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Introduction ™

) “

. The first and second thrce -year actlon plans cnsurcd a necessary concentratlon of effort on

. addressm;, the rssch whlch were lmporlant to consumers bcmg able to partlclpate in and

bencﬁt from the dcvclopmcnt of thc lntcrnal Market Whlle 1t remams necessary to complete o

’thc work donc by cnsurmz., the lmal adoption and lmplcmentatron of all the measures proposed .

'v|t is 1mportant at thrs slage 10 face up to other’ questlons and problems Wthh confront

consumers, burldmg, on whal has bccn achreved but whlch are. not excluswely llnked to the

. ',lntcrnal Market ‘_ L o

' The msertron of Artrclc 129A mto thc lrcdty clcarly requ1res the European Commumty to

“deal wrth the broad ranf,c’ol consumer rssues “not’ jUSt those related to the Internal Market '

' “"V'pl'OJCCl Thls obllgallon rmplrcs carclul consrdcratlon of subsrdrarlty at\all stages so that ‘

‘approprlate solutlons vrs-a vis, Membcr Statcs are adopted ™

l‘?rom\the'work which ‘has been done and- the ability' of the Commission to identify 'more \

' clcarly the perslstcnt causcs ol consumcr drlhculty it is possrble now to dlrect attentron toa

vanety of subjects whrch nccd to be lackled 1f the European Commumty is to fulﬁl 1ts

| responsrbrllty

"~ The prescnt pnorltlcs lor Consumcr l’ollcy are not mtended to spell out cach mdlvxdual actlon
. which mlg,ht be undertakcn lhat is rathcr thc role of Commrssron Work Programmes The :
‘ob|ect1ve is to present the: sclu.,ted prlontlcs tor work over the next three years 50 that it 1s'
‘clearl y understood what drrcctron thc polrcy w1ll takc and how the llmrted resources avallable
'Awrll be deployed Somc ol the prlorlty areas are so new and complex that it would not be

'rcahstrc o sketch out the prcuse conscquences or.actions needed It'is mtended to ad_]ust.

Strategy' - B

"-Consumer mterests are vcry broad and drverse Vrrtually every pollcy in the European

Commumty has some. srgnlllcancc Ior consumers. Faced with this srtuatron and glven the

.-
i
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resoyrees available for redeployment, the Commission. must choose priorities from a range of .-

»()ptions‘ In the two preceding: Aclion'l’lans the choice of priority was clearly the Internal

Markct and the essential work ncu.ss.lry to enablc consumers participate effectlvely in its

N

1

2)

3)

- operation. The complction ol the work set in monon must be maintained and correctlve-

measures must be conisidered where problems arise. -

The ‘choices now are based on three considerations:

i

Consumers faee immediate problems whleh need to be addressed. Consumer concerns

about publlc servnees financial services, and food safety are evident. Questions rarsed

are, - since thc mtruduclmn of Article 129A, broader than the Internal Market
dimension. Thc nced for ml‘ormatlon and education of consumers has been apparent
for some tlme now but very limited actlon has been tdken to face up to these needs.,

Smce eonsumcrs dblllly to “self proteet is fundamentally linked to knowledge, 1t is -

" indeed |mperat1ve to endeavour to 1mprove thrs aspect consrderably

The major technologicul changc which IS/ leading to the lnforrnation"Society has the
capacny to transl"orm eondmons for most people. Efforts, mcludmg education and
trammg, will be intensified to help consumers adapt to this new reallty so that they

can beneﬁt fully lmm |t Alrcady srgmﬁcant measures have been mmated since it is

3 recogmsed that consumcr partrcnpatlon wrll be crucial to success.

Just as consumer policy was directed over the last six years towards contributing to -

‘the success ol' the maior litlropean C ommu‘nity' goal of completing the Internal Market

SO also the pohey should now ad|ust to the major objectives now in focus. The

objectlves of aehlewn;, B iuropean Monctary Umon to continue to develop sustainable

‘patterns of development and consumpuon as well as the prospect of enlargement of -

the Umon to PECO countrles have bccome central to the European Commumty

~ Further efforts are needed to find ways in which consumer polrcy can contrlbute to the

attamment of these g,oals
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. Priorities for Action

' A major effort to improve the éducation and information of consumers. .

