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The European Consumer Centre (ECC) Ireland is part of an EU-wide network of dispute management

bodies that play an integral role to assisting Irish and European consumers shopping in the European

Single Market. 

Through my position in the Consumers’ Association of Ireland, I have had the great pleasure of being a

founding member of ECC Ireland. As on previous occasions, I wish to draw specific attention to the

focussed energy and expertise of the centre’s manager and staff across this last period. They are

supported by a small number of actively committed Board members, who generously contribute their

time and significant experience in a voluntary capacity and to whom I offer my sincere thanks and

appreciation. 

ECC Ireland receives annual funding from the European Commission that is matched in a co-funding

model by the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission. Additional annual Exchequer

considerations and allocations, to and through the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment,

provide a constant challenge for the Board to keep ECC budgeting and all medium- to long-term

considerations under constant review. 

This annual report provides insight into the inner workings of the Centre over a most eventful 2020. I

reflected in previous years on how we had strategically adjusted internally to meet challenges and

consumer-determined change in the EU marketplace, notably online. However, last year, the external

environment suffered change, impossible to either plan for or fully comprehend, with a rapidity that

defied historical precedence. COVID-19 emerged as one of the most challenging global events in modern

times. Prominent across 2020 and well into 2021, the watering down and outright denial to consumers

of their rights and entitlements, notably in terms of travel cancellations, refunds and related actions,

left thousands of people significantly out of pocket, in a position of personal loss and, considerably

disillusioned, not least in terms of having to accept limited options and business-contrived alternatives.  

 

In such a unique time of world crisis, this Annual Report provides insight into the strong levels of

delivery and dedication, which, despite extraordinary challenges, we hope you will agree, represent a

determined team, focused on resolution and engagement on behalf of European consumers.  

 

We enter the next period older and wiser. The Board is conscious of the importance of ECC Ireland’s

services, how they must remain continuously vigilant and focused to ensure they meet the needs of

the Irish and EU consumers they represent while also using our resources wisely and to the best effect

and return for consumers. I believe the ECC Ireland team have clearly indicated their readiness and

ability to meet those demands. 

While we may enter the period with concern and some trepidation, these are eased through a focus

upon the realities of past experiences, matched with the knowledge that consumers, who now

understand their entitlements better, will claim their fundamental right as EU citizens in Ireland,

conscious of the laws that protect them, and accept no alternatives.  

 

Dermott Jewell, Chairperson  

July 2021 

CHAIRPERSON'S
INTRODUCTION



DERMOTT JEWELL (BSc. Mgmt, Law), Chairperson, is the Policy and Council Advisor at the Consumers’ Association of Ireland.

His current representations include memberships with the Legal Services Regulatory Authority, the Financial Services and

Pensions Ombudsman Council, the Banking Stakeholder Group of the European Banking Authority, the Institute of Directors in

Ireland and the Chartered Institute of Arbitration, with accreditations in Employment Investigation and Mediation from the

Mediators’ Institute of Ireland. He is also a Director of the Investor Compensation Company Ltd at the Central Bank of Ireland

and the national representative on the European Commission’s Consumer Consultative Group and Consumer Protection

Advisory Group. Dermot is currently the President of the European Association for the Co-ordination of Consumer

Representation in Standardisation and a member of the Securities and Markets Stakeholders Group in the European Securities

and Markets Authority. 

 

PAUL BRENNAN is an Assistant Principal official of the Competition and Consumer Policy Unit in the Commerce, Consumer and

Competition Division of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and serves in the Board of Management of ECC

Ireland since 2013.  

 

BRIAN FARRELL is a Certified Chartered Accountant and Investment Fund Director, and acts as a non-executive director of

investment and asset management funds. He was Head of Oversight of Link Group’s Irish fund management business, Chief

Financial Officer of a boutique investment firm, and Vice-President in compliance and regulatory consulting practice Duff &

Phelps. Brian holds a Diploma in Risk Management, Internal Audit & Compliance (with Distinction) and a Diploma in Strategic

Finance and Business Analytics (with Distinction) from Chartered Accountants Ireland. 

 

CLAIRE LANIGAN (BA Business, MBA) has more than 25 years’ experience working in the financial services sector. Her

appointments include Head of Investment Banks and Broker Dealers, Asset Management Supervision and Retail Banking

Supervision in the Central Bank of Ireland; Head of Credit at Cantor Fitzgerald Ireland and corporate banking positions with

Allied Irish Bank in New York. In 2020, Claire moved to a new role of Chief Risk Officer with Wells Fargo Bank International.  

 

DR MUIRIS Ó CEIDIGH (BA Law, LLG, MSc Economics, MBA, MA Public Management, PhD Governance) was previously a

commercial lawyer with A&L Goodbody and is currently Chief Executive of the National Milk Agency. His other roles include

memberships with the Property Services Regulatory Authority and the Medical Scientists Registration Board representing the

public interest, Chairperson of CORU Education Review Panel, a non-executive director of the Economic Research Institute of

Northern Ireland, Director of the Irish Council for Civil Liberties, a trustee of the Institute for Conflict Research in Belfast and

a fellow of the Irish Institute of Training and Development.  

 

SEÁN MURPHY joined the Board of ECC Ireland in 2020. He is Director of Consumer Protection and the Chief Legal Advisor to

the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission. He was previously the Legal Advisor and Acting Chief Executive of the

National Consumer Agency. Seán was an officer in the Permanent Defence Forces, with over 20 years’ service in various

appointments with the United Nations. He holds third-level qualifications in Law, Science, Regulatory Governance, Leadership

and Management. He is a barrister with an interest in consumer protection law, particularly the sale of goods and services.   

 

JOHN SHINE resigned from the Board of ECC Ireland in January 2020. John was Director of the Brexit and International

Division in the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, with a brief that straddles both consumer protection and

competition issues. Previously he worked with the National Consumer Agency on enforcement of consumer legislation and in a

variety of roles in the Departments of Enterprise, Employment and Finance. John is a graduate of Trinity College Dublin and

has a postgraduate Diploma in Regulatory Governance from University College Dublin. 

 

GRAHAM LONG resigned from the Board of ECC Ireland in October 2020. Graham has worked in the Citizens Information Board

since 2007 and is currently responsible for corporate services.   

BOARD OF
DIRECTORS

THE FINANCE, AUDIT AND RISK COMMITTEE oversees financial and internal controls, and financial and risk management. It is chaired by BRIAN FARRELL,

and has four members responsible for monitoring and reviewing the statutory financial statements and other financial information provided, the auditors

(including their qualifications and independence), the accounting, budgetary and financial reporting process. 
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With the immediate and devastating impact of COVID-19 on the economies across Europe
and the world, 2020 will prove to be a historic and, indeed, deeply challenging year in
terms of consumer protection and education. When I joined the European Consumer
Centre (ECC) Ireland in January 2020, it was only a matter of weeks before we
experienced a tripling of our volume of consumer cases coupled with the urgent need to
pivot our operations to remote working. While ECC Ireland has always had an important
role in the consumer protection infrastructure here in Ireland and within the wider
European Union Network of European Consumer Centres (ECC-Net), there is no doubt that
the need and demand for our services in 2020 re-affirmed the importance of our work in
a significant way. 
 
One of our main roles is to provide information and assistance to Irish consumers on their
European Union rights and entitlements when it comes to consumer protection. We do this
by producing and disseminating information and promotional materials, and by responding
to requests from the public. We also advise Irish consumers on their options to escalate
their cross-border disputes with traders based in the European Union through various out-
of-court and in-court processes. The last step in our process is to advise consumers on
how to take their complaint forward to Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) bodies, the
European Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) platform, or, as a last resort, the European
Union Small Claims Procedure (ESCP). 
 
2020 was an unprecedented year in terms of the demand for ECC Ireland’s services, with
over 8,000 consumer queries dealt with by the team. This compares to approximately
3,000 consumer cases overall in 2019 – a near tripling of our case volumes. Most
consumer disputes received are resolved by our team of casehandlers through our own
dispute resolution service. About 400 complaints from Irish consumers required further
assistance or alternative, in- and out-of-court resolution processes. I am happy to report
that our team succeeded in resolving 365 of these, with 160 reaching an amicable solution.
ECC Ireland’s service to European consumers entailed 1,244 cases against Irish traders,
870 of which were successfully resolved. 
 
The main driver for the unprecedented demand for ECC Ireland’s services was the issue of
travel restrictions and flight cancellations. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic
in early 2020, through ourselves and our 28 sister ECCs across the EU Member States,
Norway and Iceland, we secured cancelled flight reimbursements for Irish and EU
passengers in the amount of over EUR 4m last year. 75% of a total of 6,000 flight-
cancellation complaints received by the network were successfully resolved following our
direct intervention. Over the first COVID-19-year 2020, air passenger issues accounted
for 64% of ECC Ireland’s total number of complaints, of which 76% were resolved
successfully through our own dispute resolution service. 

EXECUT IVE
S U M M A R Y . . .
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ECC Ireland continued to play an active role within the ECC-Net by collaborating on joint
research projects, hosting study visits and attending events and workshops to discuss
policies, communication strategies, case-handling procedures and problematic trading
practices. Over 2020, we collaborated closely with our co-funders, the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers through its Consumers,
Health, Agriculture and Food Executive Agency, which manages the European Union’s
coordinated Consumer Programme, and the Irish Government Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Employment and the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, our
national partners. We also strengthened our relationship with several organisations within
Southern and Northern Ireland, such as the Consumer Council of Northern Ireland, the
Financial Services and Pensions Ombudsman, the Enterprise Europe Network, the Europe
Direct Network and the European Movement.  
 
In 2020, ECC Ireland secured approval from the EU Commission to carry out a feasibility
study on collaboration with third (non-EU) countries on consumer protection issues,
specifically focused on e-commerce and tourist assistance. This ECC-Net strategic project
completed its first phase in 2021. The objective is for ECC-Net members across Europe to
provide assistance to non-European citizens who experience consumer issues with
European businesses, as well as establishing a reciprocal arrangement for European
citizens dealing with third-country traders. For this purpose, ECC Ireland will initiate a
series of Memorandums of Understanding with national consumer agencies in the United
States of America, Japan, South Korea, United Kingdom, Brazil and China. 
 
Our promotional and marketing activities range from running a publication programme,
advertising campaigns online and on social media, promotional events, collaboration with
similar organisations in the European Union, maintaining a fruitful relationship with the
Irish national and local media including national TV and radio as well as national print
media. Given the demand for public awareness campaigns during 2020 on COVID-19-
related consumer issues, I found that my colleagues and I were in constant demand and
were successfully interacting with our media partners throughout the year.  
 
A number of new and important staff members joined me at ECC Ireland in 2020, among
whom, Diana Valentine (Communications Manager) and our new casehandlers, Darragh
Comiskey, Vincent Walsh and Niamh Condell. I look forward to working with them, and I am
sure that they will enjoy a long and fruitful career here. I would also like to thank ECC
Ireland’s Chair, Dermott Jewell, and the Board of ECC Ireland for their expert guidance and
support during my first year in ECC Ireland, and I look forward to a long and fruitful
relationship for many years to come. Despite starting out with a new team at the very
beginning of 2020, ECC Ireland successfully met all the challenges during these
unprecedented times. I would like to commend the team for its dedication and
commitment to consumer protection rights and issues, and for its all-around
professionalism at all times.

Based on our experience from 2020, we will look to further build on our expertise and service
delivery, and I am confident that we are more than ready to meet any challenges ahead.
 

Dr Cyril Sullivan, Director 
June 2021 

. . .  
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The European Consumer Centre (ECC)

Ireland is a member of the European

Consumer Centre Network, which offers

consumers across the European Union

advice on their rights when shopping or

travelling in another European Union

country. The Europe-wide network

members cooperate closely to help settle

complaints between consumers and

traders based in different EU countries

and countries of the European Economic

Area, namely, Norway and Iceland and,

since Brexit, to a lesser extent, the

United Kingdom.  

 

Our mission is to increase consumer

confidence in the EU Single Market by

raising awareness on available

protections and redress options, and by

providing practical expert assistance with

cross-border consumer-trader disputes

within the European Union. We do this by

providing clear and accessible

information on their rights to Irish

consumers, by engaging with Irish traders

in order to increase their compliance with

EU consumer law, and by contributing our

expertise to our consumer policy

development partners in the EU

institutions and national enforcement

authorities. 

ORGANISATION
O V E R V I E W

ECC Ireland provides information, advice,

education and outreach programmes on

consumer rights stemming from the

European Union consumer protection

legislation, and supplies free expert

assistance with cross-border consumer

complaints within the EU/EEA. We also

produce research on issues of consumer

interest in order to raise awareness on

emerging trends among policymakers and

stakeholders in the European Commission

and the government of Ireland.  

 

Our projects include reports on matters

such as air travel, e-commerce, digital

content products and services, package

holidays and cross-border bank charges.

