Building on the Stakeholder Consultation – the Transatlantic marketplace that consumers need.
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It is only a couple of months before the US-EU Summit will launch a new forward-looking strategy to revitalize the transatlantic economy.  Today therefore provides an excellent opportunity for us to remind you of the recommendations that TACD has made for this project.  Equally, it provides you, the administrations responsible for taking this forward, with an excellent opportunity to respond to our ideas and explain how they might fit into the new relationship. 

We do see signs of the continuing inclusion of stakeholders in your discussions. Last month the European Commission organized a public meeting to update stakeholders on the submissions received during the consultation. At this meeting, the European Commission itself highlighted the importance of stakeholder involvement in the process.  It reported that the Financial Services Dialogue had enjoyed such success due to its bottom-up approach, and said that bottom-up support will be necessary to make any new economic partnership work.

Rhoda has already talked to you about the new transparent and inclusive process we have recommended. As you know, we also made recommendations in many specific sectoral areas where enhanced EU-US cooperation which could lift standards and enhance consumer confidence in the transatlantic economy. 

At our last Annual Meeting we held a conference looking at possible transatlantic approaches on nutrition, obesity and diet-related illnesses, The skyrocketing rate of obesity and the related illness, deaths and medical cost have since become a priority for the administrations.  I am pleased that the topic was mentioned by both Tony Wayne and Commissioner Kyprianou.  We therefore sense that the time is ripe for US-EU discussions on best practices to create a unified approach to this trade-related public health problem. We look forward to being a part of these.

Governments seem keen to address the issue of enforcement of intellectual property, but we would like them to also look at instances where intellectual property is working against the market.  IP rules are being used to segment markets in, for example, books, DVDs and jeans, and are thereby blocking transatlantic economic integration to the detriment of consumers.
Intellectual Property rules have also stifled innovation, and led to higher drug prices for consumers, unresolved issues in the current WTO round, and global tensions in developing and developed countries. TACD has proposed an innovative way to deal with some of this, which will be discussed later in the IP Working Group.  In public meetings in several parts of the world, and in the recommendations we make to you, governments, agencies and civil society are paying attention to our IP work. We would like to step up our dialogue with you on these issues. 

But intellectual property is not just about trade rules, it’s also about ordinary people’s access to knowledge. While the copyright system provides benefits to society, it always allows for the fair use of the consumer. However, recent trends in IP rule-making threaten to disrupt this balance and remove the established rights of the consumer to fair access and fair use.  The EU and U.S. must uphold important limitations and exceptions in traditional copyright laws, and explore ways to support broader access to knowledge and information.

It is also important to involve consumers in discussions about regulating new technologies.  An obvious current example is the need to consult consumers on the risks of Radio Frequency Identification (RFID), before the widespread adoption by governments and the private sector.

Noting that consumers must have confidence to shop online across the Atlantic, TACD urges the EU and U.S. to work towards regulatory convergence based on best practice in distance shopping so that both buyers and sellers have defined rights and effective means of redress.

Privacy is also a concern for online shoppers, as well as travellers.  TACD believes that the U.S. and EU should work towards a common understanding by using best practices in regulation on privacy protection to make consumers confident that their personal information is only requested when needed, stored securely, and is only used for clearly stated and appropriate purposes.

Another area where the EU and US should cooperate more closely is the environment, and specifically on the hazards of chemicals. At the moment, there is continuing tension over the EU’s REACH chemical policy. Rather than look at it as a barrier to trade, we’d like the US Government to acknowledge chemical pollution as a real environmental problem and look to work with the EU.  For instance, the EU and U.S could share emerging data on hazards of chemicals that may be available on one side of the Atlantic, but not the other. 

Now, this one may sound very familiar to those that have attended previous TACD Annual Meetings; but that’s because the administrations’ approach has continuously failed to resolve the issue. The ongoing unresolved trade wars over GM foods and beef hormones are examples of the U.S. pursuing damaging trade disputes to enable U.S. producers to enter a market where there is simply no consumer demand for the product.  Even if the U.S. wins these cases, there will be minimal benefits to U.S. companies due to lack of European consumer acceptance. Instead, the US and the EU could step forward on a new foot. The U.S. could drop the beef hormone and GM food complaints, and – preferably - both the EU and U.S. could pledge to refrain from any new transatlantic WTO dispute.  
Without going into any detail, I can say that TACD urges the EU and US to keep working together on agricultural dumping, and there will be productive discussions at our conference tomorrow on this issue.  I will also avoid going into details on the important subject of Trade in Services. However, the GATS negotiations being lead by the EU and US in Geneva have many possible consequences for consumers that must be considered.

So, there are many ideas being put forward by our Dialogue. And it is important that we can carry on coming up with these ideas for you to consider. 

We were the first, and the only continuous, transatlantic people-to-people dialogue, providing input to trade discussions from the perspective of consumer-citizens.  To maintain it, it is crucial that the financial support from the European Commission remains continuously available.  However, there is a danger that we will soon have to suspend our activities.

I am sorry to enter into a housekeeping matter here, but our current EC grant, the one that has brought us together today, runs out in December. We are very concerned that there may be a 6 or 7 months funding gap before more money is again made available by the European Commission for people-to-people transatlantic dialogues.  Such a funding gap would mean the suspension of TACD activities and would prevent us from providing you with input. However, we certainly hope that you, Mr. Commissioner, will bring your pressure to bear - and a special thanks for your very positive, very encouraging words today - , so that we can continue our work without a long and jeopardizing break in activities. 

We look forward to hearing, today, what you think of our suggestions, both on process and on the specific issues.  We are excited to discuss how they could fit into the new transatlantic economic relationship, soon to be launched.  We want cooperation not confrontation, but it takes two to tango!  We are optimists by nature.  And we want to continue working with you to keep the consumer engaged in the development of an increasingly important transatlantic economy.  Thank you.
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