European Consumer Centres Network
Feasibility Study Report:
Assistance for Non-EU Tourists (North America)

Feasibility Study Report:
Assistance for Non-EU Tourists (North America)

INTRODUCTION / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

4

SECTION 1:

5

The Consumer Landscape in the U.S. and Canada
Profile of incoming tourists from the U.S. and Canada to Europe
Profile of North American tourism to the working group countries
Profile of U.S. Tourism across Europe

SECTION 2:

6
7
18

21

Common Problems Experienced by Incoming U.S. and Canadian Tourists to Europe
Organisations providing assistance to consumers in North America
Organisations providing assistance to consumers in Europe

SECTION 3:

22
29

31

Suggested Methodology for a Consumer Protection Collaboration between
U.S. and Canadian organisations and ECC-Net
Proposal for the referral of tourism-related complaints from European consumers by ECC-Net
for handling by the BBB and for the referral by the BBB of tourism-related complaints
from North American residents to ECC-Net

32

ANNEX

33

[1] Proposal for the referral of tourism-related complaints from European consumers by the European
Consumer Centres Network (ECC-Net) for handling by the Better Business Bureaus Network (BBB)
and for the referral by the BBB of tourism-related complaints from North American residents to ECC-Net

34

[2] ECC-Net Case Handling Protocol

39

4

ECC-Net Feasibility Study Report: Assistance for Non-EU Tourists (North America)

INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ECC-Net is a network of centres present in thirty
European countries. It offers free information, advice
and assistance to consumers on cross-border consumer
transactions. ECC-Net is co-funded by the European
Union and national authorities in the Member States,
Norway, and Iceland. Since its foundation in 2005,
the network has handled more than half a million
consumer contacts.
Given its focus on business-to-consumer problems
when shopping cross-border, either in person or via
distance purchases (mainly e-commerce), ECC-Net
is in a unique position to appreciate those problems
experienced by consumers when shopping for goods
and services throughout the EU. For this reason, the
network provides input to the European Commission
and policymakers at national level on consumer
policy issues stemming from the problems reported
to ECC-Net. As part of our awareness-raising initiatives
on consumer rights, ECC-Net engages in joint network
projects which compile and analyse data derived
from complaints to the network on specific areas
of consumer detriment.
Tourism is a hugely important industry for Europe.
Europe remains the most visited destination in the
world, with international tourist arrivals of 563 million
(equating to €368 billion in international tourism
receipts) in 2013. Tourism represents over 10% of EU
GDP and employs more than 9.7 million citizens in
1.8 million businesses. The importance of the industry
to the EU is acknowledged in Article 195 of the Lisbon
Treaty, which sets out that the EU shall complement
the actions of Member States in promoting the
competitiveness of EU tourism undertakings.
Against this background, a proposal was made to carry
out a feasibility study on tourism into Europe from
certain target markets. The general objective was to
assess whether, were additional European consumer
protections to be provided for tourists from those
target markets, this might help make the EU more
attractive as a potential holiday destination for tourists.
More specifically, as part of this feasibility study, it was
proposed to identify how and under which conditions
ECC-Net might be able to assist non-EU/EEA tourists
who encounter detriment during their visits. The results
of the study would be published as a report and sent
to the European Commission for further discussion.

The target markets identified for the project were North
America, Serbia, Switzerland, China, Russia, and Brazil.
For North America, a Working Group comprising ECCs
Ireland, Sweden, and Czech Republic was created.
Over the course of the first half of 2014, the Working
Group carried out comprehensive desk research on the
consumer landscape in Europe and North America.
Using data compiled by both ECC-Net and external
organisations, it investigated detriment typically
encountered by tourists from North America in Europe.
As part of its research, the Working Group prepared
a questionnaire which was distributed to important
stakeholders in the industry. It arranged meetings with
numerous bodies and organisations, most notably the
U.S. Federal Trade Commission and Council of the
Better Business Bureaus (BBB) in Washington DC.
The information and research presented in this report
reflects the findings of the working group and includes
a proposal for cooperation with the BBB in the referral
of tourism-related consumer complaints from Europe
to North America and vice-versa.
The content of this report represents the views of the
authors and it is their sole responsibility; it can in
no way be taken to reflect the views of the European
Commission and/or the Consumers, Health, Agriculture
and Food Executive Agency or any other body of the
European Union. The European Commission and the
Executive Agency do not accept any responsibility for
use that may be made of the information it contains.

North America Working Group Members
ECC Ireland
info@eccireland.ie
ECC Sweden
info@konsumenteuropa.se
ECC Czech Republic
esc@coi.cz
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SECTION 1:

The Consumer Landscape in the U.S. and Canada

27.9

million

North American tourists
travelled to Europe
in 2013
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Profile of incoming tourists from the U.S. and Canada to Europe
Europe accounts for over half the world’s International
Tourist Arrivals (ITA), with five (six if one includes
Russia) of the world’s most-visited countries located
here. The continent also accounts for approximately
42.2% of all International Tourism Receipts (ITR).1
International tourist arrivals increased by 5% in 2013.2
This equates to an additional 52 million international
tourists. Europe played a large part in this increase,
with 5% more arrivals to the continent than in 2012.
The total number of international visitors to Europe
in 2013 came to 563 million, equating to a market
share of 51.8% of all ITA worldwide. These figures
represent approximately €368 billion in ITR.3

Forecasts for growth remain solid with the European
Travel Commission projecting a 4% increase in
outbound visitors from North America in 2014 and
a further increase of 4.8% in 2015.6 In terms of
international tourism expenditure, the U.S. ranks
second worldwide with an estimated annual expenditure
of US$86 billion in 2013. Canada ranks seventh
worldwide, with an estimated annual spend of US$35
billion in that year.7

Estimates for 2013 indicate that North American
tourist arrivals to Europe collectively numbered 27.9
million.4 This corresponds to 23.4 million tourists
from the United States and 4.5 million from Canada,
respectively representing 43.8% and 40.2% of the
U.S. and Canadian long-haul outbound market.
Leading destinations for U.S. and Canadian tourists
within Europe include France, the UK, Germany, Italy,
Spain, the Netherlands, and Ireland.5

A detailed breakdown of North American travel patterns for each of the 28 EU Member States
is unfortunately beyond the scope of this project.
It is therefore proposed that this report examine North American tourism to the three working group
countries individually.
Given the greater volume of tourists from the U.S. to Europe, there will then follow an in-depth
profile on U.S. tourism across the continent.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) Tourism Highlights report, 2014 edition.
Ibid, pg. 4.
Ibid, pg. 5.
European Travel Commission (ETC) European Tourism 2013 – Trends & Prospects report, pg.s 16-17.
ETC Market Insights – Canada report, published September 2009; Market Insights – USA report, published July 2009.
Supra, note 4, pg. 3.
Supra, note 1, pg. 13 (figures compiled by UNWTO in May 2014).
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Profile of North American tourism to the working group countries
North American tourism in Ireland
The U.S., in particular, has been one of Ireland’s most
important tourism source markets for decades. North
American tourists accounted for 16% of all overseas
visitors to Ireland in 20138. These figures were
boosted by the 2013 implementation of a government
initiative known as ‘The Gathering’, which sought
to encourage members of the Irish diaspora to return

to the country as visitors, along with their friends and
families. This initiative was a huge success and is
credited with attracting over 275,000 North American
visitors to Ireland in 2013, generating an estimated
€170 million for the Irish economy.9