Complete rewew and mamtam up to date the framework needed tov o

\' X ensure that consumers mterests are fuIIy taken mto account m the

Internal Market '

"'The consumer aspects of financial services.:

. 4

; The pro tect:on of consumers in terests in the supply of essentlal serv:ces
‘ of publlc utlllty ‘ '

A
' )
/.

: Measures to enable consumers to beneflt from the opportumtles

L presented by the Informatron Socrety

"= Measures to improve consUmer confidence in Foodstuffs.

Encouragement of a practical approach to sustainable consumption. ”

_Strengthening and increasing consumer representation. . - :

Ass:st Central and Eastern European countrles to develop consumer

pollcles '

.Consumer policy considerations.in developing. countries.

)
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1. A maijor cffort to.improve the information and education of consumers

Inadequate information lics at the root of many consumer problems so if proper information -
can be prescntcd many u)nsumer difficulties can be overcome. It mu,hl be assumed that the
exploslon of information scrvices being experlenecd now eases the consumers” problem The
reality is that it compheales matlcrs for consumers who have growing drfﬁculty in choosmg

the approprrate and rclcvant malcrlal to cnable them to seleet the goods and services they

need.

Ways of stimulafing-incicpendcni rescarch through universities and other centres of excellence
‘need to be considcred to ensurc- that cxpert Knowledge is developed on a variety of

consumption issues. .

" The market conditions in all. Mémber States have changed because of the major work
undertaken to develop the _lnlernal Market. Unless consumers are sutﬁcrently aware of the
" changes they 'will be: disadvanlagcd lhc |ob oi enforcemcnt and monitoring by publrcA
aulhorrtrcs is rendered more drlﬁeull if consumers arc not: alert.and ready to point out failures
-in the market place. Memhcr Statcs have a crucial role to play in consumer mformatlon and

the- Commrssron mtends to eomplcment and support that work.

‘ lhe foundations of this work havc been laid and consrderable expertise and "know how" has
been devcloped The malor ehallenge now is to achreve wide-scale " projection of key
" information so that the maximum effect of the ehan[,es can be achieved. ‘This requires major
use of electronic and audlo visual media. The benefit whlch will accrue will not just have
a markct cffect but also publu. altltudes to the Ef ‘uropean Commumty in general will be greatly

‘ 1mproved as reallsatron of lhe relévance of ns work to citizens’ well- bemg sinks in.

Information supply alonc will not be sufficicnt to meet the consumers needs. Unless serious
efforts are made through largclred :consumer cdueaiion from early school years, to develop
-‘undcrstanding ~of a range of subjects from nulrition and health to how markets. work, many
eonsumers will not be able to navigatc with conhdence through modern markets The role

‘ whleh Lducatron can play in. the drlve towards suslamable consumptron or m preparmg for the l
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mlormatlon soclcly is ot lundamental |mportance Wlthout -an adequate approach bemgv
dcveloped it must bc cxpeeted thal consumer susplcrons will 1nh1b1t thelr part1c1patlon in such
prolects l t sophlstlcated supply is to be pOSSIble it must be matched by equally sophlstrcated
dcmand ‘ ‘ ’
Rcsponslblllty for consumer educallon rests clcarly w1th the Member States. The Commission o
has a responsrblllty to . Ioeus attcntlon on’ this. need and to . complement and a3515t inan
s appropriate manner. . ' ' :

‘

2. Completc, review and maintain un to date the framework needed to ensure that a

consumers mtcrcsts are fullv taken mto account in. the lnternal Market

T . . o ) T CL . N R

F hc (,ommlssron W1I1 ensure that 1 nternal Market legrslatlon adopted is. properly 1mplemented
Based on the experlence of its operallon and coherently w1th the prmcnple of subsrdlarlty, the
Commtssron W|ll assess the opportumty of rcvrewmg and adjustmg such legls]atlon The
Commrssron wrll be consrdcrm;D appropnatc aetron in response to the Green: Paper on Access:
E to Justlce and Guarantees asan lmportant contrrbutron to completmg the Intemal Market from |

a consumer v1ewpomt

3. .. The consumer aspects of financial services

The Internal Market for ﬁn‘an.cial services is notable for the creation of a level playing ﬁeld

