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Subject: empowering the European citizen

Rationale

In recent years, the need for consumer education has become increasingly evident at
European level, given a number of economic and technological developments. These
changes have led to increasingly complex products, sophisticated market strategies which
increase the range of products and services available to consumers, but also make their
lives more complex.

Education is essentially dealt with at national level. However, with the completion of the
internal market it has become obvious that there is a need to protect consumers and to
raise the level of awareness and understanding of consumer rights and interests across
borders in the internal market so they can take full advantage of the opportunities
available to them. Legitimate would also benefit from more discriminating consumers
and, stakeholders in many of the new Member States insist on the need to develop
consumer information and education, given the absence of “consumer culture”.

But consumer information on its own does not suffice. Consumer education which
addresses skills, attitudes, and knowledge to help individual consumers look for,
understand and apply consumer information is therefore highly necessary.

In parallel, DG SANCO also has to take specific training actions at the level of consumer
organisations, aimed at improving their knowledge and effectiveness. This is particularly
relevant in view of securing the rights of the European citizens at national and regional
level and pursuing the “integration” of consumer concerns in all EU policies.

Constraints

DG SANCO involvement in consumer education has to take account of the principle of
subsidiarity. Education initiatives can rapidly become sensitive, if national authorities or
institutions are not consulted or involved. Prior consultation of national stakeholders is
therefore a must. It is of paramount importance to involve, in addition to the consumer
world, the education authorities in order to have their support to address the national
education structures.

The capacity for the Commission, and in particular DG SANCO, to provide general
consumer education in all EU countries is also subject to severe financial and personnel
constraints. Education projects take a long time to prepare: one must research the needs
on the ground, establish networks, find the necessary expertise and resources and monitor



the follow-up. Also, careful consideration must be given to the most cost-effective
measures with a multiplier effect. In this context, full use has been made of the networks
already put in place by DG Education and Culture.

There are basically three areas in which the Commission can add value:

s Providing education tools which focus on cross-border transactions and EU consumer
legislation/rights in all Member States

s Acting as a conduit for disseminating best practice

o Enhancing cooperation in consumer education at EU level

DG SANCO approach

Given the sensitivity of the area, the numerous constraints, the need for long term
investment in any education activity and the scepticism surrounding DG SANCO’s role
in education, we have launched several pilot projects. The target groups are: young
people, adults, university students and professionals of consumer organisations:

In chronological order, we have undertaken the following activities:

2002/2003: establishing the contents of courses for staff of consumer organisations in
. Management, Lobbying and European Consumer Law

2003/2004:  launch of the courses in March 2004

2003/2004:  preparation and launch of the 2004/2005 European Consumer Diary for
young people aged 15-18 '

2003/2004:  preparation and initial development of the web-based modules for adults

2005/2006: EUR 15 ready in December 2005; EUR 10 ready in June 2006

2004/2005:  needs analysis for the setting-up of Modular Master Degree Programmes
in consumer issues at European level

2007/2010:  development of European Modular Master Programmes