924,000

275,000+

tourists from the
United States

North American visitors as part
of the ‘The Gathering’

11%

Ireland
2013

115,000
tourists from
Canada

8
9

increase in visitors
from North America
compared to 2012

16%

of all overseas visitors
are from North America

Fáilte Ireland, Tourism Facts 2013, published August 2014.
Figures gathered by the Irish Tourist Industry Confederation (ITIC), reported in the Irish Independent, 30th December
2013.
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In numbers

Booking type and seasonality15

North American tourists account for 16% of all overseas visitors to Ireland in 2013. This figure corresponds
to 924,000 tourists from the United States (14%)
and 115,000 tourists from Canada (2%).10 Compared
to figures for 2012, this represents an increase of 11%
or 99,000 more visitors from North America to Ireland.

73% of North American tourists arranged their trip
independently, i.e. without the aid of a travel agent.
A further 27% booked a package.

Collectively, North American visitors spent an estimated
€829 million in Ireland in 2013. This equates to
roughly 14% of total tourism revenue for that year.
A spending breakdown for these visitors may be found
in the table below:

AREA OF EXPENDITURE

PERCENTAGE SPEND

Bed and board

27%

Miscellaneous

17%

Food and drink

16%

Internal transport

16%

Sightseeing / entertainment

13%

Shopping

11%

Approximately 70% of North American visitors came
to Ireland as holidaymakers. That is, they visited purely
for the purposes of a holiday and not as part of a
business trip or a visit to friends or relatives. Of those
who visited Ireland as holidaymakers, 35% hired a car
and stayed in paid accommodation. A further 19%
came as part of a tour (with paid accommodation),
and 15% opted for a Dublin break. Around 8% of
holidaymakers were on a youth budget.
Coach tourism is particularly popular among North
American visitors to Ireland. In 2012, 148,000 coach
tourists arrived from North America. Booking through
a travel agent was more popular for these visitors
(68% made their travel arrangements in this manner).
Approximately 48% of such visitors were over 54 years
of age.16
Coach tourists from North America spent an average of
nine nights in Ireland, more than any other nationality.
83% were first time visitors and 89% opted for hotel
accommodation.17

Accommodation, food, and transportation expenses
therefore account for the vast majority of expenditure
by North American tourists, accounting for a combined
59% of the total spend.11
The Central Statistics Office (CSO) has released
preliminary estimates of North American tourist
numbers to Ireland for the first six months of 2014.
These estimates indicate that 574,500 North
Americans visited Ireland between January and June
of this year. Such represents an increase of 10.6%
on figures for the same six-month period last year.12
North American visitors to Ireland stayed for an average
of 9.2 nights in 2013.13 A combined 39% opted for
paid accommodation.14 29% stayed in self-catering
accommodation, and a further 20% stayed with friends
or relatives.

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Supra, note 8.
Ibid.
CSO Statistical Release, 28th July 2014 (see Table 3).
Supra, note 8.
‘Paid accommodation’ refers to accommodation in guesthouses, hotels, and B&Bs.
All figures for this section supra, note 8, except where otherwise indicated.
Fáilte Ireland Coach Tourism report 2013
Ibid.
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These figures raise some promising possibilities in
terms of overlap with ECC-Net services. Specifically,
car rental and accommodation bookings form a
prominent part of consumer complaints. Extending
access to ECC-Net services would enable us to provide
assistance to visitors in the event of difficulties with
such bookings.

Preferred activities

The table below provides an indication of the seasonality
of North American tourist trips.

Cultural activities18

North American tourists partook of a wide range
of cultural and leisure activities in Ireland in 2013.
Tables below provide an illustration of popular
activities among North American visitors:

ACTIVITY
TIME OF YEAR
January – March

PERCENTAGE OF NORTH
AMERICAN VISITORS
15%

April

7%

May

10%

June

13%

July

13%

August

12%

September

11%

October – December

19%

It is interesting to note that a large percentage of
North American visitors travel to Ireland outside of
what is generally considered peak tourist season (May
– August). Indeed, a combined 34% of North American
tourists come to Ireland between October and March.
95% of North American visitors to Ireland arrived
by air. Of this figure, 58% arrived on a transatlantic
flight while a further 37% arrived by air from Britain
and Mainland Europe. Approximately 2% arrived via
Northern Ireland.

18
19

PERCENTAGE OF
NORTH AMERICAN
VISITORS

Monuments

31%

Heritage / interpretive centres

30%

Museums / art galleries

29%

Houses / castles

28%

Gardens

26%

Cultural / historical visits

23%

Leisure activities19
ACTIVITY

PERCENTAGE OF
NORTH AMERICAN
VISITORS

Equestrian

26%

Golf

24%

Hiking / walking

18%

Cycling

9%

Angling

8%

Fáilte Ireland, Cultural product usage among overseas visitors in 2013, published July 2014.
Fáilte Ireland, Activity product usage among overseas visitors in 2013, published July 2014.
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These statistics are broadly in line with holidaymaker
activities, i.e. preferred activities of those North
American tourists who came to Ireland specifically
for a holiday:

Leisure activities21
ACTIVITY

Cultural activities20
ACTIVITY

PERCENTAGE OF
NORTH AMERICAN
HOLIDAYMAKERS

Monuments

34%

Museums / art galleries

33%

Heritage / interpretive centres

32%

Houses / castles

31%

Gardens

29%

Cultural / historical visits

27%

PERCENTAGE OF
NORTH AMERICAN
HOLIDAYMAKERS

Equestrian

37%

Golf

29%

Hiking / walking

18%

Cycling

10%

Angling

7%

34%

Monuments

33%

Museums
Art Galleries

North American
Holidaymakers
Cultural
Activities 2013

29%
Gardens

27%

Cultural /
Historical
visits

20
21

Supra, note 18.
Supra, note 19.

32%

Heritage /
Interpretative
Centres

31%
Houses /
Castles
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Future developments

Area of complaint: Air travel

Prospects for the further development of the North
American tourist market in Ireland are extremely
positive. In addition to the greater number of North
American visitors arriving in Ireland in the first six
months of 2014 (see section ‘In Numbers’ above),
air capacity has increased significantly.

C resident in: Canada

Aer Lingus, Air Canada Rouge, and Westjet all launched
new routes between North America and Ireland in 2014.
It is estimated that total available air seat capacity from
North America to the Republic of Ireland increased by
12% in 2013.22

Case Studies
While these cases do not necessarily pertain to
detriment suffered by North American tourists in
Ireland, those affected were either resident in North
America or had contracted with a trader based in
North America. Were the services of ECC-Net to be
extended, our office might potentially be in a position
to offer assistance with such complaints.