We also participate in joint pan-European

surveys and research on uniform

consumer protection implementation. For

this, we cooperate with other EU

networks, such as the Enterprise Europe

Network, the Consumer Protection

Cooperation Network, Europe Direct,

FIN-Net, Solvit and the European Judicial

Network, as well as national consumer

organisations and enforcement agencies

in Ireland, namely the Competition and

Consumer Protection Commission and the

Consumers’ Association of Ireland. 
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Provide consumers with detailed information on in- and out-of-court procedures available for their
specific type of complaint;   
Identify the appropriate Alternative Dispute Resolution procedure, which entails services such as
mediation, arbitration and conciliation aimed at resolving consumer-trader disputes out-of-court, via
an independent third party;   
Refer consumers to the appropriate national court for the European Small Claims Procedure (an
inexpensive way to pursue a cross-border claim without the need to employ a solicitor) or the
European Order for Payment (a cross-border procedure for uncontested claims);   
Informing consumers about available translation services for complaints involving traders in other
European countries, if and when required.   

ECC Ireland provides information and assistance on consumer rights when buying goods or services in
person or online in/from any of the other members of the European Union (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy,
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden), selected associated countries in the European Economic Area (Norway, Iceland) and the United
Kingdom. Each of these countries have a national European Consumer Centre in a closely aligned network,
called The European Consumer Centres Network. 
 
In summary, ECC Ireland’s prerogatives in cross-border disputes between consumers and traders based in
different countries from the list above are to:  
 
 

 

Advising consumers on their consumer
rights pertaining to cross-border
transactions of goods and services; 
Assisting consumers in their dealings
with traders based in another EU/EEA
country; 
Liaising with traders of behalf of
consumers in relation to their
complaints, where required; 
Collaborating with other ECC centres
from the EU/EEA and the United
Kingdom in resolving cross-border
disputes. 

Our day-to-day work involves: 
 

OUR MISSION IS TO INCREASE CONSUMER CONFIDENCE IN THE EUROPEAN SINGLE MARKET BY RAISING AWARENESS

ON AVAILABLE PROTECTIONS AND REDRESS OPTIONS, AND BY PROVIDING PRACTICAL ASSISTANCE WITH CROSS-

BORDER CONSUMER-TRADER DISPUTES. WE DO THIS BY PROVIDING CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE INFORMATION TO

CONSUMERS ON THEIR RIGHTS, BY ENGAGING WITH IRISH TRADERS IN ORDER TO INCREASE THEIR COMPLIANCE

WITH EU CONSUMER LAW, AND BY CONTRIBUTING OUR EXPERTISE TO OUR CONSUMER POLICY DEVELOPMENT

PARTNERS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION  INSTITUTIONS AND NATIONAL ENFORCEMENT AUTHORITIES IN IRELAND. 

A C T I V I T I E S   

We empower and enable Irish

and European consumers 

to take full advantage of 

the EU Single Market. 

- Ní neart go cur le chéile.
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While the majority of disputes handled by our team were resolved through our internal dispute resolution
service, 399 complaints from Irish consumers against EU businesses required further assistance or
alternative legal and non-legal methods. Out of a total 1,390 complaints from European consumers against
Irish businesses, 870 were resolved amicably.    

AS WITH MANY OTHER CONSUMER RIGHTS ORGANISATIONS, BOTH NATIONAL AND EUROPEAN, ECC IRELAND'S OUTPUT OF

ACTIVITIES IN 2020 WAS DICTATED BY THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND BREXIT PREPARATIONS. THUS, IT WAS A RECORD YEAR

IN TERMS OF CONSUMER COMPLAINTS RECEIVED FROM IRISH CONSUMERS AGAINST  EU/EEA BUSINESSES, ALONGSIDE A

SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASED NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS AGAINST IRISH BUSINESSES FROM EUROPEAN CONSUMERS, TOO.

ASSISTANCE TO CONSUMERS 

Most Irish consumers were able to resolve
their disputes directly with the traders
after receiving information from ECC
Ireland about their applicable rights and
how to avail of them. Our average
amicable solution rate in 2020 was 70%.
Some consumers with unresolved
complaints were referred further to
alternative mechanisms, namely the
Alternative Dispute Resolution (40 cases)
and the European Small Claims procedure
(213).

These areas of consumer rights
complaints and disputes accounted for
94% of all cases handled by ECC Ireland in
2020 and all had a COVID-19 component:
air travel (1139), online shopping (236),
hotels and accommodation (155), package
holidays (66), car rental (55), recreational
activities (34). 

Over 2020, our team of case handlers dealt with a
total of 8,035 consumer queries, of which 5,867 were
received by e-mail, 2,473 by phone and 45 via
Twitter. 

The Competition and Consumer Protection
Commission (CCPC) referred 4,019 cross-border
complaints (8% out of its 2020 total) from Irish
consumers to ECC Ireland for legal assistance and
dispute resolution (per CCPC Consumer Contacts
Report 2020).  

Over April-June 2020 alone, ECC Ireland’s case
numbers tripled compared with the same months in
2019. The single biggest contribution to this increase
consisted of COVID-19 travel and shopping issues.

8,035 

COMPLAINTS

 

AIR TRAVEL 
1,139

ONLINE SHOPPING 
236

ACCOMMODATION
155

RESOLUTION RATE
70%
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AIR TRAVEL  

Cancelled and delayed flights resulted in
numerous cases of air passenger rights
infringement, the majority of which were
covered by Regulation (EC) 261/2004, the
overarching EU legal instrument establishing
rules on compensation and assistance to
passengers in the event of denied boarding,
flight cancellations or long delays. The rest
referred to airline liability in case of delay,
damage or loss of baggage and cargo.  
 
Under the EU 261 Regulation, air passengers
have significant entitlements in the event of
flight schedule disruption, but in 2020
consumers often experienced difficulties in
obtaining assistance with re-routing or re-
booking, and sometimes were forced to make
their own alternative arrangements.
Consumers found that claiming
reimbursement of expenses incurred in
respect of alternative travel arrangements
frequently proved challenging, too.  
 

THE WORLD WAS TURNED UPSIDE DOWN BY THE EMERGENCE OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN

EARLY 2020, RESULTING IN AIRLINES GROUNDING THEIR ENTIRE FLEETS AND, THEREFORE, HUGE

NUMBERS OF CANCELLATIONS AND OVERSUBSCRIBED FLIGHTS WITHIN AND OUT OF EUROPE. 

08
. . .

Following mass cancellations of flights originating or arriving in Europe, ECC
Ireland received an extraordinarily large volume of complaints from both
Irish and EU consumers seeking refunds. Many cancelled flights issues were
quickly resolved in terms of rebooking/rerouting either by normal or
emergency repatriation flights. Others, however, required intervention by us
and other consumer organisations or enforcement bodies, particularly in
relation to rebookings with no additional charge,  voucher reimbursements,
and situations where passengers were restricted from flying due to
national/regional lockdowns while flights still operated, which resulted in no
refunds for consumers.

At the very beginning of the pandemic, there were 5,000 complaints from consumers all over Europe
against Irish airlines specifically. Given our privileged relationship with these airlines, coupled with effective
communication with consumers, ECC Ireland succeeded in mass-resolving 4,000 of these complaints at
source, by ensuring refunds would be operated by the airlines at the earliest opportunity, and within an
extended yet reasonable deadline. 

In response to the developing COVID-19 crisis-induced travel disruptions, in March 2020, the European
Commission issued guidelines that reinforced the airlines’ duty of care to passengers whose flights had been
cancelled and were waiting for re-routing over a longer-than-normal period (such as overnight). 



80% of these cases involved complaints made by consumers based in another European Union country against
Irish airlines. ECC Ireland liaised with airline traders in 909 cases, and 695 of these were amicably resolved.
Considering the extreme and sudden challenges faced by the airline industry and the increased demand for our
services, ECC Ireland’s resolution rate for these complaints in 2020 was an excellent 76%.

In 153 cases, however, airlines rejected consumers’ claims for reimbursement. Where appropriate, consumers with
unresolved complaints were advised of further redress options via the relevant National Enforcement Body for
flight rights in Ireland or other EU Member States, an Alternative Dispute Resolution entity, and/or the European
Small Claims Procedure. 61 cases were outside of our remit or ill-founded, usually involving consumers failing to
abide by the flight ticket terms and conditions or provide supporting documentation. 

By far the biggest issue over the second part of 2020 involved air passengers receiving vouchers instead of cash
refunds, which, under European consumer law, must be operated within 7 days of the flight cancellation and only
with the passenger’s express agreement. These rules are applicable to all airlines based in and all flights
departing/arriving from/into any EU Member State, Iceland, Norway and the United Kingdom, and to all tickets
bought either directly from the airline or through a booking agent. Moreover, in the latter case, the refund
process took longer as refunds had to be transferred from airlines to the passengers via the intermediaries.
Rules also state that vouchers must be valid for up to 12 months, at which point they should be cashed in. In
many cases, however, airlines extended vouchers’ validity further instead of operating refunds. It is where this
process did not take place at all or was severely delayed that passengers 
were assisted by the local European Consumer Centres in order
 to obtain a refund or extend a voucher’s validity either 
from the airline or through a booking intermediary. 

. . .

€2.5m
REIMBURSEMENTS

(end of Q3 2020)

In cooperation with the other European consumer
centres within the ECC-Net, ECC Ireland
contributed to the successful refund of €2.5
million to Irish and European consumers by autumn
2020 alone.
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In 2020, as in previous years, air passenger issues accounted for more than half (64%) of the total
number of complaints we received, and an increase of 130% in air travel complaints compared to 2019. 

+ 130% 

COMPLAINTS

80% 

IRISH AIRLINES

76% 

RESOLVED



Another prominent area of concern in 2020 and
beyond is related to difficulties with flight
tickets booked with intermediaries or third-
party websites (known as online travel agents,
booking or metasearch engines, comparison
websites, etc.). 

As highlighted above, an airline direct booking
is protected in law through EU Regulation
261/2004 This also applies to bookings for
airline tickets made through booking
intermediaries. This means that a cancelled
flight booked through an intermediary must
also be refunded within 7 days.

. . .

76% 
RESOLVED

A Maltese consumer booked on an Irish airline found upon arrival at the check-in desk that there was
insufficient staff to deal with the number of passengers, who were all in danger of missing their flight.
They were advised by an airline representative to go directly to the departure gates, where their luggage
was processed as ‘carry-on’, and all items not suitable for the cabin had to be removed. The passengers
were then asked to pay an additional €25, so their luggage would be allowed on the plane, even though
they had already paid for their 20 kg checked bag. ECC Ireland was able to secure the refund of this
additional fee for this particular passenger. 

An Irish consumer booked a flight to Dublin from South America via the Netherlands. When he landed at
the connecting airport, the subsequent flight to Dublin was cancelled. The airline closed their help desk
and informed travellers that they would need to find their own accommodation. The consumer had no
luggage, no assistance in finding accommodation, nor a replacement flight from this same airline. With the
assistance of ECC Ireland, the consumer was able to secure a refund for the cost of his hotel and a new
ticket. 

A Dutch consumer booked flights for his family with an Irish airline. Two days before the flight was due,
his son was diagnosed with chickenpox, which, according to the airline’s terms, disqualifies passengers
from flying and will either be refunded or rebooked on later flights for free. The consumer and his family
made a refund request, but the airline did not respond. They subsequently secured a refund with the help
of ECC Ireland. 

Case Studies 
 

It became noticeable in 2020 that, when problems arose in the aftermath of travel disruptions and
cancellations, the parameters and limits of the liability and responsibilities of the third-party booking
agent and the airline were particularly unclear. Thus, many consumers often found themselves being
passed around between the airline and the booking intermediary, who often charged steep
administration fees to liaise with the airline on the consumer’s behalf and did not do so effectively.
Non-responsive or non-cooperative third-party booking agents made life particularly hard for
passengers impacted by COVID-19 cancellations, especially when it came to refunds. As a
consequence, some airlines changed their reimbursement procedures to allow a passenger to receive
their refund owed directly from the airline, whereas, ordinarily, the refund would have been processed
back via the third-party agent. 
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Holidaymakers who book a package holiday and/or linked travel arrangements (a sub-type of package
travel), benefit from the highest level of consumer protection under EU rules, namely EU Directive
2015/2302 on Package Travel and Linked Travel Arrangements.  

PACKAGE HOLIDAYS  

‘Package travel’ is defined as a pre-arranged
holiday/trip sold at an inclusive price, lasting
more than 24 hours or involving an overnight
stay. It must also include at least two travel
services, such as transport, accommodation,
or car rental. It affords  consumer protection
on essential issues such as organiser liability,
performance of the  services and tour
operator insolvency. Consumers are entitled
to terminate their contract without paying
any termination fee due to unavoidable and
extraordinary circumstances. This applies to
all packages purchased online or on
premises, from a tour operator/travel agent. 
 
Notwithstanding the above, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, even this most secure
form of travel was engulfed in uncertainty. In
most, but not all, cases handled by ECC
Ireland, consumers were able to benefit from
the package travel consumer protections
afforded by EU laws.

PACKAGE TRAVEL IS NORMALLY KNOWN AS THE MOST SECURE FORM OF TRAVEL IN
TERMS OF CONSUMER RIGHTS AND PROTECTIONS, BOTH AT EU AND NATIONAL LEVEL.
NEVERTHELESS, PACKAGE HOLIDAYS WERE A NEW ENTRY INTO THE TOP FIVE
SECTORS THAT GENERATED CONSUMER ISSUES HANDLED BY ECC IRELAND IN 2020. 

670
COMPLAINTS

90% 
RESOLVED

In 2020 ECC Ireland received a
total of 670 submissions from Irish
consumers relating to cancellations
and reimbursement matters for
package holidays booked with EU-
based travel and tour operators.
While most complaints were
resolved by us, 63 of required the
assistance of our counterparts
across the ECC Network, with 57
were resolved amicably. 7
complaints were received from
consumers across the European
Union against Irish package holiday
providers, of which 6 of which
were resolved amicably. 