Joe

for lmancral mstrtutlons, allowmg f] rccdom to market servrces cross-border and hberahsmg the R

‘, requ1rements on the estabhshmcnt of. a branch in another Member State ThlS prov1des for v

mcreased competmon ehorce and 1nnovat|ons whlch help consumers Other leglslatlon also

-

provndes lmportant safeguards for consumers :

o e v
v . . 1o . 1

However consumer assocratlons report dlssatlsfactlon wrth aspects of ﬁnancral servrces :

purchases They are faced with dlverslﬁed and complcx services and frcquently lack adequate,

D

mlormatlon about these to help them choosc what is best for them They also ﬁnd it difficult -
(o g,ct mdependent advrcc T he exclusnon by the Councrl of fmancral services from the scope

- of the Dlstance Sellm;, I)rrectlvc ralses concerns wh1ch must be addressed In partxcular the )

;
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abscnce of a cooling-of T period to consider the suitability of the contract for non-life insurance

has led to numerous complaints from consumers.

The Commlssmn report on Consumer (,rcdlt (Dlrectwe 87/102/E[:C) hlghhghted some,\A
| problcms and recent developments in the functioning of the market for consumer credit i m the
E uropean Commumty Mcmbcr Stales and opened thc discussion with interested partles The *
Commission mtcnds o cxamine turthcr the lunetlonmg of the consumer credit market’ and
‘nolahly the role of credit mtumedmnrles. In this context partleular intcrest will be pald to the
question . of Qverindebtcdncss. CQnsuntet rclalctl aspects of ~m0rtgage credit will also be: .

addressed.

One aspect of major concern Ibr consumers is-the use of means of payment. As regards.
payment cards, consumer researeh and studies showed that in. most Member States the
Recommendation on Paymcnl Syslems(XS/S‘)O/l lC) is not fully 1mplemented Various other

aspects of payment cards (wndmons of usc, prlecs) need to be taken into account.

The consumer dimensiun in the process of preparing for transition to the Single Currency is
crucial. As the Commlssmn has indicated in its Green Paper consumer confidence in all
:aspccts ot thls process is vntal Lonsumer orbamsatlons have a key role to play in ach1ev1ng

this and they need to be u)nsultcd and mvolved at all stages.

4, The protectlon of consumers’ mtcrests in the supply of essential serwces of nubllc
' utlhgy_ ' ' A

,_Iissential services of public Autility have to meet the “needs of the citizen. The Commission has
madc considerable efforts to accelerate the liberalisation of essential services of public util‘ity.-
The introduction of compelition in these sei'vices"will have a positive impact for consumers.

“The Commnssnon is conscious that consumers are v1tally concerned that adequate guarantees
of universal service are prowded and wnll continue to ensure that approprlate prov151on is

A

‘ madc to achleve this.

i

‘While continuing to press for liberalisation to increase efficiency and to reduce prices to the
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;

E .bcncllt ol consumcrs thc Commiission. will hc conccrned to ensure that the quallty of servwe. ,
is improved -and cnhanccd partlcularly for g groups of consumers who are in a weak posmon

. and: therefore vcry depcndent on such servrces

¢
-1

' lhc Commnssron will publlsh a Green l’apcr on transport entltled "Crtlzens Network" wh1ch

«

v_w111 takc account of kcy consumcr conccrns

5 Mcasurcs to cn.lblc consumcrs to hcncﬁt from the onportumtles presented bv the'a

! .
n

mformatlon suucty

T hc potcntral bencﬁls to consumcrs lrom thc dev lopmcnt of thee -information society are great. -

Ihe varrety of apphcatrons opcn up new service possrbrlltles for consumers ‘The Market is
. - \ b .

becommg, global in scopc

- The Commrssron has 1lrcady, in 1ls Actlon I’lan "Lurope s Way to the lnformatlon Somety '

f.‘and lhc creatron of an. lnlormauon Soucty lorum and an expert group on the social and