T based in: Ireland/United States
Details:
The consumer flew from Dublin to Toronto with Aer
Lingus, connecting in Chicago. Her flight from
Dublin to Chicago arrived on time, but the connecting
flight (which was operated by United Airlines) was
cancelled for mechanical reasons. The consumer was
advised that it would be a few days before they could
book her onto another flight, so she hired a car and
drove to Toronto from Chicago. When she subsequently
contacted Aer Lingus to seek compensation for the
cancellation, they said she had to deal with United
Airlines. The consumer was referred to the Commission
for Aviation Regulation (on account of Aer Lingus
being a community carrier).

Area of complaint: Accomodation Services
(Timeshare/holiday clubs)
C resident in: Ireland
T based in: United States
Details:
The consumer had bought into a timeshare based
in Florida and contacted our office to seek advice
on cancelling the contract. She was advised that we
couldn’t provide direct assistance on account of the
company not being based in the EU, but that it was
advisable to send a registered letter to the company’s
postal address indicating that she wished to cancel
the contract. She was further advised to consult
the terms and conditions of the contract for any
information on cancellation procedure and to consult
with her bank regarding the possibility of blocking
any future payments.

22

Tourism Ireland SOAR (Situation & Outlook Analysis Report), December 2013.
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North American tourism in Sweden

In numbers

Traditionally, Sweden’s most important tourism markets
have been its neighbouring countries, Norway, Finland,
and Denmark. Germany, the UK, and Russia have also
tended to rank highly among tourism source markets.
However, North America continues to be an important
source of overseas tourists, as evidenced by its ranking
seventh among the list of most frequent visitors to
Sweden.

In total, 18.8 million visitors came from overseas
to Sweden in 2013. Of those visitors, approximately
3% or 564,000 came from the United States23. It
is estimated that around 94,000 or 0.5% of all overseas visitors to Sweden in 2013 came from Canada.
However, more detailed information is not available
as the numbers are too low to be included in research
by national bodies.
Of those who visited Sweden from the U.S., 77% were
overnight visitors. 23% arrived on same-day visits.
The popularity of cruise travel with tourists in this
region may account for the high number of same-day
tourist arrivals. Around 62% of Canadian tourists were
overnight visitors.

564,000

658,000

visitors from the
United States

visitors came from North America

Sweden
2013

77%

94,000
visitors from
Canada

of United States visitors

62%

of Canadian tourists
stayed overnight

23

Data from the Swedish Border Survey (IBIS) for 2013.
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Interestingly, a majority of U.S. visitors (41%) to
Sweden in 2013 travelled alone. 39% travelled with
another person and 15% in a group of 3–6 people.
U.S. visitors also accounted for the second highest
number of tourist nights, with an average stay of
9.8 nights in 2013.
Tourists from the U.S. also ranked highly in terms
of expenditure. The total estimated spend by such
visitors came to 18,500 SEK in 2013, more than
any other nationality among the 15 largest incoming
countries. There was some discrepancy between
those who booked a package and those who booked
their trip independently, with the former spending
over twice as much on preparations for their visit.
The average spend per person for each day spent in
Sweden was 978 SEK in 2013, representing a slight
decrease on the 998 SEK spent in 2012. Data on
visitor expenditure before their arrival in Sweden is not
included in this figure. The following table sets out the
main areas of expense, indicating that U.S. visitors
typically spend more on accommodation, restaurants,
and shopping.24

AREA OF EXPENDITURE

2012

2013

Restaurants

2

1

Accommodation

1

2

Shopping (to include food)

3

3

Transport

4

4

Activities

5

5

Other

8

6

Fuel

7

7

Car rental

6

8

Booking type and seasonality
Around 76% of U.S. visitors to Sweden in 2013 were
private visitors – including both holidaymakers and
those visiting friends or relatives in the country. 24%
of visitors were business travellers. The vast majority
(92%) of U.S. visitors chose to stay at a hotel, while
around 6% opted for a youth hostel and just over 1%
for private cottages or apartments.
Canadian visitors accounted for 58,200 overnight
stays in 2013.25 87% of these visitors stayed in
a hotel and around 12% chose a youth hostel.
69% travelled to Sweden by air and 18% arrived
as part of a cruise. While exact data for Canadian
visitors is largely unavailable, their tourism habits
are considered to be broadly similar to those of U.S.
tourists, so it is possible to assume similar figures.

HOTEL

92%

of United States
visitors stayed
at a hotel

of Canadian
visitors stayed
at a hotel

25

of United States
visitors stayed
at a youth hostel

19%

of United States visitors
stayed at a private
cottage/apartment

HOTEL

87%

24

6%

12%

of Canadian
visitors stayed
at a youth hostel

Data from the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth
Data from Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth; SCB/Statistics Sweden (provisional figures for 2013).
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The following tables sets out seasonality of U.S.
and Canadian tourist trips to Sweden, showing some
disparity between when Canadians prefer to visit
Sweden and when U.S. tourists prefer to travel.
(Note: figures below based on data for 2013.26)

TIME OF YEAR

PERCENTAGE OF
U.S. VISITORS

January – February

4

March – April

6

May

9

Preferred activities
According to Visit Sweden audience analysis, North
American visitors prefer to travel around Sweden,
engaging in culture, history, outdoor adventures and
enjoying the local cuisine. Taking this into account, in
2007 Visit Sweden launched the initiative Curators of
Sweden, which allows local people to post photos and
anecdotes about their way of life. There is a Twitter
and also an Instagram account for this initiative which
enables it to reach a wide audience by social media.27
The table below sets out the top ten activities
preferred by U.S. tourists in Sweden.28

June – August

15

September

10

1

Restaurants, bars, cafés, kiosks

October

6

2

Shopping

November – December

5

3

Sightseeing, excursions

4

Museums

5

Buildings, castles and monuments

6

Hiking, forest and mountain walking

7

Cultural events

TIME OF YEAR

RANKING

PERCENTAGE OF
CANADIAN VISITORS

ACTIVITY

January

3

8

Company visits

February

4

9

National parks and visitor centres

March – April

5

10

May

12

June

13

July – August

11

September

9

October

7

November

6

December

14

26
27
28

Data from Statistics Sweden.
Visit Sweden press release, July 4th 2014.
Data from Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth.

