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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The new application is made under SMP-CONS-2022-ECC-IBA, theme “promotion of equal-quality services,  
partnership  with  bodies  with  similar activities  in  third  countries  with  a  view  to  promote  assistance  
to  tourists travelling from and to such countries”. 

We believe this project provides a practical solution to expanding ECC-Net services to additional high-value 
third-country consumer markets in the context of dealing with dispute resolution processes in the EU, and 
it represents our contribution to the process of rebuilding confidence in the EU as a prime destination in 
the global international tourism landscape. The project could pave the way for a permanent and ground-
breaking expansion of ECC-Net services to tourists from non-EU originating markets, starting with Japan, 
South Korea, the United Kingdom and the United States, some of the top non-EU contributors to the Un-
ion’s tourism revenue and economic growth, respectively.  

This report details our activities to date, and a proposal on how to proceed from the preliminary phases 
already completed to setting up processes for the future provision of the services. It also provides a 
roadmap for ECC-Net's future collaboration with international consumer protection organisations and 
stakeholders with the view to share best practices in consumer protection and advocacy beyond the bor-
ders of the European Union. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The European Consumer Centre Network (ECC-Net) provides a comprehensive suite of consumer services 
across the European Union, mainly advice and dispute resolution assistance on protections enshrined in 
European Union consumer law. ECC-Net delivers its services by cooperating closely within its network of 
member offices in order to help settle complaints between individual consumers and registered businesses 
based in different EU countries, as well as in Norway, Iceland and (until further notice) the United 
Kingdom. In recent years, the main areas of work in all EU and EEA member offices of the ECC-Net were 
cross-border tourism services.  

The ECC-Net Third-Country Consumer Cooperation project managed by the European Consumer Centre 
Ireland aims to grow the list of beneficiaries of the ECC-Net’s advice and assistance services, as described 
above, namely with non-EU consumers/tourists from the main markets identified as the biggest EU tourism 
revenue generators. The purpose of this report is to give an overview of the feasibility phase of the project 
and introduce a business case for extending the scope and duration of the project.   
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BACKGROUND 

 

For many EU Member States, regions and cities, tourism is a key contributor to the national and local econ-
omies, especially in areas of high seasonal unemployment and in low-skilled industries. Tourism in the Euro-
pean Union is the fourth largest export category and brings spill-over benefits to the European economy as 
a whole: 1 EUR of value generated by tourism results in an additional 56 cent in indirect effect on other in-
dustries (European Commission Communication COM(2020) 550). 

From 2012 to early 2020, European tourism generated an estimated US 2 191 billion contribution to the col-
lective GDP of the European Union economy (statista.com). This translated in the creation of over 38 mil-
lion tourism-related jobs in 2019 alone.  

 

© World Travel & Tourism Council / Oxford Economics 2021  

This is because nowadays, tourism is a complex ecosystem of many players, from large multinational cor-
porations to SMEs (90% of EU tourism businesses): off- and on-line information providers (tourist offices, 
travel portals), travel agents and tour operators, accommodation suppliers, destination-managing organi-
sations, visitor attractions and passenger transport activities. Therefore, tourism helps support other major 
industries, such as construction, aircraft manufacturing, shipbuilding and contributes to the local econo-
mies of many EU states and regions.  
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© World Travel & Tourism Council  

 

This ecosystem has been hit hard. The World Tourism Organisation estimates a decline of international 
tourism of 60% to 80% over 2020 and 2021 worldwide (European Commission Communication COM(2020) 
550).  The latest World Travel & Tourism Council research below details the decline from 2019 to 2020 in 
terms of GDP contribution and job losses. 

 

© World Travel & Tourism Council / Oxford Economics 2021 

Tourism is the backbone of the economy for many Member States, with France, Spain, Italy, Ger-
many among the top world destinations for international arrivals and receipts. The pandemic has impacted 
on these vulnerabilities further; the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) esti-
mates this decline to be between 45-70%.  According to industry estimates, EU-wide tourism revenue losses 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic reached 85% for hotels and restaurants, 85% for tour operators and 
travel agencies, 85% for long-distance rail and 90% for cruises and airlines. This was due to a 60- 90% reduc-
tion in bookings compared to previous years, with SMEs hit the hardest and many insolvencies and job 
losses across the board. (European Commission Communication COM(2020) 550).  
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EU ECONOMIC RECOVERY AND THE ROLE OF THE ECC-NET  

 

As European tourism overall is facing an acute liquidity crisis, all this inevitably translates into a consumer 
rights crisis also. From the beginning of the pandemic, most tourism operators facing an existential crisis 
started operating consumer refunds in the form of credit notes and vouchers, which meant that the indus-
try losses were immediately passed on to individual consumers.   

“Because of the pandemic, many consumers were faced with cancellation 
 of travel services booked in advance and had difficulties getting reimbursed.  
This is all the more stressful when the trader is located in another country.  
I am glad European Consumer Centres could provide free of charge  
assistance in such instances and courageously dealt with an unprecedented  
surge in their workload.”  
 

emphasised Didier Reynders, Commissioner for Justice and Consumers (ECC Net and COVID-19) 

The European Consumer Centre Network (ECC-Net) has been an important port of call for consumers with 
cross-border problems during the pandemic; this situation continues at the time of writing. Between March 
2020 and March 2021, the offices of the ECC-Net collectively dealt with 170 000 dealt consumer enquiries, 
an increase of 44% compared to the same previous 12-month period. 70,000 of these queries were COVID-
19-related, among which 93% concerned tourism (45% had to do with flight cancellations and travel re-
strictions; 21% referred to cancelled accommodation and 17% to package holidays). 