N

souctal aspeets ol lhc mlormauon socrcty, takcn steps to address its development Some
: .rmportant leg,lslatron has also bccn proposcd such as the ONP V01ce Telephony, Data

l’rotcctlon and Dlstance Sellm{., dralt dlrcctlves e

- * N
\

Many eonsumcrs wrll want to avarl thcmsclvcs ol thls opportumty '1nd the Commlsswni :

'mtends lo cnsure that thrs dsplldll(m “becomes a I‘Ldllly Howcver thrs is a complex area'

;bccausc the various dcvclopmcnts grouped undcr the tltle of mformatlon society" cover a .- -

o ‘wrde range of consumcr actrvrty Conlmuous spec1ahsed observatlon of developments in’ this

- arca lrom a. consumer pcrspccllvc wrll be requrred to ensure maximum consumer beneﬁt

' SN e i \

| Partlcular attentron needs to bc locussed on thc followmg key pomts

/

- access to the systcm I hcrc is a nccd to ensure that everyone. who wants to can draw

bencﬁt from lhrs dcvclopmenl T :-, ] ‘,,

- e new consumcr sl\rlls wrll bc needcd spec1a| educatlon and trammg efforts w1ll be B

rcqulred

. .clcctromc shoppmg malls - should prove very attractlvc to consumers provrdmg that o
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sccure payment systems can be developed. . |

The globalisation of supply which the information sbciety heralds calls for a 'comparable

L

-adjustment in-the regulatory system.  This udupt‘ali(m will be of critical importance to

consumers’ willingness to participate and it nceds'to be addressed quickly. The Commlssmn
should eontmuc to examine the actual and potential consequences of the Information Socrety
for the Internal Market and promote any approprldte,actlon, taking into account consumer
riceds and Global Market implications. | |

Spccial assistance may be needed to encourage Cons"umer Organrsations te'change to take
advantag,e of the opportunity afforded 1o them by thls new socncty New forms of cooperation
on a g,lobal basrs between such organisations should be encourag,ed so that the presence of

~

'aSSIStance for consumers is guaranteed from the start.

¥

6. Measures to improve consumer confidence m foodstuffs

Consumer group studics rais.c questions aboul the effectiveness of the food ‘saf‘ety/purity‘

control system. Pubhe aulh(mllu lhmug,hout the E uropean Community operate a system of
controls desxgned to assure that food on the markel is wholesome Weaknesscs in the system
of control of the whole produellon chain,. unless eorrected, could quickly reduce significantly

_public confidence.

The Commission will cxaminc what mcasures can be develOped’~ together with research, to’

cope with these concerns and will also reﬂccl on the extension of product liability to mclude

primary producers

It is not clear that all the information provided on food labels is really helpful to consumers.
Some of this is unusablc by consumers because of. its complexity and indications are that other

key information needs arc not met at all For the mmorlty of consumers to whom food

sclection is- crmeal bccause of heallh reasons, wmplcx information may be helpful because

their medical advisors at lcast can comprechend such’ mformatlon. leen that most

harmonisation of food labelling was undcrtaken. in order to open up the Internal Market and

+

\.
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on an ad hoc bd\lb thc tlmc may bc .rpproachmg when it would be possrble to revrew and

' stmphly thts lcgtslatton whuc neccssary oo

I

. . ' s B . . .
N .- (. ” i : . . . [

F hc Commtssmn mtcnds 1o ptcpare a (:recn l’aper on the future of F ood Leglslatton in the -

Luropean Commumty whlch w1ll allow Ior wndcspread consultatton on the mam food issues.

