practice to give
greater prominence to the profile of the ECC itself than that of the hosting body.
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7.6 Consumer education

7.6.1 Objective of the function

Both the Consumer Policy Strategy and the Vademecum do not mention con-
sumer education explicitly. This was not the case in the previous contractual
document, where education activities are mentioned, however also without giving
details. Therefore, it will be assumed that the objectives for the information and
promotion function are also valid for the education function.

7.6.2 Assessment of function

The evaluation indicators related to the consumer education function have been
assessed in section 3.4. Main results include:

% Educational activities have a low priority for most ECCs, with a median of
staff time involved of 6%. Educational activities included visits at schools,
workshops and educational seminars to professional groups.

% Educational activities had rather mixed results, as some ECCs reported.

% Intotal, all ECCs organised 286 educational activities, excluding activities by
the ECC Vitoria (in total 292 workshops and other activities), which were
mostly conducted by a private contractor. In 2003, the average cost of an
educational activity was approximately 1 073 Euro, based on the as-
sumption that the proportion of the total fixed costs of all ECCs which is spent
on education is similar to the percentage of total staff working time used for
this function and including activity related costs.2° In contrast, the costs for an
educational activity of the ECC Vitoria were 594 Euro per activity30, little more
than half the ECC average. However, during the evaluation visit it became
clear that educational activities were not very focused and were conducted
mainly at schools by free lance educators subcontracted by the contracting
company, which makes quality control for the ECC Vitoria difficult.

7.6.3 Recommendation
Based on the assessment the following recommendation can be given:

9. Consumer education is not a priority of the ECCs and should not become
one. Only educational activities should be performed which are in line with
the information and promotion function. If a centre decides to continue
educational activities, they should focus on professional groups, espe-
cially in the framework of “second tier” advice. The highest priority should
be given to provide training on cross-border and European issues to con-
sumer advisors working for consumer organisations or other bodies pro-
viding consumer advice (see also box in section 7.4).

29 The fixed costs of the ECC network were 4.84 million Euro in 2003, or 4.56 million Euro when
Vitoria is excluded. On basis of the assumption that the fixed costs for educational activities are
proportional to the staff time spent on it (median is 6%), the total costs for consumer education
excluding Vitoria are 274 000 Euro. In addition 33 416 Euro of activity related costs were spent
on conferences, events etc. This is equivalent to 1073.40 Euro per activity (divided by 286).

30 138 000 Euro of the activity related costs were spent on the seminars, as well as 13% of staff
time or an equivalent of 35 535 Euro fixed costs. The sum of 173 535 Euro divided by the num-
ber of educational activities (292) results in average costs of 594.30 Euro.
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7.7 Research

7.7.1 Objective of the function
The Consumer Policy Strategy does mention research only implicitly:

-The ECC network acts as an interface between the Commission and Euro-
pean consumers to support better use of the internal market and

-to give feedback to the Commission on market problems;

For both objectives a certain level of research seems necessary. The Vademe-
cum describes the function of research under the heading feedback as follows:

The ECC should also perform with other members of the network empirical re-
search projects on cross-border consumer issues. Any such projects will be
decided upon and agreed with the EEC network.

Research is therefore clearly defined as being focused on “cross-border con-
sumer issues” and performed or at least agreed on network level.

7.7.2 Assessment of function

The evaluation indicators related to the research function have been assessed in
section 3.5. Main results include:

% The ECC network achieves its objective to provide consumers with the
results of research to support them in making better use of the internal market
and to give feedback to the Commission on market problems. Examples for
the first category are price comparisons or network studies on problems in the
area of timesharing and e-commerce.

% Network studies such as the reports on e-commerce and timeshare as
well as cross-border price comparisons contributed significantly to
provide publicity to the network. For example, the ECC Dusseldorf pro-
vided a compilation of the media coverage of the E-commerce study in the
network countries of more than one hundred pages.

% However, the research activities sometimes seemed to have a certain
level of arbitrariness and lack of focus, an extreme example being the
price research on popcorn sold in cinemas. The selection of research topic
was the most convincing when based on or provoked by consumer com-
plaints processed by the network, such as the timeshare or the e-commerce
report. Although price comparisons were quite successful in terms of publicity
there are some doubts whether it can possibly be expected from a relatively
small team such as the average ECCs to possess the necessary capacity for
performing market research next to all other functions.

% ECCs contributed 56 times to topical studies in 2003, differing widely and
including one-page research and reports of over 50 pages. The average cost
of having an ECC involved in a topical study was approximately 4 500
Euro, based on the assumption that the proportion of the total fixed costs of
all ECCs which is spent on education is similar to the percentage of total staff
working time used for this function and including activity related costs.3!

31 The fixed costs of the ECC network were 4.84 million Euro in 2003. On basis of the assumption

that the fixed costs for research are proportional to the staff time spent on it (median is 5%), the
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Please note that a study involving ten ECCs is counted as ten activities —
which would imply a total cost of 45 000 Euro for this type of study.

7.7.3 Recommendations

Based on the assessment the following recommendations can be given:

10.

11.

12.

Research should focus on problems related to cross-border cases
such as timeshare, e-commerce, import of cars etc. The complaint cases
of the ECCs are a valuable source of data and should form the basis of the
research activities performed. The tendency that some ECCs specialise on
research (e.g. ECC Dusseldorf) makes sense and should be encouraged.

To perform broader research a co-operation with specialised bodies
such as universities, market research companies, and testing consumer
organisations (ICRT) should be the aim, e.g. for cross-border price re-
search.

A mid-term plan for research projects covering up to 2 years should be
developed by the network coordinating board (see general recommenda-
tion 23) and the Commission and a separate budget to support larger re-
search purposes should be considered (see general recommendation 33).

total costs for research are 242 000 Euro. In addition 12 099 Euro of activity related costs were
spent on research. The sum is therefore approx. 254 000 Euro. This is equivalent to 4 535.71
Euro per topical study and ECC (divided by 56).
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7.8 Feedback and networking

7.8.1 Objective of the function
The Consumer Policy Strategy states that

-The ECC network acts as an interface between the Commission and Euro-
pean consumers ... to give feedback to the Commission on market problems.

-ECCs cooperate within their network and with other European networks such
as EEJ-Net and FIN-Net.