10% 
ESCALATED
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76% 
RESOLVED

UK holiday providers have always been popular with Irish holidaymakers, and the nature of our
complaints reflected the high volume of holiday trade between the two countries. Many Irish
consumers were faced with having to wait on refunds for extended periods, and many turned to
us for further assistance. In addition, there were instances where the refund was not made as a
single payment – instead, the intermediary decided to refund the accommodation cost and to
release the flight element of the refund at a later stage. ECC Ireland saw many cases where the
airline had refunded the flight cost to the intermediary, but the intermediary did not forward the
money to the passenger. 
 
By liaising with our then ECC-Net colleagues in the United Kingdom, we dealt directly with the
traders or and via UK travel trade associations. The European online dispute resolution platform
was also used extensively. It is one of many examples of where the expert advice from within
the ECC Network can prove essential to Irish and other EU consumers. 

A small number of package travel providers, mostly
from the United Kingdom, remained unresponsive or
otherwise uncooperative when it came to consumer
remedies, such as immediate reimbursement in cash
or vouchers throughout 2020. 

This accounts for the bulk of complaints that
remained unresolved or in progress at the end of
December 2020 through the use of our own
informal dispute resolution services; many of these  
had to be referred to alternative and legal action
dispute options.  

In January 2020, an Irish consumer booked a package holiday (flights and accommodation) for July
2020 with a resort park in the Netherlands and paid a €515 deposit. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the consumer did not wish to embark on non-essential overseas travel and contacted the resort to
explain this. The resort in question offered a credit note, though the consumer was seeking a refund.
Unable to obtain this on his own, ECC Ireland was engaged by the consumer to obtain this, with help
from our colleagues in the Netherlands. 

An Irish consumer was due to travel on a package holiday (flights, accommodation) booked with a UK-
based travel agent in April 2020. Due to the hotel being closed for COVID-19 reasons at the time of
travel, the consumer sought a full refund and was advised this will be processed by August 2020, but
never materialised. ECC Ireland worked with our colleagues in the United Kingdom and was able to
obtain a full refund for the consumer. 

An Irish consumer booked a package holiday (flights, accommodation and a guided tour), with a UK-
based travel agent and paid a deposit of €120 in February 2020. The travel agent cancelled the trip
package on account of COVID-19 restrictions in April 2020 and issued a credit note to the consumer,
who was seeking a refund. ECC Ireland obtained a full refund based on the provisions on
extraordinary circumstances of EU Directive 2015/2302 on Package Travel and Linked Travel
Arrangements, with local assistance from our counterparts in the United Kingdom. 

Case Studies 
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Most issues in this sector involved difficulties with modifying and cancelling third-party bookings and
the fact that such online facilities fall outside the scope of package travel legislation, and/or are
operated by non-professional hospitality services hosts. Other issues involved consumers not being
aware that the accommodation provider and the booking agent, respectively, had separate and
distinct cancellation policies. A significant number of complaints related to accommodation having to
close (down) due to Coronavirus travel disruptions. Others pertained to unexpected supplementary
charges, problems with reimbursements of deposits or other types of refunds, price increases or
overcharging, rooms not being available at arrival, issues with accommodation contract terms and
conditions, incorrect booking details and difficulties with the booking process. 

155
COMPLAINTS

51% 
RESOLVED

HOTELS AND ACCOMMODATION 

A lower-than-expected resolution rate for these
complaints reflects the nature of the bookings in
this sector, namely that accommodation-only
bookings are not covered by EU package travel
legislation (EU Directive 2015/2302/EU), which
means consumers’ entitlements are determined
strictly by the terms agreed under the contract. 

Extraordinary circumstances, such as the hotel
being closed at the time of a pre-booked holiday
due to COVID-19, also contributed to consumer
financial losses. Where the service is not
delivered, the consumer is entitled to
reimbursement, even when the booking is non-
refundable. However, ECC Ireland found there
was considerable confusion among hotel and
other types of accommodation providers
regarding consumers’ entitlements in these
particular cases, as well differing approaches to
reimbursements, as well as deliberate delaying or
processing refunds. 

COMPLAINTS IN THIS SECTOR INCREASED SIGNIFICANTLY OVER 2019 DUE TO THE

OUTBREAK OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, WHICH RESULTED IN MASS CANCELLATIONS

OF MOST HOTEL AND ACCOMMODATION BOOKINGS IN EUROPE AND BEYOND. 

ECC Ireland received 155
accommodation-related cases,
of which 65 came from Irish
consumers regarding traders
based in the EU, and 90 from
EU-based consumers against
Irish hospitality providers. 79 of
all cases were resolved amicably,
while 59 remained unresolved,
and 17 were deemed unfounded. 

10% 
ESCALATED

49% 
UNSUCCESSFUL
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An Irish consumer booked a stay at a holiday resort in Italy for July 2020. Due to the Coronavirus
outbreak in March 2020, this was cancelled by the holiday provider and a voucher of 1 year’s duration
was offered to the consumer. The consumer asked whether this voucher could be exchanged for a
cash refund if unused within the specified year, but the holiday provider refused. Following the
consumer’s complaint, ECC Ireland worked with our colleagues in ECC Italy, and a satisfactory
agreement was found with the holiday provider allowing the consumer to rebook holiday dates for the
following year with an added significant discount. 

A consumer from Ireland booked a holiday at a resort in The Netherlands, starting on 28 June 2020.
The COVID-19 pandemic led to the cancellation of this holiday by the holiday resort and the consumer
was given a voucher, which they refused. Together with our colleagues in ECC Netherlands and the
help from the Dutch national consumer rights body, an agreement the holiday provider agreed to
provide the Irish consumer with a refund of all sums paid. 

An Irish family had a holiday booked in the Seychelles for April 2020, through a travel agency. Due to
the Coronavirus outbreak travel restrictions, the island was closed to tourists. The travel agency
informed the consumers that a refund was impossible under the Terms and Conditions of the
reservation. However, it transpired that local hotel in the Seychelles had never been paid by the
Dutch travel agency.  We worked with our colleagues in ECC Netherlands to obtain a full refund for
the consumer. 

Case Studies   
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55
COMPLAINTS

The majority of car rental complaints dealt with by ECC Ireland in 2020 pertained to reservations
made before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing cancellations of travel. 

CAR RENTAL

Following COVID-19 travel warnings and
outright travel bans/border closures by various
European national authorities alongside advice
against outward non-essential travel by the
Irish government, many Irish consumers
decided to cancel or modify their car rental
bookings, either for a later date or indefinitely. 

Regrettably, many consumers found that, when
they could not or were not allowed to travel
abroad and therefore wanted to cancel the car
hire booking of their own volition, their
consumer rights depended entirely on the
terms of their rental contract, specifically, the
cancellation policy of the end service provider
at destination. Moreover, in some cases,
emergency national rules were adopted in the
context of the Covid-19 pandemic that
regulated how service providers issued a
refund or voucher to the detriment of the
consumer, essentially making it impossible for
consumers to avail of compensation even in
circumstances where consumers could not avail
of the car rental service due to force majeure. 

EU CONSUMER LAW DOES NOT CURRENTLY REGULATE THE CAR RENTAL SECTOR.  
INSTEAD CONSUMERS MAY RELY ON LIMITED PROTECTIONS STEMMING FROM EU
LEGISLATION ON UNFAIR CONSUMER CONTRACTS AND COMMERCIAL PRACTICES. 

Out of a total of 55 complaints received by ECC
Ireland, 17 were submitted by Irish consumers
who encountered issues with car rental
companies based in another EU/EEA country,
and the remaining 38 came from European
consumers who experienced problems with car
hire services in Ireland. Many of these
complaints raised legitimate grievances and
were resolved with assistance from the local
consumer centres within our European network,
whereas some were referred to the European
Car Rental Reconciliation Service (a specialist
service dealing with disputes involving cross-
border car rental within the EU and the UK). 

30%

70%
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Other issues relating to car hire services were unexpected supplementary charges
applied to the booking credit card at a later time for alleged damage to the rental
car found upon inspection at arrival. Consumers are liable for all damage occurring
during the rental period, so it is important to ensure that all, if any, existing damage
is recorded and preferably photographed during the pre-rental inspection. Similarly,
consumers should document the condition of the vehicle upon return, especially
outside business hours, when inspections by staff cannot be done immediately. 

Insurance products sold at the rental desk in the destination country are another
prominent issue. Third-party liability insurance should be included in the inclusive,
final rental price, but local providers pressure ǹon-resident consumers into
purchasing supplementary, though not required, opt-in add-ons for theft or
damage. Some consumers reported being denied their vehicle when refusing this
extra insurance, while others found this featured only in the local language and only
on the paperwork completed at the rental desk at the time of the vehicle collection. 

Consumers should review all and query any unwanted items on car rental
agreements, as these are difficult to dispute at a later stage. Car hire contracts’
Terms and Conditions can be strict and problematic, which is why they should be
carefully checked both before making a reservation and at the rental desk,
especially when it comes to fuel policy, insurance, drop-off and payment method. 

In January 2020, a Dutch consumer booked a rental car in Tel Aviv for 10 days in May 2020 through an
Irish company. A few weeks before his holiday, his flights were cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic
travel restrictions. As per the cancellation policy of the car rental booking contract, the consumer was
entitled to terminate the contract and receive a full refund after giving the required advanced notice.
The consumer cancelled the reservation, but the car rental company failed to process a refund of EUR
323.63. On request from our ECC-Net counterparts in the Netherlands, ECC Ireland liaised with the Irish
car rental booking company, which agreed to refund the consumer in full.  

A Swedish consumer booked a rental car through an Irish company for EUR 1,550. According to the
cancellation policy, if the booking was to be cancelled at least 48 hours before pick-up, all funds would
be reimbursed. The consumer was due to travel in July 2020 but decided to cancel his booking. Instead
of a refund in cash, the consumer received a voucher valid for 24 months, which he rejected. ECC Ireland
contacted the trader on behalf of the Swedish consumer, and the trader processed a refund without
further delay. 

An Irish consumer rented a car in Greece through an online booking site based in Latvia. The consumer
took out the trader's extra optional insurance that covered any type of incident or damage to the rental
car. Upon return of the vehicle, the consumer was informed that there was a minor scratch on the car’s
bumper that, according to the rental company, required EUR 950 to repair. Having paid for the repairs,
the consumer then submitted an insurance claim with the car rental company, requesting full
reimbursement as per the terms of her contract. The consumer was advised that a refund would take up
to 24 months and that she should opt for a voucher instead. Following our intervention, the consumer
received a prompt full refund in cash.

Case Studies  
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34
COMPLAINTS

The terms and conditions associated with such bookings include specific terms for refunds detailing all
cases where the event is cancelled or there is a significant change to it (for example, a change of date
or venue), per the Unfair Contract Terms Directive 93/13/EEC, which regulates consumer contracts.  

RECREATIONAL  ACTIVITIES  

Case Study

An Irish consumer had booked a camping ticket
for a large festival in the Netherlands through a
third-party agent. The event was postponed, and
the ticketing agent would not refund the
consumer immediately on the basis that they had
a specific timeframe for processing refunds,
which meant a long waiting period. With our help,
the consumer received a full refund from the
organiser of the festival instead, shortly after the
complaint was escalated.  

RECREATIONAL/CULTURAL SERVICES AND EVENTS THAT QUICKLY BECAME
SUSCEPTIBLE TO CANCELLATION DUE TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
RESTRICTIONS OVER 2020 WERE MAINLY FESTIVALS AND CONCERTS BUT
ALSO EXPERIENTIAL ON-SITE ATTRACTIONS, SUCH AS CASTLES AND
HERITAGE SITES, THEME- AND WATER-PARKS.  

34 complaints were lodged with ECC Ireland by
Irish consumers. Many tickets and passes sold
to Irish consumers in and for 2020 had
rescheduling clauses whereby, if the events or
experiences attended had no fixed dates and
times, the validity was simply extended until
they could be used. Many fixed time/date
events, however, especially those with specified
seating arrangements, such as concerts and
festivals, were rescheduled to the following
year (2021), and some of their booking
conditions allowed for reimbursements in the
form of vouchers only, while few others
specified cash refunds.  Nevertheless, some
consumers had trouble securing either. 

Generally, this type of issue has a low-resolution
rate due to the nature of the contracts, which
usually have strict, binding terms that favour events
organisers. 

As a consequence, only 9 (26%) of our cases were
resolved, whereas, in a further 50% of cases, there
was no response or agreement from the relevant
trader. The rest were dropped by the consumers
themselves or are still in progress, respectively.  

26%
RESOLVED

50%
UNRESOLVED
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81% of Irish consumers shopped online in 2020 (Eurostat, ISOC_EC_IB20), and 60% of all purchases
were made from sellers based within the EU Single Market. During the worst of the pandemic, e-
commerce, as well as the newly discovered mobile and social media commerce provided consumers
with unprecedented access to a virtually unlimited variety of goods and services from the convenience
and safety of their homes.  

ONLINE SHOPPING  

Of a total of 236 online shopping complaints,
117 came from consumers in Ireland against
EU/EEA traders and 214 were resolved through
our dispute assistance service.  