 

 
By April 2021, the ECC-Net had recovered over €4 million in compensation on behalf of these consumers, 
having contributed to resolving 8,000 (68%) Coronavirus-related tourism cases by intervening directly with 
the traders involved (ECC Net and COVID-19).  

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and to date, the European Consumer Centres also ramped up con-
sumer education activities, with multilingual advice and up-to-date information on travel-related issues and 
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safer online shopping. The network also keeps the Commission and national consumer enforcement au-
thorities informed on consumer rights breaches in their jurisdictions, which helped identify the most com-
mon unfair online practices and obtain cooperation from major companies. At office level, the Centres 
started operating Coronavirus travel issue hotlines, ran information campaigns on social media, created 
standard complaints templates, organised webinars and conferences to assist and educate consumers 
about their rights.  

In the near future, the ECC-Net will be key to implementing the New Consumer Agenda 2020 in the area of 
cross-border consumer rights implementation. The need for rapid economic recovery through tourism, 
combined with the ECC-Net’s demonstrated capacity to work successfully on behalf of EU consumers, has 
led ECC Ireland to propose a new avenue to strengthen confidence in the EU, specifically by proposing to 
provide the ECC-Net’s assistance services to revenue-generating consumers from third countries.  

In what follows, this report, based on the original proposal submitted with the 2021 grant application, will 
detail the ways in which the network can build the capacity and resources to operate and successfully de-
liver these services to non-EU consumers and educate EU traders to deal with non-EU cross-border dis-
putes.  

 

NON-EU TOURISM INTO THE EU 

 

The beneficiaries of the services proposed are tourists from non-EU jurisdictions, a cohort of high-valuer 
consumers that bring significant contributions to European tourists every year. Inward tourism from non-
EU countries represents close to 10% of the EU’s collective GDP and has made the EU the world’s leading 
tourism destination, with 563 million international arrivals and 30% of global receipts in 2018 (European 
Commission Communication COM(2020) 550). The countries of the European Union are some of the big-
gest beneficiaries of global tourism. Indeed, Europe is the leader in international tourism in terms of incom-
ing numbers year on year according to data covering 2010 to early 2020 (statista.com).  

 

© Statista 2021 
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THE PROJECT 

 

The ECC-Net Third-Country Consumer Cooperation Project, which started in January 2021, can pave the 
way for a permanent and ground-breaking expansion of ECC-Net services to tourists from non-EU originat-
ing markets, starting with Japan, South Korea, the United Kingdom and the United States, the initial target 
countries identified for the purpose of the preliminary phase of the project.  The reasoning behind includ-
ing these four markets in our initial list of service beneficiaries is that they are some of the top non-EU con-
tributors to the Union’s tourism revenue and economic growth, respectively. 

This project has multifold benefits for ECC-Net, and the wider structures of the EU institutions involved, as 
well as demonstrable benefits for the individual consumers, greater visibility for the national consumer pro-
tection agencies involved, and an opportunity for the ECC-Net to provide a first coordinated attempt to in-
ternationalise consumer dispute resolution and lead the way effective international consumer protection. 

 

PROPOSAL 

 

The project overall aims to fulfil the stated Vademecum objective of supporting “better enforcement of 
consumer rights by enabling consumers to exercise their rights in a cross-border context” in all areas of the 
funded activities here:  

 awareness raising and promotional activities on consumer rights and safety,  
 direct provision of information, dissemination of best practices among the network,  
 assisting consumers with a complaint or with a dispute,  
 collaboration with traders (associations or professional bodies), enforcement authorities and 

other bodies,  
 collecting and analysing information on consumer cases for statistical and policy-making purposes,  
 developing efficient collaboration within the network and improving its corporate image,  
 promotion of equal quality services, partnership with bodies with similar activities in third countries 

with a view to promote assistance to tourists travelling from and to such countries.” 
 

We are able to perform “actions which go beyond the regular activities of a European Consumer Centre 
and which aim to benefit the whole network in order to strengthen its overall impact”, such as:  

 supporting the network’s IT system and the classification of cases,  
 EU-level coordination and strategy development  
 EU -level and fully coordinated communication activities  
 a knowledge base for the network including the production of statistics  
 assisting other Centres in dealing with requests coming from third countries partners  
 alerting consumers on scams/fraud through the network website 

 
We aim to further develop the IT Tool used by the ECC-Net by expanding its scope in dealing with consum-
ers from third countries, and thus in increase “its measurable impact upon the operational needs and/or 
strategic goals of the Network.”  

To increase the added value of the EU dimension activities, the project will focus on specific areas of mutu-
ally supportive competency (e.g., strategy, communication, data management) to achieve its stated objec-
tives, per the ECC-Net Vademecum (Annex VI to Part B):   

“Expected impact  
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The ECC network is expected to assist the majority of consumers, which reach out to them to bet-
ter understand their rights and be in a position to defend themselves. This will contribute to en-
sure that consumers trust the Single Market and hence, provide more visibility to the benefits of 
the Single Market, especially in the economic recovery post-COVID-19 pandemic.  

Available budget  

The available budget is EUR 10 000 000 in total, covering activities in 2022 (EUR 5.000.000) and 
activities in 2023 (EUR 5.000.000). This budget might be increased by maximum 40%.”  