The Vademecum describes the function of feedback and networking conse-
quently as follows:

The feedback function consists of collecting and analysing information on con-
sumer cases for statistical and policy-making purposes. (...)

ECCs and CHs should co-operate with each other in order to provide an effi-
cient service to consumers [... and ...] should seek to organise cross-border
events on specific topics ...

It is important to stress that feedback is not only understood as collecting data but
also includes analysing data and providing input for the policy process. Network-
ing is explicitly understood as being more than case-related cooperation.

7.8.2 Assessment of function

The evaluation indicators related to the feedback and networking function have
been assessed in section 3.6. Main results of this assessment and the evaluation
visits include:

% There is a high level of network activities, both case-related and not
case related and both formal and informal. In total nearly 2000 cases of
co-operation in the ECC network related to consumer complaint cases were
reported for 2003. The total number of cases of co-operation with the EEJ-
Net was approximately 500, with the Fin-Net just under 50. The network
does, therefore, achieve its objective of network cooperation. Differences in
network integration between ECCs exist, but a very low integration in the
network is only found with one ECC (Vitoria).

% The average cost of a case of cooperation in a European Network re-
lated to a consumer complaint was 155 Euro, based on the assumption
that the proportion of the total fixed costs of all ECCs which is spent on net-
working is similar to the percentage of total staff working time used for this.
This figure rises to 202 Euro per case of cooperation when activity related
costs related to networking (travel costs) are included.32

% The IT-Tool under development by the Commission will bring a level of stan-
dardisation in data collection. However, the evaluation team found a pro-

32 The fixed costs of the ECC network were 4.84 Euro in 2003. On basis of the assumption that
the fixed costs for network cooperation are proportional to the staff time spent (median is 8%),
the total costs for network cooperation are 387 200 Euro. In addition 116 820 Euro of activity
related costs were spent for travel. The sum is therefore approx. 504 000 Euro. This is equiva-
lent to 202,09 Euro per case of cooperation including travel costs or 155,25 without travel costs
(divided by 2 494).
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found level of fear and criticism related to the IT-tool. These were related
to several aspects of the systems: its concept of being an online database
which is easily subject to technical problems; the difficulty of filling in the
amount of data required during a contact with a consumer; the obvious focus
of the tool on data collection, not on case handling. There was also scepti-
cism whether consumers would be willing to provide the requested personal
data. In some cases the IT-Tool would mean a doubling of data collection, as
each case would have to be filled in the system of the host organisation and
the IT-tool.

The annual reports of the ECCs are mainly published in the national lan-
guages. This impedes the exchange of information between ECCs, which
have no access to detailed written information on the activities of other
ECCs.

Other characteristics of the present system of networking are listed in the general
recommendations.

7.

8.3 Recommendations

Based on the assessment the following recommendations can be given:

13. Experience shows that only functional and easy-to-handle advice systems
are maintained over a considerable period of time. The IT-Tool should
therefore mainly be seen as a case handling tool which also provides data.
A flexible approach is recommended when introducing the IT-tool.

14. All annual reports should have an extended summary in English plus
national language. The summary should have a size of at least 5 pages
and should have a standard structure according to ECC functions. It is also
recommended to develop a uniform reporting format for the annual report
itself. A more standardised content and better quality product can be used
for profile raising.

15. More recommendations with respect to networking are given in the sec-
tion general recommendations
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8. General recommendations

8.1.1 Principles and recommendations

Based on the results of the evaluation of the network of European Consumer
Centres we propose to develop the ECC network along the following principles:

1. Having a clear focus on European issues and cross-border complaints
Creating ECCs which are more independent from their hosting structure

Building a stronger network with its own identity
Improving accountability and reducing the administrative burden

o &~ Db

Taking performance and demand into account.

Each of these principles is related to a set of recommendations. Please note that
recommendations with respect to the specific functions are presented in section 7
and will not be repeated here.

Having a clear focus on European issues and
cross-border complaints

During more than ten years of existence the mission of the ECC network was
redefined several times. For example, the Consumer Policy Action Plan 1999-
2001 stressed the changing role of the ECCs from the “original concept as
sources of information ... on purely cross-border issues” to “suppliers of informa-
tion and education ... on the full range of consumer issues”. Since this time, the
development of the internal market, the introduction of the Euro and the increase
in online-shopping has, among others, led to an increasing demand for cross-
border assistance as is experienced in many of the ECCs. This in turn led to the
emergence of a clearer profile of the network, informing consumers in the whole
country on a variety of topics with European relevance and providing assistance
to them in cross-border cases. Recent Commission documents such as the
Vademecum have led to a clarification, and two thirds of the ECCs are already
operating accordingly. However, a more precise definition of the focus of the ECC
network will ease the transition process for the remaining ECCs.

This leads to the following recommendations:

16. The focus of ECC functions should be exclusively on cross-border
issues and on topics with a clear European dimension. Assistance
should only be given for cross-border cases, whereby cross-border refers
in most cases to the permanent residence of consumer and trader. The
target groups therefore include consumers involved in cross-border dis-
tance selling (including e-commerce) or shopping trips, tourists purchasing
goods or services during holiday trips and EU-citizens living non-
permanently in an other Member State. It is recommended to target the
two latter groups more actively.

17. The group of nationally oriented ECCs should be given a clearly de-
fined transition period in which to adapt. In this transition period na-
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tional assistance should only be given in cases which are also relevant for
cross-border assistance such as timeshare, tourism, e-commerce etc.

The issue of what precisely are topics with a clear European dimension is ad-
dressed in the box below.

What is a focus “on topics with a clear European dimension”?

The European Consumer Centres should focus exclusively on cross-border issues and on topics with a clear
European dimension (recommendation 16), not on national consumer problems. However, since many as-
pects of national legislation on consumer protection are based on EU Directives, the borderline between
“national” and “European” has shown to be vague. How can a topic with a clear European dimension be
defined? Without trying to give a final definition (which should be developed by a working group of ECCs
together with the Commission), the following basic criteria could be identified:

In consumer assistance, “European” issues should be all complaints with a cross-border aspect. In
most cases this will mean that the consumer lives in one Member State and the seller or provider of
services in another one. However, also other cases are relevant: A cross-border aspect is also given if a
consumer lives (temporarily or not) in another Member State where he or she is not familiar with the
consumer protection system. The same is true, if consumers complain about different sales practices for
the same product in different EU Member States (e.g. related to unreasonable differences in pricing,
selling of different qualities under the same brand name).

