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Introducéo

O presente relatorio de avaliacdo sobre a execucdo do programa plurianual «Consumidores» para
0 periodo 2014-2020 (Programa Consumidores) engloba o contributo do Comité Econdémico e
Social Europeu (CESE) para o processo de avaliagdo ex post que esta a ser conduzido pela
Comissao Europeia sobre a execugdo deste instrumento. O relatorio de avaliacdo do CESE centra-
se na recolha e analise dos pontos de vista da sociedade civil organizada sobre a execucdo do
Programa em Estados-Membros da UE selecionados.

O Programa Consumidores (PC) constituiu um instrumento financeiro de apoio ao crescimento e
a competitividade da Unido Europeia. O objetivo geral do programa era assegurar um elevado
nivel de protecdo dos consumidores, habilitando-os e colocando-os no centro do mercado Unico,
no ambito de uma estratégia global de crescimento inteligente, sustentavel e inclusivo. O
Regulamento (UE) n.° 254/2014 definiu, entre outros, os seus objetivos especificos, indicadores,
acoes elegiveis e beneficiarios.

Em conformidade com a metodologia de avaliacdo do CESE, o presente relatorio foi elaborado
com base nas respostas a um questionario em linha e nos resultados de missdes presenciais de
informagao por pais em cinco Estados-Membros da UE: Portugal, Letonia, Franga, Bulgaria e
Irlanda. Um documento técnico anexo ao presente relatorio contém informacdes pormenorizadas
sobre as conclusfes do questionario em linha e sobre as reuniGes realizadas com as partes
interessadas dos paises referidos.

Observac0es preliminares

Nas visitas aos cinco paises, foram consultadas 61 organizacGes, representativas de associagdes
de consumidores, organizacBes patronais, sindicatos, autoridades de consumo, entidades
reguladoras, mecanismos de resolucdo alternativa de litigios e mdltiplos organismos do setor
publico e privado, tendo, para além disso, sido recolhidos 27 contributos através do questionario
em linha.

Das organizacOes gque responderam ao questionario em linha, um terco afirmou que o PC tinha
apoiado as suas proprias entidades (embora de forma moderada), outro terco respondeu que 0
apoio tinha sido limitado e os restantes responderam negativamente. Uma significativa minoria
de entidades afirmou ndo ter sido sequer informada da sua existéncia.

Varias organizagdes reconheceram que diversas iniciativas realizadas ao abrigo do PC reforcaram
0 papel das associacGes de consumidores e das entidades publicas no &mbito dos direitos do
consumidor. A burocracia e a complexidade no acesso ao Programa foram apontadas como
entraves ao seu sucesso.

A necessidade de participacdo da sociedade civil na concecdo, execucdo e acompanhamento do
PC foi evidenciada diversas vezes, tendo-se verificado uma forte prevaléncia de inquiridos que
ndo foram capazes de avaliar em que medida a sociedade civil teria estado envolvida ao longo da
execucao do Programa.

JO L 84 de 20.3.2014, p.42.
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Conclusoes sobre a eficacia

Os inquiridos consideraram, na sua maioria, que o PC se centrou corretamente nos objetivos de
seguranca, informacdo e educacdo dos consumidores, reparagdo e aplicacdo da lei. A maioria
desconhecia (ou avaliou de forma negativa) a sua contribui¢do para as politicas definidas em
instrumentos como a Agenda do Consumidor Europeu de 20122 e a Nova Agenda do Consumidor
de 20203, sobretudo a nivel da resposta a necessidades especificas de determinados grupos de
consumidores. A grande maioria dos inquiridos considerou que o PC contribuiu para um nivel
mais elevado de protecdo dos consumidores, ainda que de forma moderada.

No caso da Bulgaria, realgcou-se a importancia do financiamento para a seguranca dos produtos,
pois tal permitiu a execucdo de testes de seguranca a determinados bens gque, sem o apoio do
Programa, dificilmente seriam testados. J& na Irlanda, embora a maioria dos participantes
desconhecesse este instrumento e o financiamento disponivel, os participantes realcaram que, se
tivessem tido conhecimento, certamente teriam recorrido ao programa. Na Let6nia, as partes
interessadas notaram um crescimento saudavel no apoio as associagdes de consumidores.
Persistem, contudo, preocupagdes quanto a adequacdo das ferramentas e mecanismos de
financiamento e apoio as suas atividades recentes.

Mais de dois em cada cinco inquiridos consideraram que o PC contribuiu de forma moderada para
facilitar o acesso dos cidaddos a mecanismos de resolucdo alternativa de litigios. Em alguns
Estados-Membros continuam a existir problemas relacionados com a falta de informacédo a
consumidores e empresas, falta de adesdo dos profissionais, dificuldades no acesso a estes
servicos e ineficacia das suas proprias decisdes. Os paises reconheceram a importancia da Diretiva
Europeia RAL*, mas realcaram a dificuldade em tornar os mecanismos mais eficazes a nivel
nacional.

A grande maioria das organizacgdes consultadas afirmaram que o PC contribuiu para uma melhor
articulagdo entre os organismos nacionais de execucdo, embora moderadamente. A Bulgéria
realcou a eficacia da rede RAPEX® e o0 seu impacto a nivel interno, e a Irlanda e Portugal
evidenciaram a importancia da Rede de Cooperacdo no dominio da Defesa do Consumidor (Rede
CPC)® como forma de articulagdo. Foi ainda salientado o papel importante da rede de centros
europeus do consumidor (ECC-Net)’.

Uma maioria significativa dos inquiridos considerou gue o PC investiu na capacidade das
instituicGes e dos beneficiarios para aumentar a eficiéncia das suas atividades, embora dois ter¢os
ndo tivessem conhecimento da existéncia de subvengdes deste Programa para alcangar os
objetivos especificos de informacéo, educacdo, reparacao e aplicacdo dos direitos.

COM(2012) 225 final.
COM(2020) 696 final.

JO L 165 de 18.6.2013, p. 63.

JO L 73 de 15.03.2019, p. 121.

JO L 345de27.12.2017, p. 1.

https://www.eccnet.eu/.
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Dois tergos dos inquiridos ndo sabiam se tinham sido adotadas medidas no seu pais através do PC
para capacitar os consumidores vulneraveis ou com necessidades especificas. Algumas entidades
referiram, no entanto, a importancia da educagdo na promocédo dos direitos dos consumidores,
sobretudo junto de criangas e jovens, em matérias em que existem vulnerabilidades permanentes,
designadamente no setor financeiro e na sociedade de informacéo.

Conclusdes sobre a pertinéncia

N&o resultou claro o conhecimento dos inquiridos sobre a integracdo do PC noutras iniciativas
europeias relacionadas com os seus direitos, designadamente scoreboards, portais de informacao,
redes e iniciativas como cimeiras ou agendas. Destacou-se, porém, a Nova Agenda do
Consumidor como um instrumento que congregou alguns dos objetivos do Programa.

A articulacdo entre o PC e outros programas em curso, bem como no que concerne as iniciativas
legislativas e politicas relacionadas com a resolugdo alternativa de litigios, foi avaliada de forma
positiva por metade dos inquiridos. No caso da Bulgaria, reconheceu-se que a sensibilizacdo dos
consumidores no gque concerne a vias de reparagdo estava a crescer em virtude das subvencdes
atribuidas pelo Programa, embora se reconhecesse que a taxa de cofinanciamento ndo era
suficiente para ultrapassar os desafios existentes. A fraca adesdo por parte dos profissionais foi
apontada em varios paises como um entrave a realizacdo dos objetivos do Programa. Em Portugal,
a auséncia de apoio financeiro direto continua a constituir um desafio a sustentabilidade destes
mecanismos.

Reconhecendo a utilidade de mecanismos como o sistema RAPEX ou a Rede CPC, os inquiridos
ndo deixaram de referir que as ac¢les de fiscalizacdo conjunta, embora importantes, ndo atingiram
os resultados esperados em termos de dissuasdo de novas préaticas. De todo 0 modo, enfatizaram
o alinhamento entre os programas de defesa do consumidor e as prioridades nacionais e realcaram
a importancia da rede CPC para identificar as deficiéncias do mercado e garantir a seguranca dos
consumidores.

Mais de metade dos inquiridos considerou que o PC ajudou a desenvolver politicas relevantes,
contribuindo para instrumentos na area do consumo sustentavel/economia circular. Os inquiridos
destacaram o papel do Pacto Ecoldgico® e da recente Nova Agenda do Consumidor como
complementos eficazes ao PC.

O PC foi avaliado como suficientemente flexivel para ter em conta a evolu¢do do mercado e as
novas necessidades dos beneficiarios. Os novos desafios para os consumidores, tais como 0s
influenciadores nas redes sociais, a inteligéncia artificial, a ciberseguranga e a literacia digital,
deverdo ser tidos em conta no futuro. Em Portugal, as associa¢fes de consumidores declararam
ser fundamental o seguimento de orientacBes estratégicas, tendo em conta que 0s
Estados-Membros t€m acesso a informagdes adaptadas aos contextos nacionais para a
sensibilizacdo dos consumidores.

COM(2019) 640 final.
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Mais de metade dos inquiridos considerou que o PC contribuiu para o aumento da capacitacéo e
protecdo dos consumidores. Na visita a Bulgaria, diversas entidades reconheceram que foram
desenvolvidos esforgos para educar e apoiar os consumidores. No caso portugués reforgou-se a
importancia da informacdo e educacdo dos consumidores, realgando-se que 0s programas de
financiamento devem ser adaptados as realidades nacionais e ser flexiveis para acomodar
necessidades nacionais especificas.

Metade dos inquiridos que responderam consideraram, contudo, que o PC ndo contribuiu para a
melhoria da cadeia de consumo nem para a transparéncia relativamente aos consumidores. Em
Portugal foi referido que se deveriam incluir os fornecedores na lista de partes interessadas no
ambito das politicas de protecdo do consumidor. Na Letdnia reconheceu-se que uma maior
participacdo do setor empresarial aumentaria a eficacia dos procedimentos a nivel nacional.

Conclusdes sobre a inclusdo da sociedade civil

Verificou-se uma forte prevaléncia de inquiridos que ndo foram capazes de avaliar em que medida
a sociedade civil esteve envolvida durante a execucdo do Programa. Todas as entidades
ressalvaram, porém, que auscultar a sociedade civil durante a fase de concecdo de um programa
é essencial para garantir a sua eficacia, relevancia e inclusividade.

Foi sugerido o desenvolvimento de campanhas com o apoio de programas da UE para aumentar
a sensibilizacdo dos consumidores e o reforco de cooperacdo entre instituicdes publicas e as
empresas. Na Bulgaria, as organizagdes da sociedade civil afirmaram que o PC se dirigia
diretamente a autoridades e entidades especificas no &mbito das redes existentes, ndo podendo as
associacOes ser beneficiarias diretas. No entanto, na Letonia evidenciou-se a necessidade de
aumentar a participacdo da sociedade civil através de conferéncias, eventos ou iniciativas
conjuntas sobre atos legislativos. Mencionou-se, ainda, a necessidade de um maior envolvimento
das universidades neste processo.

Apesar de a maioria dos inquiridos considerar que o PC financiou projetos de reforco da
capacitacdo de organizacGes de consumidores, associacGes comerciais e organismos RAL, ndo
foi claro o reconhecimento do seu impacto. Em Franga observou-se que as sessdes de formagao
ou informag&o ao abrigo deste Programa ndo haviam sido divulgadas e, de um modo geral, 0s
inquiridos avaliaram negativamente a comunicacdo do Programa. No caso portugués, as
organizagdes de consumidores sugeriram que a Comissdo Europeia desempenhasse um papel
mais ativo junto das autoridades nacionais, centrando-se especialmente nos jovens, com a
celebracéo de protocolos com universidades e maior apoio as associa¢des de consumidores a nivel
regional e nacional.

Recomendacdes

O PC contribuiu para o incremento da protecdo e do empoderamento dos consumidores da UE.
Porém, face aos seus objetivos e ao seu carater temporal, a dotacdo orgamental deste Programa
deveria ter sido mais ambiciosa, tal como as suas a¢des e beneficiarios potencialmente elegiveis.
E importante que os futuros programas sejam concebidos e implementados de forma mais clara,
transparente e menos burocratica, melhorando o0 acesso aos investimentos europeus, definindo
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verbas especificas maximas para cada um dos objetivos e assegurando uma estreita colaboragao
entre associacOes de consumidores, associagdes empresariais, autoridades publicas e mecanismos
RAL.

O CESE receia que o subsequente e atual Programa Mercado Unico 2021-2027° ndo seja
suficiente para continuar a concretizar alguns dos objetivos especificos do PC, designadamente,
a introducdo de melhores préaticas no que concerne ao acesso a vias de reparac¢ao e a promocao da
informacéo e educacéo dos consumidores.

Conclui-se que temos, hoje, um sistema de aplicacdo da lei mais compacto, transparente e
acessivel. E importante continuar a apostar em redes de fiscalizagio, como a rede CPC, mas
propGe-se uma avaliacdo mais pormenorizada sobre as necessidades nacionais de financiamento
das autoridades publicas, pois é fundamental suprir as suas dificuldades em termos de recursos
humanos, financeiros e técnicos.

Os programas plurianuais devem reforcar o seu apoio a paises com menor acervo na defesa do
consumidor, estimulando o desenvolvimento e a capacitacdo de ONG regionais e locais, de modo
a evitar disparidades entre os Estados-Membros e, dentro destes, entre as préprias capacidades
das autoridades locais publicas e privadas de apoio ao consumidor. Ficou patente que alguns
parceiros sociais auscultados ndo assumiram uma maior participacdo neste Programa em virtude
das suas limitacGes em termos de recursos e que, para as autoridades nacionais, uma maior
inclusio depende igualmente dos recursos financeiros existentes. E necessario, pois, assegurar
um financiamento adequado a estas entidades para acompanhar e contribuir para o sucesso desta
tipologia de programas.

E essencial robustecer as capacidades das associaces de consumidores. Para o efeito, propde-se
a constante disponibilizacdo de linhas diretas de financiamento europeu para suprir as suas
necessidades face a evolucdo tecnoldgica e a emergéncia climatica. Maior flexibilidade sera
necessaria para responder de imediato as mudancas do mercado e aos desafios da sustentabilidade
e da digitalizacao.

O CESE recomenda uma atencdo acrescida relativamente as necessidades especiais de
determinados segmentos de consumidores, nomeadamente criangcas e jovens, idosos,
desempregados, migrantes, pessoas com deficiéncia e consumidores em situagdo de
vulnerabilidade emocional. O PC ndo foi suficiente para evitar os constrangimentos destes
consumidores em face da COVID-19, da crise energética e da inflagdo. As areas da literacia
financeira e digital devem continuar a ser priorizadas e é fundamental um maior envolvimento
dos parceiros sociais e das organizacGes da sociedade civil na satisfacdo das necessidades
especificas dos diferentes grupos sociais.

E preciso garantir um melhor sistema de coadjuvacdo as autoridades nacionais a nivel da
seguranca dos produtos, tendo em conta, sobretudo, os desafios da Internet das coisas, da
ciberseguranca e da inteligéncia artificial.

JO L 153 de 3.5.2021, p. 1.
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A Comisséo Europeia deve reforcar a integracdo das suas iniciativas no @mbito dos programas de
financiamento e acompanhar o0s Estados-Membros de forma eficaz na transposicdo e
implementagdo dos seus atos. Reconhece-se a importancia de instrumentos como o Painel de
Avaliacdo dos Mercados de Consumo® ou dos estudos de mercado'!, mas é importante que os
mesmos continuem a ser coerentes, atuais e alinhados com os atos legislativos decorrentes de
outros programas plurianuais.

O CESE reconhece os esforgos consideraveis no acesso dos consumidores a vias de reparacao,
mas frisa a necessidade de se resolverem de forma definitiva os problemas destes mecanismos em
areas como o financiamento, a capacitacdo e o nivel de adesdo. Em conformidade com o seu
recente parecer'?, o CESE sublinha a importancia de se encorajar os comerciantes, incluindo as
PME, a aderirem voluntariamente a estes mecanismos. Da mesma forma, reitera-se a necessidade
de avaliar os progressos dos sistemas RAL trés anos apds a aplicacdo da proposta de revisdo da
Diretiva®®.

Recomenda-se uma maior capacitacdo, apoio, coordenacao e sinergia entre as autoridades dos
Estados-Membros no que respeita as acdes de vigilancia, permitindo-se que estas acdes sejam
relevantes para a eliminacdo das praticas infratoras. Da mesma forma, a luz do novo quadro da
rede CPC, o CESE apela a uma maior articulacdo e envolvimento das associa¢fes de
consumidores e comerciantes nas respetivas a¢fes conjuntas.

Para uma maior eficacia e relevancia dos programas, € fundamental apostar numa maior
capacitacdo das empresas, sobretudo das microempresas e PME. Os investimentos em programas
de formacg&do devem ser ambiciosos, acessiveis e abrangentes, fomentando a colaboracéo entre as
empresas e as organizacdes de consumidores no seu desenho e implementagéo.

A educacdo para o consumo em ambiente escolar e académico deve ser intensificada, colmatando-
se 0 défice de empoderamento existente entre as criancas e jovens, sobretudo na area financeira e
digital. A formacdo de trabalhadores sobre os direitos dos consumidores é também primordial
para diminuir a conflitualidade de consumo, promover a confianca e a transparéncia dos mercados
e permitir que os trabalhadores e as entidades patronais acompanhem as mudangas sem
constrangimentos.

Uma participagao substancial e genuina da sociedade civil é crucial para uma aplicagéo eficaz dos
programas e instrumentos financeiros, desde o seu inicio e com consultas devidamente
estruturadas. O envolvimento dos parceiros sociais e das organizagdes da sociedade civil deve
ocorrer em todas as fases do Programa, desde a definicdo dos seus objetivos a sua avaliag&o,
passando pela execucdo e acompanhamento. O CESE propde a criacdo de grupos de
acompanhamento, orientados para a monitorizagdo da sua implementagdo e compostos por
representantes de consumidores, empresas e autoridades publicas, garantindo-se que 0s mesmos
assumem um papel efetivo neste processo.

10

11

12

13

https://data.europa.eu/data/datasets/market-monitoring-survey?locale=pt.

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/consumers/consumer-protection-policy/evidence-based-consumer-
policy/market-monitoring_en.

JO C, C/2024/2482, 23.4.2024.
COM(2023) 649 final.
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6.14 Para promover a transparéncia e a informacéo sobre estes programas, recomenda-se a criagao de
portais em linha exclusivamente dedicados a estes instrumentos, portais esses que devem
disponibilizar informacéo atualizada e detalhada sobre o grau de implementacéo financeira, o
cumprimento dos objetivos, a identificagdo das entidades beneficiarias, relatorios de
monitorizacdo e documentacgdo associada as politicas relevantes.

6.15 Em suma, é primordial simplificar os procedimentos de inclusdo da sociedade civil, dinamizar
uma comunicacdo transparente e acessivel e garantir que as consultas ndo sdo instrumentos
meramente formais, mas sim verdadeiras oportunidades para a sociedade civil apresentar

propostas reais, adequadas e emergentes.

Bruxelas, 23 de outubro de 2024

O Presidente do Comité Econémico e Social Europeu
Oliver Ropke
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1. Introduction

1.1  Focus of this evaluation

The European Commission was required to conduct an ex-post evaluation of the Consumer
Programme (2014-2020).

The Consumer Programme (CP) 2014-2020 was a financial instrument supporting the growth and
competitiveness of the European Union. The general objective of the programme was to ensure a high
level of consumer protection, to empower consumers and to place the consumer at the heart of the
internal market, within the framework of an overall EU strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth.

With a view to contributing an additional source of information to this evaluation, in December 2023,
the EESC Bureau requested the drafting of an evaluation report, and appointed Jodo Nabais
(Group 111, representative of the Portuguese Association for Consumer Protection, DECO) as
rapporteur.

With the aim of complementing the Commission’s evaluation, the EESC’s evaluation focused
specifically on:

1. the empowerment of vulnerable consumers through education and information/awareness-
raising campaigns;

2. the support to consumer organisations at Union, national and regional level, namely
regarding capacity-building and financial support;

3. the facilitation of consumers’ access to simple, efficient, expedient, and low-cost redress,
including through alternative dispute resolution schemes; and

4. the cooperation between coordinated surveillance and enforcement actions and the national
enforcement bodies’ capacity.

