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This meeting marks the tenth anniversary of the founding of the Transatlantic Consumer 

Dialogue. We thank the European Union for launching this effort, and for its funding. We thank the US Government for its support, and its early funding, and appreciate very much the foundation funders on the American side. When this Dialogue was started, it was for many of us a new way for governments and consumers to meet and discuss transatlantic policies. Over the years, we have seen how sustainable the dialogue approach has been. Of course, to continue our work, we need funding, and look forward to the continued positive responses of the EU.

Let me start with the purpose statement of the Transatlantic Economic Council. It is to reduce barriers to trade and investment to increase the standard of living of our citizens. The Framework document establishing the TEC used similar language: to improve competitiveness and the lives of our people.

We welcome our participation on the TEC Advisory Committee. We welcome the TEC concern for greater transparency. We welcome the governments’ desire to have this process  be “stakeholder driven”. Our role is to advise the governments how transatlantic cooperation can increase the standard of living of the EU and American consumers, and improve their lives.

I want to step back and take a fresh look at the TEC process. Is it intended only to address regulatory barriers to trade? Is it only to clear away old outstanding issues? Is it only to address the concerns of business?  Or is it an opportunity to get ahead of emerging issues and respond before they get out of hand?

Market solutions often fail to keep pace with the challenges of market changes. The TEC could provide an opportunity to hear and respond to what consumers see as emerging issues, an opportunity to evolve a balanced roadmap or responses or outcomes that strengthen markets AND advance the consumer interest.

Consumers are described by the TEC as stakeholders in this process. The concept of stakeholders goes hand in hand with the concept of accountability. We believe that the TEC process is accountable to consumers. The TEC must not only receive our input. That input must be visible in the outcomes. We hope it will be in the future.

To help focus the TEC on the future, we can take note of some of the discussions at this meeting.

* We discussed nanotechnology products. This is a TEC Lighthouse project. It is not a widespread public issue yet. It is very likely to emerge as one. We can see the safety concerns developing. Nanotech products are in sunscreens, cosmetics, food, clothing, white goods. Governments must assure the safety of such products. Still, there is not an agreed definition. There are gaps in the research. Some environmental organizations have called for a moratorium, and some consumer groups as well. We heard at this meeting that some companies are afraid to inform consumers about nanotech in their products for fear of a boycott.

This is an issue crying out for transatlantic advice from consumers. Such advice can lead to a safe and sensible market. This is a good role for the TEC – a good opportunity to address this issue before it erupts.

* We discussed important information society issues: ensuring consumer rights in the digital environment. RFID is a Lighthouse project. How can RFID technology be used for consumer benefits? How can consumers be protected from its risks? We are concerned about such issues as privacy, behavioral marketing, and data breaches and losses by governments and business. We have proposed a Digital Consumer Rights Charter. We discussed cross border mobile phone issues affecting consumers, including loans at excessive interest rates and predatory conditions.

* We discussed the safety of imports: toys, products, food, drugs. These products are made under circumstances we don’t control and about which we have too little information. This issue is ripening quickly in the US. It is on the TEC agenda in four weeks. What role is there for consumer members of the Advisory Committee?

* Climate change and sustainable consumption. We highlighted this issue at our meeting this morning, and now have a TACD group to address it. Globally, Al Gore has pushed these concerns to the forefront, and the consumer role here is of the utmost significance. Some aspects of this issue are fertile areas for transatlantic cooperation. 

It’s hard not to mention the financial meltdown. The Financial Times headline today said: “IMF head calls for global help on credit crisis”. Many believe that regulatory interventions are needed. Others disagree. Meanwhile, many American consumers are losing their homes, their investments, their jobs, and their standard of living. The EU consumer is not invulnerable.  When the TEC addresses aspects of the financial markets,

it must take into account the huge impact any decision might have on consumers, in the US and spreading to the EU.

As stakeholders, we speak for consumers who have deep concerns on the issues we’ve mentioned, and others. Consumer behavior affects markets. Consumers are deeply affected by market failures. Ambassador Bruton spoke this morning of the need for confidence in the economy and trust in the economic system. He said to us: “Consumers trust you.”

Do consumers trust their governments to protect them when it comes to import safety – food, toys, products, drugs? When it comes to financial institutions and practices? When it comes to internet fraud and abusive marketing practices? When it comes to privacy protections?

I ask these questions in this context: In the TEC, a focus solely on barriers to trade misses the consumer point. The emphasis must be on consumer’ lives and standard of living.

While we appreciate our inclusion in the TEC Advisory Committee and our invitation to speak before the TEC meeting, we do not see that as the equivalent of having our views considered and acted upon. We came away from the last TEC meeting feeling we were personally respected and well-treated, but consumers came away kind of empty-handed.

I’ve offered some views about how consumer stakeholders can be made a more meaningful part of the TEC process. If that happened, the TEC process would benefit because we are an excellent early warning source, a source for emerging consumer issues. Governments would benefit from increased consumer confidence that they are acting to protect them. Markets would benefit because of improved consumer confidence  in their banks, their bonds, their imported baby toys, to name just a few examples. At the end of the day, that confidence in markets is a necessary prerequisite for markets to work.

Thank you.

(Remarks as delivered may vary from written text.)

PAGE  
1