In consumer information, all activities can be considered to have a clear European dimension, if they

are related directly to one or more of the following topics:

- European consumer protection legislation and other relevant documents (i.e. Directives, Regulations,
Recommendations, Reports etc.), be they in the process of development or already finalised.

- Research relevant to consumers conducted in other Member States or covering more than one Mem-
ber State.

- General advice to tourists travelling abroad or coming from abroad to visit the country in which the
ECC is located.

- National consumer protection legislation transposed from European legislation in the period before and
directly after the transposition. In this case, information might not only be addressed to consumers but
also to sellers and providers.

In consumer policy, the ECC could act as a multiplicator or mediator in order to publicise new Euro-

pean initiatives in priority areas of DG SANCO. Such activities may be performed in different ways (also

in the form of campaigns) and addressed to all relevant sectors of society, not only to consumers. If
possible, the ECC might also not only contribute to explain to consumers and sellers the national trans-
position of European legislation, it might also take actively part in the discussion of how European direc-
tives should be transposed in national laws.

European issues are, of course, also all common actions of the ECC network in the area of assistance,

information and promotion and research, e.g. price comparisons, shopping guides, directories of con-

sumer protection institutions etc.
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Creating ECCs which are more independent from
their hosting structure

Presently, in some of the existing ECCs a number of problems were found which
are all related to the fact that the ECC is not a well-defined entity setting its own
priorities. Among the problems were:

The staff is located in a number of offices on the premises of the hosting
body without being a clear functional unit. This problem can exist in ECCs
operating at one location (inside a large hosting organisation) or in an ECC
having a very small branch office with just one staff.

Overlap exists between personnel of the hosting body and ECC personnel.
For example, in some ECCs staff positions were subdivided among sev-
eral staff of the hosting body, each working only for a few hours per week
for the ECC (e.g. in the area of PR, but also this type of “part time” director
was found). This makes a focused management of the staff nearly impos-
sible.

In some cases the authority of the director is not clearly enough defined.

This leads to the following recommendations:

18.

19.

20.

21.

All ECCs should have separate premises inside or outside the host-
ing body. An ECC should consist of one or more directly connected rooms
which are clearly marked as separate entity. All staff paid from the ECC
budget should be located in these premises. An ECC should not have
more than one branch office, which should have the size needed to be
functional.

No overlap should exist between staff of the hosting body and ECC
staff. ECC staff should have full time or part time positions of at least 50%
of a full time position.

The ECC should define clear job descriptions for each staff member.
The job description should be presented with the annual working plan. In
each ECC there should be at least full time positions (minimum 70% of a
full time position) for the director, a lawyer and a press officer (see also
recommendation 31).

The ECC director should have full management responsibility of staff
and finances. Each expenditure to be paid from the ECC budget (at least
for activity related costs) should be required to be authorised with the sig-
nature of the director. A detailed job description for the director and a list of
the required skills should be prepared by a working group of ECC directors
jointly with the Commission. ECC directors should be proposed by the
hosting body and shall only be appointed with approval of the European
Commission. The contract between the Commission and the hosting body
should explicitly define the tasks of the director (in more detail than pres-
ently in the Vademecum).
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Building a stronger network with its own identity

As has been described in section 3.6, the ECC network is characterised by a high
level of network activity which indicates that it is well functioning. However, there
are also a number of factors which impede its further development.

The ECC network lacks a mechanism for representation for planning
purposes, the expression of network interests and for conflict management
inside the network. Presently, the initiative for research projects and cam-
paigns comes usually either from the Commission or from one of the ECCs
particularly interested. However, the network as a whole is not active in
conceiving activities, because it lacks a formal structure which could do so
(the meetings of ECC directors in Brussels are no substitute for such a
structure). The network cannot easily develop a common position, there is
also no formal mechanism to prepare network meetings, with the agenda
generally set by the Commission. Finally, no mechanism exists to handle
complaints about other network members (a typical example given was re-
peated delays in the processing of complaints). Presently, the only alter-
native would be to complain to the Commission, which is a rather high
level intervention.

Even with the IT-tool in place, feedback of the ECCs will mainly consist of
statistical data on all complaints, which sometimes lacks detail and is diffi-
cult to interpret. There is no procedure for presenting an individual com-
plaints case which is considered by the ECC as being relevant for policy
making in detail to the Commission. Also, the in depth knowledge of the
ECCs on the practical barriers to cross-border trade and the gaps in the
present legislation could be used more regularly for the policy process.
This means that the potential of the network to provide input for policy
making is not fully used.

Although case related cooperation works well the evaluation showed a
lack of clear network procedures: data collection with respect to com-
plaints cases is done differently in each ECC with a very different degree
of sophistication. There is also no clear case-handling procedures, e.g. for
the transfer of cross-border cases and the responsibilities of the two ECCs
involved (Who contacts the dealer first — the ECC in the country of resi-
dence of the consumer or the ECC in the country of residence of the
trader? How often should a trader be contacted? etc.).

The ECC network lacks a common forum. Networking is mainly done
through emails, the phone, visits at other ECCs and the network meetings.
No more structured data exchange mechanism exists, which would allow
ECC members to post messages to all other ECCs or have (open) discus-
sions with respect to different topics.

The ECC network lacks a training strategy. Training is mainly provided
on a national basis, no coherent approaches exists.

The topic of training is elaborated in the box on the next page, followed by a set
of recommendations to build a stronger network with its own identity:
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Training — requirements and practices

Regular training is one of the most important preconditions to guarantee the quality of an ECC’s daily work.
When analysing it, the following basic requirements and practices should be considered:

Subjects of training:

Although the subjects of training may be different according to national or regional requirements, the follow-
ing priorities should be respected in all ECCs:

e Training on the national consumer protection legislation and, more specifically, on new European legis-
lation transposed into national laws and its consequences for the national system of consumer protec-
tion (for legal advisors).

e Training on consumer protection legislation, the legal system and the organisation of jurisdiction in the
neighbour country / countries (for legal advisors).

e Languages (all staff members)

e  Management techniques for advice centres (ECC directors)

e PR techniques, including presentations and rhetorical skills (ECC directors, press officers and other staff
members dealing with the press)

e  Lobbying techniques (ECC directors and press officers)

e Accountability and conformity with EU budgetary procedures, including applications and reporting

e Training in selected techniques of consumer research (if this is an important sector of activity in the
ECC).