ECC Ireland received 61 complaints against Irish
companies reflecting the fact that  many of the
world’s leading technology companies have their
European headquarters in Ireland. Another
sizable number of complaints were from Irish
consumers against European companies (22),
mostly UK-based ones that went into
administration. 
 
Overall, 2020 was dominated by issues with
electronic goods such as laptops/computers,
mobile phones and household appliances. Most
involved faulty products and software, delayed
deliveries and problematic digital downloads. 

WITH AN INCREASING NUMBER OF PEOPLE CONCERNED ABOUT SOCIAL DISTANCING
AND NON-ESSENTIAL PHYSICAL STORES REMAINING CLOSED FOR MOST OF 2020,
SHOPPING ONLINE BECAME THE NORM DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN IRELAND. 

In addition to the usual purchases
of electronics, clothing, household
appliances, personal care and
home fitness products, an
unprecedented uptake of gaming
and streaming services was noted
in 2020. Shopping volumes  
 reflected the nature of consumer
life during the COVID-19
pandemic, when working from
home necessities and home
entertainment became essential
for most people: thus, most
purchases were of electronic and
recreational goods and services,
furniture, food delivery, online
dating, gambling, sports and
outdoor equipment, toys, pets,
musical instruments, books,
newspapers. 

236
COMPLAINTS

90%
RESOLVED

18



34
COMPLAINTS

An Irish consumer purchased an oven and three other appliances from a UK company. Within three months, the oven
stopped working and the trader engaged an engineer to assess the situation. The engineer advised the oven was
unrepairable and requested a replacement from the trader. The trader rejected the engineer’s assessment and insisted
the engineer attempted a repair. After co-operation with our UK counterparts, the consumer finally received a
replacement oven. 

A France-based consumer purchased a laptop from a UK shop in London in 2018. Within two years, the laptop's battery
became faulty. The consumer was refused a free repair in France, his country of residence, under the sale contract’s
commercial warranty, on the basis that the UK, the country of the purchase, was no longer a part of the EU in 2020. The
UK-based seller also refused to organise shipping of the laptop back to the UK for repairs or replacement. With the
assistance of ECC Ireland, the French consumer was able to secure a free repair directly through the Ireland-based
manufacturer's authorised service provider in France under the EU-wide manufacturer’s 2-year legal guarantee. 

A UK-based consumer placed an online order on the website of a leading multinational technology company
headquartered in Ireland. When the consumer received the order, the incorrect item was in the box. When the consumer
contacted the trader, they denied any responsibility and advised the consumer to contact the police. ECC Ireland
intervened and contacted the trader on behalf of the consumer. As a result of the solid, long-standing relationship ECC
Ireland has with the company in question, the consumer promptly received the correct replacement order. 

Case Studies 

Another major source of consumer complaints in 
 2020, online services include dating, streaming and
subscriptions, where most difficulties pertain to
cancelling memberships, a known issue from
previous years. Having signed up for low-cost trials,
consumers often find themselves locked into costly
repeat payments – in essence, a subscription trap. In
most cases, consumers are not aware that
subscriptions renew automatically after the free
trial or that advance cancellation notice is required
in order to avoid automatic membership renewal; in
other cases, cancellation itself may also trigger
further charges or is simply not processed. 

Under current consumer protection rules (EU
Directive 2011/83/EU), prior to the conclusion of a
distance-sale contract, the trader
(website/shop/portal) must provide the consumer
with clear and comprehensive information on, inter
alia: the duration of the contract (where applicable),
automatic renewals and cancelling the service. Even
where this information is available and accurate, it
still may be deemed misleading if it is provided in an
unintelligible, ambiguous and untimely manner,
causing consumers to enter an unwanted
transaction. This excludes situations where
consumers fail to familiarise themselves with the
contract’s cancellation policy or Terms & Conditions.  

2020's most conspicuous problems involved delivery
delays and postal stoppages. These reflected the
combined effects of strict COVID-19 lockdowns, an
unprecedented surge in online shopping and parcel
delivery companies’  insufficient operational
resources. Another notable problem was laptops and
mobile phones becoming faulty soon after delivery.

For problems such as the above, the Sale of Goods
and Associated Guarantees Directive 99/44/EC,
entitles consumers to set repairs and remedies; in
addition, and retailers and manufacturers may also
provide a separate, supplementary warranty.  
 
The legislation above, however, covers tangible
goods only. There currently are no EU rules on
digital content products, such as what remedies are
available if the digital content is defective, cannot
be downloaded, is incompatible with other
hardware/software, does not work properly or
causes damage to the device. It is why the European
Commission will implement a new directive on
contracts for the supply of digital content and
services (Directive 2019/770) from January 2022.

. . .

ONLINE 
GOODS

O N L I N E  
SERVICES
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Article 20.2 of the Directive prohibits discrimination
based on grounds of the nationality and place of
residence of service recipients as they shop on- and
off-line in another EU country. In this respect, along
with advising consumers on their rights, ECC Ireland
assists consumers with finding an out-of-court
resolution to their disputes by liaising on their behalf
with service providers through its ECC-Net partners
in the other EU Member States.  
 
While Article 20.2 obliges traders to ensure that they
do not discriminate against consumers by denying
access or applying higher prices to a service, it also
specifies that access can be restricted, if “directly
justified by objective criteria”. As such, not every
difference in treatment will constitute discrimination:
businesses may have legitimate reasons for applying
differing conditions linked to rules and restrictions in
another EU country, the technical characteristics of
the service or the lack of international intellectual
property rights. 

Nevertheless, due to the wording of Article 20.2 being
insufficiently precise, complaints by Irish consumers
show that sometimes they face unjustified
restrictions. Consequently, a case-by-case
assessment is required, and ECC Ireland can assist
with this. 

THE SERVICES 
D I R E C T I V E   

Article 21 of the Directive aims to encourage consumers
to engage the services of traders based in the other EU
Member States. ECC Ireland is tasked with dealing
specifically with queries on services sales, unfair terms
in consumer contracts, distance and on-site selling and
electronic commerce. We provide information on
available redress options such as Alternative Dispute
Resolution mechanisms in each EU Member State,
national and European Ombudsman services, national
regulatory and enforcement bodies, independent
mediators, and European Small Claims court procedures. 

ECC Ireland’s Director, Dr Cyril Sullivan, is the designated
information officer in Ireland under this Directive. 

An Irish consumer bought a ticket on a Dutch booking site for an event that was postponed due to the Covid-19
pandemic. The organiser did not reschedule the event but offered an open-end voucher while the consumer made it
clear that only a refund was acceptable to him. When he sought advice from ECC Ireland on how to get a refund, we
advised that, if the organiser cancels or postpones the event, customers can request a refund, and detailed the steps
to take in order to seek redress. Under the 'Save your ticket, enjoy later' scheme supported by the Ministry of
Education, Culture and Science and the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Change in the Netherlands, tickets
for rescheduled events remained valid for longer than usual. Moreover, ticket holders could reject offers for vouchers
from the organisers and request a refund in cash. This was valid for all local and international customers. Thanks for
existing EU legislation in place, the consumer had further options, such as chargeback or a claim against the event
organiser through the European Small Claims Procedure. 

An Irish consumer attempted to place an order with an Italian web trader and noticed the base price of the product
selected increased considerably when he selected Ireland as the delivery destination. The consumer inquired with ECC
Ireland on whether this type of price discrimination was allowed under the EU consumer law, which does not regulate
price harmonisation, but prohibits discrimination against cross-border customers based on place of residence save
some objective criteria, which include delivery costs.  

Case Studies  
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EU SERVICES DIRECTIVE 2006/123/EC AIMS TO ENCOURAGE CROSS-BORDER
COMPETITION AND WAS A KEY STEP IN CREATING A SEAMLESS EUROPEAN SINGLE
MARKET FOR SERVICES PROVISION, THUS WIDENING CHOICE FOR CONSUMERS AND
OPENING NEW OPPORTUNITIES FOR BUSINESSES. 



Geo-blocking practices can include preventing users
from accessing and purchasing goods, services or
digital content on a website or app; limiting access
to online interfaces; re-routing users to country-
specific websites (possibly with different prices);
refusing to provide delivery to a consumer’s country
of residence; not accepting a debit/credit card
issued in a different country.

THE GEO-BLOCKING 
R E G U L A T I O N  

While traders can set different prices on websites targeting different customer groups and limit the
geographical area in which they provide delivery services, the Regulation above obliges traders to treat all EU
consumers the same as they would local consumers, irrespective of their nationality or place of residence.

Complaints received by ECC Ireland in 2020 show
consumers continued to face this type of online
purchase restrictions, such as being unable to shop
directly from a trader’s website and being
redirected to a country version of the site where
the goods were available at a significantly higher
price. Similarly, geo-discrimination prevents
consumers from purchasing goods or services 
from a physical shop or being 
offered different conditions 
or pricing for these based 
on nationality or 
residence. 

Case Study

A consumer resident in Austria attempted to order groceries for his parents living in Ireland via a supermarket
chain online shop located in Ireland. He was unable to complete the purchase as his Mastercard was declined at
check-out. Having contacted the company’s customer service, the consumer was advised that the online store
would not accept a credit card linked to bank accounts other than those with Irish banks. ECC Ireland
contacted the Irish supermarket to remind it that the Geo-Blocking Regulation 2018/302 bans practices
whereby retailers restrict online cross-border sales based on nationality or place of residence of consumers,
including by refusing to accept debit/credit cards issued by banks in other countries of the EU/EEA. Following
our intervention, the consumer was able to successfully place orders online from Austria for delivery in Ireland.
“I wanted to let you know that I have now ordered groceries seven times […] and six orders have already been
delivered to my parents. It is a great relief and assistance to them”. 
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ECC IRELAND IS THE DESIGNATED NATIONAL BODY IN IRELAND TASKED WITH ASSISTING
CONSUMERS ON GEO-BLOCKING AND GEO-DISCRIMINATION RIGHTS UNDER EU
REGULATION 2018/302 ON PROHIBITING UNJUSTIFIED GEO-BLOCKING AND GEO-
DISCRIMINATION COMMERCIAL PRACTICES BY EUROPEAN BUSINESS OPERATING ONLINE. 



In 2020, 2.25% of our cases were referred to ADR bodies, such as SÖP (a German independent
service that assists with complaints against transport/travel companies) and ABTA (A Trade
Association for Tour Operators and Travel Agents in the United Kingdom) and the European Car
Rental Reconciliation Service (which offers free assistance to customers with unresolved cross-
border vehicle rental complaints). Four sector-specific bodies in Ireland provided ADR redress options
in 2020, namely, the Commission for Regulation of Utilities, The Financial Services and Pensions
Ombudsman, NetNeutrals EU Ltd and the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland. 

R E F E R R A L  
S C H E M E S    

When no mutually acceptable resolution can be obtained in a consumer-trader dispute using our
dispute resolution service, we refer consumers to Alternative Dispute Resolution bodies or Online
Dispute Resolution platform, which provide out-of-court procedures whereby the consumer and
trader can be offered mediation and arbitration services. Further redress can be obtained via the
European Small Claims Procedure, a cost-effective, simplified, in-court method to recover low-value
cross-border claims.  

An Irish consumer purchased goods from an online trader in Germany. Soon after receiving them, they started
to malfunction. The trader refused to accept the return of the faulty goods for assessment. However, with
the support of ECC Ireland and the services provided through our network, the ECC-Net, the consumer’s case
was referred to and resolved via SÖP, whose specialist mandate deals exclusively with complaints against
transport/travel companies.  

Many Irish consumers had purchased travel services and package holidays with a specific online tour operator
based in the UK. As all these were cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all customers of this operator
were experiencing issues with obtaining a refund or otherwise engaging with this business for extended
periods of time. An ADR system is in place in the UK that can be used by cross-border consumers as well,
whereby complaints can be referred for resolution to the travel trade association. These particular complaints
from Irish consumers were referred to the Association of British Travel Agents, ABTA, which secured a series
of mass refunds and voucher extensions for consumers across the UK and the Republic of Ireland. 

Case Studies  
 

    Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) 

This is an inexpensive and straightforward
procedure that involves settling a complaint out
of a court with the assistance of an impartial
dispute resolution body in accordance with the
European Union Consumer Disputes Regulations.
Their enforcement in Ireland is the remit of the
Competition and Consumer Protection
Commission, which also manages the list of ADR-
competent entities nationally. ECC Ireland is
tasked with providing legal information and
expert assistance to consumers in accessing ADR
entities in cross-border disputes. 
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         Online Dispute Resolution (ODR) 

This is a one-stop-shop web platform developed by the
European Commission where EU-based consumers and
traders can settle their cross-border and in-country
disputes. 
 
ECC Ireland has been the ODR Contact Point for Ireland
since 2016 and provides information and assistance to
consumers and traders with using the ODR platform and
dealing with the relevant entities involved in the process.
 

In 2020, ECC Ireland received a total of 618 ODR-related
inquiries from consumers (83%) and traders (17%), an
increase of 80% from 2019. These entailed general
requests for information on how the ODR platform works,
as well as requests for general information on consumer
rights and alternative means of redress. 

The types of queries received through the ODR platform
are consistent with those received through our own direct
channels and reflect the same issues encountered over a
year impacted by COVID-19 travel disruption and a surge
in online shopping: product returns and defective
products, issues with apparel items, electronic goods, and
IT products; cancellations and refunds in relation to hotels
and other holiday accommodation, package travel services
and airline tickets in the main.      