Objective  

In the context of expanding access to ECC-Net services for tourism-related complaints to consum-
ers resident outside the EU/EEA, ECC Ireland engaged in exploring cooperation avenues with con-
sumer bodies in selected third countries from North America and East Asia. The deliverable/service 
would allow non-EU residents visiting Europe as tourists to complain to ECC-Net if they suffered 
detriment arising from their holiday in Europe. 

 

Rationale  

The purpose of the proposed initiative is to enhance the attractiveness of Europe as a tourist desti-
nation at a critical time, when the continent is emerging from COVID-19 restrictions, with a view to 
boosting employment and revenue in this industry by providing a quality service to non-EU tour-
ists/consumers. 

The proposal aimed to explore the possibility of reciprocity, whereby similar bodies or networks 
located in third countries, would accept and handle complaints from European tourists visiting the 
respective countries. 

 

Countries 

The target markets initially identified for the project were: United Kingdom, United States, Can-
ada, Australia, China, Russia, and Brazil. Following exploratory meetings and extensive research, 
the final list of countries to be included in the project are: United Kingdom, United States, Japan 
and South Korea. 

 

Services 

Per the Vademecum, the relevant envisaged services in terms of provision to target beneficiaries 
are as follows:   

 Providing consumers with information 
 Assisting consumers with a complaint 
 Assisting consumers with a dispute 

Additional responsibilities that ensure a uniform high-quality standardised service provision are:  

 Promotional activities 
 Cooperating with enforcement authorities 
 Collaborating with traders (associations or professional bodies) 

 

Cooperation Method 
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In the absence of an ECC-Net / third-country protocol, the cooperation and provision of services 
will be based on individual Memorandums of Understanding, based on principles found in interna-
tional agreements covering consumer protection.  

 

Activity/Deliverable 

The project sought to establish if and how ECC-Net would accept complaints from European tour-
ists, evaluate the merits of the complaints, cooperate with consumer agencies in each third coun-
try in order to mediate consumer-trader dispute and achieve resolution. It also explores if and how 
the service can be reciprocated by third-country consumer agencies.  

 

Timeline  

ECC Ireland proposed to develop the cooperation of the project in a number of phases, as follows. 

Phase 1 (2021 application):  

Step 1: Engage with the relevant consumer support agencies in each of the third 
countries identified as target markets, namely, the United Kingdom (post Brexit), 
the United States, Canada, Australia, China, Russia, and Brazil.  

Step 2: Complete a feasibility study for each third-country jurisdiction and cooper-
ation method.  

 

Phase 2: Detailing the process of how non-EU tourist complaints would be managed. 

Phase 3: Examine the feasibility of a call centre/ helpline to assist tourists from third coun-
tries.  

 

2021 Deliverables 

The key deliverables originally set out for execution during 2021 were: 

 A mapping exercise of potential collaborating third country consumer agencies to be 
completed. 

 A feasibility study on extending access to the services of ECC-Net to consumers resident 
outside the EU and EEA in the area of tourism-related complaints (passenger rights, ac-
commodation bookings, car rental contracts, event tickets, tours). 

 Complete a pilot study for connecting with consumer agencies in third-countries, estab-
lishing a consumer reporting mechanism and process a number of test complaints. 

 Test the findings of the feasibility study and the prospects of success.  

Upon receipt of grant, the following phases anticipated for 2022 would be:  

 Establishing a test web site/page for third country tourist seeking help and support, in the 
languages of the countries selected for the project’s first phase. 

 Develop a feedback mechanism for third-country tourists to describe their experience of 
the service – what worked, what did not and what would work better.  

 Promoting the service across Europe. 

Based on the original proposal, as above, ECC Ireland reviewed and further developed the following objec-
tives, deliverables and projections, which are detailed in the following sections.  
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FINDINGS 

 

Our research on the international consumer landscape looked at the main organisations and stakeholders 
operating at global level. It found that the international consumer rights landscape is fragmented by na-
ture, with international agreements focused on continental links, bilateral accords and historic trading rela-
tionships. In this context, the EU is the only region in the world where consumer law is implemented 
equally and consistently across multiple national jurisdictions, which has led to a unified, fair, and univer-
sally applicable minimum standard of consumer protection, as well as to the abolition of obstacles for the 
development of cross-border trade, one of the defining aspects of the European Single Market. 

An obvious obstacle to international cooperation is represented by legal limitations such as differing na-
tional standards of confidentiality, privacy and data protection, among all the other identified obstacles in 
the table below. In addition, the volume of cross-border enforcement actions remains small and is re-
stricted to a limited geographical area (OECD, 2018[36]). 

 

 

 

Outside the European Union, the International Consumer Protection and Enforcement Network (ICPEN) is 
today the sole international body dedicated wholly to promoting cross-border consumer rights. Its mem-
bers are consumer protection authorities from 70 countries, representing some 5 billion consumers. It op-
erates an excellent example of an informal global cooperation network, and it serves as a forum for a 
multi-stakeholder dialogue that can in time unify the consumer protection standards across the world. Its 
long-term aim is to secure adequate enforcement of consumer law and the implementation of unified pro-
tection standards globally.  

As a first step in our exploratory meetings, ECC Ireland met the Director of eConsumer.gov, the fraud-re-
porting arm of the ICPEN, in March 2021. We then had further meetings with representatives of the Interna-
tional Consumer Protection and Privacy Section of the Federal Trade Commission who referred us to the 
International Association of Better Business Bureaus, where we connected with its Senior Legal Counsel 
and Chief Operational Officer. We aim to build on these relationships as the project continues. 