Concerts and music festivals
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Future developments

Area of complaint: Car rental

Prospects for the further development of the North
American tourist market in Sweden are very positive.
The number of overnight stays by foreign visitors
increased by 5% in the first six months of 2014
compared to the equivalent period in 2013. In
particular, visitors from the U.S. increased in number
by 16%.29 Audience analysis carried out by Visit
Sweden indicates that 4.4 million U.S. residents
intend to visit Sweden in the next three years.30

C resident in: Sweden

In addition, Visit Sweden and Volvo run a joint
campaign aimed at attracting more North Americans
to the country. The campaign, which is administered
through Volvo’s Overseas Delivery service, encourages
residents who have recently purchased a car from
the company to visit Sweden and test drive their new
vehicles. The campaign ran until 10th September and
is estimated to have reached a total of four million
potential travellers. The campaign is targeted primarily
at popular bloggers who write about eco-tourism,
culture, outdoor adventures and food and who may,
by writing about their visit to Sweden, help to generate
more publicity and interest in tourism to the country.31

T based in: United States
Details:
The consumer rented a car in the U.S. using AutoEurope/Dollar. He crossed a toll bridge and incurred
a charge which, unbeknownst to the consumer, had
to be paid within 24 hours. The consumer tried to
pay the fee online and was assisted by another rental
company, but was ultimately unable to do so. He was
informed by the company that extra charges might
be incurred which could amount to several hundred
dollars. The consumer therefore contacted ECC
Sweden seeking advice. He had not, at the time
of contact, received any additional fees or charges
but was concerned that one might be imposed in
the future. ECC Sweden was unable to advise the
consumer as to the possibility of additional fees under
U.S. law but informed him that it was common
practice for EU car rental companies to seek administrative fees in the event of their being contacted
by the authorities in relation to such charges. The
consumer was therefore advised to check the car
rental company’s terms and conditions and to
consider contacting the BBB for further information.

Case Studies
Between January and September of 2014, ECC
Sweden registered 75 queries and complaints involving
U.S. companies. Of that figure, fourteen related to
U.S. airlines and two to car rental companies. ECC
Sweden receives occasional queries from consumers
based in North America but these are not registered
in the Centre’s database.

29
30
31

Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth
Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth
Visit Sweden press release, August 28th 2014.

Area of complaint: Air Travel
C resident in: United States
T based in: Sweden
Details:
The consumer travelled from the Middle East to the
U.S. via Sweden. The flight from Sulaymaniyah to
Stockholm was delayed for about six hours and the
consumer’s baggage did not arrive. The consumer
was thus forced to leave the bag and go ahead rather
than miss the second flight to the U.S.. He was
unable to file a property irregularity report at the
airport in Stockholm. The consumer was advised
as to his rights in respect of the delayed flight under
Regulation 261/2004 and also the provisions of the
Montreal Convention in respect of the missing
baggage. He was referred to the Swedish National
Enforcement Body and the Swedish National Board
for Disputes in order to file a complaint against the
airline.

15
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North American tourism in the Czech
Republic

Booking type/accommodation
The overwhelming majority of North American tourists
to the Czech Republic booked hotel accommodation.
The main distinction lies in the actual standard of
accommodation booked.

In numbers
A combined total of 451,164 North American visitors
travelled to the Czech Republic in 2013. Of that
figure, 386,591 came from the United States and
64,573 came from Canada.32 Canadian tourists spent
longer in the country than U.S. visitors, with the
average length of stay for Canadians amounting
to 2.59 nights and for U.S. visitors 2.45 nights.
No data is available to indicate how much was spent
by North American visitors in the Czech Republic.

Figures indicate that almost half of all U.S. tourists
(45%) stayed in a 5-star hotel while a further 37%
stayed in a 4-star hotel. Canadians equally seemed
to prefer high standards of accommodation, with 43%
opting for a 4-star hotel and 15% for 3-star facilities.
No further data is available on the methods by which
North American tourists arrived in the country. However,
it is to be noted that a direct air route from Prague to
Canada was launched in June of 2014, which may
help to augment visitor numbers in future.

451,164

386,591

visitors travelled from North America

visitors from the
United States

Czech Republic
2013

37%

64,573
visitors from
Canada

32

Data from the Czech Statistical Office

of United States visitors

43%

of Canadian tourists
stayed in a 4-star hotel
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Preferred activities

Case studies

No official data is available as to the preferred activities
of North American tourists when visiting the Czech
Republic. However, it can be presumed that visitors
visit Prague and in particular the historical sights
of the capital and of Central Bohemia. Cultural events
and specialty cuisine are also popular in Prague.

Area of complaint: Air travel

Future developments
Prospects for the future development of the North
American tourist market in the Czech Republic are
very positive. In addition to the greater number of
North American visitors who arrive in the country each
year, as of summer 2014 a direct air route between
Prague and Canada (Montréal/Toronto) has been
established. Improved accessibility may very well lead
to an increase in tourists from Canada to the Czech
Republic in the coming years.

C resident in: Czech Republic
T based in: United States
Details:
ECC CZ received a number of cases from consumers
who had booked flights between Europe and the U.S.
The issue was that the consumers believed – due to
the code-share number of the flight – that they were
booking with a European carrier when in fact the
flights were sold by a U.S. carrier. When their flight
was cancelled, the passengers expected that the
airline would provide care and assistance in keeping
with the obligations of EU carriers under European
legislation. However, as the carrier was an American
airline, it was not obliged to provide such assistance.
The consumers were thus forced to cover the costs
incurred themselves and could not seek redress.

Area of complaint: E-commerce
C resident in: Czech Republic
T based in: United States
Details:
A consumer ordered goods from a U.S. trader via an
online auction site. He had the goods delivered to
a relative in the U.S. who would in turn send them
on to him in the Czech Republic. However, the
trader never delivered the goods to the U.S. address.
The auction site was not able to assist and so the
consumer contacted ECC Czech Republic. However,
our office was unable to assist either as the trader
was based in the U.S. As a result, the consumer
was unable to resolve the problem.

17
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Profile of U.S. Tourism across Europe
Given the greater volume of U.S. overseas visitors to
Europe, there is a wider array of information available
on tourist habits, activities, and preferences. Using
this data – largely compiled by the U.S. Office of
Travel and Tourism Industries (OTTI) and available
from its website33 – we can formulate a detailed
profile of U.S. visitors to Europe in 2013.

Figures
10,039,000 U.S. residents visited Europe in 2013.
This marks a decrease of approximately 2% on figures
for 2012. However, U.S. residents continued to spend
highly, accounting for a total of $40,485,000 in
tourism and travel payments. This represents an
increase of roughly 5% on the equivalent figure for
2012.34
The table below provides an overview of the most
commonly visited destinations within Europe by U.S.
residents in 2013.

DESTINATION

NUMBER OF
VISITS

MARKET SHARE OF
ALL U.S. RESIDENT
VISITS TO EUROPEE

United Kingdom

2,640,000

26%

France

1,998,000

20%

Italy

1,807,000

18%

Germany

1,727,000

17%

Spain

1,054,000

11%

Ireland

713,000

7%

The Netherlands

643,000

6%

Switzerland

502,000

5%

Austria

432,000

4%

Greece

392,000

4%

10+

million

United States
residents visited
Europe in 2013

33
34

http://travel.trade.gov/
These figures and all others for this section from OTTI US Resident Travel to Europe 2013, except where otherwise
indicated

ECC-Net Feasibility Study Report: Assistance for Non-EU Tourists (North America)
The Consumer Landscape in the US and Canada

Information Sources

Preferred activities

The main information sources favoured by U.S.
residents when travelling to Europe were the airline
with which they were travelling, travel agencies, tour
operators, and personal recommendations. The table
below provides an overview of the popularity of each
source.

Cultural activities seem to have been most popular
among U.S. resident travellers to Europe in 2013.
General sightseeing (87% of visitors) and shopping
(80% of visitors) aside, the most popular activities
were visiting historical locations (60% of visitors),
trips to small towns or the countryside (57%), and
visiting art galleries or museums (57% of visitors).