7. Encouragement of a practical approch to_sustainable consumption

' Thc polmcal recogmtmn that soucty laccs a major challenge in’ adjustmg its hablts and
behavnour to thc degrec that thcy arc sustamablc has developed globally The European
- Community as a malor cconomlc powcr has a cructal rolc to play in the development of this”
-coneept.”. Most of the mltml locus has been on supply side adlustments but consumer pohcy

‘needs to bc concentrated on these areas also 1t" some of the problems are to be overcome.

ldcntlhable groups ol consumcrs mdrcalc commltmcnt to tacklmg some of the- problems of

) sustamabthty By forgmg umnccttons and nctworks between thesc groups it should be -

" posslble to cnsurc that a capauty to act ls dcvcloped wh1ch wtll prove to be’ useful once the :

pnonty problcms have bccn identified and thc basxs of 2 solutlon has been agreed

7 s . . Lol .
. . . (I P s ’ . ”

Survcys show a hlgh and mcrcasmg level of envtronmental awareness among the general

publtc and consumers Lo . I :,_ S

C onsumcrs can cxerce a constdcrablc prcssurc by thelr chou.es toward de51gn productlon and

markctmg of products and suvrccs w1th a: reduccd envrronmental lmpact

o

Morcovcr consumcrs havc thclr own rcsponslbthty for the envnronment in parttcular by usmg
,and dlsposmg ol products in thc most approprtatc way and partncrpatmg in.reuse, recovery, |
,r_cqc!lnt,.\s'cl}?m,cs.‘ T e

llowcvcr consumers can’ mal\c lully mlormed and rational chmees only if mformatlon 1s
provxded covermg the relevant cnvtronmental and performance aspects and if the mformatlon

ngven is neutral and reltablc o
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Awarcness raising, education, general information and labelling of products . and services are-.

“the priority aspects in the area. : ' : ‘ B ,

The challenge is'to identify the real priority problcms where consumer attitudes.and habits are
the predommant factor and subqequenlly lo dcwse strategics, in partlcular based on the
elements mentloned above best suited 1o and- likely to achieve tne goals de51red It is clear '
for example, thzi,t many. consnmcrs are willing and able.to contribute cOnsgructiyely to ‘waste

handling imprfovements.

A dllhcult issue is how to aeeurately assess. the merits of one product against another in. the
malorlly of cases. Ag,reed syslems lor sueh measures, based on Life Cycle Analysis, should -

. be developed ‘further. . o

The muliiplicit’ybf c'nyironnicntalv'problcms identified and often challenged by others serve-

to confuse consumers rather than encourage them to contribute to sustainability.

Currently the. co- lexistence of several prlvale or natlonal Iabels is one of the reasons. for
eoniuslon of -the consumer and. non- rauonal chmccb Moreovcr the envnronmental claims
madc by certain private, firms. havc, not always bcen proven as reliable. A high concern for
a better consumption has’ been perceivable, but rehable guidance for consumers is: not’

sufficiently available.

Using the methodology of Lifc (,yele Asswsments itis possnble to obtain a rellable smentlﬁc
compdnson of the anronmental nnpacls from dlfferent products elther in-their. productlon-
and use and dlsposal/rceyelmg phascs '

>1 he EC ‘eco- label which is bemg, eslabhshcd wnhm the framework of Regulation 880/92/EEC
4 lope,ralc..ﬁ on the basis of this. methodology and is almed,at providing the market- with: an-
independent ,evaluation f(.)r’cnvir(')nmenial friendly. prod‘ﬁcts; Other. lat;els, like the EC energy'.
label, harmonise the information provided to the EC consumers in order. to facilitate: their. |

choices. There is a clcar nced to develop this type of ,l’abel and scheme further.



- 8. Strengthening and increasing consumer representation - -

IO
L

‘(;onsumers m most socncues do not tcnd to bc partlcularly orgamsed into assomatlons or

groups ln the Ei uropcan C ommumty it |s cslmmtcd that about 4 mllllon crttzens subscrlbe
0 consumer assocmtrons Bccausc the most organlscd groups were in northern European |
: _:‘(,ommumty Membcr Statcs the € ommlssron has cndeavoured to strengthen the movement m

thc southcrn countncs whcrc tradltlonally httlc presence of a consumer structure exrsted

’ -
1

F manual support ot consumcr orgamsatlons and reglons is Stl“ very Tow throughout most of '
. Southcrn burope Conscqucnlly thc nccd lor thc Commtssron to’ sustam and mcrease support
Vis csscntml an ordcr to cnsurc thc short and mcdlum term development of the consumer.