Another major stakeholder in the area of international consumer rights protection, especially in the areas 
of policies and standards, is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). It 
deals with a wide range of issues relevant for consumers, in particular through its Committee on Consumer 
Policy.  

In June 2021, ECC Ireland attended the OECD International Consumer Conference, which brought together 
representatives from the International Consumer Protection and Enforcement Network (ICPEN), the 
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United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the Ibero-American Forum of Govern-
ment Consumer Protection Agencies (FIAGC), and the African Consumer Protection Dialogue.  

Up to the present time, it is mostly the failure to invest in adequate human and monetary resources that 
prevents further and stronger international cooperation, and specifically the absence of dedicated avenues 
for trans-national communication and fixed reference processes and standards. It is based on the coopera-
tion model of the ICPEN and the existing network structures of the ECC-Net that ECC Ireland proposes a 
pilot project to expand the ECC-Net service model to a select and limited number of the ICPEN jurisdictions, 
based on the precedent of informal bilateral cooperation to date.  

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

By extending its services to incoming high-value consumers (tourists) from selected markets outside of the 
EU, the project aims to bring a valuable contribution to the economic recovery efforts of the European Un-
ion over the next few years by making Europe a more attractive tourism destination, and help with the 
overall economic recovery efforts at EU level.  In what follows we will detail how the target countries were 
selected.  

Out of the incoming tourist numbers, according to the latest Eurostat international arrivals data from 2018 
(as illustrated below), tourist accommodation establishments in the EU recorded 168 million arrivals from 
third (non-EU) countries, with tourists from Asia accounting for 23% and North America for 17% of all non-EU 
arrivals.  

 

 

© Eurostat 2020 
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According to data collected over the last 15 years, non-EU tourism into the EU has increased steadily, espe-
cially from the below markets, out of which three were chosen for this project: the US and Japan, and, as 
proposed for 2022, Brazil.   
 

 
© Eurostat 2020  

The Republic of South Korea was chosen for the project based on the most recent incoming tourism data, 
which shows the region’s fastest growth as a major source market for EU destinations (mainly Italy, Spain, 
Germany, France and Croatia). In addition, we would welcome the opportunity to collaborate with a part-
ner that has significant experience and expertise in cross-border consumer rights dispute resolution.  The 
Korean Consumer Agency has MOUs and regularly cooperates on cases with counterparts in 15 other coun-
tries.  

Japan accounts for a significant high-value tourism into Europe (53% of Japanese travellers to Europe 
stayed between 8 and 14 days), where the top three destinations are consistently France, Italy and Spain 
and 30% are returning visitors. Business is also a frequent reason to visit Europe (18% of all visits).  
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The top activities in terms of spending suggest the Japanese traveller enjoys a type of high-value organised 
tourism, which benefits a great number of industries associated with the hospitality industry: historic / cul-
tural attractions 85%, natural / scenic attractions 75%, art galleries / museums 70%, shopping 52%, culinary 
activities 49%.  

Japan’s consumer enforcement agency, the National Consumer Affairs Center (NCAC), is keen and open to 
formalise relations with a regional partner, such as the ECC-Net of the EU, as many of the cross-border con-
sumer disputes received from Japanese consumers are related to Member States jurisdictions, especially 
from Spain, the Netherlands, Cyprus, Malta, Germany, France, Sweden, Greece, Italy, and Poland (as per 
table below).  

 

In terms of reciprocity of services, the NCAC has been active and open to international cooperation by also 
providing support to inbound tourists, including via phonelines in several languages, since 2018. This means 
that the converse service corresponding to our offer is already in place. Most consumer queries involved 
tourism, with issues mainly in relation to accommodation and hospitality.  

The UK is one of Europe’s most active market in terms of outbound tourism. In 2019, the UK generated 
most tourists into the EU, and this is expected to continue after the end of the COVID-19 pandemic and not-
withstanding the impact of Brexit. The UK remains a high-value market for EU tourism and the reciprocity 
benefits for EU tourists into the UK are a plus.  
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© European Travel Commission, 2019 

The United States is one of Europe’s main long-haul inbound markets, in terms of the number of tourist 
arrivals and tourist spending. The inclusion of one its mainstream consumer agencies, the International As-
sociation of Better Business Bureaus (BBB) as a strategic partner in this project is the fact that, since 2020, 
Europe’s tourism-dependent economy is being hard hit by the absence of some 15 million US tourists who 
visit Europe annually, resulting in billions worth of predicted losses. The ripple effect is felt all over Europe’s 
other tourism-supporting industries. “The hospitality sector is one of the key drivers of the European econ-
omy, and, together with tourism, the 3rd largest socio-economic activity in the EU.” (Forbes magazine, 
2020) 

Assisting future American consumers with disputes while shopping in travelling in Europe with the help of 
the Better Business Bureaus is one of the key areas of proposed services in this project. As the English-
speaking office of the ECC-Net, ECC Ireland is best placed to deal with consumer complaints from American 
consumers, the largest tourist segment from outside Europe. 

 

RESULTS  

 

Based on the research and mapping exercise in the previous chapters, the initial target countries identified 
for the project are: the United States, the United Kingdom, Japan and South Korea, which have a com-
bined population 1.3 larger than that of the EU Member States together.   

