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Conclusions and recommendations

The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) welcomes the recent progress in empowering consumers in the green transition. It urges the Member States to implement effectively the recently adopted Directive on empowering consumers for the green transition, which will ensure better and more harmonised information on the durability and repairability of products.

The EESC suggests that accessible, readable and understandable information should be made available to all people, especially those with disabilities, and when it comes to goods and services from third countries. However, this should not create unnecessary red tape for small and medium-sized enterprises.

Successful consumer regulation that takes into account the need for consumer protection, but also the need for a simple and workable framework for businesses, especially for SMEs, strengthens consumer confidence in the single market and its actors, and contributes to more economic growth and job creation through increased trust in consumption.

The EU consumer rights acquis is perceived as complicated, fragmented and especially difficult for small businesses to comply with. The EU consumer rules should be simplified and streamlined in order to make it easier for businesses to comply with them and to ensure that consumers are aware of their rights.

The right to consumer information in the internal market can be realised by using smart labels to monitor the state of products, by promoting the digital transition, and by developing robotics, artificial intelligence, blockchain and virtual reality.

The EESC urges the Commission to report on Regulation (EU) 2017/2394 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 December 2017 on cooperation between national authorities responsible for the enforcement of consumer protection laws (hereinafter ‘Regulation (EU) 2017/2394’). The evaluation report is needed to analyse any further needs for updates to the consumer protection authorities’ cooperation framework.

The EU consumer rights acquis is perceived as complicated, fragmented and especially difficult for small businesses to comply with. The EU consumer rules should be simplified and streamlined in order to make it easier for businesses to comply with them and to ensure that consumers are aware of their rights. Further harmonisation of consumer rights in the EU would also encourage cross-border trade in the single market, thereby also enriching the consumer choice available to citizens.

The EESC calls for the Commission and the Member States to ensure that consumers and businesses are informed in a clear manner about their rights and obligations in consumer legislation, for example through an updated catalogue of consumer rights. The use of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) should also be encouraged in consumer disputes.

Finally, the EESC is concerned about the actions of providers of online platform services and search engines with regard to consumers’ right to information, and the obligation to apply reasonable, proportionate and effective measures to reduce systemic risks and illegal content, in particular to protect minors. In this regard, the EESC calls for equality between EU and non-EU operators when it comes to compliance along the entire value chain.

Background

The EU’s consumer policy programme is based on the New Consumer Agenda (hereinafter ‘the Agenda’). The Agenda seeks to provide an updated vision for the EU’s consumer protection policy for the 2020-2025 period, under the heading ‘Strengthening consumer resilience for sustainable recovery’.

The agenda includes the following key priority areas:

a) green transition – ensuring that sustainable products and lifestyles are available to all;
b) digital transformation – creating a safer digital space for consumers where their rights are protected;
c) effective enforcement and redress – dealing with misleading environmental claims and unfair commercial practices in relation to online influencing techniques and personalisation;
d) protection of vulnerable groups – meeting the specific needs of consumers in situations which may be due, among other things, to the non-specific social circumstances of individual consumers or groups of consumers;
e) consumer protection in the global context – ensuring the safety of imports and protecting EU consumers against unfair practices by operators not based in the EU, through market surveillance and closer cooperation with the relevant authorities of the EU’s partner countries.

The agenda also provides for other measures specific to the sector, including providing consumer information and enforcing consumer rights effectively. In this regard, within the framework of Regulation (EU) 2017/2394, the Member States’ public authorities form a European network to facilitate the exchange of information and joint action against infringements of consumer protection laws.

Moreover, Regulation (EU) 2023/988 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 10 May 2023 on general product safety (hereinafter ‘Regulation (EU) 2023/988’), which seeks to improve how the internal market operates while ensuring a high level of consumer protection, stipulates that the Commission will further develop, modernise and maintain the Safety Gate Rapid Alert System for the exchange of information on corrective measures.

Recently, the Parliament and the Council adopted a directive to empower consumers for the green transition. The directive aims to enhance consumer rights by amending the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive and the Consumer Rights Directive and adapting them for the green transition and the circular economy[footnoteRef:1]. [1: 	.] 


While the Consumer Rights Directive requires traders to provide consumers with information on the main features of goods or services and their durability and reparability, it does not cover traceability of the social and labour dimensions. However, these are already covered by legislation on other matters.

As part of a broader analysis, the 2030 Agenda Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and related targets should also be taken into account. Although most SDGs concern consumer information and protection policies, which play a very important role in meeting the goals, it is worth highlighting the shared responsibility that consumers may have for some of them through their consumption habits. These Sustainable Development Goals are SDG 12 Ensure sustainable production and consumption patterns, SDG 5 Gender equality, SDG 8 Decent work and economic growth and SDG 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Consumer information in the current EU legislative framework

In terms of the various elements that could be considered to make up responsible consumption (e.g. healthy, safe, sustainable, ethical and solidarity-based, inclusive and accessible), it is fair to say that the EU’s regulation and policies on consumer information and protection sufficiently guarantee their rights to healthy and safe consumption, as well as the protection of their economic and legal interests. However, there is no similar level of protection when it comes to information on the ethical, solidarity-based, inclusive and accessible dimensions of consumption.