1.2 Methodology and study group

The EESC methodology is guided by the Commission’s Better Regulation guidelines*. EESC
evaluation reports use two of the three criteria mentioned in Tool 47 of the Better Regulation Toolbox®:
effectiveness and relevance. In addition to these, the institution also evaluates the added value of civil
society involvement in the policy at hand.

The three criteria can be understood as:

14 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/d0bbd77f-bee5-4ee5-b5¢4-6110c7605476 en?filename=swd2021 305 en.pdf.

15 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/88ebf8bb-79c1-4cf2-975b-c643dcc766f8 en?filename=BRT-2023-

Chapter%206-How%20t0%20carry%200ut%20an%20evaluation%20and%20a%20fitness%20check 0.pdf.
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e Effectiveness: considers how successful EU action has been in achieving (or progressing
towards) its objectives.

e Relevance: looks at the relationship between the needs and problems in society and the
objectives of the intervention; relevance analysis requires a consideration of how the objectives
of an EU intervention correspond to wider EU policy goals and priorities.

e Added value of civil society involvement: assesses the level of involvement of civil society in
the design, monitoring, implementation and evaluation of the EU legislation in question.

In practice, the EESC’s evaluation reports provide organised civil society’s input into an ongoing
evaluation of the European Commission.

A study group of nine EESC members collected the views of civil society organisations as well as
of public authorities through two channels: five in-person fact-finding visits in the selected
countries and a targeted online questionnaire.

Besides the above-mentioned rapporteur, the group had as president Angelo Pagliara (Group I,
representative of the Italian Labour Union, UIL). The group conducted a series of in-person visits to
five countries, chosen with a view to geographical and political diversity and the composition of the
study group itself. The countries selected reflected a diverse range of legal and institutional
arrangements concerning the protection of consumer rights.

The full composition of the study group was as follows:

e Goncalo Lobo Xavier — Employers’ Group, Portugal, CIP — Confederation of Portuguese
Business

e Emilie Prouzet — Employers’ Group, France, Movement of French Enterprises (MEDEF)
e Wautier Robyns — Employers’ Group, Belgium, Professional Union of Insurance Companies

e Christophe Lefévre — Workers” Group, France, French Confederation of Management — General
Confederation of Executives (CFE-CGC)

e Angelo Pagliara — Workers” Group, Italy, Italian Labour Union (UIL)
e Linda Romele — Workers’ Group, Latvia, Free Trade Union Confederation of Latvia (LBAS)

e Elvira Drobinski-Weil} — Civil Society Organisations’ Group, Germany, German Confederation
of Consumer Protection Organisations

e Baiba Miltovica — Civil Society Organisations’ Group, Latvia, Latvian National Association for
Consumer Protection (LPIAA)

e Jodo Nabais — Civil Society Organisations’ Group, Portugal, Portuguese Association for
Consumer Protection (DECO)

Furthermore, the rapporteur, supported by the other eight study group members, the EESC secretariat,
and his advisor, Paulo Fonseca (Head of the Legal and Economic Department of DECO) drafted a
guestionnaire that was made available to stakeholders throughout the duration of the country visits.
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Additionally, secondary data, gathered from the EESC’s past work on the subject, was also analysed.

1.3 Fact-finding meetings

The fact-finding meetings included semi-structured interviews with local civil society organisations and
representatives of public authorities, generally following the thematic structure of the questionnaire.
They took place in person, with some participants also attending online.

The sample of Member States was selected by the study group based on criteria adopted by the EESC
Bureau on 13 December 2022. The European Commission was also informed about the sample.

The countries were selected based on:

e political spread e.g. high/low level of implementation, application success rates, most/least
affected by the legislative proposal/programme, etc.;

e geographical spread i.e. by dividing the Member States into five groups and choosing one
country from each group.

The EU Member States selected for this information report in which in-person or virtual fact-finding
meetings took place were the following:

Portugal (7 May 2024),

e Latvia (27 May 2024),

e France (3 June 2024),

e Bulgaria (6 June 2024), and
e lreland (12 June 2024).

A total of 51 organisations was represented in these meetings: 16 in Portugal, 14 in France, 7in Ireland,
7 in Bulgaria and 6 in Latvia.

1.4 Questionnaire

The questionnaire was created on the EU Survey online portal, using a combination of question formats
(filter questions, closed and open-ended questions, a grid). The questionnaire consultation was open
from 18 April 2024 to 27 June 2024.

The aim of the questionnaire was to complement the information obtained from the fact-finding
meetings. Composed of 28 questions (and additional sub-questions) the questionnaire was sent to
organisations in the Member States that had been selected for the fact-finding meetings (and not only to
the organisations participating in those meetings, but also to other relevant organisations).

Throughout this annex, we will use the questionnaire as a structuring tool, revealing the numerical
breakdown of the responses to each of the questions. However, and more importantly, we will add under
each question the contributions related to each topic received throughout the country visits, mentioning
the countries and type of stakeholders concerned.
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1.5 Respondent breakdown

In total, 60 organisations were consulted throughout this evaluation, from five different Member States
and through two complementary methods. A full list of the participants is available at the end of this
document.

During the five fact-finding country visits, the EESC delegation consulted a total of 50 organisations,
comprising consumer organisations, alternative dispute resolution institutions, public authorities,
employer organisations, trade unions and other types of civil society organisations. It is important to
note, however, that the total number of persons interviewed was slightly higher, as on many occasions
more than one representative of an organisation participated in the meeting.

In addition, 27 contributions were collected through the online questionnaire. More than a third of the
respondents consisted of consumer organisations.

Figure 1 - Questionnaire respondents — per type

Whom does your organisation represent?
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Consumers Other civil society ADR entities Public Authority Other

organisations (Alternative Dispute
Resolution)

Regarding the distribution of answers across the five countries, the highest number of responses came
from Portugal (8), and the lowest from Bulgaria (3).

Figure 2 - Questionnaire respondents - per country

In which EU Member State is your organisation
based?
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2. Policy overview

2.1 The Consumer Programme 2014-2020

= Background®’

Consumer protection rules have been improving the rights of consumers in the European Union since
the 1970s. With consumer spending accounting for 56% of EU GDP, European shoppers have a crucial
role to play in stimulating economic growth.

While the level of protection is considered to be among the highest in the world, consumers in the EU
are still faced with a number of issues.

In 2012, the European Commission adopted a Communication entitled A European Consumer Agenda
— Boosting confidence and growth, which laid out a new strategy for the Consumer Programme.

= Main objectives'®
The programme focused on four main objectives:

o Safety: to consolidate and enhance product safety through effective market
surveillance throughout the Union.

o Consumer information, education, and support to consumer organisations: to improve
consumers’ education, information and awareness of their rights, to develop the
evidence base for consumer policy, and to provide support to consumer organisations,
including taking into account the specific needs of vulnerable consumers.

o Rights and redress: to develop and reinforce consumer rights, in particular through
smart regulatory action and by improving access to simple, efficient, expedient and
low-cost redress, including alternative dispute resolution.

o Enforcement: to support enforcement of consumer rights by strengthening cooperation
between national enforcement bodies and by supporting consumers with advice.

= Legal framework®® 2

Consumer protection issues are a shared competence between the EU and the Member States. Article
114 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), which is the legal basis for internal
market harmonisation measures, sets the objective of a high level of consumer protection.

The Consumer Programme was governed by Regulation (EU) No 254/2014 of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 26 February 2014 on a Multiannual Consumer Programme for the years 2014-

16 https://epthinktank.eu/2014/01/11/consumer-programme-2014-20/.

v https://what-europe-does-for-me.eu/data/pdf/focus/focus22_en.pdf.

18 https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/programmes/cp.
19 https://what-europe-does-for-me.eu/data/pdf/focus/focus22_en.pdf.

20

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/T XT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0254&from=EN.
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2020. The Regulation establishing the Consumer Programme was incorporated into the EEA Agreement
on 14 November 2014, enabling participation by Iceland and Norway.

= Budget

The EU budget for the Consumer Programme was relatively small, because although rules in this field
are made at EU level, their implementation and enforcement are carried out by the Member States. The
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) attributed EUR 188.83 million for the 2014-2020 period, or
roughly EUR 0.05 per citizen per year.

= Implementation

The Consumers, Health, Agriculture and Food Executive Agency (Chafea) was entrusted with the
implementation of the Consumer Programme by the European Commission. The Agency worked
together with the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (DG JUST),
which determined the topics to be worked on and actions to be carried out each year. These were laid
down in the annual work programme adopted by the Commission. Chafea executed the programme
through different schemes of funding to reach the main objectives.

=  Supported actions?*
Under Objective 1 - Safety:

 scientific advice and risk analysis relevant to consumer health and safety regarding non-
food products and services;

» coordination of market surveillance and enforcement actions on product safety;

» maintenance and further development of databases on cosmetics.

Under Obijective 2 — Information and Education:

» building the evidence base for policy-making in areas affecting consumers;

« support to consumer organisations;

» enhancing the transparency of consumer markets and consumer information;

» enhancing consumer education.
Under Obijective 3 — Rights and Redress:

» preparation by the Commission of consumer protection legislation and other regulatory
initiatives;

» facilitating access to and monitoring of the functioning and the effectiveness of dispute
resolution mechanisms for consumers.
Under Obijective 4 — Enforcement:

» coordination of surveillance and enforcement actions with regard to cooperation between
national authorities responsible for the enforcement of consumer protections laws;

21 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/T XT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0254, Article 4
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+ financial contributions for joint actions with public or non-profit bodies constituting
Union networks which provide information and assistance to consumers.

= Beneficiaries??

Government entities, public bodies and consumer organisations at national and EU level were eligible
to apply for funding.

National authorities and consumer organisations were the direct beneficiaries of the programme and EU
consumers were the ultimate target group of the actions undertaken. Consumers benefited from having
at their disposal better consumer organisations, access to advice from the European Consumer Centres
and enforcement actions carried over by the national authorities.

2.2 Programme implementation in the selected Member States

The following section presents a brief overview of the implementation of the Consumer Programme in
each of the five selected Member States.

e Bulgaria

The Commission for Consumer Protection (CCP) is Bulgaria’s primary regulatory body for
consumer protection, ensuring the enforcement of safety regulations and fair practices within the
domestic market. The CCP actively engages in receiving signals, suggestions, and complaints from
consumers, conducting thorough inspections, providing recommendations, and facilitating dispute
resolution.

Furthermore, the CCP plays a crucial role as the national contact point for the European Union’s
RAPEX system, which facilitates rapid information exchange among 31 European countries and the
European Commission regarding unsafe products.

Regarding complaints reported through the RAPEX system, in 2015, Bulgaria reported 151
complaints, and in the 2019 report, the number decreased to 60, yet it followed up with 323 actions. In
2019, the CCP received 7 396 notifications and sent back 390 reactions to the notifications for dangerous
products found on the Bulgarian market

In the 2015 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard report, Bulgaria’s trust in organisations stood fairly
low at 59.3%, compared to the EU average of 64.6%. Bulgaria ranked second lowest in the EU for
the knowledge and trust composite indicator. Compliance with consumer legislation and satisfaction
with redress mechanisms were also notably low, at 55%. Despite these challenges, there has been an
overall positive trend in trust towards organisations, especially retailers and service providers, as well
as in redress mechanisms (both ADR and the courts) since 2008. However, Bulgarian consumers
remained the second least likely in the EU to take action in the event of problems?2.

22 https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/single-market-programme/consumers_en.

23 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard - Consumers at home in the Single Market - 2015 edition (europa.eu).
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By 2019, trust in organisations in Bulgaria experienced a slight decrease, dropping from 59.3% to
57.0%. Meanwhile, knowledge of consumer rights saw a modest increase from 41.4% to 43.9%,
although it remained slightly below the European average of 44.8%2,

In Bulgaria, dispute resolution between consumers and traders follows a structured process
outlined by alternative dispute resolution (ADR) procedures. These procedures, facilitated by
dedicated conciliation committees, offer an out-of-court solution, with both parties participating on a
voluntary basis. In Bulgaria, the qualified entities having the right to bring actions in court for the
cessation or prohibition of activities that violate the collective interests of consumers are the following:
the Commission on Consumer Protection; the Bulgarian National Consumers Association; the
Consumer Centre for Information and Research; the Union of Insured Persons in Bulgaria; the Regional
Union of Consumers — Vidin 98; the National League — Consumers of Services; the Association
Consumer Help; the Federation of Consumers in Bulgaria; the Association Legal aid to Consumers; the
National association for consumer protection; and the Association Legal clinic for consumers.

According to the 2019 European Commission consumer survey, Bulgaria recorded a relatively low
level of trust in redress mechanisms within the EU, scoring 27.9% compared to the EU average of 36.9%.
Consumer trust in organisations and in alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms in Bulgaria
remained the second lowest among the 28 EU Member States. However, trust in retailers and service
providers in Bulgaria scored higher, at 67.4%, still lower the European average of 71.3%%°.

In Bulgaria, the Commission for Consumer Protection (CPC - SLO) is the liaison office and
competent authority for the CPC network?®.

The European Consumer Centre (ECC) in Bulgaria opened officially in February 2008. Since then it has
been providing free information and advice on extrajudicial cross-border consumer matters.
Furthermore, it provides assistance in the amicable resolution of cross-border complaints and out-of-
court procedures. ECC Bulgaria is funded by the European Commission and the Bulgarian Consumer
Protection Commission?’.

e France

France has an independently developed consumer policy framework, overseen by the Minister for the
Economy, Finance and the Recovery, through the Directorate-General for Competition, Consumer
Affairs and Fraud Prevention (DGCCRF). The DGCCREF is responsible for investigating breaches of
the Consumer Code, imposing warnings, injunctions, and administrative penalties, and referring cases
to the public prosecutor for criminal proceedings. It also seeks civil court orders to remove unfair
contract terms?®,

Other important consumer actors at national level for different sectors include:

24 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/8ae547f0-7525-42fd-87bf-  6b5b2b64b581 en?filename=consumers-
conditions-scoreboard-2019 pdf en.pdf.

25 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/43435792-f07e-4699-87aa-8aa545e12608_en?filename=consumer-survey-2018-
main-report_en.pdf.

26

https://wikis.ec.europa.eu/pages/viewpage.action?spaceKey=CPC&title=L ist+of+Single+liaison+officers+and+competent+author

ity+-+CPC+Network.

21 Light Blue and Green Griddy Big Type Government SDG Progress Report (ecc.bg).

28

https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2022-01/national -consumer-organisations-france-december-2021-en.pdf.
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- The Competition Authority (Autorité de la concurrence): an independent administrative
authority that combats anti-competitive practices.

- The Consumer Mediation Assessment and Monitoring Committee (Commission d’évaluation et
de controle de la médiation de la consommation — CECMC): mediates consumer matters.

- Directorate-General for Food (DGAI): issues safety standards for food.

- National Agency for the Safety of Medicines and Health Products (ANSM): provides opinions
on medicines.

- French National Food Council: regulates food safety.
- Commission for Energy Regulation (CRE): regulates energy.

In terms of legislation, France’s consumer protection policies are primarily governed by the Consumer
Code and the Civil Code, which require that goods must conform to the terms of the contract.

The DGCCREF serves as the national contact point for the EU’s RAPEX system, which facilitates
rapid information exchange about unsafe products among 31 European countries and the European
Commission. In France, companies are required to report dangerous products to the DGCCREF, in line
with EU legislation. In 2015, France reported 135 notifications through RAPEX, with 63 of them
followed up with actions, showing a notable increase since 2011. By 2019, the number of notifications
rose to 156, although the follow-up actions decreased to 31.

In the 2015 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard report, France’s trust in organisations was at 67.5%,
surpassing the EU average of 64.6%. France performed well in the EU for the knowledge and trust
composite indicator, with a score of 58.6%, which is 3.9% above the EU average. However, the report
showed a significant disparity between retailers’ knowledge and consumers’ knowledge, with retailers
ranking among the top and consumers among the bottom in the EU. Additionally, compliance with
consumer legislation and satisfaction with redress mechanisms in France were notably substantial, at
47%%.

By 2019, trust in organisations in France experienced a notable decrease, dropping from 67.5% to
58.7%. Meanwhile, knowledge of consumer rights saw a slight increase from 35.8% to 36.3%, though
it remained below the European average of 44.8%. Despite these changes, France boasted the highest
percentage of retailers in the EU-28 who believed that consumer and product safety legislation was
effectively enforced. Additionally, the percentage of French consumers who did not encounter any
problems ranked as the third highest among the 28 EU countries®C.

In terms of the Consumer Market Scoreboard, France’s Market Performance Indicator (MPI) score
was 83.6 in 2018, above the EU-28 average of 80.2 (the MPI evaluates market performance based on
comparability, trust, problems, expectations, and choice). France’s overall MPI score has remained
stable since 2015, showing no change in their average MPI score®!.

Finally, the Consumer Survey 2018 revealed that France had among the lowest levels of knowledge
regarding faulty product guarantees in Europe, at just 22.0%. This constituted the most significant

29 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e46da8e9-52ad-49ba-96e6-

15547e8fc64c_en?filename=ccs2015scoreboard_en.pdf ..

30 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/8ae547f0-7525-42fd-87bf-6b5b2b64b581_en?filename=consumers-conditions-

scoreboard-2019_pdf_en.pdf.

81 Consumer Markets Scoreboard - Making markets work for consumer - 2018 edition (europa.eu).
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decrease within the EU-27, with a drop of 19.7 percentage points. Knowledge of consumer rights in
France was also below the EU average, at 36.3% compared to 44.8%. This figure followed a substantial
increase between 2014 and 2016 (+17.7 percentage points) and a sharp decline from 2016 to 2018 (-17.5
percentage points). Also, in terms of knowledge of faulty product guarantees, France experienced the
highest reversal, with a decrease between 2016 and 2018 following a strong increase of 22.9 percentage
points between 2014 and 2016. No positive reversals were observed®.

In France, consumers are equipped with various avenues for recourse in cases involving fraud,
misrepresentation, or breaches of warranty in transactions concerning products or services.

Initially, consumers are encouraged to attempt an amicable resolution of disputes. This can be pursued
either by direct communication with the party involved or by using SignalConso, a platform managed
by the DGCCRF specifically designed for the amicable resolution of consumer disputes®3. However,
should these efforts prove futile, consumers facing challenges in resolving disputes with businesses can
turn to alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms, with mediation being a notable option.

Mediation facilitates an out-of-court settlement with the business and is supported by authorised bodies
like the DGCCREF. This mediation process involves the assistance of a mediator who helps in reaching
an amicable agreement, with no cost incurred by consumers. Additionally, consumer mediation is
overseen by accredited mediators recommended by the CECMC, ensuring impartial resolution in line
with European Commission standards.

As a last resort, consumers in France retain the right to initiate legal proceedings against businesses
involved in fraudulent practices or breaches of warranty. This involves lodging a complaint with a
competent court and seeking remedies such as compensation for damages or contract annulment 34.

Despite these mechanisms, findings from the 2018 Consumer Survey highlighted a significant decrease
in trust in retailers and public authorities in France. Notably, trust in public authorities saw a decrease
of 30.8 percentage points between 2016 and 2018, following a previous increase of 23.3 percentage
points between 2014 and 2016. Similarly, trust in ADR and redress mechanisms witnessed a decline of
31.1 percentage points between 2016 and 2018, following a 16.3 percentage point increase between
2014 and 2016,

In France, the Direction Générale de la Concurrence, de la Consommation et de la Répression des
Fraudes (DGCCRF) acts as both the liaison office and the competent authority for the CPC
network. The Single Liaison Office (SLO) coordinates the investigation and enforcement activities of
competent authorities and other CPC actors, ensuring effective consumer protection® .

The European Consumer Centre France (Le Centre Européen des Consommateurs France)
provides free information and advice on extrajudicial cross-border consumer matters and provides
assistance in the amicable resolution of cross-border complaints and out-of-court procedures®’. It is the
direct contact point for French consumers for any request for information on consumer law or claims

32 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/43435792-f07e-4699-87aa-8aa545e12608_en?filename=consumer-survey-2018-
main-report_en.pdf.

3 How do | settle a consumer dispute? | economie.gouv.fr.

34 https://www.economie.gouv.fr/economie/thematique-consommation-resoudre-litige-0.

35 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/43435792-f07e-4699-87aa-8aa545e12608_en?filename=consumer-survey-2018-
main-report_en.pdf.