ECC Ireland’s research on the consumer landscape in the selected countries led to the establishing of suc-
cessful working relationships and a Memorandum of Understanding with each of the national consumer 
entities in the United States (the Better Business Bureau), South Korea (Korea Consumer Agency), Japan 
(the Cross-Border Consumer Center) and, of course, the UK’s International Consumer Centre (our former 
UK counterpart, the European Consumer Centre UK).  
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PARTNERSHIPS 

MOU: KOREAN CONSUMER AUTHORITY (KCA) 
 

Established in 2015, the KCA operates an Inter-
national Transaction Support Team and supplies 
a Cross-Border Transaction Consumer Portal, 

through which it offers a wide range of services for consumer redress, taking complaints from Ko-
rean consumers against international businesses and foreign consumers against Korean business. 
We were impressed by the high-standard of the KCAs data collection and process management, 
and we aim to explore the sharing of these best practices for mutual benefit.  

 

ECC Ireland met with the KCA twice in 2021 for exploratory meetings initial discussion and data-
sharing sessions. We concluded an MOU and discussed future cooperation in detail, particularly 
because the KCA received 835 Korean consumer complaints against EU traders in 2020 alone.  
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Memorandum of Understanding between Korean Consumer Agency and ECC-Net 

The MOU was signed between ECC-Net and the KCA on 29 October 2021 in Seoul. It was agreed 
that a single employee would be designated as the sole contact and liaison in the respective cen-
tres. A list of EU traders was provided by the KCA to provide an insight into the type of complaints 
that would be shared when the project is operational, for e.g., Amazon EU Sarl in Luxembourg.  

 

MOU: NATIONAL CONSUMER AFFAIRS CENTER, JAPAN 

 
The Cross-Border Consumer Center within the National Consumer 
Affairs Center (NCAC) of Japan provides advice to consumers on 
cross-border transactions and assist with the resolution of disputes 
over transactions between Japanese consumers and businesses 

outside Japan or between consumers outside Japan and Japanese businesses. It has formal rela-
tionships with various counterparts in 15 countries across the globe, including organisations in Lat-
via and Estonia. One of their goals is to strengthen international cooperation to address global 
consumer issues in the aftermath of rapid digitalisation, something it shares with the EU’s con-
sumer institutions and watchdogs.  

ECC Ireland met with the CCJ for an initial discussion in July 2021 and set the basis for data sharing 
to and to prepare a draft MOU.  

MOU: INTERNATIONAL CONSUMER CENTRE, UK 
The former UK European Consumer Centre, renamed UK International Consumer Centre (UKICC), 

service delivers free support and advice for UK consumers who have 
made purchases from European companies outside the UK as well as an 
increasing number of non-European countries. The post-Brexit collabora-
tion of the ECC-Net with the UKICC was over consumer issues generated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The MOU was signed between ECC-Net and 

the UK International Consumer Centre on Friday 29th October 2021 in London. 
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MOU: BETTER BUSINESS BUREAU, US 
 

A non-profit organisation composed of 112 local offices located throughout the 
United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico, it assists consumers with complaints 
against businesses, helps to raise awareness of consumer scams, and provides 
business reviews to consumers on request. Its mediation services are generally 
free of charge and are resolved in 30-60 days. Much like the ECC-Net, it is an out-
of-court alternative dispute entity.  

 

PILOT  
 

The proposed ECC-Net – US Workflow illustrated below is a prototype that could be replicated in our coop-
eration agreements with the other jurisdictions in the project. It aims to address any potential risks/ barri-
ers that may arise in working with third-country consumer agencies, such as issues with resources, differing 
interpretation of consumer protection regulations, and language or cultural barriers. 

The office chosen for the proposed provision of services to US consumers is ECC Ireland, as the English-
speaking office of the ECC-Net. ECC-Ireland prepared workflows samples for how a proposed complaints-
sharing methodology would work between the two organisations. 

 

 

The proposed workflows, as above, would mitigate for data protection and privacy differences between 
the two jurisdictions. For the purpose of creating a GDPR-compliant process, ECC Ireland performed a 
GDPR gap analysis and requested input from DG Just and the European Commission. In technical terms, the 
collaboration would be classed as a separate data processing activity to ECC-Net case handling, with ECC 
Ireland as the data controller (with advice and supervision from the Data Protection Office of Ireland), and 
with express consent from the data subject, i.e., the consumer. 
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A workflow chart was drawn up by the ECC Ireland team to illustrate the proposed workflows, with prefer-
ential processes indicated.  

 

 

 

FEASABILITY 

 

In what follows we will identify how the ECC-Net can assist non-EU/EEA (including UK) tourists who may 
find themselves experiencing consumer rights issues in connection to their holiday in the EU Member 
States, Norway and Iceland, and how this initiative can bring mutual benefits to all the organisations and 
regions involved.  

We will also explain how the project and the target deliverables are built on existing resources and are part 
of a greater recovery plan at EU level, which makes the initiative suitable for the next phase of the Euro-
pean Consumer Agenda implementation and feasible in terms of efficiency and mechanism of implementa-
tion.  

VIABILITY 
 
Based on the projected resources and costs, we performed a cost-benefit analysis that factors in resources 
allocation and funding costs, and investment and profit projection.  