   European Small Claims Procedure (ESCP) 

This provides consumers and businesses in Europe with
a uniform and inexpensive debt recovery process for
low-value claims in cross-border cases without legal
representation. It is available as an alternative to the
national courts in the EU Member States. 213
complaints handled by ECC Ireland were referred to the
European Small Claims Procedure.  
 
The procedure applies in civil and commercial matters
where the value of a claim does not exceed €5,000. It is
conducted through a written standard process across
the EU and establishes time limits for small claims
litigation. A judgement given in the European Small
Claims Procedure is enforceable in any other EU
Member State without recourse to appeal. The cost of
an ESCP claim in Ireland is €25. ECC Ireland would
recommend ESCP to consumers as a form of redress.
 
During 2020, Irish consumers used the procedure to
resolve their disputes with European Union-based
traders following cancellation of travel due to local
lockdowns and national travel restrictions throughout
Europe, and the subsequent reimbursement/deposit
return refusal on the part of these businesses. Cases
settled involved package holidays, hotel and
accommodation services, denied boarding due to
incorrectly applied travel restrictions, various non-
conform or faulty goods issues. Many European
consumers were able to avail of the procedure and
resolve their cases against mostly large aviation and
technology companies based in Ireland following
repeated requests for refunds or replacements.  

. . .    

2020
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One of our other prerogatives is to function as an external
alert mechanism for the network of Consumer Protection
Commissions (CPC Network) across the European Union
Member States. As such, we monitor and communicate
consumer-related dysfunctions within the Single Market to
the national authorities responsible for enforcing consumer
protection laws, and alert national authorities on unlawful
commercial practices and traders that breach consumer
legislation.  

There were 86 enforcement requests made by the Network
during 2020 compared with 64 in 2019. As expected, the
enforcement orders pertained to businesses that repeatedly
breached consumer law rules in the sectors most affected by
the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions: air travel (flight
cancellations and refunds), car rental, digital services,
subscription traps, ticket reselling. A lot of other alerts were
in relation to travel booking intermediaries (for the most
part online travel agencies or third-party booking
platforms). 

ECC Ireland also provides feedback to the European
Commission on key cross-border consumer problems faced
by Irish consumers in order to help identify problem areas in
the application and enforcement of consumer rights and
contribute to policy developments in Ireland and at European
Union level. As part of the ECC-Net, we cooperate with
national and EU enforcement authorities and stakeholders to
bring forth the collective interest of consumers and
providing input for new legislative proposals and sectorial
measures. 

One other remit we are tasked with is to contribute to the
development of the ODR policies and tools. As such, we are
required to provide continuous feedback on the user
experience and operations of the ODR platform. 

RESEARCH, REPORTING AND   

ECC Ireland contributes to consumer rights reports on problem issues such as air travel, e-
commerce, timeshares, package holidays, cross-border bank charges within the network of
European Consumer Centres. It participates in joint projects, pan-European surveys and
research for and on behalf of various agencies of the European Commission and its Consumer
Affairs Directorate. We cooperate with other EU networks and national consumer
organisations and enforcement agencies such as the Competition and Consumer Protection
Commission, the Financial Services and Pensions Ombudsman and the Consumers’ Association
of Ireland.  

  POLICY CONSULTATION ... 
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Faced with an unprecedented situation as to the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, some Member
States' responses have been fragmented and
uncoordinated in their common as well as individual
approaches to measures undertaken. These have ranged
from border closures to controls and restrictions on free
movement and travelling, to export bans on selected
medical products, and the complete stoppage of services
in the hospitality and cultural sectors. These measures
have affected consumer rights and some fundamental
citizen rights within and contributing to the functioning
of the Internal Market, disregarding (in some cases)
obligations laid out in European consumer and primary
law.  
 
The EU responded with its own measures to counteract
the consequences on these rights by some Member
States' measures, such as coordinated actions to
gradually lifting export bans, the introduction of the
'green lanes' or ‘green corridors’ at border crossings and
common rules for cross-border air travel, among other
things. There was a concerted effort in all EU
institutions and agencies to facilitate information
exchange and mutual support between policymakers and
health experts regarding the impact of COVID-19 on the
Internal Market and on consumer protection,
respectively. It formed the basis of a collective effort to
mitigate the negative consequences of the COVID-19
crisis on the Internal Market, and to prepare an action
plan framework for future crises. Some of these actions
formed the basis of standard measures that the EU
could take to help the Member States keep their
markets open, free movement of goods and people
continuous, and make the Union and its members more
resilient in terms of coping with crises, so that the
immediate effects are not passed onward to citizens and
consumers. 

. . .

    Consumer Rights in 2020  
 

One of our additional tasks in this very unusual year, 2020, was to observe and report
on the impact of COVID-19 on the Internal Market and consumer protection in Europe
via our direct work with consumers and traders. 

The number of complaints and requests for assistance received collectively by the member offices of
the ECC-Net in 2020 doubled in average compared to 2019: by 51% in relation to air passenger rights,
20% more for accommodation, and 15% more when it came to package travel. Our collective case
numbers and types revealed the many and varied inconsistencies in the approach taken by various
Member States to consumer protections for disrupted travel and the role of national enforcement
bodies for COVID-19 impacted sectors was significantly more problematic as selected Member States
enacted emergency legislation protecting their trade sectors, sometimes to the detriment of
consumers. It was concluded that, going forward, and looking ahead at potential new crises, that it is
crucial to clarify the role and competencies of national enforcement bodies and harmonise processes
across Europe in terms of cross-border dispute resolution. 

An issue that further compounded the problem of failing
to secure refunds from businesses in the travel and
hospitality sectors was the reality of the insufficient
coverage of travel insurance products, on which most
consumers rely if the consumer-trader relationship
breaks down or the contract does not cover losses.
Throughout 2020 problems continued to surface in
relation to both exclusions and to changes in the risk
profile of some travel insurance products that would
normally have been effective in pre-COVID times. The
COVID-19 crisis highlighted a heterogeneous landscape
in relation to coverage exclusions for unforeseen
circumstances pertaining to COVID-19 specifically, with
differences observed across national markets, types of
products and individual undertakings. This, as well as the
unclear or changing terms and conditions, raised
concerns about the ensuing detriment to the consumer. 
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Another aspect that emanated quickly from the COVID-19 crisis was the
scarcity of certain goods available within the EU, and the increasing
reliance of consumers on e-commerce during the pandemic. This led to
intensive shopping from non-EU jurisdictions with less regulated or
non-applicable consumer protections. The pandemic also revealed the
impossibility of many EU businesses to ensure stock supplies, as well as
consumer protections. Coupled with the frequent imposition of
transport stoppages and unprecedented disruption on shipping routes
and supply chains, the enforcement of consumer protections was a
gruelling task in 2020 overall.  
 
Throughout the year, the mission of the ECC-Net was to step up its
level of direct assistance to travellers. It did so on the basis of the
usual EU consumers benefits emanating from the EU Regulation on air
passenger rights and the Directive on package travel, for the most part.
However, these instruments came under intense pressure as a result of
the pandemic. As travel restrictions, national lockdowns and border
closures quickly became a constant reality after early March, normal
reimbursement procedures failed or suffered massive delays due to
sheer volumes but also traders’ lack of cooperation. Alternatives such as
vouchers or extended free rebookings became more widespread, which
meant that the majority of consumers were not refunded in 2020.
Consumer rights issues also arose in matters not governed by EU
legislation, such as hotel bookings, private accommodation rentals,
third-party booking agents' terms, and car hire.  
 
A significant source of confusion to consumers throughout 2020 and
beyond was the role of booking intermediaries (third-party websites,
online travel agencies, metasearch engines). ECC Ireland's main concern
was the lack of clarity under the law of these parties’ responsibilities
and liabilities, coupled with the complete unresponsiveness of some
during the most difficult parts of the pandemic. Issues observed
included: some third-party agents removing their consumer contact
channels, their direct customers being passed around between their
booking platforms, airlines and accommodation providers; not taking
responsibility for finding solutions for mediating contact between
customers and the end-service providers; charging administrative fees
for reimbursements; not transferring refunds to end-customers; not
communicating service providers’ essential updates; not updating the
status of reservations; disregarding essential consumer rights
protections for package holidays. 
 
For most of 2020, consumers, and therefore ECC-Net services, were
confronted with a profound lack of clarity as to protections,
entitlements and advice in the aftermath of cancellations. Unfair and
unusual situations arose where, in the travel sector, for instance,
consumers/passengers could not travel due to travel bans in their
countries or at destination, but the travel and transport operators
would not refund them because the services still operated, albeit
without any or very few passengers. With no overarching EU legislation
to regulate their rights, consumers’ only option was to negotiate with
the service providers themselves, with our help also. 
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Other aspects that significantly affected most cross-border travellers over 2020
were the ad-hoc changes in the Terms & Conditions of various operators in light of
COVID-19 restrictions and blanket refusals to reimburse consumers in cash within a
reasonable timeframe. The ECC-Net has had to negotiate with a lot of otherwise
unresponsive traders, from small businesses to major transnational conglomerates,
to ensure that consumers had some access to redress options. In some cases, it
also cooperated with national enforcement bodies and governments in Europe to
ensure that businesses reimbursed European citizens. 
 
A problem that first appeared in 2020 and that continues to be extremely
contentious in 2021 is the matter of the conditions and validity of vouchers
for cancelled services. Vouchers and credit notes are usually dependent on
a business's Terms & Conditions and are regulated only at national level,
with considerable levels of difference and inconsistency between the
various instruments.

Another of the major problems in 2020 was the quick and definitive insolvency of
transport operators, particularly air carriers and hospitality providers as a result of
prolonged restrictions. These are not addressed in European Union law, yet many
cross-border operators entered administration, with many far-reaching
consequences for consumers, such as no reimbursement for services paid with
bankrupt businesses in the absence of a national bailout. 

It became quite clear during the first part of 2020 that, due to the lack of EU
regulations in some travel and hospitality sectors, and the extensive difference
among national enforcement instruments, the ECC-Net's, including ECC Ireland’s
informal dispute resolution methods and our direct negotiations with traders was
more effective in the short- to medium-term than using more blunt instruments
such as legal action that took longer and was more expensive, with no guarantees
of a successful result in an otherwise less than ordinary year.  
 
  

At the time of publishing this report, The European Court of Auditors published its investigation into the
treatment of European air passengers by the airline industry and travel intermediaries over the COVID-19-
impacted period. The findings reflect the experience of ECC Ireland, including significant delays in paying
refunds for flight cancellations, as well as difficulties receiving refunds through travel intermediaries. The
recommendations are to be considered by the EU Commission with a view to improving the experience of
consumers where an extraordinary event, such as a pandemic, occurs. 
 
All of the notable problems above signal the urgent need to build a European legislative framework
applicable to all Member States in normal times and in times of crisis, and a need for national instruments,
enforcement mechanisms, dispute resolution competences to be harmonised across the EU and the EEA
associated countries. 
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The Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC), the national co-funder of ECC Ireland, is an independent statutory
body with a dual mandate to enforce competition and consumer protection law in Ireland. We have a Governance and Oversight
Protocol (that replaced the previous Memorandum of Understanding during 2020) whereby our organisations cooperate on
enforcement issues, promoting the Geo-blocking Regulation, signposting consumer queries, discuss, problematic trading practices,
improving assistance to consumers, services enhancements and public awareness opportunities. The protocol also places clear
obligations on ECC Ireland to perform and report on a set of key performance indicators (similar to the Performance Delivery
Agreements for State agencies) as well comply with public sector policies and procedures including financial and procurement
procedures. Our teams of dispute resolution advisors collaborated on case-handling issues such as rogue traders, travel and
transport disruptions, subscription traps and contributions to the national monitor of illegal traders and unfair commercial
practices. Our leadership and legal department engaged in regular meetings over specific issues related to Irish traders in
connection to cancellations and refunds due to European consumers in the aftermath of the COVID-19 disruption.  
 
Over 2020, the CCPC and ECC Ireland held quarterly meetings to discuss financials and issues of consumer protection and
cooperation. The meetings involved ECC Ireland’s Director and Legal Advisor and CCPC’s Head and Manager of Consumer Protection
Cooperation Unit. Communications-wise, we coordinated and consulted on information materials and press releases, as well as
mutual referencing and promotion via our digital and social media channels. 
 
Cooperation between our organisations gained a new and enhanced focus on collaborating to promote and enforce European
consumer rights in Ireland in the context of the COVID-19 global crisis. Towards the end of the year, both organisations have had
to coordinate and cooperate on Brexit preparations and consumer rights changes after 31 December 2020. To this end, we joined
other Irish Government departments such as the Office of the Taoiseach and the Revenue Commissioners in preparing and
publicising imminent changes for the trade and consumer rights sectors starting from 2021. ECC Ireland’s Director, Dr Cyril
Sullivan, joined the CCPC Communications team at its BREXIT press briefing during Christmas week (December 2020) in
conjunction with the Departments of Enterprise Trade and Employment, the Revenue Commissioners and the Department of the
Taoiseach. The briefing proved to be prescient as it provided assurances in the event of a BREXIT deal (which was finalised on
Christmas Eve). 

COOPERATION AND 

Part of our cooperation activities are in the form of consultation and collaboration meetings, a side of our work that
suffered greatly over 2020 due to high service levels, COVID-related meeting cancellations and our partners’ changing
priorities.  
 
