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While there is not a single magic solution, it is clear that 
social exclusion must be addressed collectively. This 
is an issue that affects us all. If we do not effectively 
address social exclusion, a whole range of new social 
problems will emerge. 

Bernardo Hernández Bataller, rapporteur on EESC 
Opinion on Consumer vulnerability in business practices in 
the single market

Introduction

As the current economic and financial crisis drags on, many Europeans 
are being forced to get by on less. This loss of purchasing power puts 
consumers at risk of social exclusion. The EU estimates1 that more than 
120 million people were at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2013. 

In practice this means that a quarter of the EU population last year faced 
at least one of the following conditions: the risk of poverty due to their 
financial situation, severely materially deprived or living in households 
with very low work intensity. Although the proportion of people at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU in 2013 (24.5%) has slightly 
decreased compared with 2012 (24.8%), it is higher than in 2008 (23.8%) 
when Europe's financial problems first emerged. 

Social exclusion makes people vulnerable in the market place. 
Unscrupulous businesses, for example, may cut prices or corners to 
sell sub-standard products. In the food sector, the crisis has resulted in 
the growth of alternative marketing channels that are not adequately 
monitored, leading to food counterfeiting, the illegal sale of food and 
the recirculation of discarded food for human consumption. 

The same applies to the sale of counterfeit medicines, which are 
manufactured without guarantees and fraudulently imitate certified 
medicines. These can pose serious health risks, especially for consumers 
who have no alternative but to buy these cut-price alternatives. Energy 
poverty is another serious issue, with households that are struggling to 
pay the bills potentially facing cold winters with limited or no access to 
power supplies and heating.

What the EU is doing

The European Commission responded in 2010 by establishing the 
European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion, one of seven 
flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth. The Platform is designed to help EU countries 
reach the headline target of lifting 20 million people out of poverty and 
social exclusion, by providing the basis for a joint commitment among 
national governments, EU institutions and key stakeholders to fight 
poverty and social exclusion.

In 2013, the Commission launched the Social Investment Package, which 
calls on Member States to prioritise social investment and modernise 
their welfare states. This is designed to establish better-performing, 
active inclusion strategies, and a more efficient and effective use of 
social budgets. The package includes a Communication on Social 
Investment for Growth and Cohesion, which also gives guidance on 
how best to use EU financial support, notably from the European Social 
Fund, and a Commission Recommendation against Child Poverty.
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Poverty is bad for the economy. Rising inequality and 
poverty generate income polarisation which depresses 
aggregate demand. Poverty harms social cohesion 
and growth because it is a waste of human potential, 
a strain on the public purse, and it means the EU 
economy does not function as well as it could.

László Andor, Commissioner for Employment,  
 Social Affairs and Inclusion, Brussels, 9 October 2014

The EESC's position 

In a new opinion, the EESC argues that public authorities – at the EU 
and national level – must put in place adequate measures to fully 
address growing consumer vulnerability. The EESC wants consumers to 
have guaranteed and secure access to essential products and services, 
and wants to ensure that the rights of consumers hardest hit by the 
crisis are fully protected. This will help prevent social exclusion, and in 
so doing create more demand for goods and services. 

1 http://europa.eu/rapid/midday-express-04-11-2014.htm.
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The key message of the opinion is that, while each Member State is 
different, increasing consumer vulnerability and social exclusion is a 
problem shared by all, and that collective action is needed to address 
this pressing social issue. 

Market surveillance 

The opinion sees the EU's role in this as ensuring more effective 
implementation of single market rules, especially those concerning 
product safety and market surveillance, the Directive on unfair 
commercial practices and the Regulation on cooperation between the 
Commission and consumer authorities. The EU should also monitor 
new barriers that have emerged which hamper the functioning of the 
internal market.

«Cuts in public resources made available to consumers under the 
adjustment policies that governments have put in place in recent years 
seriously undermine the effectiveness of market surveillance activities 
in particular,» states the opinion. The EU has also allocated less funding 
to the Multiannual Consumer Programme for 2014-20202, as the EESC 
has already pointed out3.

Consumer protection 

The opinion also identifies a need for closer cooperation between 
the national authorities and the Commission and for a revised scope 
of Regulation 2006/2004 on cooperation in the field of consumer 
protection. It calls for the introduction of equivalent verification 
mechanisms and harmonised penalties. 

The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)4 is an important statistical 
took to evaluate and implement actions to prevent social exclusion, the 
opinion notes. The MPI looks at indicators, such as education, health, 
living standards and wellbeing, and considers a person to be poor if 
they lack access to at least 30% of the weighted indicators. «For this 
reason, it is important for the Member States to adopt measures to rise 
above this threshold».

Member States are called on to provide consumer associations with 
adequate financial support, enabling them to carry out their duty of 
protecting the rights of all consumers. Penalties imposed on consumer 
rights breaches could be put towards a fund for the implementation 
of consumer protection policies, and the experience of Member States 
that already operate such funds should be assessed.

In cases of serious infringements, involving real harm or the risk of 
harm to human health or safety, the power of competent authorities 
to impose penalties should be strengthened. For example, according 
to the EESC, this would mean having the power to seize or confiscate 
goods and manufacturing materials, and if necessary closing down 
companies found responsible for the infringements. 

Preventing exclusion 

The opinion also calls on Member States to adopt measures to 
prevent the social exclusion of consumers – and indeed all citizens – 
by guaranteeing access to basic essential services. To this end, each 
Member State would prepare and implement a so-called «citizens' 
rescue plan», designed to re-launch household economies and 
increase consumer purchasing power. This, says the EESC, would be 
a just countermeasure to the bank bailouts which benefited several 
major financial institutions. 

Ultimately, the EESC believes that, taken together, these measures 
would more accurately reflect the provisions of Point 5 of the UN’s 1999 
Guidelines for Consumer Protection, which stipulates that «policies 
for promoting sustainable consumption should take into account the 
goals of eradicating poverty, satisfying the basic human needs of all 
members of society, and reducing inequality within and between 
countries».

At its plenary session in October, the EESC adopted the opinion by 92 
votes to 37, with five abstentions.

2 OJ L 84, 20.3.2014, p. 42 
3 OJ C 181, 21.6.2012, p. 89. 
4 A statistical parameter developed by the United Nations and the University of Oxford in 2010 to measure the type and intensity of poverty.
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