INFORMATION SOURCE

POPULARITY AMONG U.S.
RESIDENT TRAVELLERS

Airline

51%

Online travel agency

31%

Personal recommendations

18%

Travel agency office

17%

Corporate travel department

12%

Tour operator/travel club

10%

Travel guides

10%

Note:
Many visitors consulted more than one information
source.

Other common activities included fine dining, guided
tours, and visits to national parks or monuments.

Additional statistics
Advance decision time

115.9 days

Average length of stay

19.4 nights

Number of countries visited

1.5

Income of travellers
$133,054
(household mean income per year)

67.3% of U.S. travellers to Europe in 2013 stayed
in a hotel for at least part of their trip.

Transport within Europe
Unsurprisingly, travel by air (62%) is the most common
option for U.S. visitors when travelling between cities
or countries in Europe. The second most popular
method of travel is auto travel (37%), which may
raise some interesting overlap with our services where
visitors have hired the car. Bus (33%) and rail (28%)
travel also figure highly.

35
36

87% booked their travel independently, versus 13%
who availed of a pre-paid package.35 Around 30%
of travellers purchased travel insurance but the vast
majority (70%) did not.36

OTTI Profile of U.S. Resident Travellers Visiting Overseas Destinations: 2013 Outbound
Ibid.
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Questionnaire for stakeholders
In order to acquire further detail on the experiences of
North American tourists while travelling in Europe, the
working group identified a number of key stakeholders
for the tourism industry. These included specialised
tourist organisations, governmental institutions,
diplomatic representatives, and industry bodies. A
questionnaire was prepared and distributed to these
stakeholders with a view to obtaining greater data on
North American travel to Europe.
Unfortunately, response to the questionnaire was
generally poor. Very few responses were received,
meaning that the information retrieved is negligible
as a source of reliable data.
However, a number of respondents indicated that they
may be interested in assisting ECC-Net should the
network’s services be opened up to tourists from the
target markets. The Working Group would be very
open to following up with these respondents in future,
depending on what, if any, further action is taken after
the completion of the feasibility study.

ECC-Net tourism
The Consumer Landscape in the US and Canada

SECTION 2:

Common Problems Experienced by Incoming
U.S. and Canadian Tourists to Europe

23.4

million

United States tourists
travelled to Europe
in 2013

4.5

million

Canadian tourists
travelled to Europe
in 2013
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Organisations providing assistance to consumers in North America
The Better Business Bureaus
(U.S. and Canada)37
The Better Business Bureau (BBB) is a non-profit
organisation composed of 112 local offices located
throughout the United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico.
It is overseen by the Council of the Better Business
Bureaus (BBBC), based in Arlington, Virginia, in the
United States.
The organisation provides a number of services to
consumers. It assists in complaints against businesses,
helps to raise awareness of scams, and provides
assistance in donating to charity. It also reviews
advertising and provides business reviews to consumers
on request. In 2013, the BBB received 918,695
complaints and conducted 10,787 investigations.
Businesses do not have to be members in order to
avail of its mediation services, which are generally
provided free of charge. Where appropriate, low or
no-cost arbitration may also be offered and provided
through the BBB. Complaints are resolved within 30
days and arbitrations within 60 days. For the vehicle
industry, ADR-scheme complaints are handled within
40 days so as to comply with federal regulations.

Reviews of businesses are based on a grading structure,
with A+ representing the highest possible rating and F
the lowest. Businesses are generally assessed on their
responsiveness to consumer complaints, including the
promptness with which they reply. Other factors that
may affect a business’s rating include government
actions, advertising issues, and marketplace issues.
The BBB website receives 13–14 million visits a month.
BBB Accreditation fees, self-regulation programmes,
and other fees contribute to an annual revenue of
around US$190 million for the organisation.
The BBB compiles information on complaints reported
to its affiliates annually. These are published on its
website, usually in three parts – national statistics for
Canada, national statistics for the United States, and
combined statistics for the two countries. Based on
complaints data provided by the BBB, the Working
Group has been able to identify a number of areas in
which there appears to be overlap between complaints
reported to the organisation and those reported to
ECC-Net. The tables below provide an overview of key
categories from 2012 and 2013, with a further table
illustrating the recurrence of these complaint categories
over time.

The BBB is supported by 400,000 local businesses
in North America. Businesses may affiliate with the
organisation by adhering to its standards of transparency and accountability; however, they are not
directly vetted by the BBB but commit to selfregulation. Businesses may gain BBB accreditation
by paying a fee and maintaining an A or B rating.
This in turn permits those businesses to use the BBB
Accreditation Seal in their marketing. As part of the
recertification process, a review is carried out once a
year to determine if accreditation may still be extended
to a business.

37

Council of the Better Business Bureaus Inc., 2013 Annual Report.
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Common areas of detriment reported to the BBB (U.S. and Canada) in 201238

TYPE/AREA

NUMBER OF
COMPLAINTS

RANK BY
PERCENTAGE
COMPLAINTS RESOLVED

PERCENTAGE
UNRESOLVED

Auto dealers (new cars)

27,025

2

87.7%

12.0%

Television (cable, satellite, CATV)

26,306

3

97.7%

2.0%

Auto dealers (used cars)

17,506

6

73.4%

24.9%

Internet shopping

14,744

8

67.3%

29.1%

Internet services

8,940

14

84.9%

12.0%

Dept stores (on-the-premises shopping)

8,769

15

99.1%

0.9%

Hotels

6,573

23

68.0%

31.3%

Airlines

5,977

25

88.6%

8.0%

Travel agencies and bureaus

5,965

26

78.9%

16.8%

Auto renting and leasing

4,034

43

81.6%

17.8%

Internet selling services

2,886

63

87.8%

11.3%

Manufacturers and producers

2,791

64

90.6%

8.9%

Timeshare resale and rental marketing

2,632

68

34.5%

53.2%

Clothing – retail

2,602

70

56.1%

38.1%

Dating services

2,504

76

84.3%

14.0%

38

BBB Complaint and Inquiry Statistics, data for 2012
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Common areas of detriment reported to the BBB (U.S. and Canada) in 201339
TYPE/AREA

NUMBER OF
COMPLAINTS

RANK BY
COMPLAINTS

PERCENTAGE
RESOLVED

PERCENTAGE
UNRESOLVED

Television (cable, satellite, CATV)

26,717

3

99%

1%

Auto dealers (new cars)

25,737

4

88%

11%

Auto dealers (used cars)

17,532

6

74%

24%

Internet shopping

13,706

7

79%

17%

Auto repair and service

11,779

10

65%

33%

Department stores

10,306

11

99%

1%

Travel agencies and bureaus

7,552

16

87%

9%

Hotels

5,890

21

68%

31%

Airlines

5,829

23

88%

11%

Auto renting and leasing

4,541

36

82%

18%

Manufacturers and producers

2,799

63

90%

9%

Dating services

2,602

68

83%

14%

Clothing – retail

2,310

76

58%

37%

Online retailers

2,104

82

49%

44%

Timeshare Resale and Rental Marketing

1,695

110

39%

44%

39

BBB Complaint and Inquiry Statistics, data for 2013
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Comparison of recurrence of complaint categories in 2012/13:
TYPE OF COMPLAINT