At national level, ECC Ireland enjoys partnerships with various key consumer rights organisations and consumer policy
stakeholders and authorities, ensuring the effective exchange of information and maximising the resources available for
problem-solving in issues of concern to consumers. 

 

  Irish Consumer Authorities and Organisations  

ECC Ireland enjoys partnerships with key national consumer rights organisations and consumer policy stakeholders and
authorities, ensuring the effective exchange of information and maximising the resources available for problem-solving in
issues of concern to consumers.  

 COLLABORATION .. .
30



The Commission for Aviation Regulation
(CAR) was another essential partner over
2020. We consulted on air carrier business
practices and policies, and matters
relating to claims companies based in
Ireland and abroad. We also participated in
a number of meetings of the Commission’s
Passenger Advisory Group.  
 
The Commission experienced its most
challenging year yet, resulting from the
grounding of most flights originating from
Ireland operated by Irish airlines. This in
turn generated a substantial increase in
consumer cases received by ECC Ireland
from European consumers, and for which
we required the Commission’s guidance
with respect to special national measures
in place to deal with the unprecedented
disruptions and their predictable
repercussions on consumer rights
entitlements. 

The North/South Consumer Working Group
had the daunting task to prepare for new
Brexit procedures that straddled national
and European legislation. It brought
together all the relevant organisations
operating on the island of Ireland, across
two jurisdictions: the Republic of Ireland's
Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Employment, ECC Ireland, Competition and
Consumer Protection Commission; Northern
Ireland's Consumer Council, the Competition
and Markets Authority, Belfast City
Council's Consumer Advice Service and the
UK's International Consumer Centre. 

The Citizens Information Board (CIB) is a
statutory body which supports the provision
of information, advice and advocacy on a
broad range of public and social services,
including consumer rights. Normally, ECC
Ireland provides training workshops and
consultation for its information officers
across the country and distributes
consumer rights literature through its
nationwide network of offices. In 2020, this
was replaced by engagement in the digital
space, with multiple collaborations on
information materials on both of our
websites and digital communications. In
2020, the CIB updated its entire consumer
protection section on its website, and we
were involved in its elaboration and revision
for the relevant cross-border topics. In
addition, ECC Ireland’s Director sits in the
Finance, Audit and Risk Committee of the
Citizens Information Board which also
ensures a high level of cooperation on
various matters pertaining to consumer
rights and more. 
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2020 should have been a busy year for international events related to Brexit
preparations. Due to COVID-19, however, most meetings, events, study visits and
collaborations involving our regular partners and stakeholders were held online.  
 
As an EU organisation, we operate within a Union-wide network of dispute resolution
bodies focussed exclusively on the resolution of cross-border complaints. We also
cooperate with other pan-European networks, such as the Enterprise Europe Network
(which offers assistance with business-to-business dispute resolution), the Consumer
Protection Cooperation Network (for coordinating national consumer rights
instruments), Europe Direct (an information and advice network of centres for
European Union’s policies), FIN-Net (which deals with financial consumer disputes),
Solvit (which helps with problems that EU citizens or businesses are experiencing with
public administrations within the EU) and the European Judicial Network (a network of
national contact points for the facilitation of judicial cooperation in criminal matters).  
 
Before the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic Europe-wide disruption, ECC Ireland was
able to attend the European Consumer Summit 2020 in Brussels, organised and hosted by
Didier Reynders Commissioner for Justice and Consumers and which brought together
hundreds of consumer rights stakeholders from all European Member States, including
policymakers, national enforcement authorities, academia, consumer and business
organisations. This annual event usually sets the agenda for the European consumer rights
landscape for the year and works on the implementation of the latest EU Consumer Policy,
which will concentrate on several priorities in the mid- to long-term: a consumer-centric
approach to artificial intelligence, consumer safety and protection tools in e-commerce, 
 changing consumption patterns and supply chains challenges and solutions, fairness and
protection for consumers in the digital environment, financial services in the digital age;
product durability, the circular economy and the issue of built-in obsolescence; policies to
fight the practice of greenwashing;  consumers’ contribution to climate neutrality targets 
 
For the rest of the year, when service levels stabilised, we were able to attend a selection
of virtual events held in Ireland and within the European Union. The topics that dominated
the events agenda throughout the year was the dual challenge of Brexit and COVID. We
participated in virtual events on topics such as COVID-19 and Brexit consumer rights and
legal aspects, GDPR review, digitalisation, Irish and European Union legislative updates and
consumer rights changes held by organisations such as: the European Consumer Centre
Network, The Representation of The European Commission in Ireland, the European
Parliament Liaison Office in Ireland, The Institute of International and European Affairs,
European Movement Ireland, Enterprise Europe Network. 

. . .

 European Union Consumer
Authorities and Organisations
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The European Consumer Centres Network, our parent organisation is an EU-funded, pan-
European network present in all countries of the EU as well as Norway and Iceland in the EEA
and is tasked with raising awareness on consumer rights and handling cross-border
consumer disputes across the European Union Internal Market and associated countries.  
 
With the double challenge of Brexit and COVID over 2020, the activities of the network
increased to an unprecedented degree. ECC Ireland contributed to all joint projects organised
by the network in the form of research, responsive action and data collection. We continued
to play an active role in network meetings and research activities on air passenger rights,
unfair contract terms, online shopping and consumer rights changes during COVID and post
Brexit.   
 
COVID-19 severely impacted ECC Ireland’s collaboration plans and projects due to travel
restrictions and increased workloads. Our joint activities within the network were conducted
virtually throughout the year, such virtual study visits with our counterparts in Belgium,
Austria, Holland, France, Denmark and Luxembourg with respect to aligning policies and
casehandling protocols as well as developing new digital reporting features; multiple
meetings with the United Kingdom Consumer Centre to ensure continuity of collaboration
over consumer rights between the Ireland and UK jurisdictions in the event of a no-deal
Brexit; strategy meetings with the network leadership to decide and coordinate new COVID-
19 processing protocols, consultation meetings with representatives of the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice and Consumer Affairs.  
 
ECC Ireland’s Director, Dr Cyril Sullivan, joined ECC-Net’s Strategy Group in 2020. This group
is made up of a number of national ECC Directors who work on behalf of ECC-Net to develop
key strategic objectives on behalf of all members of the network. There was a number of
projects that ECC Ireland made major contributions to, including ECC-Net’s membership of
the EU Commission Policy Advisory Group on its latest ‘New Consumer Agenda’ initiative. ECC
Ireland also was awarded a prestigious project from the EU Commission (through DG JUST
and EISMEA) on a Third Country Consumer Protection collaboration project. 

 
2020 also marked an important anniversary of the European Consumer Centres Network,
which celebrated 15 years of activity and advocacy in Europe on behalf of consumers across
the EU and the EEA. ECC Ireland’s Communications Manager, Ms Diana Valentine, contributed
to event and materials preparation, such as the anniversary report and website, and was
involved in all virtual events that marked the occasion in November 2020. 
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Over the course of the year, ECC Ireland was involved in a number of
consultations with its European funding partner, the Consumers, Health,
Agriculture and Food Executive Agency ahead of its 2021 handover to our new
managing agency, the European Innovation Council and SME Executive Agency
(EISMEA), which will now coordinate and fund the European Commission’s
Consumer Programme. The newly created agency will be responsible for
developing and implementing the EU programmes in the fields of SME support,
innovation ecosystems, single market, consumer policy and interregional
innovation investments. 
  
The Representation of the European Commission in Ireland is our main EU
partner in Ireland. Joint activities focused on mutual sharing and dissemination
of the latest, most accurate and up-to-date COVID-19 consumer rights
information through press releases, interviews to the European Commission
Radio Ireland news service and mutual promotion on Twitter. 
   
Europe Direct Information Centres are an essential communications partner in
Ireland, and, throughout 2020, we ensured mutual dissemination of consumer
rights information as COVID-19 events and disruptions were unfolding.  
  
SOLVIT and the European Judicial Network are important partners for referrals
and signposting of consumer issues. We regularly engage in consulting on the
best ways to serve consumers with our combined range of services. European
Movement Ireland, of which we are a long-standing member, is one of the
largest European events organisers in Ireland. Its 2020 interactive information
and consultation series bringing together the biggest players in the European
trade and consumer rights policies was an essential tool in helping organisations
in Ireland with their Brexit preparedness and COVID-19 challenges.  

The European Consumer Centre of the United Kingdom (ECC UK) was our most
important partner in the network, as, like in other years, most of the complaints
received by ECC Ireland from Irish consumers relate to traders based in the
United Kingdom. In 2020, we collaborated closely on a daily basis and met
regularly to set up and coordinate post-Brexit preparations and new protocols
for mutual assistance with cases and essential communications relevant to both
of our jurisdictions on consumer rights throughout the year. At the time of
publishing this report, ECC UK (now called the International Consumer Centre
UK) continued to provide support to ECC Ireland and the ECC Network. This
cooperation is confirmed for 2021 only and subject to review at the end of 2021.  
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The Enterprise Europe Network is an EU group that provides assistance to small companies,
helping them to take advantage of business opportunities within the European Single Market.
ECC Ireland works with their members to ensure their compliance with consumer protection
laws applicable within the EU/EEA. 

The Dublin Chamber of Commerce is a long-standing partner and host of the Leinster
European Enterprise Network. We regularly attend their events and produce and co-publish
consumer rights literature relevant to the business community. A notable collaboration in
2020 was the production by ECC Ireland of a new brochure on EU Consumer Rights and
Traders’ Obligations. We engaged regularly on mutual promotion of our activities and featured
in each other's webinars as speakers and/or panellists. 

    Engagement with Traders 
 
In addition to our primary mandate of assisting individual consumers, we recognise that
engagement with traders in connection to the implementation of consumer rights and redress
options at source is of essential importance to our services; this is why our business strategy
gave a renewed focus to engaging with traders in an otherwise challenging year for both parties. 
 
Along with our partner European Union organisations and trade associations in Ireland, we act as a
point of information and referral resource for businesses based in Ireland operating in Europe and
vice versa. Given that Ireland is the European Headquarters for a number of the world’s largest
technology companies and major airlines, ECC Ireland’ works very hard on its relationship with
these and all Ireland-based exporting consumer goods and services businesses. Together we
publish and distribute information resources and practical guides on the most relevant consumer
law aspects of business and trade. We promote and distribute reference consumer law courses to
trade organisations and individual businesses to assist them in implementing all their consume
right obligations when it comes to contracts, standards and eventual disputes. 
 
Our collaborations with trade representatives focus mostly on three areas where we feel that
prevention rather than dispute management is the best option for both traders and consumers:
cross-border shopping in the EU, best practices on how to avoid unfair commercial practices/
pricing/ contract terms, and how to best manage and resolve consumer disputes. In order to avoid
the latter, we made sure to promote the best ways to ensure the best standards with regard to
contract information, pricing and payments, Value Added Tax matters, shipping and delivery,
product guarantees and order returns. The matters above became particularly important in a year
such as 2020, where we acted as an intermediary link between consumers and traders in cross-
border disputes. 
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During a prolonged period of across-the-board travel disruption, ECC Ireland endeavoured to
tackle many of the problems regarding overdue consumer refunds, cancellation rebookings and
vouchers validity at source, by directly engaging with the traders responsible, in order to
advocate the rights and claims of the consumers affected. Our efforts were mostly focused on
operators in the aviation and transport areas, as well as a sizable cohort of holiday operators
and third-party booking agents. ECCs in each of the Member States have been responsible for
dealing with the national operators in those states on behalf of consumers from abroad.
Conversely, national consumers’ complaints were brought forward by their national ECCs to the
attention of service providers abroad, either directly or with the help of the ECC office in the
respective country. This was yet another time when our European network has proven its
usefulness and effectiveness, as our teams were able to open and operate on communications
and resolution channels that would not be normally available to individual customers. As the
pandemic situation was unfolding, with restrictions and lockdowns operated at short notice, we
remained in contact with the management of many European operators in order to both prevent
and quickly resolve potential consumer problems. 
 
Having set the foundation for a close and mutually beneficial relationship between ourselves and
the major travel and transport operators in Ireland, ECC Ireland was able to provide effective
assistance and instrumental guidance that resulted in the resolution of 5,000 air passenger
claims across Europe by the ECC-Net by autumn 2020. As a network, the ECCs in Europe
secured over 4 million Euro on behalf of consumers that submitted complaints to our offices in
2020. 

. . .

€ 4 m
REIMBURSEMENTS
(by end of Q4 2020)

5,000
AIR PASSENGERS
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  Third-Country Collaborations  
 

As Ireland has strong links with North America, with American tourists representing the
largest group to visit Ireland on any year, ECC Ireland receives numerous complaints from the
United States and Canada. ECC Ireland also responded to information requests from Korea,
Japan, Brazil, Australia, New Zealand and other third (non-EU) countries, and we refer them to
sources of assistance and redress where appropriate. We also recognise that, in addition to
tourism, e-commerce is now a constantly evolving digital marketplace, no longer confined
within the EU, and which requires international consumer protection collaboration.  
  
ECC Ireland endeavoured to expand its range and breadth of services to consumers in non-EU
countries, as above, and worked to secure grant funding to start implementing these services
from 2021. As mentioned earlier in the report, our funders and oversight partners in EISMEA
(previously CHAFEA) and the European Commission's Directorate-General for Justice and
Consumers saw a lot of merit in completing this additional third-country project. 