36 List of single liaison officers and competent authority - CPC Network - cpc - EC Public Wiki (europa.eu).

37

Centre Européen des Consommateurs France (europe-consommateurs.eu).
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against a foreign trader. It is also the contact point for consumers in other countries when they have a
dispute with a trader established in France.

Part of the ECC-Net, ECC France is located at the Strasbourg/Kehl border and is grouped with ECC
Germany within the Franco-German association ‘European Consumer Centre’. The network aims to
build consumer trust in the internal market by providing free information and assistance regarding cross-
border conflicts, encouraging consumers to take advantage of the opportunities provided by the
European market. It also forwards consumer complaints regarding potential issues within the internal
market to national and European authorities, publishing position papers on various topics.

e lreland

In terms of legislation, Treland’s latest consumer protection national legislation, is the Consumer Rights
Act 2022. This Act introduced new national protections, including rights regarding digital content and
services contracts, the right to agree a price reduction on faulty products or services, a ban on certain
aggressive commercial practices, and additional enforcement powers for the Competition and Consumer
Protection Commission®.

The Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC) is Ireland’s principal authority for
consumer protection. Established in 2014 through the amalgamation of the National Consumer Agency
and the Competition Authority, this statutory body ensures compliance with and enforcement of
competition and consumer protection laws. In addition to enforcing Irish and European competition law,
the CCPC provides extensive consumer information, advises the government on the impact of
legislation, administers alternative dispute resolution (ADR) applications, and oversees aspects of the
Digital Services Act concerning online marketplaces.

The CCPC also acts as the primary authority for product safety in Ireland, overseeing both the
internal and external markets. Its roles include investigating consumer complaints about unsafe
products, working with the Customs authority to prevent unsafe products from entering the Irish market,
and inspecting products to ensure compliance with standards and legislation. Additionally, the CCPC
serves as the national contact point for the EU’s RAPEX system, which facilitates rapid information
exchange about unsafe products among European countries and the European Commission®°.

Annual reports from RAPEX show that in 2015 Ireland issued a rather low number of notifications, with
only five reported and 106 reactions. In 2019, Ireland reported 13 alerts through RAPEX, with 148
follow-up actions taken by other members in the network in response to the alerts*°.

According to the 2015 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard report, knowledge of consumer rights was at
40.7%, slightly below the European average, while trust in organisations stood at 70.8%, which is 5.8
percentage points higher than the EU average. Trust in redress mechanisms was notably high at 54%,
13 percentage points higher than the EU average*!.

By 2019, knowledge of consumer rights in Ireland had slightly decreased by 0.4 percentage points,
remaining just below the EU average. However, trust in organisations increased by 2.2 percentage

38 Your consumer rights (citizensinformation.ie).

39 What We Do | Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (ccpc.ie).

40 Safety Gate: the EU rapid alert system for dangerous non-food products (europa.eu).
41

Consumer Conditions Scoreboard - Consumers at home in the Single Market - 2015 edition (europa.eu).

INT/1053 — EESC-2024-00627-00-01-RE-TRA (EN) 21/76


https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/consumer/consumer-laws/your-consumer-rights/#2473e9
https://www.ccpc.ie/consumers/about/about-us/
https://ec.europa.eu/safety-gate/#/screen/pages/reports
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e46da8e9-52ad-49ba-96e6-15547e8fc64c_en?filename=ccs2015scoreboard_en.pdf

points, reaching 72.6%, which is 7.15 percentage points higher than the EU average. Irish consumers
demonstrated exceptionally high levels of trust in various aspects: they had the second highest level
of trust in retailers and service providers among the EU, and consumer trust in redress mechanisms and
product safety was the second highest among the 28 EU Member States. Additionally, confidence in
online shopping in Ireland was the third highest in the EU-28, and a high percentage of Irish retailers
believed that their domestic competitors complied with product safety and consumer legislation, the
second highest in the EU %2,

In terms of the Consumer Market Scoreboard, Ireland’s Market Performance Indicator (MPI) score
was 79.5 in 2018, slightly below the EU-28 average of 80.2 (the MPI evaluates market performance
based on comparability, trust, problems, expectations, and choice). Ireland’s overall MPI score had
grown by 3.1% since 2013%.

Finally, the Consumer Survey 2018 revealed that Ireland had a relatively low level of knowledge
regarding faulty product guarantees in Europe, at just 30.08%, reflecting a significant drop of 10.2
percentage points since 2016. Knowledge of consumer rights in Ireland was also slightly below the EU
average, standing at 40.3% compared to the EU average of 44.8%. This figure had seen an increase of
9.9 percentage points between 2014 and 2016 but experienced a decline of 11.4 percentage points from
2016 to 2018. Despite these figures, trust in retailers in Ireland remained among the highest in Europe,
at 82.8%*.

In Ireland, there are several steps involved in making a complaint and seeking redress, with rights and
protections ensured under both Irish and EU consumer law.

Consumers are advised to initially contact the seller informally. If the issue remains unresolved, it is
suggested to submit a formal written complaint, either by letter or email. Should the seller still not
provide a satisfactory resolution, there are various avenues consumers can pursue in Ireland.

One option available to consumers is to seek help from an independent consumer protection
organisation.

In Ireland, authorised ADR bodies include the Financial Services and Pensions Ombudsman (FSPO),
the Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU), the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland, and
NetNeutrals EU Ltd.

If ADR or ODR processes do not lead to a satisfactory resolution, consumers may take further action
using the small claims procedure for claims under EUR 2 000 against businesses in Ireland or for
claims of up to EUR 5 000 against businesses across the EU. This procedure is managed by local District
Court offices and typically does not require a solicitor. For claims exceeding these limits, consumers are
advised to seek independent legal advice®.

Findings from the 2018 Consumer Survey highlighted solid results for trust in redress mechanisms in
Ireland, which scored 48.7%, compared to the EU average of 37.9%. However, this represented a

42 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/8ae547f0-7525-42fd-87bf-6b5b2b64b581_en?filename=consumers-conditions-
scoreboard-2019_pdf_en.pdf.

43 Consumer Markets Scoreboard - Making markets work for consumers - 2018 Edition (europa.eu).

a4 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/43435792-f07e-4699-87aa-8aa545e12608 en?filename=consumer-survey-2018-
main-report_en.pdfConsumers' Attitudes Towards Cross-Border Trade and Consumer Protection, 2018.
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decrease of 10.5 percentage points from 2016. Despite this, Ireland showed high levels of trust in product
safety at 82.8%, one of the highest in the EU. Conversely, several issues were noted:

e A significant increase in the belief that taking action would not lead to a satisfactory solution,
rising from 35.9% in 2016 to 50.0% in 2018, higher than the EU average of 34.0%.

e Anincrease in the perception that it would take too long to resolve a complaint, from 30.4% in
2016 to 52.0% in 2018, higher than the EU average of 41.2%.

e A higher-than-average proportion of consumers (28.4%) did not complain because they did not
know where or how to do so, compared to the EU average of 17.2%.

Overall, while trust in redress mechanisms and product safety was relatively high in Ireland, there has
been a notable increase in consumer pessimism about the effectiveness and timeliness of complaint
resolution”®.

In Ireland, Coimisitin um lomaiocht agus Cosaint Tomhaltoiri, the Competition and Consumer
Protection Commission (CPC - SLO) acts as both the liaison office and the competent authority
for the CPC network. As the Single Liaison Office (SLO), the CPC coordinates the investigation and
enforcement activities of competent authorities and other CPC actors, ensuring effective consumer
protection®’.

The European Consumer Centre (ECC) Ireland provides free information and advice on
extrajudicial cross-border consumer matters. ECC Ireland also contributes to consumer rights policy
and awareness, by producing consumer rights reports on specific issues; participating in joint ECC-Net
projects, consumer surveys, and collaborative research; and cooperating with national consumer
organisations and enforcement agencies in Ireland.

The ECC mediates between the consumer and the business to ensure that consumer rights are upheld,;
however, the business’s cooperation is required, as the ECC lacks legal powers to compel participation
or acceptance of a solution®.

e Latvia

The Consumer Rights Protection Centre of Latvia (referred to as PTAC) is the key institution
responsible for enforcing safety regulations within Latvia. Acting as the national contact point for the
European Union’s RAPEX system, PTAC facilitates swift information exchange among 31 European
countries and the Commission concerning unsafe goods 4° 0.

Furthermore, PTAC plays a crucial role in ensuring compliance with various laws and regulations aimed
at safeguarding consumer rights in Latvia. Beyond regulatory oversight, PTAC actively engages in

46 Consumers' Attitudes Towards Cross-Border Trade and Consumer Protection, 2018 (europa.eu).

a7 List of single liaison officers and competent authority - CPC Network - cpc - EC Public Wiki (europa.eu).

48 Who we are - European Consumer Centre Ireland (eccireland.ie).

49 In 2015, PTAC submitted to RAPEX (rapid information exchange system on the safety of non-food products and services) 60 reports
on detected unsafe goods on the Latvian market | Consumer Rights Protection Centre.
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Product safety | Patérétaju tiesibu aizsardzibas centrs (ptac.gov.lv).
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addressing consumer complaints related to rights violations and protects consumers’ economic
interests®L.

Regarding complaints reported through the RAPEX system, there was a noticeable decline in the
number of complaints from Latvia during the years of the programme. For instance, in 2015, 60
complaints were submitted, whereas only 40 were reported in 2019%.

In the 2015 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard report, Latvia recorded a trust level of 59.3% in
organisations, slightly lower than the EU average of 64.6%. Additionally, 41.4% of individuals correctly
answered questions about their online consumer rights, which was below the EU average of 56%°2.

By 2019, there was a slight decrease in trust in organisations, dropping from 59.3% to 57.0%. However,
there was a modest increase in knowledge of consumer rights, rising from 41.4% to 43.9%, although it
still remained slightly lower than the European average of 44.8%>*.

In terms of the Consumer Market Scoreboard, Latvia’s Market Performance Indicator (MPI) score
was 79.5 in 2018, slightly below the EU-28 average of 80.2 (the MPI evaluates market performance
based on comparability, trust, problems, expectations, and choice)®°.

The 2018 European Commission consumer survey underscored ongoing trends. Latvia's knowledge
of consumer rights ranked at 43.9% correct answers, with a notable increase from 2014-2016 followed
by a swift decline between 2016 and 2018. Despite this decline, Latvia’s figure remained slightly below
the European average of 45%°°.

In Latvia, dispute resolution outside the court system — alternative dispute resolution (ADR) — is
implemented to provide a simple, quick, and cost-effective means of settling disputes between
consumers and traders. ADR entities, whether institutions or individuals, act as neutral parties to
facilitate resolution.

The Consumer Rights Protection Centre maintains a list of ADR entities in the country. In Latvia
these entities include: the Latvian Insurers Association Ombudsman, the Motor Insurers’ Bureau of
Latvia, the Latvian Council of Sworn Advocates, the Consumer Rights Protection Centre (Consumer
Dispute Resolution Committee), and the Public Utilities Commission®’.

According to the 2019 European Commission consumer survey, Latvia recorded a relatively low level
of trust in redress mechanisms within the EU, scoring 31.1% compared to the EU average of 36.9%.
However, trust in retailers and service providers in Latvia scored higher at 72.5%, surpassing the
European average of 71.3%. The percentage of individuals who lodged complaints with public
authorities in Latvia was 9.4%, higher than the EU average of 6.7%, although it had decreased compared
t0 2016. Trust in ADR was at 35.9%, slightly below the EU average of 43.0%, but showed improvements
compared to 20168,

51 . e . _
Consumer protection | Patérétaju tiesibu aizsardzibas centrs (ptac.gov.Iv).

52 RAPEX.2019.Factsheet.EN.pdf.

53 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard - Consumers at home in the Single Market - 2015 edition (europa.eu).
o4 8ae547f0-7525-42fd-87bf-6b5b2b64b581 en (europa.eu).

5 Consumer Markets Scoreboard - Making markets work for consumer - 2018 Edition (europa.eu).

56 43435792-f07e-4699-87aa-8aa545e12608 en (europa.eu).

57 https://ec.europa.eu/consumers/odr/main/?event=main.adr.show2.
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In Latvia, the Single Liaison Office and competent authority for the CPC network is the Consumer
Rights Protection Centre (CPC - SLO)*.

External entities are entities such as consumer and trade associations, the European Consumer Centres,
or designated bodies that can participate in the CPC alert mechanism. In Latvia, the external entity is
the European Consumer Centre Latvia (ECC Latvia)®.

e Portugal

In Portugal, both producers and distributors have to ensure product safety. When producers or
distributors become aware of product-related risks, they are required to inform the Directorate-General
for Consumers (DGC), providing precise product identification, a comprehensive risk description,
traceable information, and details of preventive measures taken. The DGC is the link between
consumers and producers in Portugal and the European Commission. Subsequently, this information
is communicated to the European Commission through the RAPEX system. The RAPEX system serves
as a crucial mechanism for European countries and the European Commission to exchange information
regarding hazardous products.

The RAPEX system saw a rather stable number of complaints from Portugal per year, with
42 complaints submitted in 2015 and 46 in 2019, in line with the average European trend.

As for the Consumer Conditions Scoreboard, Portugal has been actively appearing in these studies.
In 2015, the country scored 63.4% for trust in organisations (compared to the EU average of 64.6%) and
36% of people correctly answered questions about their online consumer rights (EU average: 56%)°*.

In the Consumer Conditions Scoreboard of 2019, it can be seen that trust in organisations did not see
significant changes, while knowledge of consumer rights slightly increased, still remaining relatively
low compared to the European average®?.

Taking into consideration the Consumer Market Scoreboard, in 2018, Portugal’s Market Performance
Indicator (MPI) score was 78.1, slightly below the EU-28 average of 80.2. The Market Performance
Indicator (MPI) measures how well a given market performs according to consumers on the basis of
comparability, trust, problems, expectations and choice®®.

The Market Monitoring factsheets for Portugal in 2018 and 2019 highlighted ongoing trends. In the
2018 European Commission consumer survey, Portugal’s knowledge of consumer rights ranked
relatively high, with 43% correct answers, showing a significant increase over the years of the consumer
protection programme. However, this figure remained slightly below the European average of 45%.
Notably, Portugal recorded one of the highest levels of knowledge regarding faulty product guarantees
at 66.1%, surpassing the European Union’s average of 40.9%. This marked an upward trend compared
to the previous years of 2014 and 2016%.

59 List of single liaison officers and competent authority - CPC Network - cpc - EC Public Wiki (europa.eu).

60 Consumer Protection Cooperation Network - European Commission (europa.eu).

61 Consumer Conditions Scoreboard - Consumers at home in the Single Market - 2015 edition (europa.eu).
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Finally, the Consumer Programme was used in Portugal to finance the Consumer PRO project which
is a capacity-building project aimed at making consumer organisations and other actors in consumer
policy better equipped to protect consumers in their respective countries. This initiative started in July
2019 and lasted until 2023. The implementation of the project was entrusted to BEUC — the European
Consumer Organisation®®.

When it comes to consumer complaints and complaint resolution, individuals in Portugal have
different avenues for recourse. The entity responsible for resolving consumer disputes is the DGC —
Direcéo Geral do Consumidor .

Consumers can formally register their complaints through the Livro de Reclamag®es, either in person
or online. Alternatively, they may directly contact the relevant surveillance authority associated with
the specific product®’.

To facilitate alternative dispute resolution (ADR) processes, the Portuguese national authority
concerned has implemented standard procedural rules for ADR entities®.

Legal action becomes a viable option if the consumer finds the resolution unsatisfactory or seeks
compensation after exhausting the complaint procedure.

Despite these mechanisms, the 2019 European Commission consumer survey revealed that Portugal had
the lowest level of trust in retailers and redress mechanisms within the EU. Trust in retailers and service
providers in Portugal was at 62.1%, whereas the overall EU level was 71.3%. Similarly, trust in redress
mechanisms in Portugal stood at 27.7%, compared to the EU average of 48.7%. Yet, there was a
statistically significant increase in Portugal’s consumers being more likely to take a business to court in
the 2019 survey compared to 2016, and trust in redress mechanisms, notably ADR, has been on the rise
since 2008%°.

In Portugal, the Single Liaison Office and competent authority for the CPC network is the Direcao-
Geral do Consumidor (DGC)™

External entities are entities such as consumer and trade associations, the European Consumer Centres,
or designated bodies that can participate in the CPC alert mechanism. This power is conferred on them
by the Member States or the Commission and they are able to post alerts about emerging market threats,
with their information being directly accessible by enforcement authorities. In Portugal, the list of
external entities includes: DECO, ECC Portugal, ACSET, lus Omnibus, ACP and ACOP™ 2,

65 Consumer PRO: Boosting professionals in consumer protection | BEUC.

66 Resolving consumer disputes - ePortugal.gov.pt .

67 Reclamacéo (consumidor.gov.pt).

8 com(2019) 425 final.

69 https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/43435792-f07e-4699-87aa- 8aa545e12608_en?filename=consumer-survey-
2018-main-report_en.pdf .

0 List of single liaison officers and competent authority - CPC Network - cpc - EC Public Wiki (europa.eu).

n Consumer Protection Cooperation Network - European Commission (europa.eu).
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Centro Europeu do Consumidor.
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https://cec.consumidor.pt/

3. Primary data: findings and analysis

3.1 Effectiveness

According to the European Commission’s Better Regulation toolbox, the criterion of effectiveness
‘considers how successful EU action has been in achieving or progressing towards its objectives’.

General conclusions

Whereas between a fifth and a half of the respondents to the online questionnaire stated that they did
not know if the CP had correctly focused on the four main objectives, the overwhelming majority of
those that did know gave positive (‘yes’ or ‘moderately’) answers. The positive answers were on
objective 1 (promoting consumer information and education) followed closely by objective 3
(facilitating the exercise of consumer rights and access to redress mechanisms).

Question 1: In your opinion, did the Consumer Programme 2014-2020 focus correctly on the above-
mentioned objectives?

In your opinion, did the Consumer Programme 2014-2020 focus correctly
on the above-mentioned objectives?

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
Promoting consumer information and education _ 14 2 _
Supporting consumer organisations at European, national and regional level _ 8 1 _
Facilitating the exercise of consumer rights and access to redress schemes - 15 3 _
Ensuring cooperation between coordinated surveillance and enforcement
actions by the Consumer Protection Cooperation Network and national _ 5 3 _

enforcement bodies

W Yes Moderately Mostly not B Not at all ®1don't know

In the country visit to Bulgaria, and regarding consumer education and information, it was stressed that
there had been collaboration with the Ministry of Finance on financial education for consumers. It was
noted that efforts were made to cooperate more closely with the Consumer Protection Commission.
Initiatives for consumer awareness, such as the Consumer Dialogue, had taken place recently. However,
it was acknowledged that there were insufficient resources to allocate to special programmes. It was
stated that the authorities were still participating in activities organised by the Commission and working
hard to ensure that information reached consumers.

In terms of financial education and consumer awareness, a stakeholder highlighted that their association
had been coping well. Contacts with other consumer associations revealed that information campaigns
were being conducted. The association developed practices to visit schools, work with young people,
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and collaborate with undergraduates studying law. Significant progress was reported in educating both
children and young adults.

It was also noted that the European Consumer Centres were very active in these activities, working with
the Ministry of Education and the Human Resources and Development Department, which also dealt
with Erasmus Plus. Various initiatives were highlighted, such as visiting schools, setting up stands at
fairs, and collaborating with other pan-European networks like Erasmus. These efforts were considered
quite beneficial and cost-effective, saving resources while providing broad outreach.

In the structured interviews, French social partners affirmed that financial instruments such as the CP
strengthened consumer rights. They are also members of a European programme offering training to
business leaders on their obligations in consumer law. In 2022, they participated in the implementation
of the Omnibus Directive to support exchanges. CPME supports the training of entrepreneurs to better
understand consumers’ rights and needs, but opposes the imposition of new obligations that would lead
to additional administrative burdens.

Another French social partner believes that the Consumer Programme could have followed the example
of the 2013 Eurobarometer, which assessed the information and tools available to defend consumers,
checking whether they were actually used according to the needs identified.

In Latvia, a representative from the public authorities noted that the Consumer Programme had
presented quite an innovative approach towards consumer rights, and the assessment of the programme
was positive overall. The budget was considered considerable, and the implementation of the
programme could be considered effective. It was stated that the programme allowed the Consumer
Rights Protection Centre of Latvia to be part of the CPC network in different activities and that the
network had been strengthened over the years, using the means provided by this programme. The cross-
border aspect was highlighted as very important, emphasising useful collaboration with other countries
such as with the Netherlands.

