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The Future of Consumer Protection

Provisional Programme

The general theme of Congress 2003 is the future of consumer protection in the 21st century. National consumer organisations have fought for the rights of ordinary people for decades, and we have now matured into an international movement that speaks in the global debates of our time. What important lessons have we learned about the best ways to protect consumers? How many of those lessons will continue to be relevant as the world changes? 

CI members have a huge amount of experience of the different tools for securing consumer protection, ranging from information for consumers to make their own choices through to laws to enforce their rights, from product standards through to competition policy, and from local regulations on street trading through to international agreements on trade and sustainability.

But now we face new challenges. We are witnessing the growth of the information economy, e-commerce and cross-border retailing, and the impact of global trade regulation is steadily increasing.  We have also been witnessing the retreat of strong government and the reinforcement of the economic power and political influence of corporations. 

New approaches to consumer protection may be necessary. It is time to take stock and ask what has worked best for consumers in the past, what works now and what will work in the future.

PLENARY SESSIONS

OPENING PLENARY: The future of consumer protection

Leading international keynote speakers will address the overall theme of Congress, looking at the prospects for improving and extending consumer protection, and in particular examining the relationship between international developments and the frameworks for enforcing consumer rights within countries.

PLENARY 1: Consumer protection and democratic governance

As political systems develop, laws for consumer protection grow up within them, and so do the regimes for enforcement. Policies on competition, pricing, subsidy and trade are also made within the context of national politics, but with increasing consideration given to the demands of international politics. How has consumer protection been affected by the differing political conditions in which is has to develop? What are the impacts of the many problems of governance, such as lack of democratic institutions, corruption, and simple lack of resources? How have independent consumer organisations dealt with these problems, and what has been the effect on their campaigning and attempts to represent consumers?

PLENARY 2: The future for the consumer movement

The Congress as a whole will be taking stock of our progress in the 20th century and considering the prospects for the 21st. In this session leading figures from the consumer world will focus on how our organisations and campaigns will meet the challenges a rapidly changing world economy. Will the consumer movement take on new roles? How will the battle for consumer rights develop in a global market? What are the best approaches to co-operation with other NGOs? How will our organisations sustain themselves? This session will be about our vision – or visions - for the consumer movement. 

WORKSHOPS

At this World Congress many of the workshops will be based on CI’s global and regional programmes. These sessions will be organised by our regional offices – some will be traditional workshops based on opening presentations followed by participant discussions, while others will be briefings based mainly on presentations to give participants as much information as possible.   

Workshops on trade and international forums

T1 

Decision making in the global market

This briefing session will introduce the work of the Decision Making in the Global Market programme to CI’s member organisations. It will further participants’ understanding of the functions, organisational structure and decision-making processes within the WTO, ISO and Codex, and discuss the relationship between civil society, such as consumer organisations, and international organisations. Presentation plus member experiences then expert panel question and answer session.

T2 

The multilateral trading system and consumers: from Doha to Cancun and beyond

A briefing session to provide an overview of the ideologies, issues and institutions that shape the multilateral trading system and their impact on consumers. The focus will be on the current Doha round of trade negotiations being carried out within the World Trade Organization. This session will discuss the recent WTO Cancun Ministerial, place the Doha round within the global economy, and debate what CI and its members can do to make global trade rules work better for consumers. Presentations, reports from Cancun plus a workshop with trade experts.
T3

Competition policy and law in the consumer interest
The key objective of the workshop is to provide an overview of the implementation of domestic or national competition policy and law.  It will explore the difference between competition and competitiveness and the connections between competition policy and consumer protection. Speakers will discuss how development concerns can be taken on board, and will look at the challenges of enforcement and building a ‘competition culture’. Expert speakers, review of available campaigning resources, and discussion.

T4

Intellectual property rights - re-engineering the global regime
Bilateral and regional trade agreements have been used to impose ‘TRIPS-plus’ standards for intellectual property rights on the developing world. This workshop will discuss the impact on the development of scientific research and access to knowledge, especially in health, agriculture and education. How should the international intellectual property rights regime be reformed? What is the most appropriate form of protection for traditional knowledge? Expert speakers then discussion.

Workshops on food and international forums

F1 

Biotechnology and its impact on trade, food security and the regulatory framework 
The main objective of this briefing will be to update members on the ongoing global discussions on biotechnology. Latest global developments, including the push by industry supported by some government to introduce the technology into the developing countries, the trade disputes over regional regulation regimes and the developments at the Codex Alimentarius Commission, the food standards setting agency of the UN. Four presentations followed by a question and answer session. 
F2

Food safety
Food safety is one of the most pressing consumer concerns at the global level, given its impact on consumer health and the ramifications of increasing globalisation of markets. The workshop will look at safety issues in every step of the food production, distribution and consumption chain:

· strategies to strengthen food safety systems, especially in developing countries

· co-ordination among international agencies

· Codex Alimentarius and its modernisation process

Three presentations plus case studies and Q&A sessions.
F3

Sustainable food production and consumption systems
A briefing and workshop looking at why the notion of sustainability should matter to consumer organisations, then examining current hot topics on the production side (e.g. organic versus GM) and on the consumption side (e.g. legal frameworks to facilitate changes in consumer behaviour). Also links between sustainability and poverty alleviation. Expert speakers, case studies and panel discussion.

Workshop on utilities

U1

Public utilities and consumer empowerment

Significant reform of the public utilities sector is under way in many countries, usually involving a radical overhaul of legal, regulatory and institutional frameworks and a move towards some form of private sector participation. Many consumer organisations are sceptical of the potential benefits to the poor and worry about the potential negative impacts such as price increases. This session will review the reform process to date and seek to define clear strategies and models for consumer involvement. Expert speakers then facilitated discussion.