That said, there has been some progress on promoting and raising awareness of ethical and solidarity-based consumption, especially through initiatives to promote fair trade, and inclusive or accessible consumption, with the aim of protecting vulnerable groups.

Consumers today are better informed due to the widespread availability of information through digital technologies, increased transparency from companies, increased regulatory requirements, and proactive consumer behaviour. This enhanced access to information enables them to make more educated and conscientious purchasing decisions, reflecting a significant shift from past consumer behaviour, when information was more limited and harder to obtain. Yet, empowering consumers for the green transition, as well as increasing consumers’ awareness of relevant aspects is an important task in which consumer organisations have an important role to play.

Consumers increasingly rely on other criteria as well as quality and price when making purchases. Such criteria make consumers jointly responsible in socio-environmental matters, such as those mentioned above. However, these other criteria are integrated on the basis of informed decisions that can bring about a change in habits, creating an interest that needs to be met through purchases that provide a sense of wellbeing. This runs counter to the emotional experience of buying things on impulse, reducing the tension caused by the desire to have them.

The nature of the various purchasing criteria represents a consumption externality that is either positive or negative, depending on the purchase’s impact on third parties (with a third party considered to be any external factor, whether tangible or not).

Therefore, improving the information needed to make informed purchases means knowing about the positive or negative externalities of products. This influences whether consumers buy them or not, meaning that they can exercise their power on the market through their purchases.

However, the EESC is concerned about excessive bureaucracy, especially for medium-sized and small enterprises, as some of it may be unnecessary and could in some cases make it more difficult to carry out their normal operations. The Committee also believes that a more neutral and streamlined consumer law framework would be better for both consumers and businesses. Successful consumer regulation that takes into account the need for consumer protection, but also the need for a simple and workable framework for businesses, especially for SMEs, strengthens consumer confidence in the single market and its actors, and contributes to more economic growth and job creation through increased trust in consumption. It should also be noted that businesses have a market-driven incentive to provide sustainability information to consumers as this enhances reputations and builds customer and investor loyalty, which ultimately leads to a competitive advantage.

Furthermore, if consumers are better informed, it provides more symmetry of information and transparency among different market players, making it more difficult to carry out unfair practices and balancing the power of consumers with that of other players. After all, if commercial transactions are to be fair, consumers must have all the information known by each trader about the product, goods or services being traded.

At the same time, providing better information can initially make it easier for people to compare products and make more informed purchase decisions. It can mean that that information is then passed on to other consumers who either do not have it or are unable to express their level of awareness through their purchases. The result is an instructive effect that quickly spreads information about purchasing decisions among consumers and their networks. To this end, the consumer and environmental complaint directories already provided for in the Commission’s recent legislation should be enhanced.

However, this multiplier effect of better information must be accompanied by monitoring to ensure a faithful match between the information content and the real characteristics of the products, thereby consolidating loyalty to the product and brand[footnoteRef:2]. Promoting the use of alternative dispute resolution systems, as the EESC has already called for, can help overcome existing differences. [2: 	Enrico Letta (2024): ‘Much more than a market - Speed, Security, Solidarity. Empowering the Single Market to deliver a sustainable future and prosperity for all EU Citizens’.] 


Technological applications can currently get round space constraints that make it difficult to set out information on labelling clearly. In this context, the work undertaken on the digital product passport is a clear step forward, and the EESC looks forward to its implementation.

With regard to better information on websites that sell products and activities (as long as it is useful and not excessive), while providing more information does not pose a problem of space, it must be presented in a way that it is accessible and does not redirect users to other websites that are difficult to navigate in order to read it. This has already been laid down in law, and so there is a need to check whether this obligation has been properly met.

In the digital field, civil society organisations should play an active role when it comes to consumers’ right to receive information from providers of online platform services and search engines. This also applies to the steps that such providers take to address systemic risks they identify when assessing the risks that they, and related systems, generate, including algorithmic systems or those based on using their services.

Social change means there is a need to tackle the latest challenges, such as mass data collection, verification of data, disruption from threats, hybrid threats, cybersecurity, disinformation and information manipulation. These are linked to traditional consumer information problems, for example from issues with funeral services in different Member States to emerging problems relating to the digital world.

Including the right to repair products, as already called for by the EESC, also helps invest in human resources, in addition to being environmentally friendly and sustainable.

EESC proposals to strengthen consumer information requirements in the EU

Increasing consumer confidence by providing better information on relevant aspects of products and services can be achieved by taking both proactive and reactive measures. The former include product labelling and contractual information on services, as well as information and publicity campaigns to that end, while also providing the necessary financial resources to small and medium-sized enterprises. Empowering consumers for the green transition and increasing their awareness of their rights is an important task in which consumer organisations have an crucial role to play.

In addition, Regulation (EU) 2017/2394 needs to be evaluated in order to analyse any further needs for updates to the consumer protection authorities’ cooperation framework.

A one-stop-shop for consumer protection should also be set up, supporting consumer information rights, and putting an end to the current sector-specific approach that is more asymmetric.

Finally, it should be pointed out that this initiative also aims to improve the traceability of goods and services available, given that the role of intermediaries can make this difficult. This particularly applies to e-commerce, where tracing may not always be effective and could be built into the digital product passport in all those cases where it is not provided for.

Brussels, 26 June 2024



The president of the Section for the Single Market, Production and Consumption
Sandra Parthie
_____________
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