. -movcmcnt in. thCSC LOUI‘I[I‘ICS

v

\

_The: nccd for consumcr rcprcscntatlon in many of the servrces lrkely to emerge 1n the"
- lnformatnon Socrety is rccogmscd I ttorts to asslst and encourage the necessary mvolvement

wrll bc mdde by the (,ommlsslon

" . N - - . . . . . N
N

l he Commtssron has rcformed ycl agam lts consultatlon relatlonshlp w1th consumers and has
bccn able to movc to a srtuatton whcrc the ncw Consumer Commlttee is mamly drawn from .
-natlonal rcprcscntalrvcs ol orgamsalmns aclwc \on thc ground in cach Member State ThlS
\lmprovcment comes on top ol havmg acccss to {i IVC Luropean w1de orgamsatlons structured B
‘on a Intcrnal Markct b.ms (Bl lJ(‘ COF /\CI,, I IILA, Eurocoop, bTUC) lt 1s hoped to. be'
ablc to sccure a spccdy mput of ddv1cc trom consumers through the’ operatlon of actlve
: consultatxon procedurcs SR I I 4

.2

V'lncrcasmgly the Commlsslon is mal\mg usc ot market research techmques to sample opmlons

-and study hablts and att:ludcs ol consumcrs throughout the European Commumty This -

approach complements thc opmtons cxpressed by consumer representatlves enabling a better .

- halancc to be achlevcd in dcuslon makmg R 1_ O '

\

i

'

.A morc structurcd approuch to mvolvmg consumer representatlves in the standard settmg work

nt CIZN/(,F'NF LEC has bu,n sct m motlon lhe foundmg of ANEC a consortlum of' -

‘,.' < e bR o . - . Vo
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“consumer organisalions‘- {o coordinutc and manage consumer input to the specific European -

standards eommlttees ollcrs the prospcel of rcal- mvolvement and their work w1ll be: carefully L

momtored and assxstcd ona mntmum;> basns T o

9,

10.

attention has. been given to this issue. - o S

H

Assist Central and Eastern European countries to devclop consumer policies

i \
2

Fundamental rcforms aimed at promoting the consumer .interests on markets in .

N ! ' -0 . M 3 .
transition have alrcady been achicved or still are discussed or under preparation in all

'CEEC." Howecver, in ‘general consumer “legislation remains too dispersed, lacks

coordination and hence cohesion, and very often continues to be dependent upon -

measures pursuing other - policy objectives. . Moreover, in many, cases there is no

cffective enforcement of existing consumer laws. .

Legal and technical assistance is thus required fo overcome the hurdles which still

remain.” This'is the réason why in the White Paper published in May 1995 special R

“The work started in 1994 under the Phare programrrie and which has been extended

for 1995 nceds to be hunll upon so that the tools for thc formatlon and 1mplementat10n

of effective consumer pohey are devclopcd

Consumer policy considerations in developing countries

Up to now consumer policy, as such,,has never been mcluded in development pohcy
Even though eonsumer policy is potcntlally of central |mportance 1n 51tuat10ns of
abject poverty where malnulrmon and exelusnon are key issues, it has been seen as

relevant to dcvclopcd mdrkcts only.

Understanding of basic food hygienc, use of medicines, home economics, food
conservation and other such subjects have been at the heart of the work-of many
consumer organisations for years. Issues such -as. the offloading of unfit or unsafe

1

production arc of major importance in third world countries. By endeavouring to
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formulatc a uselul appmad1 10 qucsllons hkc the abovc the Commlssxon w1ll 1mprove -

-~

lhc quahly of lle cxmtmg, work m support of these vulnerable countrles

The Furopcan Parlmmml for thc l' rst time in ]995 voted an amendment foreseemg

".consumcr pohcy actmns m lhc budz,et lmcs dcstmed for use in' developmg countnes

ln the 1mplemcntauon ot lts prolcctq and prog,rammes pamcularly m the somal sector :

- "‘_'(hbdlth cducatmn cnv:mnmcnt Il;,hl a;,amst poverty and malnutrltlon)

- C nmmlssmn w1|| mtq,ratc dll appropndtc consumer pohcy d|mens10n

PRI v

[

—
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