In Portugal, a representative from a consumer organisation emphasised the importance of informing
consumers about working conditions related to products. Overall, they stressed the need for continued
efforts to reinforce online consumer protections and ensure transparency in digital commerce.

A representative of the Portuguese authorities mentioned a lack of clarity regarding the programme’s
scope. They noted that they were unaware of its broader objectives beyond funding, suggesting a need
for clearer dissemination of information and greater involvement of entities in the programme's design.
Another representative from the public authorities reflected on their experience with the Consumer
Programme, highlighting the alignment of their objectives with the programme’s goals. Despite not
being directly involved in programme phases, they noted their relevance and contribution to consumer
protection efforts.

Concerning the connection between CP 2014-2020 and the 2012 European Consumer Agenda,
around one quarter of the respondents could not answer as to whether the CP had contributed to
achieving the Agenda's priorities. Among those that did, answers were mitigated, with respondents
mainly leaning to a moderately positive contribution in the four main components.
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Question 2: In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to achieving the
priorities of the 2012 European Consumer Agenda?

In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer Programme
contributed to achieving the priorities of the 2012 European
Consumer Agenda?
0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Improving information and raising awareness of consumer -
rights and interests among both consumers and traders

sectors, namely, the energy and financial services sector

Giving consumers efficient ways to solve disputes 0 14 7

Effectively enforcing consumer law, focusing on ke
e S 14 « e

Building knowledge and capacity for more effective

L 0 12 7
consumer participation in the market

W To a large extent To a moderate extent Toalimited extent MNotatall ®Idon'tknow

During the country visits, Bulgarian organisations in the field of consumer rights stated that regarding
product safety, positive effects were noted, with different organisations sharing information about
dangerous products on the market. However, it was believed that more informative campaigns were
needed to educate the public, as the general population remained underinformed about dangerous items.

In France, mediation representatives felt that thanks to the implementation of an 18-month European
project focusing on amicable modes of dispute resolution for consumer disputes, they had increased
consumers’ accessibility to mediation processes via communication media such as leaflets and
information sheets. They had also improved the operational capacity of entities to resolve disputes
through training.

In Portugal, a representative from consumer rights associations noted that various initiatives had
yielded satisfactory outcomes, strengthening consumer associations and economic agencies in terms of
consumer rights. They emphasised the importance of national-level financing and training, especially in
relation to economic agents and consumers. Portugal was praised as a pioneer in dispute- resolution
mechanisms and harmonious regulations, setting an example for Europe.

Also in Portugal, the social partners noted positive progress in consumer protection initiatives over time,
particularly in improved communication and educational efforts benefiting both businesses and
consumers. The implementation of the complaints book and various initiatives aimed at young people
were highlighted as steps forward. Despite these advancements, challenges remained in accessing
suitable funding for alternative dispute resolution programmes. Effective actions in the area of
inspections, particularly in areas like food security, were recognised. The evolution of consumer policies
and their adaptation to emerging realities, such as online trading, was seen as complementary to
consumer objectives while addressing new challenges in the marketplace.

As for the connection between CP 2014-2020 and the 2020 New European Consumer Agenda, there
was a significatively higher number of respondents who either did not know or had a more negative
evaluation. The priorities where respondents saw a closer connection was in the effective enforcement
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of consumer rights, whereas the least positive evaluations concerned the specific needs of certain
consumer groups.

Question 3: In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to the priorities
of the 2020 New European Consumer Agenda?

In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer
Programme contributed to the priorities of the 2020 New
European Consumer Agenda?

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
Green transition [l 10 7 m s
Digital transformation |2 8 38 m s
Effective enforcement of consumer rights [l 12 9 o 5 |
Specific needs of certain consumergroups IS4 6 [
International cooperation  [INENISEE 6 5 m 10
M To alarge extent To a moderate extent To alimited extent  EMNotatall B Idon't know

A representative from a Portuguese consumer organisation commented on the relevance of the
Commission’s actions, noting that the Commission was effectively applying various mechanisms and
providing valuable support. They emphasised the increasing importance of digital trade and the
fundamental need for online protection mechanisms and tools. Reinforcing online consumer rights,
electronic trade services, and addressing issues like website transparency, excessive advertising in
online shops, product quality, and material origins were highlighted as essential areas to strengthen.

Overall, a large majority of the respondents were of the opinion that the CP did contribute to the
achievement of a higher level of consumer protection, even if in a moderate way. No respondent
stated that it had given no contribution at all, and only one in ten said that it had only contributed to a
limited extent.

Question 4: In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to the
achievement of a higher level of consumer protection?

In your opinion, to what extent has the Consumer Programme
contributed to the achievement of a higher level of consumer
protection?

= To a large extent

To a moderate extent

= To a limited extent
= Not at all

18 = | don't know
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A representative of the French social partners said that they had not benefited from the programme and
had not even been informed about it. However, they recognised the importance of enhancing consumer
confidence. They were working to improve transparency towards consumers, in collaboration with trade
unions and consumer associations, under the arbitration of public authorities. They had managed to
establish agreements and recommendations validated by both parties, especially for digital applications.

The complexity of national regulations and of the transposition of EU regulations into national law were
noted by Latvian authorities. It was nevertheless noted that even though there was consistency, the
structure of EU regulations was difficult to understand and interpret, even for experts in consumer rights.
This complexity extended to students and lawyers, who found it challenging to grasp the structure of,
for instance, EU consumer law. There are multiple directives and legal acts, such as those on unfair
practices and specific consumer contracts, making the overall framework hard to navigate. Despite these
regulations being consistent, their structure was considered challenging.

Specific conclusions

When asked if the CP had supported actions in their own organisations, one third answered that it
had done so only in a limited way, another third answered that it had done so (though mostly ‘to a
moderate extent’) and another third answered it had not.

Question 5: To what extent has the Consumer Programme supported actions developed by your
organisation/entity regarding consumer empowerment?

To what extent has the Consumer Programme supported actions
developed by your organisation/entity regarding consumer
empowerment?

= Toalarge extent
To a moderate extent
To alimited extent

= Not at all

= | don't know

= Not applicable to my organisation

Stakeholders in Bulgaria, during the semi-structured interviews, stated that the European Consumer
Centre within the Commission for Consumer Protection had been funded since Bulgaria joined the EU
in 2007 and had continued with each consumer programme. This project was deemed highly beneficial
as it facilitated assisting consumers with complaints across the EU, overcoming language barriers. Even
with minimal resources, the centre was able to obtain redress for consumers and gather valuable
feedback, especially regarding cross-border issues, which had become more relevant with the growth of
the online sector in Bulgaria post-COVID-19. The programme was also praised for supporting
alternative dispute resolution (ADR), with ADR bodies appointed by the government handling consumer
complaints out of court, including through sector-specific and general conciliation commissions.
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Concerning product safety, it was mentioned by public authorities that products aimed at children, such
as bicycles and baby strollers, were prioritised for testing in Bulgaria to ensure they met European safety
standards. Other items listed for testing included electronic cigarettes for consumer health. It was
reiterated that products for children were the priority, even if many other products were tested. Their
focus on children’s items was more technical than health related, as the health aspect remained within
the remit of the Ministry of Health. It was explained that items like baby bottles were tested to ensure
that they met safety standards, as inaccurate measurements could pose health risks. It was explained that
other administrations dealt with other priorities; for instance, the Food Administration dealt with
products in contact with food.

On consumer information and support, the importance of consumer education was emphasised by
consumer organisations. It was mentioned that more needed to be done in this area despite the existence
of good programmes and grants. For example, a project was cited that taught students about product
authenticity and the risks of counterfeit goods.

In the country visit to Ireland, most participants reported a lack of knowledge of the CP and of the
funding available under this programme. They agreed that if they had known about the programme, they
would possibly have applied for the funds. According to one participant, the issue might have been on
their side — as in, they were just not as well informed as they should have been — or on the other side,
meaning that they had not been provided with the information; it was hard to say what the reason was.
The participants therefore saw this option as something to consider in the future, that this funding was
available. Another participant (who previously knew about the CP) confirmed that the awareness of the
CP was quite low in Ireland.

Public authorities in Ireland stated that concerning consumer awareness-raising campaigns, there were
organisations that ran campaigns in their specific field. For example, the CRU ran targeted information
campaigns for consumers specifically about energy issues (on knowing their rights, being able to switch,
to know how to lower their consumption, etc.). As for the CCPC, it was pointed out that they had
significantly stepped up their consumer information and education programmes and used different
channels of communication (also to reach the audiences which were usually hard to reach). They had
engaged a lot in outreach with consumer groups over the last few years and had developed a much larger
presence on social media, for example, to try to reach different audiences that had previously not been
reached.

One representative from consumer organisations noted that Latvia’s consumer protection efforts heavily
relied on information from regional associations, as the Latvian Protection Centre lacked its own
subsidiaries. There was a call for a more systematic approach, as Latvia only followed the EU
programme and did not have a national equivalent. Successful training sessions had been conducted
through regional organisations, such as the Consumer Pro programme, which had had positive outcomes
and saw significant participation from protection centres. There was a desire to conduct more of these
training sessions due to their success.

Another representative highlighted concerns with legal issues and emphasised the significant impact of
the EU programme on Latvia, given the absence of a national consumer protection programme. It was
suggested that the EU programme should focus on smaller countries and the development of NGOs in
these regions to prevent a disparity between larger and smaller States. While the EU’s work had
strengthened national capacities, there was a need to enhance NGO capacities as well.

When questioned about the difficulties encountered, a representative from Portuguese arbitrage
institutions highlighted challenges in accessing EU funding mechanisms due to bureaucratic hurdles,

INT/1053 — EESC-2024-00627-00-01-RE-TRA (EN) 32/76



despite being aware of the funding opportunities available. In 2019, their application had been impeded
by a missing document, which ultimately led to its rejection. It was emphasised that more technical
support and flexibility could alleviate these challenges. Additionally, it was stated that the inability to
access funding and the high level of bureaucracy were impacting the organization’s ability to offer
services at European level. This experience underscored broader issues faced by many institutions
striving to access EU funding to enhance their actions and capacities.

Leaving aside the respondents that stated that they did not know, the remaining stakeholder
organisations that answered the questionnaire were divided on whether the CP had supported
measures aimed at empowering vulnerable consumers (8 mostly positive, 12 mostly negative
answers) and consumer organisations (10 mostly positive, 8 mostly negative answers).

Question 6: In your opinion, to what extent did the Consumer Programme support measures aimed at
empowering consumers and consumer organisations.

In your opinion, to what extent did the Consumer
Programme support measures aimed at:

Supporting consumer organisations through action 3 .
grants
20 25

Empowering vulnerable consumers Q 8 12

0 5 10 15 30

mTo alarge extent To a moderate extent To alimited extent mNotatall mldon'tknow

One representative from Bulgarian public authorities noted their positive collaboration with consumer
associations and NGOs, participating in events and supporting their projects.

When asked about vulnerable groups to pay particular attention to, a representative replied that attention
was directed towards vulnerable consumer groups such as children and individuals under 18, who
commonly encountered issues related to applications, electronics, and mobile phones, including
inadvertent contract agreements such as subscription traps. The authorities identified and addressed
these practices in the market, imposing fines where necessary. Elderly consumers, particularly when it
came to telecommunications and doorstep sales, were also highlighted as vulnerable, often affected by
unfamiliarity with contractual terms, leading to inadvertent agreements and extended payment
obligations. Instances where elderly consumers inadvertently signed multiple contracts during routine
bill payments were categorised as aggressive commercial practices. Specific European legislation
addressed concerns related to doorstep selling and travel contracts, reflecting a focused approach
towards protecting vulnerable consumers.

Emphasis was placed on the importance of protecting elderly consumers, starting from consumer
education initiatives, particularly for elderly women, addressing financial literacy and related
challenges. While financial education initiatives were primarily managed by the Ministry of Finance,
the availability of programmes on other subjects was considered sporadic rather than consistent. Plans
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were outlined to increase awareness among elderly consumers, especially in the light of Bulgaria’s
potential entry into the euro area, necessitating familiarity with new currency notes and related consumer
protections.

In the country visit to France, mediation representatives said that they had strengthened their skills to
be better equipped for mediation. To carry out a European project, they had obtained a grant of
EUR 10 282 euros (half of the budget for the project). They estimated that they reached 50 000 people
through the distribution of leaflets, as well as through radio interviews and conferences organised with
major consumer associations in France.

It was noted by consumer organisations in Latvia that the impact on consumer rights for vulnerable
groups had not been significant in practice. Better protection for senior citizens from sales tactics, home
visits, and phone calls was deemed important, yet this area remained underdeveloped in the country.
The point was made that Latvia had the potential to strengthen this area but was not currently doing so.
Additionally, the younger demographic had not been adequately addressed, highlighting the need for
education on being informed and responsible consumers, particularly regarding personal data.

The importance of information campaigns targeting these vulnerable groups was emphasised. Efforts
had been made to tailor workshops to address these issues, due to numerous complaints. It was suggested
that more attention and support should be given to the non-governmental sector in the region, as current
efforts were often voluntary. It was also stated that educational programmes should be more systematic,
with greater civil society involvement to leverage the closer connection NGOs have with consumers and
society, as well as the trust they have built.

The importance of providing more training at consumer protection centres was highlighted by Latvian
consumer organisations. While cooperation had improved and the staff at the protection centre had been
willing to cooperate, a national-level programme would be highly useful. Ensuring strong consumer
rights protection organisations at EU and national level in each Member State was deemed crucial to
avoid discrepancies. Civil society often lacked the necessary resources and personnel to be adequately
informed and involved in policy-building. It was also noted that EU financing was frequently
inaccessible to small organisations due to conditions and competition requirements that were not feasible
for them. Therefore, it was suggested that financing programmes should be reconsidered in terms of
being more democratic and open, allowing smaller organisations to participate more effectively.

Representatives of the consumer organisations in Portugal advocated improved access to dispute
resolution mechanisms, and transparency in markets and consumer information to empower consumers.
The need for easier access to information was highlighted, particularly for cross-border disputes, to
enhance consumer knowledge and rights awareness. They recognised positive developments in
consumer access to tools such as complaint portals, apps, and technological solutions. However,
concerns arose regarding consumer education campaigns, with a significant portion of consumers
lacking awareness of their rights. There was a perceived need for improved public campaigns,
particularly targeting generational gaps in media consumption, in terms of social networks and
television.

At the regional and national levels, there had been healthy growth in support for consumer organisations,
but concerns persisted about the adequacy of tools and funding mechanisms to support their activities.

A public authority entity stated that they had developed consumer information, conducted training
sessions, and provided education to consumers, focusing on topics such as travellers’ rights and
transport. These efforts had been positively received, but the agency acknowledged the ongoing need to
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inform consumers about the existence of consumer protection entities and the benefits of accessing free
or reduced-cost litigation services. The directive was deemed effective in conjunction with national
legislation, which may not be observed in other Member States.

More than two out of every five respondents believed that the CP had helped facilitate consumers’
access to redress mechanisms to a moderate extent. However, a comparable humber answered that it
had done so either only to a limited extent (7) or not at all (3).

Question 7: To what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to the facilitation of consumers’
access to redress mechanisms?

To what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed
to the facilitation of consumers’ access to redress
mechanisms?

® To a large extent
12 To a moderate extent

To a limited extent

® Not at all

m | don't know

A representative from the telecommunications services sector in Bulgaria spoke about their role in
regulating service providers and handling dispute resolution within operators. Although they had limited
experience with the Consumer Programme, they explained their role in dealing with complaints and
referring them to appropriate bodies when necessary.

In France, a mediation institution that had received funding from the CP stated that the results had not
been entirely positive due to a lack of communication. For example, out of approximately 5 000
mediation requests submitted by individuals, only 1 000 had been accepted, which corresponded to a
mediation success rate of 50 to 60%. Another mediation centre that had not benefited from the CP
considered that if they could benefit from such a programme, they would use the funding instrument to
help better inform businesses on their obligation to appoint a consumer mediator, as well as on how to
join a consumer mediation scheme.

In Ireland, two main challenges persisted according to a representative of an ADR entity: consumers
found it difficult to get to the appropriate ADR provider, and consumers could not get a response from
the seller. A good example was aviation. The EU had a list of aviation ADR providers which was not
easily accessible or was confusing. The provider could be based on the point of departure or arrival.
Also, certain airlines had contracts with an ADR provider to handle their aviation disputes. There were
many complaints regarding multinationals or larger organisations not providing any information to the
consumer on what went wrong. They would just say that the consumer had breached the rules, but they
would not inform them on what exactly the breach was. Consequently, if consumers wanted to raise a
dispute with the seller, they contacted the ADR provider who in turn reached out to the seller. If the
seller did not respond or engage it appeared that the problem was the ADR provider. As well as the
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trader being obliged to direct the buyer to an ODR (online dispute resolution) link there should also be
a requirement that the trader will respond to any ODR request within seven days or alternatively
highlight on their website that they would not engage in ODR.

It was reiterated by the Latvian authorities that the programme could be considered a success, and that
the objectives had been achieved. However, this success was seen primarily from a Europe-wide
perspective. At national level, the transposition of these directives sometimes fell short of achieving the
objectives. The example of dispute resolution was put forward, where consumers were often involved
in the general courts where their chances of obtaining redress were low. It was stressed that, although
there was a committee for resolution, consumers generally found it hard to exercise their rights and were
not well-informed about them. Though successful, the programme had not fully reached its objectives
in terms of legal protection and rights awareness. These aspects had not yet been fully addressed, with
some parts needing to be tackled at EU level, and others needing national strategies. In fact, the
transposition to national law was deemed complex, making it difficult to understand the framework.
Addressing this issue while continuing to transpose EU regulations into national regulations was
considered problematic. For instance, it was mentioned that consumer purchases and the transposition
of the related directives in Latvia had become obscure and the framework hard to understand. So, the
transposition of regulations from EU to national level was regarded as challenging.

The Latvian social partners noted that consumers often faced challenges in protecting their interests
when acting alone, highlighting a key issue with the effectiveness of consumer rights enforcement in
individual disputes. Regarding the consumer scoreboard, it was noted that Latvian consumers perceived
the availability of dispute resolution and protection in this area more positively than the European
average, with the data not indicating significant discrepancies. However, it was acknowledged that not
all consumers were satisfied with the ADR system, as there had been complaints about accessibility and
dissatisfaction. Efforts were ongoing to improve the system, though engaging various stakeholders
remained a challenge.

It was noted by consumer organisations in Latvia that the Consumer Centre took a long time to reply,
with consumers often waiting about four months for a response and up to a year for dispute resolution,
which discouraged complaints. Concerns were raised about the centre's capacity to manage these issues
efficiently. It was suggested that some functions could be delegated to NGOs and associations to
accelerate the process. It was pointed out that consumers frequently sought consultations, but if the
process was prolonged, they tended to give up. Therefore, it was recommended that more attention be
paid to reducing the duration of the complaint resolution process in the next period to ensure that
consumers did not have to wait so long. Such an improvement was deemed very important. Mediation
was highlighted as a positive aspect, helping both parties settle disputes amicably and identify any legal
violations. When mediation failed, clear explanations on resolving the issue were provided. The
delegation of some state functions to mediation was appreciated.

In terms of effectiveness, a representative of the Portuguese public authorities mentioned facing
challenges in implementing legislation to safeguard consumers. They identified difficulties in
addressing consumer concerns related to product safety, food safety, and economic security, often
struggling to reconcile consumer feedback with actionable solutions.

While one out of three respondents did not know whether the CP had contributed to the improvement
of the articulation between (linking up of) national enforcement bodies and the Consumer
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Protection Network, a considerable majority of those that did, answered that it had had a positive
impact, even if mostly to a moderate extent.

Question 8: In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to the improvement
of the articulation between (linking up of) national enforcement bodies and the Consumer Protection
Cooperation Network?

In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to the
improvement of the articulation between national enforcement bodies and the
Consumer Protection Cooperation Network?

= To alarge extent
To a moderate extent
To a limited extent

= Not at all

12
= | don't know

A representative of the Bulgarian national enforcement authorities emphasised during the interviews
that the RAPEX system was very effective; for example, if a product was tested and found to be
dangerous in Germany, the notification was shared, and the Bulgarian authorities could remove the
product from their market without needing to test it themselves. This collaborative approach was deemed
highly beneficial. However, there was also room for improvement. While addressed by recent reforms
to the RAPEX system, from 2014-2020 the platform had lacked consumer-friendly features and
translation into Bulgarian. However, it was considered much more accessible now, for both businesses
and consumers.