RANK 2012

RANK 2013

+/- (NUMBER OF
COMPLAINTS)

+/- (%)

Television (cable, satellite, CATV)

3

3

+411

+1.5%

Auto dealers (new cars)

2

4

-1,288

-4%

Auto dealers (used cars)

6

6

+26

+0.1%

Internet shopping

8

7

-1,038

-7%

Auto repair and service

4

10

-2,601

-18%

Department stores

15

11

+1,538

+17.5%

Internet services

14

14

-929

-10%

Travel agencies and bureaus

26

16

+1,587

+26.6%

Hotels

23

21

-683

-10.4%

Airlines

25

23

-148

-2.5%

Auto renting and leasing

43

36

+507

+12.6%

Internet selling services

63

58

+68

+2.4%

Manufacturers and producers

64

63

+8

+0.3%

Dating services

76

68

-809

-32.3%

Clothing – retail

70

76

-292

-11.2%

Online retailers

516

82

+2,080

+8,666%

68

110

-937

-35.6%

Timeshare resale and rental marketing

From the above table, the surge in complaints about
online retailers is particularly striking. The number of
complaints against online retailers in 2012 amounted
to 24, ranking it 516 overall in the top 1,000 types of
complaint reported to the BBB. In 2013 however, that
figure increased to 2,104, moving it up to 82nd in
the complaint rankings, and representing an increase
of over 8,000% in volume of complaints. As online
shopping represents a core area in ECC-Net’s work,
this sharp rise is worth noting.
Complaints about auto renting and leasing also
increased significantly, with 12.6% more complaints
reported in 2013 than in 2012. This tallies with figures
noted by ECC Ireland, which experienced a 28%
increase in car rental complaints between 2012 and

2013. The absence of uniform legislation at European
level has traditionally prevented car rental complaints
from being resolved more quickly as each individual
case must be taken on its merits and the terms and
conditions of the contract with the particular car
rental provider. However, the presence of a dedicated
ADR body in the form of the European Car Rental
Conciliation Service (ECRCS) means, were ECC-Net
services to be opened up to tourists from North
America, the network may be in a position to assist
in the resolution of car rental queries where they
affect visitors to Europe from North America.
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The Federal Trade Commission
(United States only)40

Common areas of detriment reported to the
FTC in 201241

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) was established
in 1914 by the Federal Trade Commission Act. This
is an independent, bipartisan federal agency which
seeks to promote consumer rights and protection and
preserve competitive practices in the U.S.. The FTC
is empowered to conduct investigations, take legal
action against companies and people that violate the
law, and develop policies and research tools with a
view to benefiting consumers and open competition.

The FTC divides complaints data gathered by its
Consumer Sentinel Network into three overall categories
– Identity Theft Complaints, Other Complaints, and
Fraud Complaints. Other Complaints accounted for
630,652 (around 30%) of the total number of
complaints reported in 2012. These complaints can
be further broken down according to the individual
area being complained about (e.g. timeshares, clothing,
auto complaints, etc.). The following table sets out the
most common problem areas within the overall area
of Other Complaints in 2012.

The FTC’s Consumer Sentinel Network coordinates
the econsumer.gov portal. This is an online tool which
allows consumers to report complaints about online
sellers in a number of different countries and, in
turn, have their complaint submitted to the relevant
enforcement agencies in that country. The FTC does
not act on individual consumer complaints but gathers
data on common problems through its Consumer
Sentinel Network. This information in turn can be
used to carry out enforcement actions at federal level.
The FTC pays particular attention to consumer
complaints about data security and theft (including
identity fraud and theft) and deceptive advertising.
It also maintains a national ‘Do Not Call’ registry
and investigates complaints about violations of same.
The tables below provide an overview of common
complaints reported to the FTC in 2012 and 2013,
with a further table comparing the frequency of
complaint areas over time. As with previous data
on complaints to the BBB, some clear overlaps
with complaints handled by ECC-Net are evident.

40
41
42

Common areas of detriment reported to the
FTC in 201342
In 2013, Other Complaints accounted for 646,634
or roughly 31% of all complaints to the Consumer
Sentinel Network. This represents a slight increase
on figures for 2012.

Comparison of recurrence of complaint
categories between 2012/13
Based on the above information, we can note broad
similarities in common complaints to ECC-Net –
particularly in the high incidences of auto-related
complaints and those involving television and electronic
media.

Information via the website of the U.S. Federal Trade Commission.
Consumer Sentinel Network Reports; Report for 2012.
Consumer Sentinel Network Report for 2013.
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Common areas of detriment reported to the FTC in 2012
TYPE OF COMPLAINT

RANKING

Auto-related complaints

NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL

8

78,062

4%

Television and Electronic Media

13

41,664

2%

Business and Job Opportunities

16

32,496

2%

Travel, Vacations, and Timeshare Plans

17

30,324

1%

Internet Auction

18

29,553

1%

Office Supplies and Services

20

24,210

1%

Magazines and Books

21

18,906

1%

Home Repair, Improvement and Products

22

13,432

1%

Computer Equipment and Software

23

13,386

1%

Clothing, Textiles, and Jewellery

29

2,468

<1%

Common areas of detriment reported to the FTC in 2013
TYPE OF COMPLAINT

RANKING

NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL

Auto-related complaints

7

82,701

4%

Television and Electronic Media

9

53,087

3%

Business and Job Opportunities

14

32,939

2%

Travel, Vacations, and Timeshare Plans

16

30,094

1%

Internet Auction

18

21,026

1%

Office Supplies and Services

20

19,854

1%

Magazines and Books

22

14,471

1%

Computer Equipment and Software

23

14,028

1%

Home Repair, Improvement and Products

24

9,543

<1%

Clothing, Textiles, and Jewellery

30

1,720

<1%

Comparison of recurrence of complaint categories between 2012/13
TYPE OF COMPLAINT
Auto-related complaints

RANKING 2012 RANKING 2013 +/- (NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS)

+/- (%)

8

7

+4,639

+5.9%

Television and Electronic Media

13

9

+11,423

+27.4%

Business and Job Opportunities

16

14

+443

+1.3%

Travel, Vacations, and Timeshare Plans

17

16

-230

-0.8%

Internet Auction

18

18

-8,527

-28.9%

Office Supplies and Services

20

20

-4,356

-18%

Magazines and Books

21

22

-4,436

-23.5%

Computer Equipment and Software

23

23

+642

+4.8%

Home Repair, Improvement and Products

22

24

-3,889

-30%

Clothing, Textiles, and Jewellery

29

30

-748

-30.3%

27
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Other Consumer Protection authorities
in Canada
Generally, consumer protection in Canada is handled
at a provincial level. The federal government has passed
a considerable volume of legislation aimed at safeguarding consumer rights, including laws on product/
toy/vehicle safety, food labelling, anti-competitive
practices, and privacy, but these laws are enforced
according to region.43 Consumers with queries and
complaints may therefore first consult the authority
for their province or territory.
The Consumer Protection Act applies to all provinces
and territories. In some areas, the act is amended to
provide additional protections specific to the region
(this is similar to the manner in which Member States
may add additional levels of consumer protection when
transposing EU legislation). The Consumer Protection
Act provides for, among other things, a cooling-off
period, timely remedies and disclosure of credit terms
in addition to protections against unsolicited goods,
misleading or inaccurate descriptions or sales pitches,
and misrepresentations.

