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Laqgħa ma’ Meglena Kuneva
– Kummissarju responsabbli mill-Ħarsien tal-Konsumaturi fil-Kummissjoni Ewropea.

ACTING CHAIRMAN (Hon. Michael Gonzi):  If you don’t mind after your introduction, we would like to ask some questions and then we will discuss some points.  Thank you.

MS. MEGLENA KUNEVA (EU Commissioner):  First of all, I will give you a brief introduction.  Let me first of all stress that it’s a great honour for me to be in the Maltese Parliament.  First of all I like parliaments; and I have been elected as a member of the National Parliament twice.  I know how important it is for a politician to look in the eyes of people who had voted for him and this is the greatest responsibility.  

I have to say that one of the most rewarding exercises for me was the good relations which so far we had established with the European Parliament when I seek the help of the National Parliament.  And in my first eight months in the European Parliament I never failed to receive their help.  So it is really very important when we are talking about citizens to underline all the time and to remember that the first port for trust and confidence are the National Parliaments.  So that’s why I very much value this meeting which we will have today with you and also your questions of course.  

As all National Parliaments, you have a difficult task to catch up with European legislation all the time.  I know through my own country’s experience - that of the Bulgarian Parliament - how difficult it is from time to time.  But this is the only way to have common level playing fields all over Europe.  Without good legislation and without timely introducing the legislation in place, the national legislation can’t go further.  Enforcement is very important, but the first hurdle is to have the legislation in time.  

I’d like to say that for this year I have one preoccupation.  This is the directive regarding unfair commercial practices, which for the first time will give a full harmonization approach as a one streamline through these directives.  This means that whatever kind of rules you have in Malta, the same will be everywhere in Europe.  I like to start with this small point but which is of great importance because it is just an example.  I would like to share with you some concerns that member state countries really should hurry up a little to have this legislation in place before the end of this year to be ready to implement from the 1st of January, 2008.  In fact we are already in delay.  

Malta will be introducing the Euro currency which I believe dominates a great part of the political debate.  I think that the European Commission, while managing to support in many ways this smooth introduction of a few role that will continue to do this, also to stress how important is the enhancing of non-governmental organisations when we are talking about the consumer rights.  Because this is a non-partial part of improving the situation in economy and also in the citizen agenda.  My message will be convened all the time during all the meetings today.  Normally I don’t see any controversial issues between business and consumers, but sometimes we have small hurdles which should be over taken in this run.  And without consumer organizations this is not probable to be done in time.  

These were a few lines and now I’ll be more than grateful, if you ask me questions about the policy.
ACTING CHAIRMAN:  To be honest, I have two questions.  First of all, was the previous policy strategy 2002-2006 a success?  There are two things which were mentioned both in the 2002-2006 policy as well as in this new policy, and that is the need for statistical studies on consumer behaviour.  Does that mean that few things were done in the 2002-2006, if these were mentioned again in this new policy?  

The second question is with regards to aggressive marketing campaigns.  I failed to see any mention of this on the new policy strategy.  Do you agree with any control on this type of marketing?  Is it having a good impact on the citizen?  Also is it keeping small businesses from flourishing because they cannot compete with large businesses which use more aggressive marketing campaigns?  

If you don’t mind I would like to ask you a third question which is a bit tricky.  With regards to over regulation of the European Union, we receive – as you said – documents and documents and now small businesses have a lot of regulations.  I mean it is very important for the citizen, but what is the limit?  Could this end up being detrimental to small businesses?  Will small businesses be reluctant to open up new business just because there is too much regulation, too much bureaucracy?  Now small businesses have to spend a lot of money on staff and on things.  Here I’m sounding the voice of small business, as well as being a doctor by profession.  I do agree that it is very important that the products that the consumer buys are healthy, but the balance seems to be very very difficult to get.  I would like your comments on this.  

HON. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  I have also some questions, Commissioner.  I may also add something to what my colleague has just said.  Something that really worries me is that there is a big lobby - especially in the alcohol and tobacco industry - compared to the lobby or the money which is being put in with regards to health promotion and education to the people.  Now do you believe that as a strategy to the future, when one tries to put - between quotes – “control on the industry”, you have such things in mind?  
If yes, what are the plans to prevent over lobbying from these sectors in this industry compared to the little budget that the Health Promotion Department and other departments with regards to Government Authorities have in hand to be able to combat such over lobbying from the industry?  Later on I may have other questions.