Workshop on standards

S1

Technical standards and access to markets
This briefing will examine whether standards and technical regulations, agreed by national members of ISO, IEC and ITU and referred to in the  WTO’s TBT (Technical Barriers to Trade agreement) are a reason for the disparity between developed and developing country trade. Could they, with the right resources, create a level playing field for trade - without creating consumer protection concerns within developed countries? Three speakers, representing different perspectives.

Workshop on the information society

W1

The information society and international forums
Information and communications technologies are increasingly shaping the consumer agenda, as more and more transactions go online. This briefing and workshop will assess key guidelines and developments at international level, focusing both on regulation and access. In December the United Nations is organising the first part of the World Summit on the Information Society in Geneva, and Consumers International is working to make the voice of consumers heard. This session will explain the work to date and invite participants to share views on establishing the online consumer agenda.
Workshops on sustainability and social responsibility

R1

Sustainability and consumer behaviour – policies for the future
This workshop will explore the concept of Sustainable Consumption and Production and its relevance for consumer organisations, and will focus on how the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection will be integrated into the work following up the World Summit on Sustainable Development 2002 (WSSD) . Also the session will inform participants about the responsibilities of Governments in respect to the WSSD outcome and how consumer organisations can play a role in this. Expert speakers, member experiences and panel discussion.
R2

Corporate social responsibility
Products and services are produced around the globe in a non-transparent manner. Responsibility and accountability are diffuse. Head offices of companies located in one country find it easy to apply different standards in others, both in production and in dealing with consumer interests. This workshop will put a consumer spotlight on the OECD guidelines for multinational companies, then examine strategies and methods for monitoring companies. Expert speakers and “people’s parliament” discussion.
Workshops on the consumer movement

C1

Creating sustainable organisations: experiences with different models and activities 

Consumer organisations, like other civil society organisations, face problems of sustainability. In many developing countries, the advent of consumer protection legislation has led to a burgeoning of organisations competing for funds for similar activities. Many donors now have their own development agenda and seek partners that share their vision and mission. How can we make sure that our organisations work effectively and remain viable over the long term? Speakers examining several models of consumer organisation, then discussion.
C2

Measuring the effectiveness of consumer protection - tools and methodologies
Since the adoption of the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection in 1985, few attempts have been made to measure the effectiveness of the laws and institutions set up to protect consumers. This workshop will explore tools and methodologies for an effective evaluation of consumer protection. It will present work already done (including a study commissioned by Consumers International Africa Office which has developed an index of effectiveness of consumer protection laws) and explore ways forward. Presentation and panel discussion.
C3

The roles of consumer NGOs and government agencies
The relationship between consumer NGOs and government agencies varies between countries, but there is always a need for a serious and constructive relationship. Consumer NGOs and government agencies have common goals and different roles to play. What is the best ways for NGOs and government agencies to work together? This workshop will also examine the enforcement role of government agencies. Without enforcement, even the most complete consumer protection framework is useless. How can consumer NGOs help government enforcement?
TRAINING SESSIONS

Alongside the main Congress discussions and debates, there will be a programme of training courses sessions, organised in partnership with member organisations. The training will take a participatory approach and training materials will be given to each course participant for use after the Congress.

We are hoping to run training courses of two to three sessions on these three subjects:

· Effective communications, including campaigning through the media (course leader Consumentenbond, the Netherlands)

· International technical standards (course leaders British Standards Institute (BSI) and Consumers Association, UK)

· Marketing your organisation and your publications (course leader Consumentenbond, the Netherlands)

OTHER WORKSHOPS AND MEETINGS

Other meetings will be organised to make the best use of consumer activists coming together from all over the world.  These will be organised by member or partner organisations and will take place on Thursday morning and Friday. 

· A special meeting for Consumers International’s government members will be hosted by the Portuguese Instituto do Consumidor (IC), with the overall theme of "Best Practice in Consumer Protection". The meeting will take place on Tuesday 14 October between 14.30 and 18.00. Further information and a draft programme will be available shortly.

· Intellectual property and the World Intellectual Property Organisation – organised by the Transatlantic Consumer Dialogue (Friday)

· Consumer education – organised by the CI Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean (Thursday morning)

· Drug pricing – Health Action International (HAI) and WHO project (Thursday morning)

· Youth as a partner for sustainable consumption – the youthXchange project; organised by UNEP, UNESCO and lots of young people (Friday)

· Meeting for members working with the Codex Alimentarius – organised by Consumers Union Consumer Policy Committee and CI Head Office (Thursday morning)

· Credibility of information on the Web and consumer trust – organised by Consumers Union Consumer Webwatch (Friday)

· The impacts of agricultural export dumping on urban and rural consumers – organised by the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, US (Friday)

· Health service provision  - organised by Regional Office for Africa (Friday)

FORMAL CONSUMER INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS

Part of the function of Congress is to provide an opportunity for members to conduct the formal business of Consumers International as required by its Constitutions.  There will be three meetings of the General Assembly during which the full member organisations will:

· Elect a new President and Council 

· Adopt a wide ranging policy statement

· Receive reports on the past three years’ work of Consumers International

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL EVENTS

One of the objectives of Congress is to facilitate informal exchanges of information and the establishment of continuing contacts.  Various social and cultural events will be organised throughout the week to provide opportunities for meeting and for relaxation.  
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