We propose the following allocations per non-EU jurisdiction targeted:  

Korea 
Population: 51 million 
Potential Annual Case Numbers: 835 (based on 2020 actual cases documented) 
Estimated allocation per case: 2 hours  
Total allocation proposed: 835 X 2 = 1 670 hours 
Proposed Resources  



 ECC-Net Third-Country Consumer Cooperation Project 

 

20 

 

Annual productive hours based on 1 full-time employee allocation = 1 554 Hours 
Required resources = 1.07 full-time employee  
 
United States 
Population: 332 997 863 
Potential Annual Case Numbers: 5 419 
Estimated allocation per case: 2 hours  
Total allocation proposed: 5419 X 2 = 10 838 hours 
Proposed Resources 
Annual productive hours based on 1 full-time employee allocation = 1 554 Hours 
Required resources = 6.97 full-time employees  
 
Japan 
Population: 126 077 769 
Potential Annual Case Numbers: 2 052 
Estimated allocation per case: 2 hours 
Total allocation proposed:  2 052 X 2 = 4 102 Hours 
Proposed Resources  
Annual productive hours based on 1 full-time employee allocation = 1 554 Hours 
Required resources = 2.64 Employees Required 
 
United Kingdom 
Population: 68 251 655 
Potential Annual Case Numbers: 1 111 
Estimated allocation per case: 2 hours 
Total allocation proposed:  1 110 X 2 = 2 220 Hours 
Proposed Resources  
Annual productive hours based on 1 full-time employee allocation = 1 554 Hours 
Required resources = 1.43 full-time employees  
 

Breakdown of Proposed Resources Allocation  

 

 

 Sample Case:   

The average South Korean tourist visiting the EU spends around €2,000 and an approx. calculation of that 
value in 2020 alone based on the 835 complaints received by KCA represents €1.6 million in valued inward 

Country Population 
(2021) 
 
 
 

Potential  
complaints  

Per year  

Hours: 2  
 
 

Per Case 
 

1 full-time  
resource  
 

Per year  

Resources  
 
 

Per Jurisdiction  

Cost 
 
 

Per year  

Total Cost 
 
 

Per year 

Korea 51 305 186    835   1 670 1 554  1.07 €28 147.93   €30 249.06 

Japan 126 077 769 2 052   4 104 1 554  2.64 €28 147.93   €74 334.28 

US 332 997 863 5 420 10 839 1 554  6.98 €28, 147.93 €196 332.46 

UK 68 251 655 1 111   2 222 1 554  1.43 €28 147.93   €40 240.54 

Total  578 632 473  9 417 18 835 6 216 12 €112 591.72 €341 156.35 
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expenditure now put in jeopardy as a result of an inability of that tourist to engage in any meaningful con-
sumer dispute resolution. 

Our proposal to handle these complaints would cost 1.8 % of that potential spend and the goodwill gener-
ated between ECC-Net and our South Korean colleagues would a key link in beginning to move to an inter-
national consumer protection network, which is a vital strategic aim in the new consumer agenda. 

The potential annual number of complaints from these four countries is extrapolated from the actual num-
ber of complaints against EU traders received by the Korean Consumer Agency in 2020 which was 835 from 
a population of 51 million. 

The potential number from a combined total population of 578 million (EU pop 445million) would total 
9417, which would be approx. 2.5 times the numbers of complaints dealt with by ECC Ireland in 2019 (3653). 

Based on the findings above, we aim to demonstrate that, by extending EU-standard consumer protections 
to high-revenue non-EU consumers, the mutual trust and profit benefit will be an important step to greater 
international cooperation and economic recovery in the European Union  

 

ANALYSIS 
 

Based on the research and viability assessment above, we note that the project has strong resources and 
systems in place from the very beginning, it is suitable for a process of gradual development based on an-
nual grant receipts, and it is a perfect test pilot whose success can be measured and quantified in real time, 
and at the time of individual grant applications.  

BUILDING ON EXISTING RESOURCES  

 

Languages  

ECC Ireland remains the sole English-speaking office in ECC-Net and welcomes the opportunity to 
be involved and coordinate the expansion of our services to some of the most important strategic 
partners globally, the US and the UK, whose population size and number of inbound tourists into 
Europe are considerable. The Japan and South Korea consumer organisations, with whom we met, 
are conducting their international business in English.  

Relationships  

ECC Ireland’s pre-existent close relationship with the former UK ECC, our closest and biggest oper-
ation partner before Brexit, puts us in an excellent position to lead and expand this project, and 
help build planned relations with non-EU countries post Brexit within the ECC-Net structure and 
more widely in terms of UK-EU consumer cooperation.  

Operations  

Among the most active consumer protection players in the international landscape are the pro-
spective cooperation partners we have identified for the purpose of this project. The consumer 
agencies of South Korea and Japan have already have invested resources in data collection, even 
in the absence of pre-existing MOU or international/bilateral agreement. There is a great degree of 
compatibility in our data collection mechanisms and dispute resolution processes and the technol-
ogy to create a common system is readily available. 

Stakeholders  
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An umbrella organisation of consumer protection law enforcement authorities from across the 
globe, the ICPEN provides a forum for developing and maintaining regular contact between con-
sumer protection agencies and focusing on consumer protection concerns. It facilitates infor-
mation-sharing on cross-border commercial activities that may affect consumer interests and en-
courages international cooperation and collaboration among consumer law enforcement agen-
cies. It also provides a comprehensive knowledgebase of consumer assistance and advice which 
references our own ECC-Net dispute resolution process. It also provides a directory of the ADR 
bodies in all of the participating countries, and overall has a key role to play in promoting the de-
velopment of cross-border enforcement of consumer rights. In many ways it mirrors our own sys-
tems and processes within the ECC-Net.  