In addition to the above, consumer protection authorities in British Columbia are implementing a trial ODR
platform44. The platform is open to all consumers and
businesses who wish to cooperate to resolve a dispute.
It involves a three-step process whereby consumers
may set out their case and indicate the desired remedy,
upload relevant documentation, and liaise with the
business to reach an amicable resolution. If the two
parties cannot come to an agreement, an independent
resolution expert is available to clarify any issues or
queries and assist the parties in brokering a solution.
In order to avail of the ODR platform, both parties
must be willing to cooperate. Consumers who enter
complaints against businesses which refuse to
participate in the process may be referred to other
agencies or organisations for assistance. The service
is currently free to use.

Note: At time of writing, no information on the residency of consumers who reported complaints to these
organisations is available. While the BBB, FTC, and other bodies provide comprehensive statistics on the type
and number of consumer complaints, they do not at present gather information on the residency of those
consumers. For this reason, while we can surmise that a certain percentage of complaints may involve EU
residents and citizens, it is not immediately possible to obtain exact data on this point. Similarly, as ECCNet does not currently provide assistance to consumers resident in North America or EU resident consumers
with complaints against traders based in North America, we cannot obtain further data on this point.

43

44

Canada is divided into ten provinces (Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nova Scotia, Ontario, Prince Edward Island, Québec, Saskatchewan) and three territories (Northwest
Territories, Nunavut, and Yukon) for administrative purposes.
More information available at the website of Consumer Protection British Columbia
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Organisations providing assistance to consumers in Europe
European Consumer Centres Network
Most EU/EEA Member States have consumer protection
authorities which operate at a national level. The
European Consumer Centres Network complements
these authorities by providing a pan-European network
which allows consumers to seek assistance with
complaints against traders based in another country to
the one in which they are resident.
ECC-Net comprises 30 centres – one in each of the
28 EU Member States as well as centres in Norway
and Iceland – which work together to resolve crossborder consumer complaints in an amicable manner.
The network provides free information and advice on
a confidential basis on European consumer legislation.
It also participates in various pan-European projects
aimed at better understanding consumer issues and
behaviour, thereby contributing to the development
and improvement of consumer protections in Europe.

In 201245, ECC-Net received 72,067 contacts from
consumers, of which 32,197 were complaints
requiring direct intervention by the network. 44.6%
of these cases were resolved successfully.
60% of contacts received by ECC-Net in 2012 related
to online shopping. The most complained about sector
was transport (passenger and luggage transport by air
and car rental), which accounted for 32% of cases
handled by ECC-Net.
ECC-Net does not have enforcement powers and as
such depends upon the cooperation of both consumer
and trader in resolving a complaint. In situations
where the trader is not willing to engage with the
network’s services, or where the consumer is unwilling
to accept the resolution offered, it is not in a position
to compel either to agree. Where a case cannot be
resolved through ECC-Net services, parties may be
advised to consider alternative options, such as the
European Small Claims Procedure or an ADR body.

ECC-Net is jointly funded by national authorities in
the Member States and the European Commission.
The network’s complaints procedure enables consumers
to contact their national European Consumer Centre
in order to outline their complaint. The consumer is
advised according to European (and, where applicable,
national) law. If further action is required, the consumer
may be requested to send in documentation relating to
the complaint (e.g. correspondence, payment records,
etc.) and the case will be shared with the ECC for the
country in which the trader is based. The latter will
then contact the trader and attempt to resolve the
case on the consumer’s behalf.

45

ECC-Net Annual Report for 2012 (most recent year for which statistics are available).
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European Small Claims Procedure

Alternative Dispute Resolution

The European Small Claims Procedure (ESCP) is similar
to the national Small Claims Procedure that exists in
most countries. It allows consumers to file a claim
against a trader based in another European country
and, if the case is decided in their favour, to obtain an
enforceable order against that trader for the amount of
the claim. The ESCP is largely a written procedure and
does not require that consumers engage the services
of a lawyer. As a result, it is vastly less expensive
than traditional court proceedings. The only cost to
consumers is an upfront fee of €25. However, the
amount which can be claimed through the procedure
is limited to €2,000.

Alternative dispute resolution (ADR) is the name given
to mechanisms that allow for out-of-court resolution
of disputes. ADR services are specifically designed to
afford consumers and traders an efficient, effective,
and inexpensive means of resolving disputes. The
mechanisms are designed to be independent and
impartial. A new EU directive on ADR46 will come into
effect as of June 2015, aiming to widen and improve
access to ADR services across Europe.
Related legislation on ODR (online dispute resolution)
will come into effect in January 2016. This stems
from an EU Regulation47 which provides for the
creation of an online platform to which consumers and
traders can submit complaints or disputes stemming
from online transactions and which they have been
unable to resolve directly. The platform is intended to
provide an accessible, timely, and effective means of
resolving online disputes; this is particularly important
given recent indications that online sales in Europe
will be worth €233.9 billion by 2018.48
As an example, the European Car Rental Conciliation
Service (ECRCS) is an ADR body for car rental in
Europe and provides assistance to consumers with
complaints against its member companies.

46
47
48

Directive 2013/11/EU on alternative dispute resolution for consumer disputes.
Regulation 524/2013 on online dispute resolution for consumer disputes.
Forrester European Online Retail Forecast 2013-18.

ECC-Net Feasibility Study Report: Assistance for Non-EU Tourists (North America)
The Consumer Landscape in the US and Canada

SECTION 3:

Suggested Methodology for a Consumer Protection
Collaboration between U.S. and Canadian
organisations and ECC-Net
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As part of its preparation for the project, the Working
Group made contact with a number of stakeholders
in the U.S. and Canada. The contact was aimed at
opening up a dialogue between U.S. and Canadian
organisations with an interest in assisting consumers
and tourists in North America and vice-versa. It was
also hoped that additional data and information on
North American tourist behaviour might be obtained,
and to this end some organisations with a specific
remit in tourism research were contacted.
A number of stakeholders did not respond to the
Working Group’s contact. However, the Council of the
Better Business Bureaus (BBBC), based in the U.S.,
expressed an interest in learning more about the
project. It also invited the Working Group to make
contact with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC),
with which it works at a national level in compiling
data on consumer detriment in the U.S..
Following this contact, meetings were arranged between
representatives of the Working Group, the BBBC,
and the FTC. These took place between the 28th and
29th of April 2014 in Virginia and Washington D.C..
Feedback from the meetings was extremely positive.
Information and presentations were provided on the
role and work of ECC-Net as well as those of the BBB
and the FTC. Both the BBBC and the FTC welcomed
the prospect of receiving data from EU residents in
relation to U.S. businesses, noting that such information
could enhance their awareness of consumer detriment
suffered in the U.S..
Following further discussion over the summer period,
a proposal for collaboration between the BBBC and
ECC-Net was prepared by members of the Working
Group. This was circulated to the European Commission
for approval before being sent to the BBBC for their
consideration.
The BBBC responded favourably to the proposal. An
outline of the proposed collaboration may be found
below.