This project will lead to examining the ECC-Net infrastructure to determine the feasibility of
widening the remit of ECC-Net by introducing these to new collaborations with third-country
consumer agencies and, thereby, extending access to assistance and support services to
consumers resident outside the EU and EEA, and, conversely, by ensuring that European
citizens can benefit from these collaborations of the same in those jurisdictions. As such, the
project will explore the possibility of reciprocity, whereby similar bodies or networks located in
third countries will handle and resolve complaints arising from consumer detriment with
traders in their respective countries. The third countries proposed for the project include the
USA, Japan, South Korea as well as the UK. Depending on the success of the feasibility phase
of the project, ECC Ireland hopes to extend the number of third countries involved to include
China, Canada, New Zealand and Brazil.  
   

This project will be ground-breaking as it will be the first meaningful attempt at international
collaboration by ECC Ireland and will yield valuable research to help us establish any potential
barriers, how to overcome them and determine the cost and resources required to expand our
remit and, least but not last, giving confidence to Irish consumers they will have added
protection and an avenue for assistance when buying from traders outside the EU. 
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The applicability of the terms of the Geo-blocking Regulation remains the same 
In terms of data protection and privacy, there is an equivalent to the EU’s GDPR in the national
UK legislation 
Travel and passenger rights (by air, sea, train, bus) will remain unchanged until further notice  
Package travel rights will also continue to offer protection to both UK and EU consumers.  

As outlined earlier in the report, the UK has been the Republic of Ireland’s biggest trade partner up
to 2020 and continues to be to a significant extent still in 2021. Conversely, as Ireland continues
to be a significant export market for UK traders and businesses, it is reassuring to know that
most consumer legislation in the UK is either based on or harmonised with EU consumer legislation
(except the above), which all means that consumer standards will be maintained in full until
further notice. Indeed, most UK laws that regulate the safety of consumer products originate
from the EU and cover issues such as minimum standards and rules for placing products on the
market, and enforcement of these standards. In addition, the UK is also expected to retain its
relationship with the Consumer Protection Cooperation network model that allows the
Competition and Markets Authority (the national UK equivalent of the Irish CCPC) to tackle issues
on behalf of UK and EU consumers through reciprocal enforcement. Nevertheless, the UK’s product
safety market surveillance, which was part of the EU Single Market’s rapid alert system for
dangerous non-food products, with information sharing and reciprocal actions that ensure non-
compliant goods in one Member State is declared non-compliant in all other EU jurisdictions will no
longer automatically apply. This may expose Irish consumers shopping in the UK markets of
Northern Ireland and Great Britain to products originating outside the Single Market and the UK
itself, and to alternative supply chains and business models that are not bound by EU-type legal
obligations on product safety standards. 
 
A great portion of our marketing efforts in 2020 concentrated on educating consumers of
impending consumer rights changes from January and then again in July 2021. Consumer-facing
Brexit communications (press releases, web articles, explainer material and social media campaign)
focused on alerting and informing Irish consumers on upcoming changes and the impact of these
on consumer rights for residents of Ireland and of the EU/EEA.  
 
The EU and the UK have agreed to maintain a number of fundamental consumer rights unchanged
for the benefit of both of their citizens. These are:  
 

 
Perhaps more than in other sectors, travel and hospitality are likely to suffer from the impact of
Brexit, and we expect the shopping behaviour of Irish consumers who traditionally purchased
travel products from UK agencies and businesses up to 2020 and beyond to change to some
extent.  
 
The UK has also been at the forefront of the development of e-commerce, and most Irish
consumers shopping online did so on UK-based websites, from UK-based brands or via Amazon UK.
This is expected to reduce gradually but not to any significant extent over the following years, as
Northern Ireland will be the shipping destination for most goods in the future. 
 

EU-UK Consumer Rights post Brexit 
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Value Added Tax and excise duties will be chargeable to all goods and services imported
into the European Union from the United Kingdom 
The EU’s ODR (platform) will no longer be an option for UK traders and consumers 
UK-based ADR entities will no longer be available to mediate cross-border disputes  
The ESCP will no longer be available for cross-border legal action.  
End of mutual cross-border recognition and enforcement of judgements.  

As trade is expected to remain largely significant, though lower in volume, consumer rights
associated with cross-border purchases from the UK will be impacted by changes coming into
place from 2021, which are as follows:  
 

 
Going forward, asserting EU consumer rights with a trader who is based outside the EU,
including the UK, may become more difficult and a number of unknowns remain in terms of
settling consumer disputes, the applicability of consumer protections, establishing dispute
resolution and redress channels, and the future of some specific rights, such as the 'roam like
at home’.  

   Cooperation with the UK International Consumer Centre
 

In a post-Brexit world, the most important thing in terms of cross-border consumer rights is to
maintain a certain level of consistency and predictability when it comes to processes in place.
The UK’s exiting the EU is causing high levels of uncertainty over the future shape of formal
relationships and mechanisms between the UK’s consumer protection bodies and their
counterparts within EU frameworks (such as the ECC-Net) and between the UK and each of the
EU Members States. 
 
Due to current trade levels and the long-term commercial relationship between the UK and
Ireland, the UK European Consumer Centre was our closest partner in the ECC-Net. Up to the
end of 2020, the UK ECC was part of this, but no longer from January 2021, although the
network, and ECC Ireland in particular, maintain a solid relationship. 
 
Post Brexit, the UK needs to retain clear processes for resolving any disputes that arise and, if
it is not possible to maintain the judicial cooperation agreements, we would need a new
partnership to be put in place, something that both ECC Ireland and ECC UK we have worked on
continuously at their level of cooperation since the beginning of the Brexit transition period. 
 
Due to our close ongoing cooperation, our mutual assistance services will continue and, when we
see a divergence in consumer rules or trader behaviours, we will be in a strong position to deal
with these on the basis of reciprocity. Of course, some processes and relationships, much like
the overarching consumer rules, are to be negotiated afresh, in order to maintain and boost
consumer confidence in our respective consumer communities and trade markets. 
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ECC Ireland is part of the European Consumer Centre Network (ECC-Net), which provides
information to consumers about their rights under European Union consumer protection
legislation. If required, our legal team liaises on behalf of Irish consumers with traders based in
another EU country, as well as in the United Kingdom, Norway and Iceland. The European
Consumer Centres act as a network, the ECC-Net, to ensure access to the European consumer
protection rights and services and to provide expert assistance to consumers who may run into
difficulty before, during or after a cross-border transaction. 
 
Our staff aims to empower consumers by making them aware of their rights, so that they feel
more comfortable when pursuing consumer complaints. For the more difficult cases, we liaise
with the European Consumer Centre in the EU Member State where the trader is based and
advise on in-court or out-of-court dispute resolution options, depending on the case. Our service
is free and confidential.   
 
2020 came with staff changes and additions to the core and leadership team. At the beginning of
the year, a new Director, Dr Cyril Sullivan, took over the helm to lead the centre into what
became the most challenging year in its history, one dominated by the pandemic's unpredictable
challenges and Brexit preparations. A new Media & Communications manager also joined the team
at the same time to help manage our public response to these unprecedented events. 
 
Last year we said goodbye to our long-time Legal & Policy consultant, Emma Prendergast, who
has been an invaluable employee for many years. We thank her for her time with ECC Ireland and
wish her the best in her new career with the Department of Justice. Also last year, we welcomed
our newest member of the Dispute Resolution team, Niamh Condell. 

Niamh Condell
Dispute Resolution Advisor

 

Vincent Walsh
Dispute Resolution Advisor

 

STAFF

Dr Cyril Sullivan 
Director

Anna Heryan
Acting Legal Advisor / Legal Advisor
Senior Dispute Resolution Advisor

 

Jonathan Brett
Finance Manager 

Diana Valentine
Media & Communications Manager 

Emma Prendergast
Legal & Policy Consultant /  

Legal Advisor
 

Julitza Hernandez
Dispute Resolution Adviser / 

Online Dispute Resolution Advisor
 
 

Darragh Comiskey
Online Dispute Resolution Advisor
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As with most organisations, our team met almost exclusively online over 2020 and
to date, which was a challenging learning curve but also helped streamline our
processes as our workloads increased. 

Due to increased volumes of complaints all throughout 2020 and well into 2021, we
also made efforts to recruit additional staff as soon as possible right after the
beginning of the pandemic. Our team welcomed two more dispute resolution
advisors, Aine Hannon and Emer Bennet, in due course and into 2021. 

One of the other changes we have had to make in order to the impact of COVID-19 on our
operational services was to provide our core team of dispute resolution advisors working
directly on consumer cases with the assistance of an external call centre service that was added
to our operations in mid-2020. This proved to be the perfect solution to one of our most
demanding service areas. While our core operations focused on working on consumer cases
taken against companies, our call centre provided information and referrals for consumers with
less complex questions over the phone. We are happy to have found the most efficient way to
continue on with our business without much disruption to our service provision. Nevertheless,
due to unprecedented workloads and unpredictable legislative changes over the year, our core
team worked extra hours over an extended period of time between summer and autumn 2020.    
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C U S T O M E R  
SATISFACTION

ECC Ireland, as part of ECC-Net, is
committed to offering a professional and
courteous service to all consumers who
contact us, and we will make every effort to
ensure that the services we provide and
promote reflect our clients’ needs and
expectations. We contact all our clients
whose cross-border complaint we handle
after to obtain their views on our service.
We use this feedback to monitor and
improve our service.  

Our handling process involves a preliminary
assessment to ensure that the matter is
within remit. Once the initial assessment is
concluded, consumers will be informed
about their rights and entitlements under
European consumer legislation and will be
given information on the available dispute
resolution mechanisms. If we are not in a
position to assist, we will refer consumers
to another relevant competent organisation. 

The quality of our service is important to us,
and we work hard to ensure that all
consumers who contact us can expect a
professional, efficient and courteous service.
We use our clients’ feedback to monitor and
improve our service and quality charter on a
regular basis. 

In 2020 ECC Ireland carried out two waves of
customer feedback surveys with Irish
consumers whose complaints were handled in
house by us (ECC-Ireland Survey 2020) and
through the European Commission’s European
Consumer Centres Network Query
Management System (ECC-Net Survey 2020).
They revealed that, overall, customers are
happy with our service, particularly in a year
when our services were very much in demand
but in which consumers were repeatedly
frustrated by prolonged delays in the issue of
reimbursements and vouchers for cancelled
travelled.  

The ECC-Net Survey 2020 results showed that 70% of respondents are ‘very to extremely
satisfied’ with ECC Ireland’s services and our own ECC-Ireland Survey 2020 revealed that 72% of
respondents are ‘overall satisfied’ with the quality of the service provided by ECC Ireland, while
59% appreciated its assistance with better understanding the nature and complexity of their
consumer problem. 

70
59
72

S E R V I C E S  

I N F O R M A T I O N

Q U A L I T Y
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This morning my refund arrived back into my account. Needless to say I am

speechless and very happy. The refund I have been waiting for since April. Thank

you for your time and effort in helping me. It is very much appreciated, have a

wonderful Christmas. 

(Gráinne) 

I just wanted to let you know that I received a full refund. I would like to sincerely

thank you for your help and support in this regard. I know that you will be probably

thinking that you were just doing your job! Please remember however that in doing

your job with such commitment and professionalism you have made a massive

difference to my family and me. My sense of fairness in the world has been

restored! Sending my very kindest regards. (Christine)

I am delighted to confirm that a full refund was returned to our credit card

account. We deeply appreciate the assistance received from you and your

colleagues in facilitating this happy conclusion. Thank you all so much. 

(Kieran) 

They did provide the refund. Thanks a million for all your help. I would not have got

this without your help. A lovely 2021 for you and your family. 

(Tatiana)

Thank you very much! I really appreciate the clarity and

comprehensiveness of your reply, and all the time you put into

addressing it! I also felt an empathy, which I was very touched

by, so thank you again. 

(Caroline)

I just wanted to let you know that on checking my visa

account today, I note that they have refunded this morning. It

is an excellent result, so if you could thank your colleagues in

Europe for me, please. Thanks again for your help. 

(Georgina) 

T E S T I M O N I A L S  

. . . 45





Europe Day 2020 on the 9th of May commemorated 70 years since the Schumann Declaration. Normally a
joyous occasion, in 2020, along with everything else, it was overshadowed by the Coronavirus pandemic and
its tragic consequences on many lives and on economies across the European Union.  

May 2020 also saw the European Consumer Centres Network’s anniversary of 15 years of activity and
assisting over 1,000,000 consumers. Due to the unprecedented disruption to travel, tourism and shipping, it
was also its busiest month on record: 17,600 consumer complaints at the end of April 2020, almost twice as
many compared to the same period the previous year. 

MEDIA, MARKETING
COMMUNICATIONS ...