Bodies responsible for training:

Training is or might be provided by the following institutions:

e  External experts. As this is usually the most expensive way, it should only be used if no other specialists
are available (e.g. the host body, other government departments etc.).

e  Experts from the host body or from a network to which the host body belongs. If the subject is not spe-
cific for ECCs, the host body’s and the ECC’s advisors could attend the training together (e.g. PR tech-
niques, lobbying, management techniques etc.). This possibility is used to very different extents in the
different ECCs.

e Experts from DG SANCO. Until now, there is only limited training provided directly by DG SANCO (e.g.
on the IT-Tool), but it is requested by most ECCs; especially for subjects like new legislation or EC
budgeting rules.

e  Experts from the ECC network. This is a very valuable source especially in the framework of the
mentoring programme. This aspect is also of particular importance when new ECCs are established (in
the future especially in Eastern Europe).

In general, common training could contribute not only to the quality of the daily work but also to more com-
patible forms of organisation and a more uniform appearance of the ECCs.

The analysis with respect to the network as a whole leads to the following rec-
ommendations:

22. The Commission should provide training on specific issues. Among the
subjects most often mentioned by ECCs were seminars on new European
legislation. Also some ECCs were interested to have training on EC budg-
etary procedures. ECCs should be included in the ongoing EC funded
training programme for consumer organisations and all ECCs should re-
ceive the training materials prepared under the programme.
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23.

24.

25.

26.

In order to give the network more identity and to improve the quality of the
services provided by the network it is recommended to establish a net-
work coordinating board, consisting of representatives (the director or
other core staff) of three ECCs, which liases with the responsible Commis-
sion official(s) in between the network meetings. Tasks of the board could
include the handling of internal complaints with respect to individual ECCs,
coordination of information materials, organisation of internships and
mentoring between ECCs and joint preparation with the Commission of the
agenda for network meetings. The coordinating board should also organ-
ise ad hoc working groups for specific network activities to develop the
following essential network documents:
- draft PR and research strategies
- a proposal for a document on network objectives and
- case-handling procedures for the network for cases involving more than
one ECC.
The network coordinating board should not have decision-making authority
but rather, provide a structure for internal planning processes and the de-
velopment of joint network positions. It should also provide feedback to the
Commission, e.g. on progress in mentoring schemes (see box on the next
page).
An intranet for the ECCs should be developed to ease information ex-
change and provide access to all information resources which are relevant
for the network. The intranet could be developed and managed on a proj-
ect basis by one of the ECCs (or by another appropriate body).

The present programme of mentoring should be extended and focus
on specific functions. For example, the ECCs which are especially efficient
in PR should share their experience with other ECCs. Mentoring should be
complemented with an internship programme, especially but not exclu-
sively for staff of the ECCs of new Member States.

One full time EC official should be appointed as contact person for
the ECC network (tasks include: liaison with network coordination board/
ECCs/hosting bodies, day-to-day advice and feedback to ECCs, training).
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Best Practices in network representation

An existing well-functioning representative mechanism is in place in the Euro Info Centres (EIC) network, a
large pan-European network of over 300 contact points aimed at providing information and assistance to
small and medium enterprises. The cornerstone of this mechanism is the Steering Group. It is made up of 2
- 3 elected representatives per national network (Approx. 55 people). The Steering Group meets with the
European Commission 3 times a year. A Coordinator is chosen by the Steering Group for each meeting.
This is done with a view to involving as many representatives as possible in the process, thus empowering
them to take an active role in providing input into network decisions. The EICs English national network has a
practise in place which allows for the retention of experience and expertise at its top level. In this case the
national network has a board with a Chairperson, a Deputy Chairperson, and a Treasurer. At the next meet-
ing the Deputy Chairperson becomes Chairperson, the Treasurer becomes Deputy Chairperson, and a new
Treasurer is chosen. Specific duties of the Steering Group Coordinator include:

e Drawing up the agenda in consultation with the EC.

e  Preparing and chairing the pre-Steering Group meeting (see below).
Working together with previous EIC coordinators.

e Participating in the presidency of the meeting with the Commission.

Halfway between each Steering Group meeting the coordinator sees that the Commission addresses ques-
tions/problems raised during the meeting, and informs the Commission of any interests or concerns ex-
pressed by the EICs. In this way, the two-way consultation process remains a continual one. It should also be
noted here that from the more than 10 people directly responsible for the EIC network at the Commission,
there is one sole contact person for the EIC Steering Group meetings.

Pre-Steering Group meetings in preparation for the official meetings are held the day before the official
meetings with the EC. These are attended only by the EIC Steering Group members and allows it to discuss
the issues which are to come up at the official meeting with the Commission. This way, the Steering Group
would have already reached with a joint position and raised key concerns before the official Steering Group
meeting. This practise has proven beneficial to the EIC Network as it better prepares its representatives for
the official meetings with the EC, which in turn facilitates an effective dialogue between the network and the
Commission. Between the meetings a so called Steering Flash is published on the EIC website. This regu-
larly updated document features the highlights of each Steering Group meeting as well as an update on
ongoing developments. Small ad hoc groups, when needed, (max. 5 members designated by their peers)
can be created to reach conclusions on specific issues, on an operational level, so as to enable the Steering
Group to make appropriate decisions.