 

FLEXIBLE, GRADUAL DEVELOPMENT  

 

If approved, the project’s development can be gradual and granular, based on measurable objec-
tives and periodic reviews. In what follows we look at the potential gains of this project’s scope, 
mid- to long-term.  

To date, in the preliminary phase of the project, ECC Ireland has signed four MOUs in 2021 alone, 
with South Korea, Japan, the US and the UK. This gives us great hope that the technical develop-
ment phase will progress in a similar manner.  

Our project is in line with the ICPEN’s own objectives, which include building an international con-
sumer protection information database and cooperation with other similar bodies responsible for 
the promotion and enforcement of consumer protection rules. This is also an objective on which 
the European Commission focuses in its Enforcement and Modernisation Directive and the upcom-
ing Digital Services Act package. In future, these will form the foundational principles of the ECC-
Net’s own objectives and derived activities.  

ECC Ireland would welcome the opportunity to build on this partnership prospect on behalf of the 
ECC-Net, and this would open the door to negotiating similar partnerships with this Asia-Pacific 
network of countries, too, effectively linking two regional, trans-continental organisations. As a 
first step in exploring these possibilities, ECC Ireland was invited to present at the 8th Annual 
Asian Forum on Consumer Policy in September 2021, where we presented how we aim to 
strengthen cross-border enforcement co-operation during and beyond the pandemic. 

We have already concluded agreements with the US, the UK and Japan, and Canada is a good pro-
spect for next year. In the next phase of the project (in 2022), we plan to establish relations with 
Brazil (36% of non-EU tourism in 2018), Argentina (11% of non-EU tourism in 2018), Canada (14% of 
non-EU tourism in 2018), New Zealand, Israel and South Africa, bringing the total number of MOUs 
to 10.  
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MEASURABLE ASSESSMENT AND SUCCESS  

 

We demonstrated the viability of the project by executing test complaints. The following sample 
complaints were used to prove that the concept and model of the proposed project works. 

TEST CASES 

 

1. EU – JAPAN  

Complaint: A Japanese consumer’s luggage was lost on a flight from Barcelona to Gra-
nada by a Spanish airline in April 2019. The compensation was agreed, but the bank trans-
fer failed and repeated attempts to resolve the issue over a 20-month period were unsuc-
cessful. 

Outcome: ECC Ireland took over the matter from the Japanese National Consumer Affairs 
Center and liaised with ECC Spain in December 2021. The Japanese consumer received a 
full refund in January 2022.  

2. EU – SOUTH KOREA  
Complaint: A Korean passenger's flights from Seoul to Prague were cancelled in May 2020 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic by a Czech airline which subsequently became insolvent.  

Outcome: The Korean Consumer Agency (KCA) appealed for help with this complaint to 
ECC Ireland, which in turn worked to investigate it with ECC Czech Republic in November 
2021. We were able to obtain a free change of the unused tickets for the Korean passen-
ger from the restructured and operational airline.  

3. EU – SOUTH KOREA  

Complaint: A Korean consumer’s flight from Warsaw to Seoul with a Polish airline was can-
celled due to the COVID-19 pandemic in April 2020. The airline offered a voucher which can 
only be turned into a ticket by calling the call centre. 
Outcome: ECC Ireland worked with ECC Poland on the voucher issue in November 2021. 
The Polish airline subsequently paid a full refund to the customer. 

4. EU – SOUTH KOREA  

Complaint: A Korean consumer’s group return flights from Seoul to Rome booked with a 
Swedish Online Travel Agency were cancelled in early 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The consumer made numerous attempts to obtain a refund over a 20-month period but 
was unsuccessful. 

Outcome: ECC Ireland and ECC Sweden worked on this complaint with the Swedish travel 
agency in Nov 2021. The travel agent in turn contacted the Italian airline which issued the 
tickets, and these were refunded promptly to the customer.  

We conclude from all of the above that extending the services of ECC-Net outside of the EU is not only fea-
sible but would be filling a need that both the service beneficiaries of the ECC-Net and the four jurisdictions 
above would present.  

 

 



 ECC-Net Third-Country Consumer Cooperation Project 

 

24 

 

BENEFITS  
 
In what follows we will look at the demonstrable benefits this project will bring to its beneficiaries and 
stakeholders. 

ALIGNING INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES 
Expanding the ECC-Net model and the EU’s standards of consumer protection to international ju-
risdictions via cooperation while learning from the international experts in these jurisdictions is a 
ground-breaking opportunity to develop knowledge exchanges and efficiency improvements not 
only in data collection, but also in the process of cross-border consumer-trader dispute resolution 
as a whole. This is an invaluable opportunity to learn from the expertise and success stories in 
other jurisdictions and improve our own complaints handling practices.  

ENHANCED MANDATE AND VISIBILITY OF THE ECC-NET AND THE EU 
The project would be an ideal way to promote the EU’s standards in consumer protection interna-
tionally. The EU has one of the strongest consumer protection standards in the world. However, 
these standards and protections are not extended to non-EU consumers, which means that the EU 
fails to gain any reputational benefits. Affording non-EU consumers the same level of assistance 
and consumer protection will strengthen the EU’s reputation internationally, which will undoubt-
edly result in exponential visibility.  

At present, there is no practical means for EU traders and non-EU consumers to engage in con-
sumer dispute resolution. The existing frameworks of the ICPEN are simply referral mechanisms to 
the appropriate consumer protection agency in that country, though, in actuality, the consumer 
currently has no recourse to legally-enforced redress or remedies. However, within the European 
Single Market, the ECC-Net itself is the best model for cross-border, regional and international co-
operation in the area of trans-national consumer rights protection and enforcement. 