The Consumer Protection Cooperation Network (CPC Network) was regarded very highly by the public
authorities in Ireland. It was considered very positive, transparent and consumer-driven. The Irish
public authorities had had excellent results in the past with it. It was seen as an excellent platform to
share knowledge and best practice, and the EU Member States worked very well together through the
platform.

The representative from Irish civil society organisations stressed that one of the biggest strengths at the
moment was the European Consumer Centres Network (ECC-Net). He felt it had been very well
designed, and was doing an invaluable job in Ireland. In his opinion, it was very important for consumers
to know that they could contact the ECC by phone or online, and that the ECC would tell them where
to go and what to do, because was is very simple. Consumers needed to be steered in the right direction
and the European Consumer Centres Network was ideal for helping to achieve that.

A representative of Latvia’s public authorities added that, since there was no national strategy on
consumer protection at national level, this programme was an important tool, especially for the smaller
Member States. Considerable resources had been used to support and strengthen the capacity of the
public authorities, including the CPC network. It was deemed essential, given the limited resources, to
identify significant non-compliance areas and vulnerable databases. Access to data was considered
crucial for the effective implementation of policies.
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A Portuguese arbitration institution spoke about challenges in assessing the effectiveness of the EU’s
annual programmes from 2014 to 2020 due to the concurrent initiatives of the national government.
Nevertheless, the platform created by these programmes had since been abandoned, limiting its
usefulness to litigation procedures only.

A representative from a Portuguese regulatory entity explained that they had not been direct
beneficiaries of the programme but had received valuable training sessions on network coordination.
They highlighted the importance of a national decree to support regulations at Consumer Protection
Cooperation (CPC) level, which had empowered national entities previously lacking authority. The
implementation of a national directive provided legitimacy to these entities. This authority had
conducted training sessions for the CPC authorities network and presented projects to national
authorities aimed at enhancing consumer protection. This programme was deemed positive in terms of
both effectiveness and relevance. The representative considered the programme’s objectives to be very
relevant and aligned with national policies, emphasising design, contribution, education, and consumer
empowerment.

Even more positive than the answers to the previous question, respondents were convinced that the CP
had either to a large or moderate extent invested in improving the capacity of institutions and
beneficiaries to enhance the efficiency of their activities. While only three respondents had a negative
opinion, five had answered it had done so, and half of the respondents believed that this investment had
happened, at least to a moderate extent.

Question 9: In your opinion, has the Consumer Programme invested in improving the capacity of
institutions and beneficiaries to enhance the efficiency of its activities?

In your opinion, has the Consumer Programme invested in
improving the capacity of institutions and beneficiaries to
enhance the efficiency of its activities?

m Yes
Moderately

Mostly not

= Not at all

= | don't know

13

During the interviews, the Bulgarian authorities noted that wider recognition of their work, and the
improvement of working conditions were considered to have motivated those working in the field. It
was noted that, despite receiving generally low salaries, particularly in product safety, the importance
and recognition of the work had encouraged workers to stay. Projects such the CP were judged to help
retain staff, with colleagues providing positive feedback about the impact of their work. Another
representative from the public authorities highlighted here the need for more funding. Limited budgets
meant that they were not able to test as many products as they would like. It was stated that some
countries wanted to test more products but lacked sufficient funds. Increasing the budget was suggested
to improve this situation.
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A representative from the Bulgarian authorities shared their insights about their extensive experience
with the programme, particularly in the area of safety. As the main authority, they participated in the
RAPEX programme, now known as Safety Gate, which was one of their primary tasks. This
collaboration with colleagues from other countries was considered highly beneficial, especially given
their limited capacity with fewer than 120 inspectors handling numerous issues. The Consumer
Programme was considered to have significantly contributed to the budget, enabling more product
testing and consequently improving market safety. The pan-European approach to product testing was
considered particularly valuable as it ensured that the same products were tested across different
countries, reflecting a unified European standard rather than individual national interests.

A French consumer organisation explained that they were among the 16 approved organisations in
France. However, they had not benefited from the programme. They expressed their gratitude for the
European Consumer Centre, which provided them with valuable support on many topics, such as the
free translation of requests. Among the issues they identified were the practice of comparators and the
use of ‘consumer reviews’.

A consumer organisation — while not denying the usefulness of the programme — noted, however, that
European projects and programmes seemed to be reserved for consumer associations in France that were
members of BEUC. Information did not circulate beyond those organisations, and the facilitating link
with European programmes was limited to the latter.

It was stated by Latvian stakeholders that, since there was no specific strategy for consumer protection
at national level, there was a high reliance on the Consumer Programme. Appreciation was expressed
for the support from the programme in building capacity. Particularly for a small country, the
programme was highlighted as essential, as without it, resources would likely be insufficient.

It was noted that the development of national strategies relied heavily on documents and guidelines
provided by the EU, using these as a foundation for policy-building. This approach was acknowledged
as significantly contributing to enhancing consumer protection levels. However, it was also highlighted
that each country had its own unique specific features, and the transposition of EU regulations into
national legislation presented its own set of challenges.

A representative from arbitration institutions in Portugal emphasised the crucial role of the EU in
empowering alternative dispute resolution entities. They highlighted the significance of the directives
issued in 2011, 2013, and 2014, particularly Directive 524, which had established an online platform for
dispute resolution. These directives were noted as foundational in enhancing the capacities of conflict-
solving entities, benefiting both national- and EU-level systems. The representative acknowledged that
without these institutions, consumers would encounter significant challenges in asserting their rights.
However, they also mentioned fundamental difficulties in accessing multi-annual programme funding,
identifying funding as a primary challenge. Despite efforts over several years to access funding, they
had faced obstacles due to missing documentation. The representative emphasised that many entities
providing valuable consumer support encountered similar challenges with funding mechanisms, which
were perceived to be non-user-friendly and difficult to access.

A representative of Portuguese consumer organisations pointed out a lack of consumer awareness about
crucial mechanisms like RAPEX, emphasising the need for better information dissemination and
awareness-raising programmes. They noted a mismatch between associations and consumer access to
information, hindering the benefits from these mechanisms. The importance of focusing programmes
on information and awareness-raising was highlighted again. The representative advocated reinforcing
technical capacity in inspection entities, especially in the health sector, to enhance consumer protection.
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A representative from the Portuguese public authorities shared insights into their experience with the
programme. They said that they were unable to provide a detailed assessment of the programme’s
effectiveness because they were not direct beneficiaries. The programme had commenced before their
organisation’s establishment, and although invited to apply in 2019, they had faced challenges due to
limited resources, which ultimately prevented their participation.

In Portugal, a consumer regulatory authority stated that it had benefited from funding through
participation in three different programmes. Responsible for overseeing the operation of consumer
centres and managing funding, the authority gave positive evaluations regarding the importance of
providing consumer information and handling complaints. It was acknowledged that operations would
not have been feasible without the support of the programme.

Two thirds of the respondents were not aware as to whether there had been grants within the
Consumer Programme in their country to achieve the specific objectives of consumer information,
education, rights, redress, and enforcement. The remaining third were split in half between mostly
positive and mostly negative answers.

Question 10: To your knowledge, have there been grants within the Consumer Programme in your
country to achieve the specific objectives of consumer information, education, rights, redress, and
enforcement?

To your knowledge, have there been grants within the Consumer Programme
in your country to achieve the specific objectives of consumer information,
education, rights, redress, and enforcement?

= Yes

Moderately

Mostly not
‘ = Not at all

= | don't know

It was stated during the country visit to Bulgaria that efforts had been made to uphold consumer rights
through ethical standards for advertising, with self-regulation of advertising companies through the
application of ethical rules as a possible way to strengthen consumer rights and information. While the
organisation responsible for the field of self-regulation had not benefited from the programme
financially, it noted an increase in consumer awareness of their rights. An ethical code was mentioned,
allowing consumers to file complaints about non-compliant advertising. It was stated that more and
more consumers had been exercising their rights but it remained hard to associate causality with the
programme or other initiatives.

In the country visit to Ireland, one public authority pointed out that they tended to conduct information
campaigns through their own direct budgeting. The financial services levy was being used to fund the
cost comparison sites as well as campaigns on consumer literacy. They had significantly invested in
consumer communication over a number of years. Its cost-comparison sites had been extremely
successful, as could be gauged from the volume of traffic seen through its various custom comparison
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sites, which were concentrated mostly on financial services products in Ireland rather than on general
consumer products. This emphasis stemmed from the fact that for many years there had been a lack of
competition in financial services, with only two main banks. In order to address that, they had devoted
considerable resources to informing consumers of their rights to switch and to be able to make informed
decisions on national services products.

It was necessary to improve communication with consumers regarding their rights. There were many
relevant documents provided on specialised websites, but according to the feedback received from
consumers, the vast majority of them would appreciate something very simple. They wanted to know
where should they go in their particular case and what their rights were.

Since the largest volume of claims in Ireland is in travel and the largest amount of travel takes place in
the summer, there should be annual information campaigns across all types of media to inform
consumers about their rights in very simple terms. It should include any updates, if there had been any
changes, and mention a dedicated website with frequently asked questions. However, not all consumers
were comfortable with technology. Therefore, it was important to use a variety of channels to get the
message through.

The excellent job of the Consumer Rights Protection Centre of Latvia in enforcing regulations was
highlighted. However, a crucial aspect discussed was damage recovery and redress. When damage
occurred, consumers often faced challenges in collecting compensation from the responsible parties.
Typically, they had to resort to court proceedings, where proving causation and other necessary elements
could be difficult, even for lawyers. This complexity made it hard for consumers to obtain the redress
they deserved. It was suggested that the European Commission consider providing more streamlined
and accessible rules for complaints, as the general courts process was considered not user-friendly for
consumers.

A representative from a Portuguese consumer rights association also emphasised the need for improved
information access and transparency in markets to empower consumers, citing positive outcomes in
price reduction and market transparency during recent programmes. A faster response from dispute
entities was also called for when the actions of authorities were ignored. However, there were challenges
for legislators in keeping pace with evolving markets and comparative monitoring instruments were
needed to aid consumer decision-making. Fiscal monitoring tools had shown promise but required
further use by authorities for faster responses to regulatory violations.

Two thirds of the respondents were not aware as to whether measures had been taken in their country
based on the CP to empower vulnerable consumers. The remaining third were split between mostly
negative (dominant in the three analysed groups) and mostly positive answers.
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Question 11: To your knowledge, have measures been taken in your country based on the Consumer
Programme to empower vulnerable consumers?

To your knowledge, have there measures been taken in your country based on the
Consumer Programme to empower vulnerable consumers such as :

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

People with disabilities or with reduced mobility I 4 4 _
People facing difficulties in accessing and understanding information . 2 4 _

People facing difficulties in finding appropriate products and services on the

mYes Moderately Mostly not mNotatall mldon'tknow

A French consumer organisation stated during the country visit that they had not benefited from the
programme and were not aware of it. However, they participated in a project promoted by the authorities
on fruit and vegetable consumption, which they considered essential in consumer education. They met
people in their communities to implement consumer projects and involve young people. In addition,
they received requests from consumers seeking social assistance for payments, although this was less of
a matter for consumer associations. Consumer organisations were advocating for food education,
financial education for consumption. Although some initiatives had taken place in schools, they had not
been rolled out across the country. Consumption should become a key subject in school education,
because young people and adults often lacked the information to make informed choices and defend
themselves in the event of a consumer dispute. They believed that there was a deficit in consumer
education, and that such education could rebalance the relationship between uninformed consumers and
the market.

The Irish authorities related their experience in reaching out to vulnerable communities by organising
workshops for NGOs and representative bodies on topics such as housing and homelessness or asylum
and immigration, or for groups representing people with disabilities. They had also started working with
a public partnership network with local authorities in order to better spread their message and target
communities that were difficult to reach.

There was protection from energy disconnection. Since approximately 2022, there had been a
moratorium on disconnections (during the energy crisis), but whenever that was removed there was extra
protection against those customers being disconnected, for example for the customers who relied on
electricity for medical needs (if they had medical devices which needed to be connected to electricity).

According to another representative of the Irish authorities, there were different lenses for looking at the
issue of vulnerable consumers. Their own services were staying aware of vulnerable consumers and
doing their best to provide relevant services in terms of accessibility and availability in different
languages, etc. In terms of vulnerable consumers and their complaints, a lot of complaints were lodged
regarding customer service from financial service providers, for example because the customer felt they
had not been dealt with appropriately for various reasons. A lot of those concerned disputed transactions
—that is, fraud complaints. In 2023, over 60% of the complaints had related to the banking sector. And
within that banking sector, 24% of the complaints had related to fraudulent transactions and the
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individuals who had been vulnerable on those occasions. They were seeing significant increases, year
on year, in relation to those types of complaints.

Furthermore, one participant pointed out that in Ireland, a distinction was made between ‘vulnerability’
(where people in Ireland for whom English was not their first language had to rely on someone else to
interpret for them) and ‘capacity’ (people who might have difficulty making decisions, for example
people with intellectual disabilities, acquired brain injury, mental health difficulty or dementia). For the
case of diminished capacity, there was a law, the Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) Act 2015, which
established a legal framework for supported decision-making in Ireland. It allowed people to establish
legal agreements on how they could be supported to make decisions about their personal welfare,
property and affairs. There was special training and support provided to staff on how to support these
people through their decision-making. The participant in question was not aware if any support was
provided to ‘vulnerable consumers’.

Latvian consumer organisations stressed the need to protect consumers, particularly older individuals,
from fraud. Increasing the capacities of NGOs to inform consumers was suggested as a key step. It was
suggested that more support and involvement from the Consumer Rights Protection Centre would be
beneficial for associations. The current exclusion of these associations from directives, documents and
action of the consumer centre was noted.

The issue of influencer jobs and the need for consumer directives on influencers and advertising of
goods was raised. It was emphasised that there should be clear guidelines and regulations in place to
govern influencer activities and ensure that consumers were adequately protected from misleading
advertisements.

A representative from a Portuguese consumer organisation was asked about the alignment between
programme objectives and consumer needs and expectations. The representative noted that the
programme's objectives were generally in line with consumer needs and were relevant and up to date.
However, they highlighted areas for improvement, particularly in enhancing education for vulnerable
consumers who faced permanent vulnerabilities, including financial and digital literacy challenges. The
representative emphasised the importance of ensuring that vulnerable consumers had access to
mechanisms to overcome these challenges effectively.

Respondents to the questionnaire expressed an overwhelmingly negative view on whether the
Consumer Programme had been effective in ensuring that national consumer policies were strong
enough to deal with subsequent crises (such as COVID-19 or the energy crisis). Less than two thirds
had an opinion on the subject, and of these more than half believed the Consumer Programme had only
been effective to a limited extent.
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Question 12: In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme been effective in ensuring that
national consumer policies were strong enough to deal with subsequent crises (such as COVID-19 and
the energy crisis)?

In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme been effective
in ensuring that national consumer policies were strong enough to deal
with subsequent crisis (such as Covid-19 or the energy crisis)?

= To a large extent
To a moderate extent
To a limited extent

u Not at all

s | don't know

During the interviews with the Bulgarian national authorities, a representative emphasised the
challenges in managing their limited resources. The timely transposition of the legislation by the
Bulgarian authorities was praised, and it was noted that the 2014-2020 Consumer Programme had helped
raise protection levels despite the complex legislative landscape, including Bulgaria’s presidency in
2018 and the impact of COVID-19. It was stated that the main challenge to address in regard to future
initiatives was the need to tackle the fundamental rights of consumers and economic disparities between
them as well as the Green Deal. The programme was considered to be beneficial for Bulgaria in reaching
the standards of consumer protection of other European countries. The programme’s success in raising
consumer protection levels and maintaining good relationships with civil society representatives was
stressed. Public authorities tried to work in close contact with representatives of consumer protection
organisations and maintain good relationship and cooperation with civil society.

In the country visit to France, a social partner organisation stated that the most relevant topic in the past
had been information on product traceability. However, the current challenges stemmed from the digital
world, with support for the most vulnerable, the environment and the economic crisis (inflation)
difficulties, which affected purchasing power and consumption habits. Consumer mediation had been
made mandatory for businesses.

In Portugal, consumer organisations expressed the view that strengthening technical capacities of
inspecting authorities and tools that would enable them to identify infractions and implementing
innovative technologies were crucial for effective enforcement, particularly in digital markets.
Additionally, there was a recognised need to enhance the design, reach and functionality of online
conflict resolution platforms to better serve consumer needs and expectations.
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3.2 Relevance

According to the European Commission’s Better Regulation toolbox, the criterion of relevance ‘looks
at the relationship between the needs and problems in society and the objectives of the intervention
and hence touches on aspects of design. Relevance analysis also requires a consideration of how the

objectives of an EU intervention (...) correspond to wider EU policy goals and priorities.* ™

Between a third and half of the respondents were unable to say whether the CP had been integrated
with other European initiatives related to consumer rights. The most mitigated answers were found
on the monitoring of consumer sentiment (7 more positive, 8 more negative answers). Respondents were
much more positive concerning most other initiatives, in particular concerning raising consumer
awareness, EU consumer policies or policies affecting consumer rights.

Question 13: Do you think that the Consumer Programme was adequately integrated with other
European initiatives related to consumer rights?

Do you think that the Consumer Programme was adequately integrated with
other European initiatives related to consumer rights?

Monitoring of consumer sentiments Il = 6 -, 12
Raising of consumer awareness and education I 13 3 TR
Capacity building for consumer organizations [l 7 4 HmA 11
EU-wide consumer networks  [ISHE 6 4 o
EU policies in the field of consumer rights  INEGEEN 9 S | D [ I
Guidelines on the application of EU rules in the field of... INSEE 10 4 HH &8
EU Consumer Policy initiatives I 10 :m 10
Others [ S ——
0 5 10 15 20 25 30

mYes Moderately Mostly not mNotatall mldon'tknow

When asked to specify which policies had been integrated, one respondent highlighted the New
Consumer Agenda, as both initiatives had taken a holistic approach covering various topics and policies
of particular importance to consumers, converging in particular on the need to ensure redress and
enforcement of consumer rights and addressing the specific needs of certain groups of consumers. For
its part, the New Consumer Agenda was greatly marked by its aim of responding to the immediate needs
of consumers in the face of the challenges posed by the specific context arising from the COVID-19
pandemic, while also seeking to complement other EU initiatives, such as the European Green Deal, the
Circular Economy Action Plan and the Communication on Shaping Europe’s Digital Future, to that end
including as priority areas the green transition, the digital transformation and international cooperation.

For the same stakeholder, ensuring redress for consumer rights and better law enforcement and meeting
the specific needs of certain groups of consumers remained priority objectives, but the New Consumer

& ttps://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/better-requlation-toolbox-47 en 0.pdf.
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Agenda had introduced other, equally fundamental strands. The objectives of the initiatives had aligned
with and complemented the Consumer Programme. The New Consumer Agenda allowed tangible
initiatives to be adopted in some areas already addressed by the multiannual Consumer Programme for
the period 2014-2020, while presenting a vision for consumer policy that prioritised the dual transition.
On the other hand, the objectives of the Programme, and in particular those related to enforcement and
consumer information, had always been developed, for example at the Consumer Summits.

Respondents divided into three groups regarding the question on the integration between the
Consumer Programme and the initiatives related to Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR). A third
were unable to evaluate whether they had been properly integrated or not. A third (10) believed they had
not been integrated at all, or only integrated to a limited extent, whereas another third (8) believed they
had been moderately or largely integrated.

Question 14: In your view, to what extent were the Consumer Programme and the initiatives related to
Alternative Dispute Resolution properly integrated?

In your view, to what extent was the Consumer

Programme and the initiatives related to the Alternative
Dispute Resolution properly integrated?

m To alarge extent
To a moderate extent
To a limited extent

= Not at all

= | don't know

In answer to the question of how this integration had occurred, and how relevant or irrelevant/successful
or unsuccessful it had been, opinions were divided equally. French stakeholders stated that they were
not at all aware of such a link, one of them saying that they were not aware of any impact of the
programme on the thousands of cases they dealt with every year. Another French stakeholder referred
to the ineffectiveness of the European Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) platform, with a similar
observation also made by a Portuguese stakeholder.