The practises of the EIC Representative Network can be adapted to fit the needs of the European Consum-
ers Centres (ECCs). In place of the Steering Group, it seems more appropriate for the much smaller ECC
network to foresee an ECC Assembly. It would be appropriate to have one elected representative per Mem-
ber State, for a total of up to 25 people. As is the case with the EIC network we propose a pre-Assembly
meeting solely for the ECC delegates the day before the official Assembly meeting with the Commission.
Since an active and prepared coordinator is essential, we suggest that there be a three person Coordinating
Board chosen by the 25 representatives. These would be a Coordinator, a Vice Coordinator and the former
Coordinator. For each subsequent meeting or term (this would be up to the ECCs to decide) the Vice Coordi-
nator would become the Coordinator and then a new Vice Coordinator would be chosen. This preserves
know-how, and continuity. The Coordinator would be responsible for the following:

e  Coordinating the planning process for common network activities (e.g. PR and Research).

e  Preparing strategic documents (objectives, their description, case handling procedures, strategies etc.),
if so decided by the ECC Assembly in cooperation with ad hoc groups set up for specific tasks.

e Managing mentoring between ECCs.

e  Drawing up the agenda for pre-Assembly Meetings and chairing them. The Assembly Meeting agenda
would be coordinated with the European Commission.

e Remaining in dialogue with the EC with respect to decisions made/issues raised at Assembly Meetings,
and informing them of concerns expressed by the ECCs and the progress of the mentoring programme.

e  Supervising the ECC intranet (to be run by one of the ECCs on a contract basis).
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Improving accountability and reducing the admin-
istrative burden

ECCs have to work in very different national frameworks and therefore need a
certain degree of independence in using their budget. On the other hand, strict
EC budget rules require a high level of accountability. To make things even more
complicated, the Commission, the ECC itself and the hosting body have at times
different priorities, which can lead to a number of difficulties especially with re-
spect to the planning of specific activities:

ECCs have to provide a very detailed working programme in advance
which reduces their flexibility. Changes in the schedule are possible but
require EC agreement and are therefore time consuming.

The ECCs work on annual contracts which implies a large work load for
the annual procedure of applying for the grant for all parties involved. At
the same time, it makes ECC staff positions less attractive as their financ-
ing is only guaranteed for a relatively short time span.

The work load for the hosting body in hosting the ECC leads to the under-
standable position that the ECC should also serve the priorities of the
hosting body. However, these priorities are not necessarily in line with the
functions of an ECC and can lead, for example, to expensive PR activities
financed from the ECC budget, which may serve the interest of the hosting
body, but could be otherwise used more efficiently.

Different handling of the budget in the different ECCs has led to a certain
lack of transparency. For example, with the present reporting system it is
not possible to differentiate between fixed costs (employment, renting of
premises etc.) and activity related costs (printing of brochures etc.) in a
way that would allow to assess inputs and outputs for each function, and
consequently, to compare the performance of different ECCs.

This leads to the following recommendations:

27.

28.

29.

30.

The European Commission should sign longer contracts with the
hosting body of the ECCs. The preferred time span for such a contract is
three years, the minimum duration should be two years. A new ECC, how-
ever, might only receive a one-year contract to assess its functioning. As
longer contracts are a positive signal towards the ECCs which might be an
important contribution to motivate them during a period of restructuring, it
is recommended to introduce longer contracts as soon as possible (see
also box in next section).

The ECCs should deliver annual work plans which, rather, define the
type of activity than the activity itself. An ECC would propose, e.g. to
organise a number of workshops but would, rather, define the budget for
this type of activities than the precise topic of the workshop. This would
allow for more flexible expenditures and still would give sufficient financial
control.

Annual budgets should be transparent and allow to assess inputs for
each specific function. Each budget item should be clearly defined so
that expenditures of different ECCs can be easily compared. All activity
related costs should be reported as such.

The hosting body should receive an appropriate reimbursement of
overhead costs related to hosting the ECC. Therefore, all ECCs should
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be encouraged to include in the budget overheads of up to 7% of total eli-
gible costs for the action in line with Article 181 of the Implementation
Rules. A part of this should cover the costs of the hosting body for financial
administration etc. The reimbursement of these costs would also provide
an incentive to host the ECC.
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Performance and demand oriented funding

Until now, most ECCs (with some exceptions, notably Bolzano) have roughly
similar financial resources, disregarding the size of the country and the demand
for assistance. It is foreseeable that this policy will cause problems, because indi-
vidual cross-border activities of consumers and, as a consequence of this, cross-
border consumer disputes may be expected to increase steadily. Presently, the
rather uniform budget leads to the following distortions:

Whereas cross-border shopping tends to be higher in northern Member
States, ECCs have less staff capacity, because average wages are higher
(with the exception of UK and Ireland). Some ECCs in bigger (Northern)
Member States will soon reach the limits of their capacity or are already
operating at the limit. The question of demand and capacity has already
extensively been discussed in section 6.

In a Member State such as Greece a nationally funded advice system for
consumers hardly exists. Advice is mainly given by consumer organisa-
tions receiving very little state support and/or by the relevant state body it-
self (with also only a limited capacity). A similar situation can also be found
in some new Member States. In this context the comparatively well funded
ECCs are under intense pressure to also deal with national complaints.

Performance of an ECC is not reflected in its funding. Control by the EC is
mainly done through asking for detailed annual work plans, which lead to
little flexibility (see above).

This leads to the following recommendations:

31.

32.

33.

The budget of the ECC should include components depending on
demand and performance. It is proposed to provide all ECCs with suffi-
cient funds to equip and employ a uniform core staff of at least four (di-
rector, advisor/legal expert, press officer, researcher/administrator). Maxi-
mum ceilings for staff costs should be set according to average staff costs
per country. More staff capacity should depend on the demand expressed
through documented cross-border cases handled by ECC staff during the
last year and the possible maximum demand depending on population
size, frequency of cross-border shopping and tourism (see section 6). De-
pending on demand additional advisers could be financed. The maximum
figures should be adapted according to the development of total demand.

There should be an upper limit for activity related costs. As higher ac-
tivity related costs have not proven to be cost-effective, there should be an
upper limit for activity related costs. The maximum figures should be also
adapted on a regular basis to rising costs for, e.g. printing of brochures.