Proposal for the referral of tourism-related
complaints from European consumers by
ECC-Net for handling by the BBB and for
the referral by the BBB of tourism-related
complaints from North American residents
to ECC-Net
The Council of the Better Business Bureau offers to
commit itself to a 12-month pilot phase of shared
complaint handling with ECC-Net.
During this period, the BBB would refer North American
consumers who had suffered detriment while on
holidays in Europe directly to ECC-Net for assistance.
Referral would be made via the European Commission’s
dedicated IT tool for the network.
The BBB, in return, commit themselves to accepting
complaints from European tourists who experience
detriment while on holidays in North America. These
complaints would be logged online via the BBB’s
website and a new field would be added to allow
complaints from European consumers to be handled.
Taking into account the scope of the project in its
current form, it was decided that complaints handled
as part of the collaboration would relate to tourist
detriment only. Complaints relating to e-commerce
and other products and services not linked to tourism
are therefore excluded.
The BBB undertake to promote this project both
nationally in the U.S. and in Canada.

The proposal for cooperation is appended as an annex
to this report.
The BBB will prepare an indication and breakdown of
the cost implications for their participation in the pilot
phase of shared case handling. This document will be
sent to the Commission separately.
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[1] Proposal for the referral of tourism-related
complaints from European consumers by the
European Consumer Centres Network (ECC-Net) for
handling by the Better Business Bureaus Network
(BBB) and for the referral by the BBB of tourism-related complaints from North American residents to
ECC-Net
ECC-Net is an EU-wide network that provides
information and advice on European consumer legislation. The network works together to resolve cross-border
consumer complaints in an amicable manner. There
are European Consumer Centres in 30 European
countries – every EU Member State, Norway and
Iceland. ECC-Net is co-financed by the EU and the
participating countries. In 2013 the Network handled
more than 80,000 enquiries from European consumers
seeking advice on their rights or help with cross-border
disputes.49
Access to the services of ECC-Net is currently limited
to consumers resident in the EU and the European
Economic Area (Norway and Iceland). Similarly
ECC-Net handles complaints against traders located
in these countries only.

49

European Commission press release, 19 February 2014

PILOT PROJECT: Assistance to Non-EU Tourists
The European Commission is currently considering the
possibility of extending access to the services of ECCNet to consumers resident outside the EU and EEA,
in the area of tourism-related complaints only. In the
context of the U.S. and Canada, such a scenario
would allow U.S. and Canadian residents visiting
Europe as tourists to complain to ECC-Net if they
suffered detriment arising from their holiday in Europe.
The purpose of this proposed initiative is to enhance
the attractiveness of Europe as a tourist destination
with a view to boosting employment and revenue in
this industry, and also to provide a quality service to
non-EU tourists/consumers.
The European Commission is also interested in
exploring the possibility of reciprocity, that is whether,
and under what conditions, similar bodies or networks
located in the U.S. and Canada, will accept and
handle complaints arising from consumer detriment
suffered by European tourists visiting the U.S. and
Canada.
Having identified the Better Business Bureaus (BBB)
Network as the body best suited for the handling of
complaints relating to European tourist detriment
arising from holidays in the U.S. and Canada, this
document will set out the conditions whereby such a
proposed collaboration might occur. It will also outline
the conditions under which the BBB Network would
refer complaints arising from North American tourist
detriment suffered in Europe to ECC-Net for handling.
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Referral of complaints by ECC-Net to the BBB
Network

Referral of complaints relating to North American
tourist detriment by the BBB Network to ECC-Net

Under the current proposal, complaint handling would
be limited to cases involving detriment suffered by
Europeans while visiting the U.S. and Canada as
tourists. Therefore complaints relating to e-commerce,
investments, real estate, car purchase and other
products and services not linked to tourism are
excluded.

The Council of the BBB is invited to outline whether
it is prepared to allow North American residents with
complaints arising out of holidays in Europe to complain
to the BBB Network and whether it would refer such
complaints to ECC-Net for handling.

The proposal envisages that ECC-Net would accept
complaints from European tourists, evaluate them
to ensure they are well-founded, with appropriate
documentation, and then transfer them to the BBB
Network. All complaints referred in this manner would
be in the English language only and all documentation
would be in English. A dedicated email address would
be set up by the BBB to receive these complaints.
Under this scenario the BBB Network would handle
complaints referred by ECC-Net in the same way that
they handle complaints received from consumers
resident in North America. In order to facilitate data
handling, the BBB could add a field to their data-base
to designate complaints received from European
tourists via ECC-Net.
Complaints received from ECC-Net relating to European
tourists could be shared by the BBB Network with the
Federal Trade Commission for reporting and possible
enforcement purposes via the Consumer Complaint
Sentinel Network. To prevent the possibility of double
encoding of the same complaints, and hence the risk
of data distortion, ECC-Net would not encode any
complaints referred to the BBB in the econsumer.gov
website.

Data protection
The legal implications of the handling of personal data
in this context will have to be examined.50

50

If the BBB Network were to undertake to refer
complaints relating to North American tourist detriment
in Europe to ECC-Net for handling, and the European
Commission, in consultation with the Member States,
were to decide to open access to the services of ECCNet to North American residents who had suffered
detriment as tourists in Europe, ECC-Net would
commit to handling these complaints in the same way
it currently handles complaints from European residents.
For further information see the ECC-Net Case Handling
Protocol attached to this document as Annex I.

Conditions under which the proposed BBB Network/
ECC-Net collaboration could take place
The BBB requests the defrayal of the expenses incurred
in altering its database to allow it to receive complaints
from European tourists referred by ECC-Net and,
further, to allow it to tag those complaints so that they
can be retrieved for the purpose of reporting on the
pilot project at the end of the trial period.
The BBB will provide an estimate and breakdown of
the costs involved which will be sent separately to the
European Commission.
This information will be included in the final report
of the Pilot Project and submitted to the European
Commission’s Directorate General for Health and
Consumers for their consideration.

Dublin, Karlstad and Prague 25th of June 2014
– updated 11th August 2014

As far as the personal data processed by ECCs is concerned, the Centres have to comply with the requirements of
national legislation transposing Directive 95/46/EC on the protection of individuals with regard to the protection
of personal data and on the free movement of such data.
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[2] ECC-Net Case Handling Protocol
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ECC-Net is co-funded by the European Union and by the Member States.
This report arises from the Assistance for Non-EU Tourists Pilot Project, which has received funding from the European Union
in the framework of the Consumers Programme (2007–2013).

This report was produced by ECC Ireland, ECC Austria, ECC Italy, ECC Spain, ECC UK and ECC UK for Services.