On the other hand, Latvian and Bulgarian stakeholders took a more positive view, saying that the
Consumer Programme was a driver for changes and approaches to ADR legislation, supporting national
ADR with grants and funding. Nevertheless, the fact that only 50% co-funding had been provided during
the period under evaluation had reduced the efficacy of the measure, especially in countries where
companies did not engage voluntarily in ADR mechanisms, such as Bulgaria. Regulatory support might
be needed, making goods and service providers legally obliged to respond or attempt ADR when a
complaint had been lodged against them.

During the interviews, a representative of the Bulgarian authorities stated that good cooperation had
been established with the telecommunications sector, facilitating the exchange and resolution of over
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25 000 complaints received, each of which had been diligently addressed. It was underscored that
cooperation with institutions benefited consumers, particularly when it came to promptly addressing the
significant volume of complaints in telecommunications. Although Alternative Dispute Resolution
(ADR) mechanisms were in place, their efficiency was noted to be uncertain. The Conciliation Council,
comprising representatives from the commission, business associations and consumer sectors, was
acknowledged as including all relevant parties but was perceived as lacking effectiveness and efficiency.
It was observed that consumers were often unfamiliar with the process, leading to low participation
rates. The voluntary nature of participation was also listed as hindering effectiveness, as where traders
declined to participate legal action was the only option left for consumers. Despite these challenges, it
was noted that many complaints were resolved through this informal procedure and only the worst cases
were left to the ADR process, considered less effective. Consequently, it was stated that Bulgarian
consumers did consistently receive redress, relying on institutional support. The handling of numerous
complaints was highlighted as burdensome, making it challenging to address other responsibilities.
Efforts to mediate were mentioned, although it was clarified that the authority did not function as a
mediation service and could not issue orders. Instead, the prospect of fines imposed for legal violations
encouraged compliance, often resulting in voluntary corrections by traders to avoid penalties.

It was stated by civil society that only two ADR centres in Bulgaria were private and not linked to the
state, with many conciliation commissions not working effectively. It was noted that consumers did not
choose ADR to file complaints but preferred addressing the CPC, seeing it as the only authority capable
of exerting pressure on traders. It was explained that, in Bulgaria, ADR was based on voluntary
mediation, which posed a problem as traders generally did not participate. The lack of interest in
participating in resolving complaints from traders, especially large companies, was reiterated, as they
preferred to solve issues domestically. It was observed that while consumer education efforts were
increasing awareness, not many complaints were submitted for ADR, and trader participation was
essential for the process to succeed.

The decline in complaints made through the ODR system was also mentioned, with difficulties in
cross-border complaints due to language and trader appointment issues. It was explained that often, once
a cross-border complaint was submitted, it became lost in the system or it was not answered.

It was acknowledged that consumer awareness of ADR was increasing, thanks to the programme grants,
but funding challenges persisted. The 50% co-funding rate was criticised and considered not interesting
compared to other programmes, where the funding rate might be 90% or 75%. It was reiterated that
challenges linked to the ADR mechanism were related to lack of funding, the fact that decisions were
not binding for both traders and consumers and the lack of involvement by traders given the voluntary
nature of the system. Funding for some private organisations came from general members who paid fees
and from associate members. It was highlighted that grants, when received, were primarily used for
popularising and advertising ADR and developing the online system to make it more user-friendly,
preventing user loss due to system issues.

The increase in involvement from traders was noted, which was attributed to workshops and talks
organised. However, the mandatory trader participation in ADR processes was called for in order to
ensure better outcomes. In particular, a reform of the ADR mechanism was suggested to make it
compulsory for traders to answer complaints. It was noted that, despite improvements, it would take
years to catch up with European countries with more established consumer protection mechanisms.
Overall, while the programme was considered as helping, further improvement was considered
necessary.
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It was suggested that mandatory participation in schemes and workshops could be a solution to improve
engagement, given the fact that participation in mediation was voluntary by law. It was also suggested
that it be made mandatory to answer the complaint the first time. It was concluded that, while funding
and education were essential, trader participation was crucial for the ADR process to be effective, as
even with further funding the progress would be slower than if the involvement of traders in complaints
was ensured.

In France, a representative from the public authorities considered that a number of actions under the
programme were useful and should continue to be financed, for example, on the issue of cross-border
disputes and the intervention of out-of-court settlement and disputes. The directive envisaged ensuring
that out-of-court dispute resolution took into account the development of online purchases, the objective
of which was to step up consumer assistance in handling such disputes. Thus, a financing instrument
that supported all these issues would be very relevant. Since the aim of the directive was to require all
Member States to designate an ADR contact point (out-of-court settlement of disputes), these types of
action could, of course, require additional funding in line with the Commission’s policy objectives.
Moreover, in this case, fully inclusive tools needed to be developed, to be accessible to consumers in
situations of vulnerability or disability.

In Ireland, it was stated that there are a number of ADR/ODR entities in place for consumers. According
to the department, the uptake in some of the more general entities was not considerable, but those that
were more specific, particularly the Financial Services and Pensions Ombudsman (FSPO), had worked
well. The lack of uptake by larger entities was attributed to the success of Ireland’s small claims court
(explanatory note: in Ireland, ‘the small claims procedure’, also known as the Small Claims Court, is a
service which provides an inexpensive way for consumers and businesses to resolve disputes without
employing a solicitor. The service is provided by the local District Court offices. To use the service, the
claim cannot exceed EUR 2 000.). People in Ireland tended to know about it and perhaps use this option
instead of using ADR. Given the ongoing revision of the ADR Directive, there could be an increase in
the use of ADR. Nevertheless, the FSPO worked particularly well, but the small claims court had
probably taken up a lot of the work that would have gone to the ADR bodies.

From the very beginning, one of the ODR/ADR entities certified by the CCPC in Ireland had expected
to receive a significant volume of cases but it had soon become obvious that the landscape in Ireland
was not like that of a number of other European countries. In Ireland, each regulator handled the
complaints themselves directly with the consumer (e.g. in aviation, energy, communications). Many
companies were reluctant to use a third party to handle their complaints and were therefore increasingly
doing it themselves. They did not wish anybody to know what complaints they received. As one
company representative pointed out at a presentation on consumer protection and ODR in Dublin, the
companies did not want to put their reputation in the hands of a third party. They wanted to protect their
brand; therefore, they would handle their own complaints.

The creation of out-of-court resolution mechanisms in Latvia was highlighted by public authorities as
one of the programme's most significant achievements. This regulation led to the establishment of an
independent dispute resolution committee within consumer protection centres, providing a more
effective model and benefiting consumers significantly. Dispute resolution was also regarded as having
worked efficiently. However, issues were pointed out concerning the lack of cooperation from business
representatives, specifically in certain areas where consumers would benefit from the dispute resolution
committee, such as electronics. The committee could not help in cases where businesses were
uncooperative. It was pointed out that, despite sometimes identifying companies with fraudulent
characteristics, consumers did not always manage to receive the expected redress.
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Furthermore, it was mentioned that the ADR commission, mainly composed of consumer
representatives from NGOs, struggled to gather representatives from the business sector.
Business-related NGOs had indicated that they lacked the capacity to provide someone who could
participate in resolution matters full-time.

It was further noted by Latvian consumer organisations that the new proposal submitted was very weak,
lacking ambition, and unlikely to effectively address the issues surrounding ADR in Latvia. Despite a
stated 90-day period for dispute resolution on paper, the reality was quite different, often resulting in
prolonged delays. The committee responsible for dispute resolution, provided by the consumer
protection centre, required assistance and considerable time to prepare, leading to lengthy waiting
periods for consumers seeking access to ADR. Therefore, considering the time elapsed from when
consumers reached out to when they received a solution, typically a year or even nine months, a shorter
timeframe was stressed as necessary for effective ADR. The new directive was considered to be unable
to address these concerns. Additionally, ambiguity surrounding the calculation of the 90-day period was
noted, with the government employing algorithms that favoured their interests, leading to further delays.

Another significant issue identified was the reluctance of businesses to engage in ADR. While dispute
resolution was mandatory for individual companies in Latvia, many business representatives were found
unwilling to participate or delegate representatives, undermining the effectiveness of the process. The
new directive was considered as failing to address these concerns as well.

Finally, the independence of dispute resolution bodies in Latvia was also considered lacking, with few
being truly independent from business interests, particularly in sectors such as banking and law. The
proposed changes were considered as doing little to address these fundamental issues, resulting in
minimal impact on the system’s effectiveness.

Responding to inquiries about conflict resolution mechanisms and training initiatives, one representative
from the Portuguese arbitration network noted the crucial role of the directive in empowering the
arbitration network and enhancing consumer rights. Specifically, the way the directive had a
harmonising effect within the arbitration network was emphasised. Previously, each centre had operated
independently with different methods, affecting the efficiency of services provided. The directive played
a key role in creating a coherent public service across regions. However, challenges persisted in securing
financing for these services due to the absence of direct funding support.

Another representative from the arbitration network echoed sentiments about bureaucratic challenges at
EU level, citing difficulties in accessing programmes due to missing documents. However, it was stated
that the Portuguese dispute resolution mechanisms worked very well and served as an example for other
countries in consumer dispute resolution.

Representatives expressed concerns about being overlooked in regulatory proposals and criticised the
inefficiencies of the Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) platform design. It was pointed out that
significant investments had been made by the Commission into the ODR platform with limited results
due to design flaws.

Portuguese consumer organisations stated that, despite improvements in facilitation, the primary
challenge of alternative dispute settlement remained disseminating information effectively to civil
society so people understood how these mechanisms operated and how to access them. While the
mechanisms were deemed effective, the fact that consumers were aware of their existence but lacked
knowledge on how they work and how to access them affected their efficiency.
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One consumer rights representative highlighted the usefulness of a cooperation protocol with arbitration
centres to ensure that consumers receive information effectively. They commended the Portuguese
example of consumer protection and accessibility to dispute resolution mechanisms.

An overwhelming majority of the respondents were unable to say whether there was synergy between
the coordination of surveillance and enforcement actions at EU level and national enforcement
bodies. Of the 12 that did have an opinion on the issue, though, all said that synergy existed: 2 that it
existed to a large extent, 7 to a moderate extent, and 3 to a limited extent.

Question 15: In your view, to what extent was there synergy between the coordination of surveillance
and enforcement actions at EU level and national enforcement bodies?

In your view, to what extent was there synergy between the
coordination of surveillance and enforcement actions at EU level
and national enforcement bodies?

uTo alarge extent
7 To a moderate extent
To alimited extent
= Not at all

= | don't know

When asked to provide further explanations, one French stakeholder said these were limited to generic
actions. A Portuguese stakeholder said that the system put in place was a powerful tool to strengthen the
enforcement of consumer protection rules in the EU, but its real potential was far from being used. The
authorities should make full use of the powers provided for in Regulation (EU) 2017/2394, instead of
limiting themselves to the usual dialogue with offenders, which was not always the appropriate solution.
In addition, more enforcement action was needed and authorities needed to react more quickly to
infringements, making use of their powers, in particular when offenders ignored the position taken by
them.

Actions such as sweeps had proved to be important in terms of raising awareness of certain practices,
but the outcome of these actions had lagged behind, notably in terms of deterring new practices, partly
due to the lack of identification of infringing companies. The results and reporting of such actions should
not be limited to figures, but should allow, in the different countries, practices and offenders to be
identified, so that private enforcement could play its monitoring role.

It was mentioned during the interviews that consumer associations in Bulgaria received annual
government subsidies for consumer protection activities, allocated on the basis of specific criteria.
Additional funding was obtained through European programmes, with consumer associations
implementing projects under these frameworks. However, it was noted that the national budget did not
allow for reallocation of funds, presenting limitations compared to European counterparts due to varying
financial capacities.
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The alignment of consumer protection programmes with national goals and priorities was emphasised,
particularly in product safety and consumer rights enforcement. Cross-cutting activities such as
programme management and communication were noted as enhancing the effectiveness of consumer
protection efforts, with national authorities actively involved in programme design and implementation.
A collaborative approach with European partners was highlighted as crucial in achieving a unified
consumer protection framework across Europe

In France, a business organisation noted a lack of knowledge of the programme in the country. The
organisation’s representative explained that French regulations on consumer information had been
inadequately transposing European legislation, often in a way that was in conflict with the EU
legislation. They believed that the Commission should take action against France for these transpositions
contrary to EU law, but that these actions were often delayed for political reasons. The representative
explained that, for example, two or three years ago, during a dispute in the French Parliament over the
labelling of products, there should have been an alert from the European Commission stating that the
proposed text did not comply with European harmonisation standards.

In Ireland, and in terms of product safety, the authorities had had a number of successful experiences
in recent years with regard to notifications in RAPEX. Therefore, it was considered a source of a real
benefit in terms of consumer education and information.

The safety of goods issue was mentioned as an important aspect of the programme by Latvian public
authorities. It was noted that, from a surveillance perspective, Latvia benefitted greatly from the
programme. It was deemed very useful to have access to cross-border data on unsafe goods from other
Member States. This was facilitated by RAPEX, a platform developed thanks to the programme, in
which Member States were considered to have successfully invested many resources. However, one
negative point put forward was the inaccessibility of cross-country databases on incident and risk
reports. This lack of data was stated to have been successfully mitigated in Latvia thanks to a partnership
with a local children’s hospital, demonstrating the importance of cooperation. Nevertheless, more
accessible data and information on risks and injuries of products were deemed essential and an area for
future improvement.

There was consensus among Latvian social partners on the importance of evaluations. The ICC network
was praised as an efficient tool for solving individual disputes, including cross-border issues. However,
significant challenges with cross-border scammers and fraud were identified, especially with the rise of
artificial intelligence. Other priorities named included revising the ADR system to address local
challenges and digital issues, particularly in the gaming sector. Children’s involvement in gaming and
the lack of remedies to protect them were highlighted. Decisions regarding gaming companies and
cross-border digital challenges were stressed as necessary, as well as better digital literacy.

In Latvia, it was generally agreed that the efforts of the EU to organise and coordinate had been very
successful in many cases, reflecting good cooperation overall. However, there were also less successful
examples. For instance, activities coordinated by European consumer organisations aimed at eliminating
breaches by major companies such as TikTok and WhatsApp were not deemed successful. It was
questioned whether coordinated action at EU level against such big companies was feasible, given the
slow response of national networks.

In Latvia, associations cooperated with local institutions and various ministries. However, it was noted
that the lack of financing hindered their ability to participate effectively. The need to delve deeper to
have an impact was emphasised, but without sufficient funding the necessary work could not be done.
Strengthening regional advocacy organisations was suggested, as they had a better understanding of
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local needs and could have greater impact. It was also highlighted that, with more financing, these
organisations could work more actively and effectively. Despite being involved in various committees,
the associations lacked the capacity to fully participate due to financial constraints and capacity.

The implementation of collective claims at EU level was identified as one of the most important actions
for consumer protection. It was noted that, without the Representative Actions Directive, Latvia would
not have implemented regulation in this area for at least another 10 years. It was stressed again that there
was no national policy planning document regarding consumer protection: hence the need for a national
programme.

Regarding dispute resolution mechanisms, a Portuguese representative of a consumer organisation
acknowledged positive progress but noted ongoing challenges in border conflicts, emphasising the need
to align and update objectives to strengthen capacity building among national organisations and
associations to improve consumer outreach. They stressed the key importance of financing capacity
building for national organisations and associations so that they could better serve consumers.

Regarding the CPC network, a representative from the Portuguese public authorities emphasised the
importance of acquiring information and understanding developments in other Member States and
fostering closer cooperation. The relevance of RAPEX as a crucial tool for inspections was again
stressed, along with its importance in operations. The agency also stressed the significance of enhancing
cooperation and harmonisation, noting the supportive role of the European Commission in this regard,
which had been observed during their inspections.

One representative addressed challenges related to EU regulations concerning multimodal and different
modes of transport, particularly regarding the transition and enforcement of rights. While these
objectives facilitated enforcement, the entity highlighted issues in applying these rights in Portugal and
ensuring their implementation. A mismatch was noted between general regulations and specific
implementation within Portugal, and different enforcement methods were noted across Member States.
The need to address these competences at national level was highlighted, in order to define stakeholders
efficiently and solve implementation challenges.

Respondents were asked if they were aware of financial contributions from the Consumer
Programme for joint actions with public or non-profit bodies constituting Union Networks (such
as the European Consumer Centres Network and the Enterprise Europe Network). Several
respondents stated that the direct support for ECC Net had been useful. Others said that they themselves
had not received any direct support, but through institutions such as BEUC (European Consumer
Organisation) they had received training that had been useful for their actions.

The participation of Bulgaria in the CPC network was highlighted during the country visit as beneficial,
facilitating the exchange of consumer complaints and enforcement of consumer legislation across
European borders. It was noted that while Bulgaria used the CPC network to address complaints and
breaches of consumer rights of traders from different European countries, joint investigations had yet to
be conducted, with participation in sweeps being deemed beneficial given the national capacity
limitations in addressing online consumer issues. The issue of capacity was once again highlighted as
hindering the effectiveness of help given. The CPC network was recognised as instrumental in
identifying market failures and ensuring consumer safety through cross-border cooperation among
European authorities.
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A civil society organisation mentioned that their organisation was co-financed by the European
Commission and the Bulgarian government. The financing for their activities was having a positive
impact, with a study from the previous year indicating that 90% of respondents had received
compensation. It was noted that more than 3 000 consumers had been helped. It was also stated that the
organisation cooperated with other consumer organisations, educated the public and provided training
to staff members from different companies on protecting consumer rights.

More than half of the respondents believed that the CP helped to develop consumer-relevant policies
contributing to sustainable consumption/circular economy initiatives to either a large or a moderate
extent. Only one in 10 thought that was not the case, but over a third did not know whether or not that
was the case.

Question 17: Do you think that the Consumer Programme helped to develop consumer-relevant policies
contributing to sustainable consumption/circular economy initiatives?
Do you think that the Consumer Programme helped to develop

consumer-relevant policies contributing to sustainable
consumption/circular economies initiatives?

= Yes
Moderately
Mostly not
= Not at all

= | don't know

When asked to explain how this was achieved, several stakeholders mentioned monitoring of the
implementation of labels and design in relation to Green Deal requirements. Another stakeholder pointed
to the New Consumer Agenda, which had effectively complemented the Consumer Programme and
other EU initiatives, such as the European Green Deal and the Circular Economy Action Plan,
introducing key strands and leading to the adoption of specific initiatives in some areas already
addressed by the multiannual Consumer Programme for the period 2014-2020, presenting a vision for
consumer policy that prioritised, inter alia, the green transition.

The same stakeholder noted, however, that market developments had not enabled the legislator,
particularly given the length of the legislative process, to monitor and respond to the needs of a
constantly evolving market. Although some steps had been taken in terms of legislation, for example in
the area of price reduction practices, the truth was that the measures implemented had proved insufficient
to ensure that consumers had access to transparent price information and were not misled. This was an
area where more monitoring was considered necessary. On the other hand, with regard to comparative
tools addressing the sustainability of products/services, recent legislative initiatives in this area did not
include any verification system providing consumers with reliable tools.

In the country visit to France, a consumer organisation stated that they had never been informed about
the programme, even though they were part of many other associations in the fair trade and organic
farming sector. When it came to recycling, they saw a blatant increase in plastic, which proved that more
support was needed to develop economically viable recycling channels.
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The answers to Question 18 followed a similar pattern to the answers to Question 17. In Question 18
respondents were asked to state whether the CP was flexible enough to consider evolving market
issues and new needs of beneficiaries. Most respondents said that it was, although a large portion were
not able to answer the question.

Question 18: Do you think that the Consumer Programme was flexible enough to consider evolving
market issues and new needs of beneficiaries?

Do you think that the Consumer Programme was flexible
enough to consider evolving market issues and new needs of
beneficiaries?

-' = Yos
Moderately

11 Mostly not
= Not at all

u | don't know

The significant issue of over-indebtedness in Bulgaria was highlighted by civil society organisations,
with fast loan companies charging high interest rates and a lack of consumer awareness about rights. It
was stressed that consumer education was critical in addressing these issues, but more support and
resources were needed.

The need for special rules for influencer marketing was also discussed, along with challenges in
identifying responsible parties in online media. It was explained that while breaches could be reported
and advisories issued, the lack of authority to identify marketers posed a limitation.