There should be additional funds for specific projects. Larger projects
in the area of research or PR may easily involve higher costs than could
be paid from the core budget. Especially for ECCs co-ordinating such proj-
ects a special fund should be available, e.g. to employ an additional re-
searcher for a specific period. ECCs would apply with the annual working
plan for funding of specific projects.
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Introducing functional budgeting

While this study is evaluating the performance of the ECC network as a whole and of individual centres, the
EC commissioned a separate study on the evaluation of the EEJ-Net and an ex-ante budgetary evaluation of
a possible merger of EEJ-Net and the ECC-network. The report concluded:

It is recommended that there should be two budget elements. The first element supports the core mandated
centre infrastructure, covering staff needs, office and other resources for the basic operations of the merged
network. The second element is special improvement projects ... that would be funded on the basis of a
proposal and additional “sub-contract”. Both the core and the additional funding should be part of the same

grant agreement.33

This recommendation is fully in line with the conclusions reached by the evaluators of Civic Consulting, which
led to recommendations 27 to 33. As the development of proposals for future financing of the merged net-
work was not part of the mandate of this present evaluation and has also be covered in detail by the above
mentioned ex-ante budgetary evaluation, only some elements of the new budgeting framework shall be
emphasised here:

e The core budget should be based on demand and performance (recommendation 31) and should allow
the assessment of inputs for specific functions.

e The “second budget element” will consist of special projects. Based on the results of this evaluation
additional funds (recommendation 33) should be available for, among others
— Research projects (at least for the coordinating ECC)
- Publications to be used by all network partners (for the ECC producing and
printing the publication)
— Network wide campaigns (at least for the coordinating ECC)
- Management of network infrastructure, e.g. the ECC intranet (for the ECC
hosting the intranet)
Some of the special projects (especially with relevance for the whole network) could be bid for by indi-
vidual ECCs. The criteria for the awarding of the projects could then be defined to include, for example,
value for money, quality of project planning and clearly defined objectives.

e Longer contracts with the ECCs (recommendation 27) could be introduced through establishing frame-
work partnership agreements. According to Article 163 of the Implementation Rules regarding the Fi-
nancial Regulation a “framework partnership may be concluded with beneficiaries with a view to estab-
lishing long-term cooperation with the Commission”34. Such a partnership can be concluded for both
action grants and functioning grants (according to Article 108 of the Financial Regulation3°). The first-
time framework partnership agreements with the ECCs could be concluded for the financial years 2006
and 2007, i.e. until the expiry of the present legal base (Decision No 20/2004/EC of 8 December 2003).

e  Should the Commission conclude that financing of the ECC network is most appropriately done as an
action grant all ECCs should be encouraged to include in the budget overheads of up to 7% of total eli-
gible costs for the action in line with Article 181 of the Implementation Rules. A part of this should cover
the costs of the hosting body for financial administration etc. (recommendation 30).

33 EPEC, Ex Ante Budgetary Evaluation of a Possible Merger of EEJ-Net and the ECC Network
and Assessment of the Pilot Phase of the EEJ-Net, Final Report July 2004, p. 16

34 COMMISSION REGULATION No 2342/2002 of 23 December 2002
35 COUNCIL REGULATION (EC, Euratom) No 1605/2002 of 25 June 2002
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Annex |: Schedule of evaluation visits

ECC Evaluation Team From To

1. Stockholm C. Knights, L. Maier, F. Wed 4.2. Fri 6.2.
Alleweldt

2. Duisseldorf/ L. Maier, F. Alleweldt Tue 24.2. Wed 25.2.

Gronau and Ministry

Bonn

3. Helsinki C. Knights, L. Maier Sun 29.2. Tue 2.3.

Vzbv Berlin L. Maier, F. Alleweldt Thu 11.3. Thu 11.3.

4. London (Tue) and C. Knights, F. Alleweldt, |Mon 22.3. Tue 23.3.

Wolverhampton (Mon) | S. Kara

5. Rome/Bolzano C. Knights, L. Maier Wed 24.3. Fri 26.3.

6. Vienna L. Maier, F. Alleweldt, S. |Fri 2.4. Mon 5.4.
Kara

7. Paris/Lille C. Knights, L. Maier Tue 13.4. Wed 14.4.

8. Kiel L. Maier, F. Alleweldt, C. |Mon 19.4. Tue 20.4.
Macdougall

9. Brussels C. Knights, L. Maier Sun 25.4. Tue 27.4.

Commission Brussels | C. Knights, L. Maier, F. Tue 27.4. Wed 27.4.

(14.30-17.30) Alleweldt

10. Vitoria/Madrid L. Maier, F. Alleweldt Fri 7.5. Tue 11.5.

11. Athens C. Knights, F. Alleweldt | Mon 24.5. Tue 25.5.

12. Barcelona L. Maier, F. Alleweldt Fri11.6. Mon 14.6.

13. Dublin C. Knights, F. Alleweldt | Mon 28.6. Tue 29.6.

14. Luxembourg C. Knights, L. Maier Mon 5.7. Tue 6.7.

15. Lisbon C. Knights, F. Alleweldt | Thu 15.7. Fri 16.7.
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Annex Il: Questionnaire to ECCs
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Questionnaire for European Consumer Centres

Please return questionnaire no later than March 22, 2004
by e-mail (preferred) to

euroguichets@aol.com

or by FAX +49-30-21962298

A. QUESTIONNAIRE COMPLETED BY
Name

Position

Direct phone number

E-mail

Date

B. IDENTIFICATION DATA

Name of ECC:

Hosting organisation:

Country:

Address:

Phone:

Fax:

Website:




C. GENERAL DATA

CIVIC
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Ci1 In which year was the ECC set up and opened for
consumers? ;
........................................................................... 1 C1
Cc2 What is the legal status of the ECC?
............................................................................. .c2
Please attach a copy of the following documents, if applicable:
- Agreement between hosting organisation, government and EC on founding of ECC
- Documents on the basis of co-operation between hosting organisation and ECC
- Statute of the ECC, including documents on composition and tasks of board of ECC
Cc3 Please fill in the following table on your sources of funding (in Euro and %).
(Please include all funds received from EC, also related to Clearing House function,
if applicable). '
2002 2003
Euro % | Euro %
A1. EU-ECC (including IPM) C 3A1
A2. EU-Clearing House C3A2
B. Hosting organisation c3B
C. Other organisations: c3c
D. Donations Cc3D
Total: 100 100| C 3T
L Cca.1
C4 Did you receive any funding in kind (free or low Yes [] 2
rent premises etc.)? If yes, please elaborate below
or on page 16. No [ !
C5 Please fill in the following table on the budget spent (in Euro).
2002 2003
Euro % | Euro %
A. Employment costs (permanent staff incl. associ- C5A
ated costs)
B. Renting of premises c 5B
C. Office running costs (electricity, telecommunica- csC
tion, postage etc.)
D. Office equipment (computers etc., including serv- Cc5D
icing)
E. Training costs (for staff, volunteers, interns) CSE
F. Activity related costs (all other costs) C5F
Total budget of ECC: 100 100| C 5T
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C6 Please detail in the following table the activity related costs listed in question
C5. :
2002 2003
Euro % | Euro %