MS MEGLENA KUNEVA:   First of all, the Statistical Studies on Consumer Behaviour.  This is part of the strategy which I proposed at the beginning of this year - on the 6th of February 2007 - to stress more on Consumer Behaviour.  Why?  Because we can’t go further with sustainable development without strengthening the feeler of sustainable consumption.  So this will remain a credible story line 2007/2013 in the strategy.  We targeted efforts and expanded a little bit our community and our voice.  
Just next week - on the 19th or 20th September - there will be a round table conference of stakeholders on consumer behaviour in Brussels.  This will not drop out from my attention because I really believe that the consumer policy is not a policy which is only streamlined, economically or as a social dimension.  Consumer behaviour is everywhere, and it is related in all the good values.  Let’s mention environment and energy which is really appealing.  And all these policies cannot develop without consumer dimension. 

Also consumers change a lot and if we do not face the fact that consumers are also ageing, that this consumer needs health services more than just safety in goods, then this will remain as absolutely basic in the future.  Well, we are touching issues like health which is not exactly consumer but very much related to consumer policy.  We can’t just go further.  So we have a stocktaking exercise with this consumer behaviour.  I have to say that some of the companies are very much interested and they are paying attention to this, especially big companies who have money to develop these studies. 

Of course, this is not the only source for us.  I always support efforts from the business side to develop their studies because consumer policies start as a kind of making good balance between the interested consumers and big business.  And you are absolutely right, consumer policies against market failures.  That’s why earlier I mixed the two questions.  But yes big businesses have really big lobbies, they have money and they have everything.  And our only way to put the balance is by having strong consumer organisations and very conscientious governments and that business is not the only one voice. 

I respect business centres.  I know that they put in their best way to help the consumers if the business is responsible enough and we should create this corporate responsibility. We can’t control every single producer with one more control along the side of the state. We should really raise the consciousness of the business. 

But this is the obligation of governments and of society; to bear in mind that there’s asymmetry and there is more strength on the business side.  And that’s why it is our responsibility to make this balance and for the consumer voice to be heard. 

This is about cooperation and not about fighting with each other.  I don’t mind a good fight.  But first of all, we should really understand what the common interest is and if there is a disagreement, go and explain our views and take the best view for the consumers because in the long run, it is in the interest of the business as well.  Of course businesses are much more oriented towards profit and profit for today or for tomorrow.  So that’s why it is so important to keep the line on the side of the government and on the consumer organisations.

Aggressive marketing campaign.  You are right, that’s why we have had this commercial practices.  If you fail to introduce it everywhere, it will be very costly for businesses because now there is much more room for small and medium enterprises.  It has curbed a little the big business, assuring common ground for performance on everybody’s side and also on small and medium enterprises.  

Why am I so keen on full harmonisation?  This is exactly because of small and medium enterprises.  For Coca-Cola or other multi-national companies it is not such a big deal to have a legal department either in Malta, or in Hungary or in Italy, or in all the 27 countries.  But for a small and medium enterprise this is simply not possible.  If they do not rely on understandable set of rules everywhere, they will simply fail.  And competition will be less and even growth and jobs will be less because small and medium enterprises are not only the source of innovation but also are a source of improving jobs and growth.  And in Europe we should rely more on small and medium enterprises.

I’d like to open a small bracket and have your opinion on this as well.  This is about the CE mark.  This week there will be a debate in the European Parliament on this.  Some of the big member states - like Germany - are keen on having a third control party on the CE mark, because right now, in many of the cases, like toys for example, this is self assessment.  It is being said that this is a good approach, exactly for small and medium enterprises and corporate responsibility.  Now there is talk to have a third party controlled by Government or independent laboratories which will have an extra C.  This to confirm that there was not only a self-assessment exercise but that a third party had also controlled that the product is really safe for consumers.  But my question is what is the opinion of the small and medium enterprises?  This will be an additional effort.  I believe that big companies will not have any difficulty to go and obtain one.  And they could be well placed in big stores, having this rubber stamp that their product is well controlled.  But before we take this step I would like to hear what is the opinion of small and medium enterprises, how to keep it.  