Furthermore, two new challenges were highlighted: influencers and artificial intelligence. It was stressed
that more attention and targeted education were needed in these areas. It was mentioned that educational
efforts were tailored to different audiences, with activities such as handing out paper flyers at pensioners
clubs and uploading computer games for school children to use on their phones. The importance of
providing more information to consumers about their rights was emphasised.

In the country visit to France, a public authority dedicated to consumer affairs noted that they had not
received any support from the CP. Nevertheless, they focused on three issues that warranted more
attention, including at European level: malicious cyber security (security of personal data; phishing and
online fraud; information on secure practices for online shopping; energy (practices and technologies to
reduce energy consumption; raising awareness of the importance of energy renovation of buildings;
information on financial aid and appeals in the event of disputes), and responsible consumption
(education on the criteria for choosing responsible products and promotion of recycling and reuse
practices).

Another French stakeholder pointed to other topics, partly overlapping with the topics mentioned above:
digital education (raising awareness of online scams and cybersecurity to protect personal and financial
data; information on commercial abuse, including that of influencers and online businesses; education
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on the implications of generative Al and the Al Act); financial education (information on the different
means of payment and the security of transactions and learning the signs of financial scams), and
consumer redress (information on consumer rights and redress procedures, including consumer
mediation).

It was noted by Latvian social partners that the objectives of the consumer programmes complemented
each other quite well. Specifically, improvements in the safety of e-commerce were highlighted.
Initially, the consumer scoreboard had indicated scepticism among consumers, but there was noticeable
improvement in this area. A comment was made regarding digital sales, emphasising the need for current
policies on digital sales and services. However, regulations were deemed difficult to understand and
enforce, resulting in outcomes that were not considered highly successful. It was suggested that
regulations should be tailored to everyday consumer behaviour, with the hope that, over time, the clarity
and effectiveness of these regulations would improve.

When asked about specific challenges related to digital sales, it was explained that involvement in the
legislative process required substantial capacity, which was currently limited due to the simultaneous
implementation of multiple legislations. Stakeholders pointed out that the main issue with online sales
was understanding the relevant legislation. It was suggested that it needed to be interpreted more
efficiently, and there was uncertainty about the contributions from businesses and NGOs. It was
proposed that group discussions be conducted more efficiently to better understand the contributions
from various stakeholders, including businesses and NGOs.

The lack of studies and data was highlighted by Latvian consumer organisations. Particularly as society
moved towards digitalisation, it was suggested that senior citizens needed training that enabled them to
use digital tools in daily life. It was recommended that the next programme focus on strengthening the
capacity of regional organisations. Additionally, it was proposed that many evaluation consultants be
trained and educated to provide effective consultations. The significance of digitalisation, especially in
internet shopping, was emphasised. Campaigns providing information about Al, data protection, and
digitalisation were deemed necessary. Moreover, it was noted that consumer protection from
commercials and advertising needed to be improved. While companies had been educated on these
issues, consumers also needed guidance on how to protect themselves from advertising.

In Portugal, consumer organisations said that to enhance the capacity of civil society, consumer
associations within Commission programmes should follow strategic guidelines, ensuring that Member
States had access to information tailored to national contexts for strategic consumer outreach. The need
to adapt programmes to national situations was highlighted, along with the importance of centralisation
that remained flexible to address specific national needs. Additionally, partnerships were deemed crucial
for digital transition to enable consumer associations to reach a wider audience online and ensure better
inclusion of civil society organisations.

A Portuguese social partner noted the increasing competition within the EU due to informed consumers
and the regulation of digital platforms in Portugal. They emphasised the need to simplify and streamline
regulations to align with common EU goals. It was noted that consumers needed to understand their
rights without overly complex rules that were difficult to comprehend. The representative also advocated
for measures to address differing perspectives within civil society while curbing abuses of the system
by certain entities.
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More than half of the respondents to the questionnaire believed that the CP had contributed to their
country’s actions to increase consumer protection and to empower consumers. A minority of 5
respondents believed that it had not contributed at all, or only to a limited extent.

Question 19: In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme contributed to your country’s
actions to increase consumer protection and to empower consumers?

In your view, to what extent has the Consumer Programme
contributed to your country's actions to increase consumer
protection and to empower consumers?

= To alarge extent

A y
f y To a moderate extent

;N - To a limited extent

.t‘____;_'s'-""“
11 ® Not at all
8 | don't know
<k

Legislative changes aimed at enhancing consumer protection were noted during the country visit to
Bulgaria, along with the role of enforcement in achieving substantial improvements over time. The
importance of educating consumers in Bulgaria was highlighted, with particular focus on economic
status and debunking prejudices regarding green taxes. It was acknowledged that while consumer
awareness of rights, legal warranties, and return policies was generally high, familiarity with procedural
aspects remained limited. Instances of consumers prioritising low-cost products without considering
quality or legitimacy were noted, underscoring the ongoing need for consumer education and awareness
campaigns to promote informed purchasing decisions.

Despite challenges, civil society and consumer organisations stated during the country visit that efforts
had been made to educate and support consumers. The goal was to ensure that consumers knew their
rights and could handle companies that did not respect those rights. Progress was acknowledged, but it
was noted that much work remained to be done.

The fact that consumer awareness of their rights varied was discussed, with a slight increase observed.
It was explained that while some people were aware of their rights, they often did not seek redress due
to scepticism about the outcomes. More efforts were called for to educate consumers about their rights
and where to seek help. It was noted that there had been an increase in awareness — many consumers
were aware of their 14-day warranty when they made a complaint — but the lack of research on the topic
was highlighted. Regarding the link between the increase in awareness and the programme, an increase
and more coverage were noted, but exact data was lacking, making it difficult to establish causality.

In France, a social partner mentioned the current Digital Services Directive on the responsibilities of
online platforms, which raised concerns about the quality of the information available. The problem lay
in the lack of effective mechanisms to stop misleading ads reported by users on platforms like Facebook,
where the companies responsible were often unreachable. Another issue concerned fairs and exhibitions,
where consumers did not always have adequate right of withdrawal. For example, at the Paris Fair, it
was difficult for consumers to withdraw from a loan agreement offered on site due to shortcomings in
the application of the 2011-83 Directive, revealing insufficient consumer protection in some very
pressing current business practices.
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A Portuguese regulatory entity considered some aspects of the programme fundamental, particularly
concerning passenger rights. The programme’s objectives, although initially unfamiliar, were deemed
highly relevant, especially in relation to the number of claims, the complaints book and electronic
options for passengers. The importance of consumer information and education was emphasised, along
with the fact that only informed consumers could effectively assert their rights. The agency aimed to
maintain close relationships with operators and companies to impact passengers’ lives positively,
justifying the continuation of the consumer programme. Additionally, the relevance of RAPEX as a
crucial tool for inspections was stressed, along with its importance in operations.

Another stakeholder, representing Portuguese social partners, highlighted several successes achieved
through the Consumer Programme. They noted improvements in consumer literacy and increasing
demand driven by informed consumers. The programme facilitated more activity in consumer defence
and dispute settlement, with consumers increasingly using these procedures. This was especially
important for vulnerable consumers, providing them access to swift and low-cost justice. However,
challenges were also noted, particularly regarding the transposition of directives related to collective
action for consumer protection. Concerns were raised about certain associations claiming to defend
consumers but acting in their own profit-driven interests rather than genuinely prioritising consumer
protection. The transposition of directives often resulted in new business models that did not effectively
prioritise consumer rights.

When asked whether the Consumer Programme had helped to finance actions to make their
national enforcement system more efficient, stakeholders were divided. Almost half did not know,
and only a small minority believed it definitely had (2) or had not (2) contributed.

Question 20: Has the Consumer Programme helped finance actions to make your national enforcement
system more efficient?

Has the Consumer Programme helped finance actions to make your
national enforcement system more efficient?

= Yes
Moderately
Mostly not
= Not at all

= | don't know

During the interviews in France, a public authority said that they channelled the funds into mediation
organisations and consumer associations. Projects had been launched in schools to inform students of
their rights and the possibility of using mediation. Two other institutions added that they supported
consumer associations by providing them with technical assistance and acting as a bridge between
consumers and these associations. They had approached subnational public services, such as
municipalities, town halls and prefectures, to raise awareness of the need to appoint an ombudsman for
consumer disputes.
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In Ireland, the authorities appreciated the CPC Network, which they considered to be a very valuable
source of learning and cooperation among like-minded consumer protection agencies across the EU.
The objectives of the CP and of the national programmes were very much aligned.

In Latvia, a concern was raised about the enforcement of consumer rights in cross-border sales, which
remained problematic. Consumers faced difficulties when dealing with sellers in other countries, and
the current International Dispute Resolution (IDR) on cross-border issues was not considered efficient.
It was suggested that the European Commission should put more effort into protecting consumers more
effectively in cross-border matters. This uncertainty was deemed to push people to buy from larger
service providers, as they were afraid of ineffective enforcement when dealing with smaller companies.

In Portugal, regarding capacity building of consumer associations within Commission programmes, a
stakeholder emphasised the importance of strategic guidelines and ensuring that Member States had
access to information tailored to national contexts. It was noted that programmes should adapt to national
situations, and that while centralisation was beneficial, they should remain flexible enough to
accommodate specific national needs.

Similarly to previous questions, when asked whether the Consumer Programme had contributed to
the improvement of the consumption chain (producer/retailer) and transparency vis-a-vis the
consumer, more than a third of respondents were unable to answer. Among those that did, half leaned
towards thinking that the Consumer Programme had helped, and the other half leaned towards thinking
that it had not.

Question 21: Has the Consumer Programme contributed to the improvement of the consumption chain
(producer/retailer) and transparency towards the consumer?

Has the Consumer Programme contributed to the improvement
of the consumption chain (producer/retailer) and the
transparency towards the consumer?

m Yes
/ 7
Maoderately

Mostly not

m Not at all

= | don't know

A representative from the Portuguese social partners emphasised the importance of including suppliers
as stakeholders in consumer protection but criticised the limited involvement of companies and civil
society. Concern was raised about the potential impact of the proliferation of labels and information
overload on consumer awareness. Additionally, the emergence of new consumer organisations that
functioned more as businesses underscored the importance of distinguishing between genuine consumer
advocacy and commercial ventures.
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3.3 Inclusion of civil society and added value

This section examines the involvement of organised civil society in the design, implementation and
monitoring of the Consumer Programme 2014-2020.

Throughout the questions related to civil society added value, there was a strong prevalence of
questionnaire respondents that were not able to evaluate how far civil society had been involved
throughout the implementation of the Consumer Programme (CP).

Concerning the involvement of social partners and other civil society organisations in the design
phase, only 1 organisation answered that they had been involved, and 5 said they had been involved to
a small extent. Concerning the implementation of the CP, the results were similar, and regarding the
monitoring and evaluation phase the results were slightly better, with 2 respondents saying that civil
society had been involved, 1 that it had been involved to a moderate extent, and 3 that it had mostly not
been involved.

Question 22: Were the social partners and/or civil society organisations regularly consulted concerning
the 2014-2020 Consumer Programme in your country?

Were social partners and/or civil society organisations regularly consulted concerning
the 2014-2020 Consumer Programme in your country?:

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

During the monitoring and mid-term evaluation phase .1 3 _

mYes Moderately Mostly not mMNotatall mIdon'tknow

A representative of a French social partner organisation stated that they had not been included in the
2014-2020 Consumer Programme, and that they were not even aware of its existence. However, they
said that in recent years they had noted an increase in consumer rights, the introduction of the Consumer
Code and the implementation of several pieces of legislation and consumer mediation in 2015-2016.
This mediation had been supervised by the DGCCRF, the national consumer authority.

There was consensus in the structured interview with Latvian authorities that specific national
characteristics presented challenges and that greater involvement of the business sector would make
national procedures more effective. One representative of the social partners assessed the involvement
of civil society as quite limited due to resource constraints. Public authorities were involved, but their
capacity to involve civil society depended heavily on the financing of organisations.
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When asked to what extent organised civil society in Latvia was familiar with initiatives related to the
Consumer Programme, a representative from a consumer organisation expressed the view that only a
few people in the entire country were, all of whom were participating in the meeting. Therefore, in
general, it was noted that civil society had not been involved beyond their own projects and
organisational goals. Despite the desire to be more involved, the lack of capacity hindered participation,
with most of the time only one person available to be involved, which was deemed insufficient.

A representative of the Portuguese arbitration network emphasised the importance of substantial
inclusion of civil society through multiple associations and centres. However, they highlighted
challenges in programme participation due to dependency on various institutions, which made effective
participation difficult. It was mentioned how crucial it was to receive technical support and follow-up
from different legal experts. When creating new programmes, consumer organisations stressed that
listening to civil society during the design phase was essential for ensuring effectiveness and relevance.

Civil society and institutional engagement were deemed essential by Portuguese consumer
organisations, yet they were often poorly integrated into these programmes. There was a sense that they
were sidelined within programmes. It was emphasised that involving these institutions right from the
beginning, during the design phase, was fundamental and should be prioritised. This early involvement
was seen as crucial for enhancing the effectiveness and inclusivity of such programmes.

Portuguese social partners noted concerns about the adequacy of consultation processes. The
representatives highlighted a perceived lack of meaningful consultation, with limited meetings and
deadlines. The consultation was described as being purely formal without sufficient opportunity to
propose new ideas or address present challenges effectively. This situation hindered the ability to move
forward and tackle emerging issues.

When asked about the involvement of the social partners and civil society organisations in the joint
design of measures in their countries, responses were again predominantly negative. While 3
respondents answered that the involvement had been moderate, 4 answered they had mostly not been
involved, and another 4 answered they had not been involved at all.

Question 23: Did the Consumer Programme include the social partners and civil society organisations
in the joint design of measures in your country?

Did the Consumer Programme include social partners and civil
society organisations in the joint design of measures in your
country?

u Yes
Moderately
Mostly not

m Not at all

= | don't know
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In the country visit to France, one consumer organisation stated that associations were not able to
receive funding from the private sector, except for a few commercial activities. There was also an
institutional difficulty since consumer associations were members of BEUC, where only two French
associations were represented and had been able to benefit from the 2014-2020 programme in question.

When asked about their connection with consumer protection associations in Ireland, one participant
from the public authorities explained that in terms of private consumer associations, this area was rather
less developed in Ireland than perhaps it would be in other EU Member States where there were more
sophisticated consumer networks in civil society. It was stated that there were one or two civil society
organisations in Ireland, but they were not particularly sophisticated in their operations. One participant
pointed out that the loudest and most frequent voices in civil society would actually be media. There
were some very high-profile journalists who covered consumer issues, and they would probably be more
effective as voices for consumers than actual consumer associations themselves.

One member of the Portuguese arbitration network emphasised the successes resulting from direct
engagement and collaboration with the European Commission over the past 30 years. They highlighted
the importance of civil society being aware of EU programmes and suggested the need for stronger
national campaigns to increase consumer awareness and capacity-building efforts. It was noted how
arbitration centres were reaching out to civil society at their own initiative and that the participation of
the European Commission at this level could be beneficial.

Another representative from the arbitration network echoed concerns about the challenges faced by
small arbitration centres, emphasising bureaucratic hurdles and reporting requirements. They
acknowledged the efficiency of consumer dispute mechanisms but highlighted the need for more
visibility and homogeneous criteria. It was also suggested that significant cooperation among public
institutions and companies would be necessary to include civil society through EU programmes.

Improvements in education, awareness, and legislation were considered necessary. Portuguese civil
society representatives noted a lack of civil society participation in various domains, including design,
reports and follow-up processes. To address this, a representative emphasised the importance of better
involvement of civil society in programme design, implementation, and evaluation.

The importance of consumer participation and representation was emphasised by Portuguese public
authorities. Challenges related to coordination gaps and difficulties in understanding legislative
competencies were acknowledged, especially in transposing European legislation. Awareness was
expressed regarding the CPC network, but familiarity with the Consumer Programme was noted as
lacking.

When asked to compare how far the views of social partners and other civil society organisations
had been taken on board with how far the views of public authorities had been taken on board, half
of the stakeholders were unable to answer, but of those that did a clear majority leaned towards a
negative answer (5 ‘mostly not’, 5 ‘not at all®).
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Question 24: From the perspective of your organisation, to what extent have the views of the social
partners and other civil society organisations been taken on board compared to those of public
authorities?

From the perspective of your organisation, to what extent have
the views of sacial partners and other civil society organisations
been taken on board compared to those of public authorities?

m Yes
Moderately
= Mostly not

= Not at all

u | don't know

During the country visit to Bulgaria, civil society organisations noted that the programme was related
to authorities and specific entities within existing networks. National organisations or entities could be
involved if so requested by authorities internally, but they could not be direct beneficiaries.

The answers did not differ when the same question was posed concerning how the views of social
partners and other civil society organisations been taken on board in the monitoring committees
compared to those of public authorities, although in this case there was an even larger majority of
respondents who were unable to evaluate it.

Question 25: In your view, have the views of the social partners and other civil society organisations
been taken on board in the monitoring committees compared to those of public authorities?

In your view, have the views of social partners and other civil
society organisations been taken on board in the monitoring
committees compared to those of public authorities?

m Yes
Moderately
= Mostly not

= Not at all

= | don't know

At national level, addressing the issue of civil society involvement through conferences, joint initiatives
on legislation and events was deemed necessary among Latvian social partners. Greater activity in these
areas was expected to contribute to the resolution of more issues. When asked about improving access
for the social partners, it was explained that while policymakers tried to consult the social partners on
new policies, there was always a lack of capacity for them to be consistently involved. Attracting more
resources for their involvement would benefit the process, as well as creating more targeted legislation.
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The idea of establishing a consumer advisory group or committee was revisited. Although past attempts
had not been successful due to a lack of enthusiasm among NGOs, it might be time to try again. Regular
meetings to revise issues and gather feedback were suggested. It was suggested that a national advisory
board should supplement efforts initially, with coordination at both EU and national levels.

One participant emphasised the need to involve academia more in the process. While there was already
some collaboration with universities, increasing this involvement could be beneficial.

It was suggested that new regulations be evaluated for their effectiveness before being introduced.
Conducting evaluations to see how new and existing legislation interacted was deemed very useful.

Answers were slightly more positive regarding whether the CP had financed projects for the
capacity-building of consumer organisations, trade associations, ADR bodies or other civil society
organisations. Though more than half of respondents did not know, those that were able to evaluate the
matter gave an answer that was relatively in the affirmative, although with some reservations.

Question 26: In your opinion, has the Consumer Programme in your country financed projects for the
capacity-building of consumer organisations, trade associations, ADR bodies or other civil society
organisations?

In your opinion, has the Consumer Programme in your
country financed projects for the capacity-building of
consumer organisations, trade associations, ADR hodies or
other civil society organisations?

I .

= Yes

Maoderately

Mostly not
m Not at all

m | don't know

A French stakeholder present in the structured interviews noted that the training or information sessions
on the programme were not publicised at all. They said that when they had approached the European
information centre of the region, which led some European projects, it was not aware of these sessions.
They believed that there was a real challenge regarding the flow of information on European projects in
general, and this was a case in point.

Another French consumer organisation said that, unlike in other Member States, the consumer
movement in France was fragmented. The state had implemented a policy for more than 15 years to
change the situation, but that had weakened the entire movement of associations, operating a kind of
natural selection. Public policy had been to set up higher accreditation for associations, of which only
five or six were ‘super-accredited’. This advantage had allowed these associations’ subsidies to fall less
quickly than those of non-approved associations. For example, the subsidy paid by the French Ministry
of the Economy had decreased by 50%, but super-approved associations were less affected.

When asked about information and awareness campaigns, one stakeholder in Latvia admitted to finding
it difficult to measure the effectiveness of communication campaigns. Nevertheless, positive reviews

INT/1053 — EESC-2024-00627-00-01-RE-TRA (EN) 63/76



were expressed about the Consumer Programme. In particular, the programme was praised for having
strengthened the capacity building of the NGOs and the Inspector academy. One intervention
highlighted how funding from ECC Net had been channelled into information campaigns and
educational activities, although their effectiveness was deemed difficult to evaluate. Specifically, it was
mentioned that these campaigns were typically designed for several Member States but implemented at
national level. In summary, it was noted that the programme’s information campaigns had not been
observed as having any significant impact.

Overall, respondents did not feel that communication and information on the Consumer Programme
had been adequate in their countries. Of the 22 respondents that were able to give their opinion on
the subject, only 4 answered that it had been moderately adequate, while 11 said it was mostly not
adequate, and 7 that it was not at all adequate.

