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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a pleasure to be here in Washington, to conclude this 9th annual conference of the TACD.

You asked me to participate to this panel on the role of the TACD going forward…

It is a good moment to reaffirm the importance of the transatlantic consumer dialogue and to remind about the importance of the involvement of stakeholders in decision making. I will also present you 8 priorities in the field of Health and Consumer policy. And finally, I will conclude on the recently created Transatlantic Economic Council (TEC).

Importance of the TACD 

•
Over the last ten years, the TACD has proven to be an essential and valuable element within the transatlantic relationship. 

•
It has become an efficient and respected vehicle for transmitting consumers’ views to governments on both sides of Atlantic. 

•
The TACD has improved its working methods and the quality of its results.  This should be continued further. 

•
On working methods, the annual conference provides a good opportunity to address a wide range of topics, while thematic conferences, such as tomorrow's “generation excess”, give the opportunity to focus on specific issues. 

•
On substance, TACD policy recommendations are of good quality, and contribute to better mutual understanding on global challenges, and sharing expertise between consumer organisations and with policy makers.

•
The challenge is to further support these recommendations with solid evidence. This is an important dimension, to which I will return later.

Better Regulation – Stakeholders consultation 

•
The EU Better Regulation strategy puts a strong emphasis on consultation and evidence-based policy. 

•
The Single Market Review includes a commitment towards delivering tangible results to consumers. We need to go beyond political commitment to deliver.

•
TACD should seize the opportunities offered by this consumer orientated, impact-driven and inclusive policy-shaping framework. 

•
Since 2003, Commission proposals have been subject to Impact Assessments. 

•
This is a part of the drive towards more evidence based policy making – not crowding out political judgment, nor leading to “paralysis by analysis”. 

•
On the contrary, Impact Assessments are an aid to political decision-making, and improve the quality of proposals. 

•
By focusing on core problems, by gauging alternative solutions and attempting to assess economic, social and environmental impacts, they contribute to informed decision making. 

•
Effects on consumers are measured through consumer choice and consumer prices, and also impacts on social inclusion.  To avoid endless evaluations, the depth of the assessment has to be proportional to the anticipated effects.

•
Two challenges: 


1 - Wide-ranging consultation with stakeholders is an integral part of the impact assessment approach. 


2 - Consumer representatives should therefore make their voice heard at the consultation and proposal stage, and provide solid evidence to back up their arguments at the intermediary stage.

•
Proper consultation is of great importance. In 2007, I launched a permanent group of stakeholders, including consumer organisations. This group advises colleagues in on how to carry their consultations and facilitate stakeholder's effective involvement in our department's work.

•
Success in shaping decision making starts with the precise identification of consumers’ interest. 

•
The TACD should therefore focus on identifying consumers' interest and provide evidence-based opinions at an early stage of the decision making process. 

•
For example, your current work on nanotechnologies and also further monitoring and reporting to the public authorities should be encouraged. The Commission is organising a second workshop on nanotechnologies in October this year. I would encourage you to participate.

SANCO priorities

•
I now would like to outline briefly 8 priorities in the Health and Consumer policy areas, with a focus on consumers.

Monitoring consumer markets

•
The case for an evidence-based policy making grows ever stronger. 

•
Commission has developed a Consumer Scoreboard for monitoring consumer markets – by screening and analysing the broad performance of markets across the economy against a range of indicators from a consumer perspective. 

•
Stakeholders, such as consumer organisations, can make a difference in the data and analysis process, in particular on consumer complaints. 

Redress 

•
As one element of redress, we have started to examine the question of collective redress.  

•
We do not envisage a US-style class action. We have launched a consultation process, including conferences, studies and workshops on consumer collective redress benchmarks with a view to deciding whether an initiative on collective redress is necessary at EU level, and if so, to what extent. 

•
We have planned a comprehensive Communication on collective redress for the end of 2008.  This will include options for a possible EU initiative. 

 Safety of products

•
We have carried out a wide-ranging stocktaking exercise, using the case of the toy recalls, to review the strengths and weaknesses of the consumer product safety mechanisms currently in place in Europe. 

•
Our main conclusion is that the regulatory framework is "fit for purpose" if properly applied.  

•
The review identifies scope for improvements notably in developing preventive actions with business, enhanced enforcement and international cooperation.

•
Therefore, we seek to strengthen co-operation with the US administration on information exchanges on dangerous products, applicable legislation and best practices in market surveillance. 

•
On your side, I would encourage you to upgrade your action on education of consumers, including by supporting government activities to educate businesses on product safety requirements. 

Unfair Commercial Practices 

•
We are keen to work with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) to increase regulatory convergence in tackling common misleading and aggressive commercial practices, notably on the internet.

Sustainable consumption

•
Sustainable consumption is another area where you could contribute towards strengthening the consumer dimension. The Commission is preparing an Action Plan on sustainable consumption and sustainable production which is due to be adopted this year.

Integration of consumer interests in other policies

•
Integration of consumer interests, from the Commission perspective, is a challenge as it involves convincing colleagues of the merits of taking consumer interests into account when designing policy in any given sector. 

•
TACD has experience in integration and works with different commission services.

•
In the working groups today, you discussed topics related to intellectual property rights and information society issues. These are areas where the consumer dimension could be strengthened.  

Information to patients 

•
The Commission recently launched a public consultation on the key ideas of a legal proposal on information to patients on prescription-only medicinal products. 

•
I know that this is an issue of great concern to you.

Food information to consumers

•
In the food area, Commission adopted recently an important proposal to improve the provision of food information to consumers, notably on nutrition labelling. 

•
Interested actors have strong views on this proposal. 

•
I call on consumer organisations to support this proposal actively.

The Transatlantic Economic Council 

•
Turning to the TEC, I would like to stress some important points: 


1
This is a young process, and its merits will have to be judged over time.  But it is also a positive development – inclusive of the voice of stakeholders. 


2
This is not a decision making body but a political steering board to accelerate discussions at technical level.  

•
You have been invited, together with the transatlantic business dialogue, and the transatlantic legislative dialogue to advise the TEC. 

•
This consolidates the commitment to offer equal access to government for each of the dialogues. 

•
Some have voiced the fear that the TEC will not be consumer driven. I recognise that this is a legitimate concern. 

•
That said – there are also positive signs of opening up to consumer concerns, and more generally of increasing the weight of the role of advisors.  

•
Commissionner Kuneva attended the first TEC meeting, and issues such as product safety will be a priority for the future work of the group.

•
We have to be pragmatic. You should seize this opportunity to:  

· deepen the dialogue amongst the advisers and with governments; and

· deepen the dialogue between consumers, businesses and legislators on both sides of the Atlantic. 

•
You should now use the opportunity of increased contacts with the other dialogues, in particular the TABD, to find common grounds for further work. 

Conclusion 

•
To sum up : 

1 - Welcome the TACD developments achieved so far.  This is an important step in EU-US relationship. 

2 - Encourage the TACD to further exchanges of experience on emerging issues as a way to go forward with governments.

3 - Encourage the TACD to use all the avenues made available by the TEC to participate in the shaping of the international consumer agenda.
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