Throughout 2020, press and communications activities mainly focused on COVID-19 updates and Brexit
preparations. Nevertheless, it was a successful year in terms of media coverage and communications activities. 
 We ran our regular drives and campaigns in relation to general/seasonal/topical consumer rights, the latest
consumer protection concerns such as major consumer events and changes in consumer rights in Europe and
raising awareness on consumer frauds and scams. Our promotional campaigns within the wider ECC-Net annual
communications strategy in 2020 included website and social media posts on: GDPR and Data Protection (website
compliance), Safer Internet Day (illegal streaming), St Valentine’s Day (highlighting the risks associated with
subscription and dating scams awareness), World Consumer Rights Day, European Youth Information Day
(consumer rights awareness), Black Friday/Cyber Monday (consumer rights awareness for sale purchases).  

the green transition, which aims to ensure the provision of sustainable products to consumers on the EU market, better
information on the sustainability of products and efforts to fight greenwashing or early obsolescence; 
digital transformation, by which the Commission aims to tackle online commercial practices that distort purchasing
choices and decisions; 
effective enforcement of consumer rights and law through innovative e-tools that strengthen national authorities’
capacity to tackle illegal online commercial practices and identify unsafe products; 
enhanced protection for vulnerable groups – children, older people or those with disabilities; 
international cooperation to enhance the safety of products sold online. 

In November 2020 the European Commission presented its New Consumer Agenda 2020-2025, a vision for EU consumer
policy focusing on five key priority areas: 
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Over 2020 our press releases and consumer newsletters covered the most pressing matters
of the hour: "Preparing for Brexit", "Guidance to consumers on safe Christmas shopping
online", "Black Friday/Cyber Monday 2020 - Online Shopping Safety Tips", "Package Travel
Awareness Month", "EU Consumer Rights in the Covid Era", "Launch of safe travel and
tourism platform reopen.europa.eu", "FAQ on COVID-19-impacted travel rights", "Consumer
rights guidance for web traders in Ireland", "EU recommendation on travel vouchers", "FAQ
on travel COVID-related cancellations", "Flight cancellations, vouchers and refunds",
"Updates on consumer rights changes for air, sea, bus/rail travel and package holidays",
"Flight restrictions and cancellations in Europe", "FAQ on cancellations of sporting and
cultural events", "Flybe bankruptcy and consumer compensation".

Our marketing strategy over 2020 was included digital advertising campaigns promoting the
ODR platform and various aspects of consumer rights in connection to festive and sales
shopping towards the end of 2020 with multiple digital and social media outlets. 

In an ordinary year, articles and interviews in the online, broadcast and print Irish press are key to raising
awareness about EU consumer rights in Ireland and issues affecting consumers in Europe. ECC Ireland tends to
take a proactive approach to media activities, and we allocate a significant portion of our PR prerogatives to
responding to media queries and requests for information, as well as providing backroom briefings. As we are
called to comment on a variety of consumer topics on a regular basis, ECC Ireland makes use of media
opportunities to emphasise our role of providing information and assistance on cross-border issues on a free-of-
charge and confidential basis. Every opportunity is taken to explain common cross-border consumer issues and to
respond appropriately to current events that affect consumers. 

With the disruption to consumers caused by COVID-19 starting from early 2020, ECC Ireland entered into crisis
communications mode for the better part of the year, and we focused on remaining responsive and effective in
our communications while also ramping up the pace of our output, particularly in the print and broadcast media
and because we are the prime source of information and guidance on EU cross-border consumers rights in Ireland.
At the end of the year, the total number of our media contacts had more than doubled compared to the previous
year, with both Communications and Management of ECC Ireland actively engaging with the media on a regular
basis.  All throughout 2020, ECC Ireland was in constant demand in the Irish mainstream media on topics such as
air passenger rights, online shopping, and travel cancellations. Our media coverage was particularly notable during
2020, with features on national, regional and local TV and radio, as well as national print titles. 

Our press releases are published at least once a month and disseminated to the media via e-mail marketing
communications, as well as to the general public through the website and by newsletter. 18 press releases in total
(instead of a maximum of 10 in a normal year) were created and disseminated between February – December
2020, and heavily featured in the Irish print, online and broadcast media.

Throughout the year we remained a consistent, authoritative and immediate source of consumer news and
updates that enabled Irish consumers to take action on their ongoing disputes or navigate the ever-changing
situation; last year, our audience growth increased steadily every month by an average of 7% and more than
doubled at the end of 2020. 

. . .

Engagement with traders was another point of focus in our communications strategy for 2020. We
promoted our services for preventive compliance with consumer rights for businesses and continued to
promote the ADR/ODR as a dispute resolution method for businesses. This was supplemented by the
promotion of ADR and ODR to local authorities and agencies in Ireland and by raising awareness in the
national media, via press releases, announcements, or updates from the European Commission, the
European Commission Representation in Ireland, and others. 
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Our digital presence was stronger than ever on search engines and our website generated growing organic traffic in 2020 due to
the fact that more and more consumers sought information on their general consumer rights and COVID-19 updates online or on
alternative media such as Twitter @eccireland, where we post and promote consumer news, press releases, monthly e-bulletins,
launches and reports, outreach activities, and interact directly with followers. 
 
Our online publications include explainer articles and updates web posts on consumer issues created regularly on our own
website, eccireland.ie. A total of 64 new pieces were added to this in 2020 and the website structure and presentation was
greatly improved in terms of layout and content SEO with the view to increase user-friendliness, search rankings and ease of
navigation at a time when consumers sought their consumer rights information updates primarily online. Separately, a major new
section on how consumer rights were temporarily affected by COVID-19 developments throughout the year had to be created and
promoted. A 2019-2020 comparison reveals an increase of just over 10% in unique users and an increase of 47% in the overall
number of visits. 

Our information and educational resources are included in three business studies textbooks for use in Irish schools. All current
leaflets were repurposed and made available online and promoted on Twitter, and all our consumer resources are now widely
available online through our own website and those of our partners. Our main publications programme continued successfully, and
we helped produce our Annual Report 2019 and our parent organisation's ECC-Net 15th Anniversary Report, among others.  ECC
Ireland’s Press & Communications manager also contributed extensively to ECC-Net's new website, eccnet.eu. 

. . .

If 2020 had been a normal year, an important part of our public relations activities would have focused on
consumer rights awareness campaigns, public talks, training sessions and events. Even though all in-person,
non-essential events in Ireland were banned and cancelled, respectively, for the entire duration of 2020, we
invested time in attending and participating in as many relevant online expert and media events as possible.
Much of our cooperation with local and regional consumer stakeholders in Ireland is done through such
events, seminars, talks and training sessions throughout 2021 to date. 
 
As for all other organisations in the area of trade and consumer rights, 2020 was a real test for our
communications activities, especially in a year when media relations and communications at ECC Ireland had
just been handed over to a new team in mid-February. Overall, our communications manager and ECC Ireland
director, and with the support of the wider team, set the foundation for a solid, proactive as well as
responsive media strategy and delivery that was optimal throughout the year despite repeated and
sustained challenges. 
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COVID-19 was the dominant challenge for ECC Ireland in 2020. Not only were we faced with an unprecedented and sharp
rise in consumer complaints (particularly relating to the airline and holiday business sectors), but we were also, much like
every other business in Ireland and the world, having to swiftly transition our operations to remote working. From April to
June 2020 our case numbers tripled compared with the same period in 2019. Our own service and office disruption meant
that for a short while, at the height of the first wave of the COVID-19 crisis in Ireland, we faced extreme difficulties in
managing consumer complaints. This challenge was further compounded by serious constraints with recruiting temporary
staff to support the existing team and an exponential rise in workloads.  To mitigate these risks, ECC Ireland switched to a
business continuity plan achieved by the team working overtime during the year to address any potential backlog of cases
and when in crisis management mode after sudden COVID-19 developments. 
 
In addition to increased volumes of queries, all consumer rights organisations, both national and supra-national,
experienced a lower-than-normal resolution rate while experiencing an extraordinary volume of dispute requests. This was
partly due to the unprecedented ǹumber and type of COVID-19-related disruptions across all consumer goods and services
areas, from travel to accommodation and shopping. There was extraordinary pressure on certain business sectors during
the pandemic (such as the airline industry) that made it impossible to enforce EU Consumer Regulations – with no threat
of enforcement and no business revenues, there was a risk that consumers would not be refunded for their goods or
services for a long time. The European Union and national governments had to intervene with bridging loans or bailouts for
most of the big names in the aviation and holiday industries so that these could in turn issue overdue refunds to their
consumers.  
 
Another reason for the dramatic situation was that, due to the novel nature of pandemic-induced disruptions, some of the
legislation at European level did not prescribe for consumer remedies in such a situation. The state of affairs was further
influenced by the consequences of enacting emergency legislation at national level that precluded the application of EU-
level consumer rights protections in some cases. At the other end, a number of large international and national businesses
operating in the aviation and travel industries became unresponsive or uncooperative when it came to consumer rights
claims or sanctions by consumer rights enforcement bodies. 
 
2020 was also a bumper year for our communications activities, as more and more consumers sought clarification and help
in relation to consumer rights claims. As a result, ECC Ireland’s website content was redeveloped and substantially
increased in order to deal with new types of queries received and to respond adequately to an ever-changing situation
across Europe and the globe in terms of consumer protections. We redesigned our digital communications to develop a
range of information resources that could respond almost in real time to sudden events and legislative decision-making.
Our media and communications strategy for the year was optimal in terms of crisis communications and responding quickly
and effectively to our consumer-facing and press/media audiences. We exceeded our media coverage targets by producing
effective press releases and improved our digital presence and ranking, which helped to raise awareness about EU
consumer rights and the work undertaken by ECC Ireland and the wider European Consumer Centres Network in a year like
no other. 
 
As we say good-bye to a remarkable year full of negative records, and despite ongoing challenges Ireland and the world
face due to COVID-19, we are confident that 2021 will see a stabilisation of the situation globally, and renewed scope for
more stringent consumer protections in Europe and at national level in each and all the Member States. We look forward to
a lot of exciting legislative developments in European Union consumer rights legislation that will bring about, most of all, a
set of struct and effective redress options for all European consumers. 

 

2020 -- A YEAR
LIKE NO OTHER 
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Individual remedies for consumers harmed by unfair commercial practices;  
Requirement for online platforms to highlight search results that contain ‘paid placements’;  
Extending consumer protections in respect of free digital services that harvest personal data; 
Banning some aggressive or misleading selling practices;  
Facilitating redress for consumers via class action.  

Changing the bilateral structure of consumer contracts to a three-party contractual relationship;
Collection, transfer and protection of data on online platforms between consumers, traders, the platform itself and
its third-party vendors;
Economic market influence of platforms and their liabilities for faulty products and non-performance of contracts; 
Rise in platform-enabled consumer-to-consumer transactions, which are not regulated at the moment. 

We highlight through our report that 2020 will prove to be a historic year in our organisation's activities to date, as well
as in our shared history as Europeans and members of the global community, but it will also be remembered as a seminal
year in terms of consumer protection. The upcoming consumer instruments due to come into force in 2021-2022 will aim
to address the legacy of the Coronavirus pandemic and empower individual consumers to claim their entitlements while
creating adequate institutional enforcement strategies, including enhanced cross-border cooperation, all of which will
permit a more seamless and effective enforcement of consumer rights across the countries of the European Union and
the European Economic Area.  
 
Major steps forward were made at EU level to date, including the ‘Digital Single Market’ strategy, which focuses
specifically on enhancing the welfare of consumers by ensuring consumer and data protection, especially by removing
geo-blocking and harmonising rules and activities for both businesses and consumers in a new, technology-driven internal
market. This was later followed by the ‘New Deal for Consumers’', which concentrated primarily on effective penalties for
violations of EU consumer law and creating regulatory instruments that will modernise and harmonise the following:  
 

 
The European Commission also launched its ‘New Consumer Agenda’, where significant areas are to be addressed,
including the fall-out of poor consumer treatment during COVID-19, as well the development of digital services and new
'Green Agenda. The latest legislative proposals concentrate on fast-evolving structures such as online platforms, which
have changed the very structure and functioning of the EU single market in a relatively short time: 
 

 
The EU has already begun dealing the consequences of the “platformisation” of commerce and the economies of the
individual Member States and the Union in order to address some of the issues that consumers face when engaging and
transactioning on a platform (especially in light of the uncertainties generated by the COVID-19 pandemic issues with
platform and vendor liabilities to consumers). Another aspect that will be dealt with by future legislation will be to
regularise the platform-based,  consumer-generated gig economy, where there is a need to clarify whether natural
persons selling goods and services are bound by trading duties and obligations. 
 
Last but not least, all future EU policy-making initiatives will have to ensure appropriate measures to protect the
environment while attempting to engage citizens by using appropriate economic, fiscal and legal instruments that can
encourage purchasing decisions of low-carbon products, reflecting climate-change awareness movements as well as the
expectations of EU consumers in the last few years. 
 
Over 2021 and beyond, our team at ECC Ireland will strive to operationalise many of the COVID-19 lessons of 2020 and
the new complex instruments that are going to become vital to the implementation of consumer law in the EU going
forward. Our aim is also to develop further efficiencies within our core service of assisting Irish consumers, raising
engagement with the Irish public on consumer rights education and contribute to the promotion and implementation of
legislative changes that will make Europe an ideal place to enjoy as a consumer. 

LOOKING AHEAD  
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The content of this annual report represents the views of the author only and it his/her sole responsibility;
it cannot be considered to reflect the views of the European Commission and/or the Consumers, Health,
Agriculture and Food Executive Agency (CHAFEA) or any other body of the European Union. The European
Commission and the Agency do not accept any responsibility for use  that may be made of the information
it contains.  
 
This annual report was funded by the European Union’s Consumer Programme (2014 – 2020).  
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