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This briefing highlights the ‘Bread and Butter’ consumer issues affecting Northern Ireland that the European Union, Parliament and Commission need to tackle over the next five years.  They are taken from the General Consumer Council’s research, analysis and policy development. The Council can provide more in-depth analysis, advice and options for change as required. Source statistics are available on request.

Why is the EU important to Northern Ireland consumers?

· On 1 May 2004 the European Union expanded from 15 to 25 countries increasing its population from 376 million people to 450 million.  

· Northern Ireland only makes up 1.7 million of that total so it is important that our voice is heard at the heart of EU Government

· Up to 70% of all new legislation affecting our daily lives originates at EU level.

· EU policies cover essential everyday items including the  air we breath, the water we drink and the food that we eat.  It also covers other essential goods and services including energy, roads and public transport, postal services, telecommunications and consumer credit.  

· Northern Ireland will receive €1.4 billion in EU funding between 2000 and 2006.  

· Transport has benefited with the Enterprise train service, Central Station and the Toome By-Pass examples of where EU funding has helped provide new services and infrastructure for consumers.  

· The cost of the Common Agricultural Policy in 2000 added approximately £200 per year to the average UK family’s food bill

· The EU is a massive market accounting for 25% of world output and a third of all world trade

· In 2001 it was estimated that 15% of the EU population lived at risk of poverty

Consumers at the Heart of EU Government

Northern Ireland needs to ensure that it maximises the opportunities while minimising any threats that may arise from new legislation or an enlarged European Union.  There are two overriding aims that we believe should be central to EU policy making:

· The seven consumer principles of access, choice, information, safety, fairness, redress and consumer representation should be taken into account when devising policies. 

· The need to ensure that EU wide legislation does not put unnecessary burdens on consumers in regional or peripheral markets where monopolies may exist, such as Northern Ireland.

Consumer Credit

In what has been a decade of low interest rates, there has been a huge growth in consumer credit over the past number of years.  The average household in the United Kingdom now has around £7,000 consumer credit, excluding mortgages.  On top of this, the UK accounts for 75 per cent of all credit card debt in the new European Union.   Concerns exist about how credit is sold and the lack of responsible lending. 

EU legislation should provide for:

· A duty on credit providers to lend responsibly;

· A clear, accurate, reliable and consistent approach by the EU to defining Annual Percentage Rate (APR) that includes all costs faced by consumers;

· A co-ordinated approach to eradicate extortionate and illegal moneylenders;

· E-commerce - more protection for consumers buying online; and  

· Secure payment methods for non-cash transactions while ensuring that new technology and security measures take into account the needs of consumers who are older, visually impaired and those with learning disabilities or literacy difficulties.

Energy 
Northern Ireland has traditionally higher energy costs, less competition and a more limited choice of fuels.   It is estimated that one in every three Northern Ireland households is in fuel poverty.  As the energy consumer representative body for the region, the Council has identified three issues to be tackled:

· Competition and energy policies should take account of the particular need of small, peripheral or regional markets such as Northern Ireland. Appropriate flexibility and derogations should be put in place to protect consumers.

· With Northern Ireland’s high energy costs and one in three households estimated to be in fuel poverty, it is essential that EU policies do not mean higher costs, driving more consumers into fuel poverty

· Promote sustainable use of the finite resources of energy and water consistent with the need to ensure affordability for consumers, particularly those on low incomes.

Consumer Education and Skills

Informed consumers are good for business.  However, consumers need to know and understand their rights in order to be in a position to exercise them.  We believe that the framework for this can be provided at European level through:

· Continuing and developing the EU-wide consumer strategy;

· Increasing consumer skills, rights and responsibilities for all;

· Promoting responsible and sustainable consumerism;

· Actively promoting corporate social responsibility and customer care as a means of driving up quality and improving the local economy.  Sharing best practice in customer care and corporate social responsibility; and

· The continued roll out of Alternative Dispute Resolution schemes to help consumers in cross-border trade disputes.  

Transport

In 2002-03, consumers made around 80 million passenger journeys by bus, rail, air and ferry services to, from or within Northern Ireland. As a peripheral region of the United Kingdom and the European Union, our transport links by air and sea are vitally important.  As the voice of Northern Ireland transport users, the Council believes that more action is needed, in particular:

· Support for retaining and developing the Trans European Networks (TENS) rail network and retaining railway services in Northern Ireland; 

· Changes to Public Service Obligation and slot reservation rules to allow the protection of regional services to national hub airports.  In our case, protecting our access from Belfast to London Heathrow;

· To build on and extend passenger rights to other forms of transport including railways and ferries; and 

· Greater protection for passengers travelling on scheduled airlines in the event of bankruptcy.

Food
The General Consumer Council has a remit to represent the consumer interest in relation to food.  Much progress has been made but more work needs to be done, in particular:

· Responsible promotion and advertising of confectionery and other products to young people; 

· Agreed EU standards on the labels using organic, natural, environmental, social claims resulting in co-ordinated labelling across the EU;

· Consumer interests should be at the heart of discussions on the World Trade Organisation and the Common Agricultural Policy;

· Ensuring choice, safety and sustainability in food;

· Better informed consumers about the nutritional content of the food that they buy; and 

· Improved safety and labelling, including for consumers with allergies.

Other issues
· Action to tackle cross border mail and telephone scams;

· Opening up of EU insurance markets to allow competition and fair prices in the Northern Ireland insurance market for consumers and business;

· Ensuring that policies on the regulation of water and sewerage services take account of the particular regional needs and do not result in unreasonable costs which may push consumers into water poverty; and

· Continue to develop the use and consumer awareness of the Eco Label for more efficient or environmentally friendly appliances and products.
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