F1. Travel costs

F2. Production of publications and audio-visual mate-
rials

F3. Website

F4. Organisation of conferences, events

F5. Research/study contracts

F6. Other costs

F. Activity related costs (must be identical to letter F. 100 100

in table C5):

Cc7 Please fill in the following table on your staff resources.
2002 2003
Number Number

A. Full time staff

B. Part time staff

C. Volunteers

D. Others (interns, trainees etc.)

Ccs8 Please calculate the total average number of hours worked by your full and

part-time staff per week in the year 2003 (not including volunteers, interns,
and trainees). Absence due to training, holidays, and illness is to be neglected
(please note exceptional circumstances on page 16). The total average number

of hours per week will be referred to in subsequent sections of this question-

naire.

Education/Degree | Position, Knowledge of Average
Job description English language working
(please mark with x) hours per
Very |Ade- |Basic week in 2003
good | quate
Staff 1:
Staff 2:
Staff 3:
Staff 4:
Staff 5:
Staff 6:
Staff 7:
Staff 8:

Please add up working hours of staff 1 to staff 8. The result is the total average num-
ber of hours worked by your staff per week (= total weekly working hours)

C6A

cé6B

cé6C
cé6D
C6E
C6F

c6T

C7A
C7B
cr7Cc
c7D

cs.1
c8z2
c83
Cc84
c85
c86
c87
c8s8
cs8T
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Cc9 Please calculate the total average nhumber of hours worked by volunteers,
interns and trainees per week in the year 2003. Absence due to training, holi-
days, and illness is to be neglected (please note exceptional circumstances on

page 16).
Education level | Job description Average working hours
per week in 2003

Volunteers C9A
Interns and Cc9B
trainees

Please add up working hours. The result is the total average number of cor
hours worked by your volunteers, interns, and trainees per week

c10 Please list the total number of staff days lost to sick leave in the years 2002
to 2003 (not including maternity leave).

2002 2003

Staff days lost to sick leave (of staff included in table C8): c10

C 11 Please list the total number of calendar days spent on training in the years

2002 to 2003.
2002 2003
Calendar days spent on training: c11
c12.1
c12 Is there a general concept for training of staff Yes L] 2
(curriculum)? ;
No D ' 1
If yes, please elaborate below or on page 16. ;
.............................................................. ' Ci1zz
L Cc13.1
C13  In 2003, did you use outside trainers or training Yes [] 2
organisations for training of staff? \ [ ; 1
o !
If yes, please list institution(s) below. |
................................................................................ | C132
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L C14.1
c1i4 In 2003, did you participate in training activities Yes [] 2
organised on the European level/in the ECC ;
network? No [ T
If ves. please elaborate below. '
................................................................................ ' C14.2
L C15.1
Cc15 Did the ECC take part in an external supervision Yes L] 2
or evaluation in the last three years (e.g. by the |
hosting organisation)? No [ !
If ves, please elaborate below or on page 16.
................................................................................ L C152
C 16 Please list the number and average age of equipment.
Type of equipment Number Average age (years)
A1.Computer for staff use C 16A1
A2.Computer for use by visitors C 16A2
B. Printer C 16B
C. Copy machine Cc16C
D. Fax machine C 16D
E. Scanner C 16E
F. Video-projector C 16F
G. Answering machine Cc16G
L c17
Cc17 Please qualify the type of Internet-access you Dial-up 2
have. !

[
High-speed |:| 1
[

No Internet-access

C18  In 2003, did you work with tailored software to .C18

track cases and produce advice statistics other Yes ] 2
than standard office software? (This does not N u »
refer to the new IT-tool being developed) © |



D. ASSISTANCE TO CONSUMERS
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D1 Please list the number of cases by category. (Case means any request for in-
formation and/or complaint and/or dispute registered in relation to a specific con-

sumer matter.)

Category

2002
Number

2003
Number

Housing, Mortgages, Buying & Selling, Renting

Cars

Timeshares, incl. Resale

Textiles

Electrical goods, Household appliances,
Furniture

Food Safety

Euro

Financial Services, Loans

Travel, Package Travel

Advertising and Misleading Advertising

Access to Justice; Mediation and
arbitration

Contracts, Guarantees

Insurances

Distance Selling, eCommerce

Basic services

Purchases, Selling

New technologies

Pricing

Product Safety

VAT, Taxes

Jewelry

Unfair terms of contract; Commercial practices

Games, Lotteries

Other

Total:

D 1A
D 1B
D1C
D 1D

D1E

D1F
D 1FF
D1G
D 1H
D11

D1J

D 1K
D 1L
D 1M
D 1N
D10
D 1P
D1Q
D1R
D1S
D1U
D1v
D 1w
D 1X

D1T



D2

Please list the number of cases by method of contact.
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2002
Number

2003
Number

Telephone

Visits

Internet, email

Written (mail) or Fax

Through other ECCs or European contacts

Others (specify: )

Total:

D3

Please estimate the number of cases by type of assistance.

2002
Number

2003
Number

Type I: Provision of general information (simple questions)

Type II: Detailed and case specific advice

Type Ill: Disputes (complaints which were not solved through
direct contact between the trader and the consumer)

Total:

D4

Please estimate the number of queries by place of residence of consumer.

Queries originating from consumers living in ...

2002
Number

2003
Number

.. the same city

.. the same region (your country)

.. the same region (other country)*

.. your country (excluding your region)

.. other countries (excluding your region*)

Total:

* Only applicable for ECCs located in border regions

D5

Please estimate the number of genuine cross-border cases.

2002
%

2003
%

Genuine cross-border cases approx.

Other cases approx.

Total:

100

100

D 2A
D2B
D2C
D 2D
D 2F
D 2G

D2t

D 3A
D 3B

D3C

D 3T

D 4A
D 4B
D 4C
D 4D
D 4E

D 4T

D 5A
D 5B

D 5T



D6

D7

D8

What type of data do you collect from consumers
beside the category of query?