You are asking me about entering into the market.  We made a lot of better regulations.  This is one of the reasons to have since 1987, the new approach directive.  But now there is a call for more protection, protection, protection.  And protection has a price.  

ACTING CHAIRMAN:  With this third control party, would there have been this problem of the toys deal, which is with us now, regarding the toy manufacturer Mattel?  Yes, if we can put full safety on products or services or whatever by a third control party - so that it would make things much safer - but would this mean that small businesses will find it difficult to start a business?  For me the balance could be very difficult to get, that’s my opinion. As a doctor and as a politician I would say yes the consumer is going to be much safer, but with regards economy will that hinder the small businesses? 

Regarding the 2002/2006 policy strategy - there were quite a number of good things about the policy strategy - but did that help or hinder the small businesses?  Without that policy strategy would small businesses have flourished?  

Again, the second question will be, would consumers have been worse?  The balance is very difficult: over regulation and regulation, safety of the consumer, small businesses.  This is my personal opinion because as yet we haven’t discussed this in our party.  But a third control party would help the consumer – definitely - because it makes products safer and gets rid of what we call self control.  But will it help small businesses?  

MS MEGLENA KUNEVA:  What is your answer?

ACTING CHAIRMAN:  It is very difficult to say, because you need statistics and you need to study.  Personally I think it will definitely help the consumer, but the small businesses might find it very difficult to go into.  

HON. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  I think it is a matter of a balancing act, like in a circus.  It is a balance between protections for the consumer while at the same time increasing the expenditure of the industry.  Also the big industries are able to cater for that added expenditure whilst the small industry will have to push up prices.  So here we have a balance between increasing prices being pushed up by the small and medium industry compared to the large industry which can cater for any additional expenditure.  Will this mean that in the long run, we are talking about the big industry slowly taking over the small and medium industry?  And this at what expense to the consumer?  You can put protection at one point, monopoly on the other hand with the big industry taking advantage but then with this monopoly, the prices will go up after eliminating the small and medium industry.  So, it is a matter of a balancing act.  

In Malta we already have problems with regards to reports by the Euro barometer.  If we look at the medium wages of the Maltese people, these are below average of the EU, but when it comes to certain items, like medicine and other products, we are above the media with regards to prices in other countries.  So we are already at a disadvantage being an island, having a small population, and if we import, the prices tend to be higher because we are importing smaller amounts than other countries.  If for example, England - being also an island - had to import, definitely the prices will be much lower than the prices we import because of the higher number of residents.  

So what I am seeing is, not only the disadvantage of having small and medium industry - which is the majority of industries here in Malta - but also at the prices, the monopoly of the large industry, the possibility of loss of jobs and the pricing in Malta, considering that we are below average in the EU regarding our average wage. So it is a big balancing act.  
Even when it comes to legislation, I think that it is important to do this balancing act and to look in the interest not only of big countries in the continent but also of smaller countries like Malta which are not only small like Luxembourg but also an island.  

MS. MEGLENA KUNEVA:  This is the challenge.  Before you follow our problem I would like to make three points.  First of all I will not push for any legislation before a large stock taking and this one will pass a very thorough procedure of consultations and then impact assessment.  The one thing I am worried about is not to be too slow.  

I will do my best to really hear all the stakeholders but we have some pressing issues and the CE mark is getting more and more in the focus of public attention.  Also we still do not have a political answer to globalisation.  

We are talking about globalisation.  We are talking about sharing our hopes and threats - mainly fears.  But not as a political step after step development in the future and this is also part of protecting the consumers.  So, in what kind of environment do we protect consumers?  Where is the supply chain?  Where is Europe in this supply chain?  It is easy to say I will protect European consumers but our supply chain is not totally laid in Europe, it is just the opposite.  
Mattel’s toy story is one of the absolutely opulent examples why it is so.  We cannot have a fragmented answer; we should have a policy answer and see where the consumer policy fits in this policy answer.  

This will be my next step.  I will take care not to have over regulation but at the same time not to miss the opportunity to protect consumers.  What does it mean to protect in the 21st century?  It is still a question with an open answer and I would appreciate very much your vigilance here and your generous comments all the time.  Thank you.

Fil-10:50 am, il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata iktar tard.
PAGE  