Question 27: In your opinion, have communication and information on the Consumer Programme been
adequate in your country?

In your opinion, has communication and information on the
Consumer Programme been adequate in your country?

0

o
= 4

V -Yes

.

— 4
~ Moderately

Mostly not
) = Not at all
11
= | don't know

In the structured interviews in Latvia, a representative from public authorities mentioned being aware
of educational activities related to the programme but questioned whether this information effectively
reached average consumers and whether consumers were truly aware of their rights. An example was
provided where the representative recounted purchasing an electric kettle that has stopped working after
nine months. Upon contacting the online retailer, they were erroneously informed that they could still
exercise their right to withdrawal. Upon a further inquiry to another employee, the error was rectified.
This instance highlighted the lack of awareness among both consumers and employees regarding
consumer rights. It was emphasised that not many consumers are familiar with the right of withdrawal,
and even fewer understand the procedures and rights associated with returning a faulty product. The
effectiveness of these educational programmes in reaching consumers was questioned, underscoring the
importance of information provision and ensuring that businesses comply with consumer rights.

It was suggested that information campaigns on consumer rights on YouTube, based on a discussion
with students, be extended. It was highlighted that while the platform featured numerous advertisement
campaigns, none were on consumer rights. It was established that, despite the potential high costs, social
media and YouTube could be valuable resources for enhancing the efficiency of information delivery
and better targeting young people. Another representative highlighted the fact that advertisements on
were already present social media, but noted that resources were quite limited and not comparable to
those of big companies.
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To improve civil society involvement and dissemination of information among civil society,
representatives of the Portuguese arbitration organisations made several suggestions. One member
criticised the excessive documentation requirements and unnecessary requests from different entities,
stressing the need for simplification to facilitate participation. Another representative advocated for
minimising demands to essential documents and delaying non-essential requirements to avoid hindering
application processes for arbitration centres. Finally, another arbitration representative addressed the
difficulties stemming from the complex process of obtaining documents because of the way arbitration
centres were set up. They suggested simplifying bureaucratic processes and providing more direct
support to temper these challenges.

Portuguese consumer organisations criticised the effectiveness of information campaigns developed by
the Commission, feeling that many consumers failed to notice their existence. It was suggested that the
Commission take a more active role with national authorities, especially focusing on young people and
establishing protocols with universities and also take an active role in supporting consumer organisations
at regional and national levels.
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3.4 Additional comments

Respondents were given the opportunity to raise further issues that were not included in the
guestionnaire or to expand on issues that they thought deserved additional attention (Question
28). Below, we summarise the additional contributions.

Mirroring the results of the previous section, several stakeholders from the various countries mentioned
that communication with civil society needed to be significantly improved. One of the respondents
added to this that the implementation of the programme had been successful, but many positive and
good initiatives were hampered by lack of communication from the European Commission and between
the various parties involved in the process - on both projects, joint implementation activities and
Commission activities.

Another respondent said that one of the main difficulties in ensuring a high level of consumer protection
was effectively enforcing existing consumer legislation. The Consumer Programme (2014-2020)
contributed by strengthening the capacities (technical and human resources) of national authorities,
including national enforcement bodies. For this respondent, it was important that any future programmes
similar to this one strengthened this dimension and, for the programme to be implemented successfully,
that more emphasis was placed on its dissemination, so that the national authorities had time to make
use of the available funds.

Finally, another respondent stated that the Consumer Programme 2014-2020 had focused on a set of
objectives aligned with relevant consumer needs, which remained current. Although, in general, they
believed that it had contributed to securing greater protection for consumers, some tangible objectives
had not actually been achieved.

First of all, they considered that the measures aimed at educating the most vulnerable consumers had
fallen short of what was desired, and that society now faced a problem related to what could be called a
state of permanent digital vulnerability. With regard to facilitating consumer access to simple and
efficient redress, and despite the adoption of very relevant legislation in this area, they considered that
the objective had not been met, in particular in the area of cross-border disputes. They also believed it
should be noted that the programme provided for support for consumer organisations at EU level in the
form of funding — but for consumer organisations at regional, national and EU level only in the form of
capacity building and exchange of best practices. They believed that this approach should be reviewed
in the future, as national organisations also needed funding to pursue various actions in line with the
objectives that the Commission considered a priority.
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4, Primary data: summary of findings in country visits
4.1 Bulgaria
Effectiveness

e The Consumer Programme was considered positive overall. It was suggested nevertheless to
simplify the application process for EU programmes, as the tools for application were
considered complicated.

e Appreciation was expressed for the RAPEX platform and the benefits of cross-country
cooperation in product safety.

e The European Consumer Centre was praised for facilitating cross-country dispute resolution
and cooperation among European countries.

e ADR mechanisms were deemed not very effective due to the voluntary nature of participation,
which led to traders not getting involved in complaints and discouraged consumers from using
this channel. It was suggested that a way be found to ensure traders respond at least at the
beginning of a complaint to make the redress procedure more effective; mandatory trader
participation in ADR processes was advocated.

e The long waiting time for an answer and the unfamiliarity with the process were also listed as
hindrances to the effectiveness of redress and complaints mechanisms. The informal procedure
with mediation to obtain redress was considered more positive.

Relevance

It was stated that particular attention should be paid to vulnerable groups such as children,
people under 18 and the elderly. Education campaigns were recommended for these categories,
particularly elderly consumers.

The CPC network was recognised as instrumental in identifying market failures and ensuring
consumer safety through cross-border cooperation among European authorities.

It was acknowledged that while consumer awareness of rights, legal warranties, and return
policies was generally high, familiarity with procedural aspects remained limited, underscoring
the ongoing need for consumer education and awareness campaigns to promote informed
purchasing decisions.

New challenges were highlighted, namely challenges concerning the digital transition: social
media influencers and artificial intelligence.

Civil society added-value

Cooperation with social partners was considered limited; cooperation was primarily with
nationally recognised civil society associations.
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4.2

France

Effectiveness

It is imperative to improve the communication and dissemination of information on consumer
programmes in order to make them more accessible to all.

There is a need to increase funding and support for ongoing initiatives in order to improve
consumer information and protection in an effective way.

Concrete initiatives and targeted awareness-raising campaigns are essential to make mediation
schemes more accessible and effective, thus contributing to a more equitable and transparent
consumer environment.

The problem of gold-plating of directives beyond French borders leads to legal fragmentation
between Member States, creating distortions of competition and disparities in the treatment of
consumers. This outbidding undermines the economic balance of relations and negatively
affects consumers, requiring rigorous harmonisation to achieve uniform protection in the EU.

Relevance

Consumer policy must also ensure that very small businesses and craftsmen have good
information and adhere to alternative dispute resolution schemes to accurately restore the
balance between consumers and businesses

Introducing consumer education, including financial education, in particular in school curricula,
is essential to better inform young people about their rights as consumers. Schools should
provide a solid foundation, but it is also important to know where to find useful and reliable
information for later questions, including for the elderly. This would restore the balance between
often uninformed consumers and legally well-equipped businesses.

Civil society added-value

A very limited number of organisations had been able to benefit from the Consumer Programme
(2014-2020), mainly public authorities. Only two of the 16 largest consumer organisations in
France had benefited from the programme, thus excluding the social partners who also
contributed to consumer protection.

The involvement of all stakeholders in the preparation of educational programmes, including
the willingness of professionals to circulate information to schools, associations and public
authorities, ensuring that information is not biased, is crucial to maximise the impact of
mediation and consumer protection initiatives.
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4.3

Ireland

Effectiveness

Despite lack of awareness of the Consumer Programme (2014-2020) among invited Irish
stakeholders, it was stated that the Consumer Programme had been successful in Ireland.

The main benefits seen over the last few years had certainly been access to RAPEX (product
safety) and also the CPC network (enforcement).

The EU needed to look at the competing legal frameworks regarding Consumer Protection and
Competition law. This should be looked at in terms of the consumer with an attempt to mitigate
the challenges by at least offering simple advice to the consumer. The greater the attempts to
protect the consumer, the more difficult it was for the consumer to understand.

Relevance

The situation regarding ADR was quite specific in Ireland, with a significant role being played
by the Small Claims Court. Nevertheless, many consumers found it difficult to get to the
appropriate ADR provider.

Several authorities were running consumer information campaigns on various topics. However,
many consumers would appreciate the information being provided in very simple terms.

There were a number of strategies in place targeting vulnerable consumers in Ireland.

The ECC-Net should be used as the point of contact for consumers looking for redress. They
could handle queries and direct the consumer regarding the next steps. In addition, they would
collect a lot of data on what was working and what needed to be improved.

Civil society added-value

There was a lack of impactful independent consumer associations in Ireland. Their role was
often played by media and several high-profile journalists who covered consumer issues.

There was room for improvement when it came to effective dissemination of information about
the ongoing EU funding programmes among potential beneficiaries.

INT/1053 — EESC-2024-00627-00-01-RE-TRA (EN) 69/76



44 Latvia

Effectiveness

Relevance

The Consumer Programme was considered successful in strengthening consumer protection
in Latvia, especially given the lack of national regulations on the subject. Without a national
consumer protection strategy, the programme was deemed crucial for smaller Member
States.

The complexity of transposing EU directives into national laws was considered to hinder
consumers’ understanding and exercising of their rights, with national implementation often
falling short.

The programme was considered to have improved out-of-court dispute resolution, but
challenges remained with business cooperation, consumer awareness of their rights and
cross-border disputes.

The effectiveness of information campaigns was questioned, suggesting the need for better
outreach through social media and greater consumer rights awareness. In particular, senior
citizens and young people were identified as vulnerable groups requiring more attention.

Waiting times for ADR and redress were identified as significant challenges for consumer
protection. It was suggested that delegating some responsibilities to NGOs could help
alleviate these delays.

Training and evaluation of officials were deemed essential, with suggestions for more
frequent and comprehensive programmes to ensure necessary skills and knowledge. Regular
feedback sessions were also recommended for monitoring progress and improvement.

Difficulties in understanding and enforcing digital sales regulations highlighted the need for
clearer, tailored policies and better stakeholder engagement.

Civil society added-value

INT/1053 -

Limited civil society involvement due to resource constraints was stressed. There was a call
for advisory groups to be set up, for greater academia participation and for better
cross-border consumer rights enforcement.

Concerns were raised about the lack of involvement of the social partners and trade unions
in consumer protection programmes. There was a call for funding and capacity for smaller
organisations to be facilitated.
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45 Portugal

Effectiveness

Relevance

Challenges persisted in accessing multi-annual programme funding due to bureaucratic
hurdles and perceived complexities in funding mechanisms. They needed to be addressed in
order to minimise demands for essential documents and delays in non-essential requirements
and to avoid hindering application processes for potential beneficiaries.

Despite initiatives to strengthen consumer rights, accessing dispute resolution mechanisms
remained challenging. Information access and transparency in markets were crucial to
empower consumers, which would lead to greater price reduction and market transparency.
A faster response from dispute entities was also called for when actions of authorities were
ignored. However, challenges were noted for legislators in keeping pace with evolving
markets and comparative monitoring instruments were called for in order to aid consumer
decision-making.

Information dissemination, market regulation, and oversight were critical aspects introduced
by the Consumer Programme.

The programme’s objectives were generally in line with consumer needs and were relevant
and up to date. However, more attention needed to be dedicated to the education of
vulnerable consumers who faced permanent vulnerabilities, including financial and digital
literacy challenges.

Stakeholders emphasised the increasing importance of digital trade and the fundamental need
for online protection mechanisms and tools. Reinforcing online consumer rights, electronic
trade services and addressing issues such as website transparency, excessive advertising in
online shops, product quality and material origins were highlighted as essential areas to
strengthen.

Consumer education campaigns should be improved, especially to bridge generational gaps
in media consumption.

The growing competition within the EU underscored the need for streamlined regulations
and strategies to accommodate diverse perspectives within civil society.

Civil society added-value

Active civil society involvement in programme design, implementation, and evaluation was
vital for programme effectiveness.

Simplified processes and increased support were essential to facilitate civil society
participation in EU programmes.

Concerns about the adequacy of consultation processes highlighted the importance of
meaningful engagement with civil society to address current challenges effectively.
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5. Secondary data: literature review of EESC work

5.1 INT/1047 Alternative dispute resolution (2024, rapporteur: Wautier Robyns de Schneidauer)

The Commission has proposed to modernise and simplify rules on out-of-court dispute resolution for
digital markets, expanding the scope of the ADR Directive to cover issues such as misleading advertising
and unjustified geo-blocking. Designated bodies, such as the European Consumer Centres Network, will
assist consumers in accessing alternative dispute resolution procedures.

The objectives of EESC’s review include adapting the ADR framework to digital markets, improving
access to ADR in cross-border disputes using digital tools, simplifying procedures for all parties
involved, discontinuing the ODR platform in favour of user-friendly digital tools, and encouraging
online marketplaces and trade associations to align with quality criteria in the ADR Directive.

5.2 INT/1026 Advertising through influencers and its impact on consumers (2023, rapporteur:
Bernardo Hernandez Bataller)

The EESC believes that existing EU legislation adequately protects content creators/influencers
engaging in dual activities in the single market. However, it stresses the need for measures to ensure
consistent treatment of specific illegal activities across the EU. It calls for platform administrators to be
jointly liable for illegal content published by influencers and to take necessary steps to neutralise such
content and report it to the relevant authorities.

Additionally, it advocates for influencers operating outside the EU to have clear legal liability within
the EU and hold professional indemnity insurance. The EESC suggests harmonised treatment of
influencers at the EU level, including clear identification of advertising messages, adherence to
sector-specific rules to protect consumers and vulnerable groups, and penalties for breaches of rules.

The EESC emphasises the importance of addressing issues such as dark patterns, unauthorised use of
trademarks and identity theft. The EESC proposes clarifying and defining regulatory harmonisation
while allowing for complementary co-regulatory frameworks.

5.3 INT/968 Empowering the consumer for the green transition (2022, rapporteurs: Thierry
Libaert/Gongalo Lobo Xavier)

The EESC emphasises the systematic availability of consumer information and urges the Commission
to implement a reparability score for goods.

It advocates for simple durability labelling and the promotion of repairer training. Additionally, it
highlights the need to reduce dependence on raw materials and protect consumers against confusion
between legal and commercial guarantees. The EESC calls for better protection against misleading
advertising and more verification of environmental claims. It stresses the importance of the European
eco-label and certification procedures for labelling.
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Furthermore, it calls for greater protection for whistle-blowers and greater consumer awareness of
responsible consumption issues, urging the Commission to take proactive measures.

5.4 INT/957 Product Safety Directive/Revision (2021, rapporteur: Martin Salamon)

The EESC proposes strengthening the definition of safe products and criteria for assessing their safety
to increase legal certainty.

It expresses concern that consumer protection relies heavily on national authorities rather than platforms.
Additionally, it regrets the lack of clarity regarding the responsibilities of online marketplaces in the
supply chain and advocates for coordinated market surveillance efforts across Europe.

The EESC criticises the absence of obligations for Member States to collect data on accidents and
injuries, which it sees as crucial for effective regulation implementation. It suggests supporting SMEs,
including microenterprises, with clear guidelines, advice and training to ensure compliance without
placing them at a disadvantage compared to larger operators.

5.5 INT/948 Advertising for modern, responsible consumption (2021, rapporteur: Thierry Libaert)

The EESC emphasises the EU’s support for the advertising industry amidst the COVID-19 crisis. It
urges the industry to commit to carbon neutrality by 2050 and a 55% reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions by 2030.

Additionally, it recommends greater pro bono support for eco-responsible initiatives and a reflection on
advertising imagery to align with ecological transition goals. The EESC calls for a more stringent
European advertising regulation to combat greenwashing and for more dialogue between the industry
and civil society to meet evolving societal expectations.
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6. List of organisations consulted

Consultation

Consultation

Organisation Name Member State Via Online . .
. - Via Meetings
Questionnaire

Commission for Consumer Protection Bulgaria X
Commission for the Regulation of Bulaaria X
Communications 9
Ministry of Economy and Industry Bulgaria X
National Council for Self-regulation Bulgaria X
bbiirapcka HanmoHaaHa acolals
"AxTrBHE IoTpeduTenu" / Bulgarian .
National Association Active Consumers — S 2 2
BNAAC
EBpomneiicku mOTpeOUTENCKH EHTHP
Boarapus/ European Consumer Centre Bulgaria X X
Bulgaria
HanuonanHa aconuays 3a U3BbHCHACOHN
croronou HAWC/ Centre for Alternative Buloaria X X
Dispute Resolution/ National Association for g
out-of-court settlement
AIDC 86 Association Indépendante de

) France X
Défense des Consommateurs
Association de défense, d’éducation et

. . - France X
d’information du consommateur (Adéic)
Association Force Ouvriére Consommateurs Erance X
(AFOC)
Atlantigue Mediation France X
Bio Consom'Acteurs France X
Centre de la Mediation de la Consommation

- . France X

des Conciliateurs de Justice
Confédération francaise de I'encadrement -
Confédération générale des cadres (CGC- France X
CFE)
Confédération nationale des associations Erance X
familiales catholiques (CNAFC)
Confédération syndicale des familles (CSF) France X
Direction générale de la concurrence, de la
consommation et de la répression des fraudes | France X
(DGCCRF)
Familles de France France X X
Fédération du Commerce et de la France X
Distribution (FDE)
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Organisation Name

Member State

Via Online Consultation

Consultation

) . Via Meetings

Questionnaire
France’s Electronic Communications, Postal
and Print media distribution Regulatory France X
Authority (ARCEP)
INDECOSA-CGT France X
Institut de liaisons des entreprises de Erance X
consommation (ILEC)
Institut National de la Consommation (INC) France X
La Confédération des petites et moyennes Erance X
entreprises (CPME)
Service de Médiation de la Consommation France X
Syndicat du _Logement et dela Erance X
Consommation
UFC-Que Choisir France X
Central Bank of Ireland Ireland X
Commission for Regulation of Utilities Ireland X
Compe_tltl_on and Consumer Protection Ireland X X
Commission of Ireland
Department of Enterprise, Trade and reland X
Employment
Financial Services and Pensions Ombudsman Ireland X
NetNeutrals Ireland X X
Office of the Ombudsman, Ireland Ireland X X
Social Justice Ireland Ireland X
Cesu Pateretaju interesu aizstavibas biedriba
"AIZSTAVIS" / Association for the Latvia X X
Protection of Consumer Interests
Latvijas Brivo arodbiedribu savieniba
(LBAS) / Latvian Union of Free Trade Latvia X X
Unions
Latvijas Pasvaldibu savieniba / Union of .
Local Authorities of Latvia Latvia X X
Latvijas Patérétaju interesu aizstavibas
asociacija (LPIAA) / Latvian Consumer Latvia X
Advocacy Association
Mml_stry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia X
Latvia
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Organisation Name

Member State

Via Online Consultation

Consultation

Questionnaire Via Meetings

Pateretaju tiesibu aizsardzibas centrs -
Eiropas Patgrétaju informeSanas centrs (ECC Latvia X
LATVIA)
Paterétaju tiesibu aizsardzibas centrs (PTAC)
/ Consumer Rights Protection Centre of Latvia X X
Latvia
AMT — Mobility and Transport Authority Portugal X X
APAN - Portuguese Association of Portugal X
Advertisers
APED — Portuguese Association of
Distribution Companies FOTILEEL 2
APSAI — Portuguese Environmental Health

.. Portugal X
Association
ASAE - Economic and Food Safety Portugal X X
Authority
Blue F_Iag Environment and Education Portugal X
Association
CACRC — Coimbra Consumer Conflict Portugal X
Arbitration Centre g
CCP — Portuguese C_onfederatlon of Portugal X X
Commerce and Services
CIAB — Consumer Information, Mediation Portucal X
and Arbitration Centre g
CICAP — Porto Consumer Information and Portual X
Arbitration Centre g
CIP — Portuguese Business Confederation Portugal X
CTP — Portuguese Tourism Confederation Portugal X
DECO — Portugue_se Association for Portugal X X
Consumer Protection
Directorate-General for Consumers Portugal X
ERSE - Energy Services Regulatory Portugal X
Authority
lus Omnibus — Consumer Association Portugal X X
TRIAVE — Vale do Ave Consumer Conflict Portugal X X
Arbitration Centre g
UGT - General Union of Workers Portugal X
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