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Indices of prices for private consumption {January 1990)
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Thus, for the same basket of goods and services, representative of private consumption, an outlay

calculated (in a single currency or its exchange value at 100 in Belgium corresponds to expendure of
137 in Denmark, 112 in Germany, 96 in Ireland, etc.

Source: Eurostat.
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s part of the work towards completion of the large European internal

market, the European Commission has just launched a three-year action
plan (1990-92) for a Community consumer policy.

Completion of the internal market offers great advantages for producers and for

the growth of employment in Europe, but it should also be of huge benefit to

consumers: the elimination of a range of barriers to trade will mean wider choice
and lower prices. However, if Europeans are to avail fully of the new possibilities
they must be enabled to do so with confidence. To have free access to all the
goods and services on offer throughout the European Community, consumers
must know that anywhere in the enlarged market they have the same level of
protection as they enjoy in their own national market, whether in regard to
product safety or regulations for contracts or for consumer information or
representation. The confidence of European consumers is the key to the success
of the large market. To ensure that con:ﬁdence Community action must be
stepped up in the field of consumer policy.!

Milestones in Community policy

The Community’s efforts on behalf of consumers go back many years. Although
the European Treaties make no explicit mention of consumer policy, they give the
Community the task of ensuring ‘the constant improvement of living and working
conditions’ of the peoples of the Member States, as well as of promoting ‘a
harmonious development of economic activities’. In practice, the creation of the
Community had a rapid impact on consumers’ daily lives.

O The common market gave shoppers a greater choice of goods and services,
thanks to the ending of customs barriers.

D The common agricultural policy must, under the Treaty of Rome, ensure
security of food supplies at reasonable prices.

O Community competition rules prohibit unfair practices which can affect
prices.

O The Community’s policy of openness to the rest of the world has brought
about a lowering of the Common Customs Tariff, the signing of free trade
agreements with other European countries and of cooperation agreements
with many Third World States including those of the Mediterranean and
African, Caribbean and Pacific countries. This has brought even greater
dIVCI'SlfIC&thIl of consumer choice.

! “This file replaces our No 12/87. Manuscript completed in July 1990.
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The need to give the Community a ‘human face’ was recognized by the
Community authorities in 1961. The following year saw the creation of a contact
committee comprised of representatives of trades unions and consumer organi-
zations. The real beginning came 10 years later, however: at a meeting in Paris in
1972, the Heads of State or Government of the Community gave the go-ahead for
a consumer policy, proclaiming that economic development must be translated
into improvement in the quality of life. This policy was developed through:

L1 the setting-up of a consumer policy service in the European Commission;

[J the constitution of a Consumers’ Consultative Committee (CCC), comprised
of experts and of members of four European organizations representing
consumers’ interests: the European Bureau of Consumers’ Unions (BEUC);
the Committee of Family Organizations in the European Communities
(Coface); the European Community of Consumer Cooperatives (Eurocoop);
the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). To make it more
representative and more effective, the CCC was transformed in December
1989 into a ‘Consumers’ Consultative Council’, with 39 members, including
representatives of national consumer organizations;

U the adoption in April 1975 of a first programme for consumer protection and
information. On that occasion the Community’s Council of Ministers empha-
sized five fundamental rights: the right to safety and health, the right to
redress, the right to protection of economic interests, the right to represen-
tation and the right to information and education;

O the adoption in May 1981 of a second programme, which reaffirmed the five
rights and underlined the need to take account of consumer interests in the
various policies of the Community;

O the organization, from 1983, of the first meetings of the Council of Ministers
devoted exclusively to consumer problems.

The results of the action programmes fell short of the declared aims, so the
European Commission decided in 1985 to give consumer policy a new impetus. In
the following year, the adoption of the Single Act revising the European Treaties
opened the way for the completion of the large market. The Single Act provides
for the elimination of the last obstacles to trade in goods and services between the
countries of the Community. This means a further increase in the range of choices
available to consumers, as well as substantial savings due to lower production
costs and wider competition. The Act also provides, where necessary, for
protective measures to be taken based on a high level of consumer protection.

In preparation for the large market, the European Parliament and the Council of
Ministers of the Community in 1989 pronounced themselves in favour of fresh
progress in consumer policy, in resolutions which inspired the new three-year
plan for 1990-92.
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