Please mark appropriate field.

In 2003, did you have a library or press archive
for staff and/or visitors?

Please estimate the percentage of total weekly
working hours (calculated in question C8) used
for assistance to consumers in 2003.

................................... percent
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'D6
Age [] 4
Gender [] 3
Profession [] 2
Income group [] 1
Place of residence |:| 0

D7
Yes [] 12
No [] 1

D&
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E. CONSUMER EDUCATION AND PARTICIPATION IN CONFERENCES

E1 Please list the number of all information and education activities other than
direct assistance to consumers.
Activity 2002 2003
A. Workshops and conferences financed from the ECC budget E1A
B. Workshops or conferences organised by third parties to which ECC E1B

staff was invited to hold a presentation (including workshops and confer-
ences organised by the hosting organisation, not including EC and ECC
network conferences/seminars and press conferences)

C. Number of school classes visited by ECC staff E1C
D. Number of school classes visiting ECC premises E1D
E. Number of other information or education activities involving direct ET1E

contact with consumers. Please specify:

F. Educational seminars to professional groups (journalists, teachers, ET1F
staff of consumer organisations, consumer advisors etc.)

Total: E1T
E2 Please estimate the percentage of total weekly

working hours (calculated in question C8) used for
consumer education and participation in conferences
in 2003.

(Not including EC and ECC network confer-
ences/seminars and press conferences)

................................... percent Ez



F. INFORMATION AND PROMOTION

F1 Please list all public relations activities directed to media.
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Activity

2002

2003

A. Press releases sent to news media and/or published on ECC website

B. Press conferences and media events organised by ECC

C. Press conferences and media events organised by third parties in
which ECC staff was invited to participate

D. Participation in radio programmes (or interviews given for radio)

E. Participation in TV programmes (or interviews given for TV)

F. Other requests for information by media answered by ECC staff (in-
cluding interviews with print media)

Total:

F2 In 2003, did you keep track of media coverage of
the ECC in local and national media?
If yes, please fill in the table below.

Yes

No

[
[

Media channel 2002

is mentioned

Number of news
items in which ECC

2003

Number of news
items in which ECC
is mentioned

A. Newspapers and magazines

B. Radio

C.TV

Total:

F3 Please list all information materials produced by ECC (including joint produc-
tions with other institutions). l

Activity 2002 2003

A. Number of printed brochures produced by ECC (up to 6 pages)

B. Number of printed brochures produced by ECC (7 pages and more)

C. Number of information documents prepared by ECC (e.g. documents
for download etc.)

D. Number of other information materials produced by ECC.
Please SPeCify.......ccovuueeriviiiiiie e

Total:

10

F1A
F1B

F1C

F1D
F1E

F1F

F1T

TF2.1

F22A
F22B
F2.2C

Fa22T

F3A
F3B

F3C

F3D

F3T
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F4 Please list the details of all information materials you have produced between
2002 and 2003 (Category A, B and D in question F3, including joint produc-
tions with other institutions).
Year Title Type Pages Copies
(leaflet, brochure, | (videos: minu- F4
video etc.) tes)
F5 In 2003, did you participate in European or na- F5.1
tional information campaigns concerning priori- Yes [ 12
i icy? !
ties of European consumer policy? No ] r
If yes, please elaborate below or on page 16. !
.......................................................................... F52
F6 Please estimate the percentage of total weekly
working hours (calculated in question C8) used
for information and promotion in 2003.
(This includes all public relation activities and produc-
tion of information and educational materials.)
................................ percent Fé

11
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G. RESEARCH
G1 Please list all research activities performed by ECC (including joint research

with other institutions).
Research activity 2002 2003
Number of topical studies (such as cross-border comparisons of prices, leg- GI1A
islation and other research)
Other research activities. Please elaborate: G1B
G2 Please list the details of all studies you have produced between 2002 and

2003 (including joint productions with other institutions). .
Year Title Type Pages of Partners, if

(price comparison, study report | any G2

legal research etc..)

G3 Please estimate the percentage of total weekly
working hours (calculated in question C8) used for
research activities in 2003.

' G3
............................ percent :

12
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H. FEEDBACK AND NETWORKING

HA1 Please list activities related to feedback and networking with EC and other
ECCs and networks (EEJ-Net, FIN-Net).
Activity 2002 2003
Number of workshops, conferences etc. in which ECC staff participated H1

(please include only workshops and conferences exclusively related to net-
working with EC/other ECCs and networks)

H2 Please estimate the number of cases of co-operation in European and na-

tional networks related to consumer complaint cases in 2003.
Name of network Number of cases sent | Number of cases Number of cases

to... received from ... discussed with.... *

ECC-network H2
Clearinghouses (EEJ-Net)
FIN-Net
National networks. Please
specify:

*Please list here only the cases which you have discussed with network partners but not sent to or received from |
them. .

H3 Please name the ECC and CH offices with which you were in regular contact
in 2003 (case related and not case related).

ECCs Clearing Houses

H3

13
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Please list the other major networking activities in which you were involved
in 2003.

Year

Activity Partners

H4

H5

Please estimate the percentage of total weekly
working hours (calculated in question C8) used
for feedback and networking in 2003.

(This includes networking with EC, other ECCs, and
other networks, e.g. EEJ-Net, FIN-Net).

.................................. percent {H5

14
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. PERSONELL AND FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

11 Please estimate the percentage of total weekly
working hours (calculated in question C8) used
for personnel and financial management in 2003.

................................. percent

12 If you performed any other major activity in 2003 not addressed in the previ-
ous sections, please list below.

No. Activity Description

]

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

13 Please estimate the percentage of total weekly

working hours (calculated in question C8) used
for the activities listed in table 13 in 2003.

............................... percent

15
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J. CROSS-CHECK

CIVIC

CONSULTING

J1 Please check again that your estimates of the percentage of total weekly

working hours used for all activities of 2003 adds up to 100.
Question f’ercentage of total weekly working hours used | Percentage

or ...
D10 . assistance to consumers
E2 . consumer education and participation in confer-
ences

F6 . information and promotion
G3 . research activities
H4 . feedback and networking
1 . personell and financial management
14 . other activities
Total 100

16
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K. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Please use this page for additional information you may want to give.
Please indicate the number of the question you are referring to:

17