RECIPROCITY BENEFITS FOR EU CONSUMERS  
ECC Ireland completed agreements with the four consumer organisations named above. Based on 
these, once the project is implemented, the provision of the services will be delivered in a recipro-
cal manner. This will benefit EU consumers encountering trouble when shopping or travelling 
abroad in non-EU jurisdictions.   

The United Kingdom was the most visited non-EU country by EU travellers in 2018, accounting for 
1/5 of all trips from EU Member States and in second place was the United States at 9% (Statista, 
2021).  Japan and South Korea are emerging as major tourism destinations for EU consumers over 
the last few years, so we estimate that the volume of assistance and dispute resolution mediation 
will be significant and will increase EU consumers’ confidence in EU consumer protections, and in 
EU institutions overall.  

ECC-NET RESOURCES AND PROCESS IMPROVEMENTS  
ECC-Net’s record of obtaining resolution (refunds, in particular) for large numbers of EU consum-
ers during the COVID-19 crisis speaks for itself. It demonstrated during this most severe of crises 
that it has the capacity and the ability to work successfully and efficiently on behalf of consumers. 
In normal times, extending the services to non-EU jurisdictions, would be a welcome and beneficial 
improvement to the Network’s knowledge expertise and service capacity. This would also repre-
sent significant value for money, as investing into a limited number of highly-efficient human and 
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technical resources would bring unmatched benefits in terms of inward tourism and economic rev-
enue EU-wide.  

We would be working with consumer law experts from the likes of Japan and South Korea, who 
have already started the process of data collection and set up the basis for dispute resolution 
within the parameters of this partnership. This would represent an invaluable opportunity for the 
ECC-Net to improve its own processes and services by learning from international best practices. 

ADVANCEMENT OF EU CONSUMER POLICY  
The latest European Commission’s consumer strategy is contained in the New Consumer Agenda, 
which presents a vision for its consumer policy from 2020 to 2025, focusing on five key priority ar-
eas, among which international cooperation. 

In its invitation for project proposals for 2022-2023, the European Commission has indicated that 
extending ECC-Net services to travellers residing in non-EU countries via cooperation partnerships 
with similar bodies in these countries is crucial to boosting tourism to the EU.  

The European Commission has already set the scene for regulatory cooperation by reaching agree-
ments with major online marketplaces headquartered outside the EU – Alibaba & AliExpress, Ama-
zon and eBay – on commitment for faster removal of dangerous products (Product Safety Pledge) 
in 2018. In 2020, in the context of COVID-19, China ranked as the EU’s largest partner for trade in 
goods for the first time, specifically through its Alibaba/AliExpress marketplaces, on which the Eu-
ropean Commission secured EU-standard Terms & Conditions for EU-based consumers shopping 
on these marketplaces. The 2021 updated EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment also 
covers the area of consumer rights alignment, while, in 2021, the Commission aims to develop 
an action plan with China for strengthened product safety cooperation for products sold online. 
Also thanks to the efforts of the Commission, other non-EU based platforms – Verizon Media/Ya-
hoo and Wish – have complied with the request for removal of hundreds of millions of COVID-19-
related illegal offers and advertisements in 2020.  

In its latest communication on the implementation of the New Consumer Agenda in late 2020, the 
focus has shifted significantly towards “strengthening consumer resilience for sustainable recov-
ery”. To this end, as of 2021, the Commission will also develop regulatory support, technical assis-
tance and capacity building for EU partner regions including in Africa. In addition, some non-EU 
countries have expressed strong interest in adopting a system similar to the EU’s Safety 
Gate/RAPEX and the Commission provides regulatory support and is engaged in capacity building 
activities. 

The Commission states unequivocally that “multilateral cooperation on consumer issues is key to 
promoting a high level of protection and safety at international level and to protecting consumers 
globally. In cooperation with Member States, the Commission will continue to use its influence in 
international organisations, such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), the UN Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), or the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD), in order to achieve these goals.” 
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This project would be a play a key role in internationalising ECC-Net’s services and standards, re-
storing confidence in EU tourism in third countries outside the EU, developing international con-
sumer dispute resolution best practices. Overall, it represents a ground-breaking opportunity for 
promoting the EU’s ECC-Net consumer rights watchdog as a global player in the consumer protec-
tion domain. 

INCREASED INWARD TOURISM 
The ability of non-EU consumers to obtain consumer assistance and protection services for their 
travel experience in the EU will vastly improve confidence in the respective non-EU countries with 
which ECC Ireland has partnered for the purpose of the project.  

US citizens account for most inward tourism into Europe every year  (23% in 2018), and, culturally, 
consumer protection is one of the pillars of trading in the US. Extending EU consumer protections 
to this high-value cohort – especially when it comes to rebookings and cancellation refunds – will 
help reinvigorate tourism from the US into the EU, especially in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
years 2020/2021.  

Japan (which generated 15% of all incoming non-EU tourism into the EU in 2018) and South Korea 
are also high-value markets with considerable spending power when it comes to tourism in Eu-
rope. Much like the US, consumer protection is a cultural given based respect for consumers in 
these countries.  

ASSISTING WITH RECOVERY PLAN 
A significant number of non-EU consumers’ confidence in the EU as a tourist destination have 
been left badly affected as a result of an inability to obtain a refund for cancelled flights and hotels 
during the pandemic. This project proposes to remedy this reputational problem by offering con-
crete assistance to non-EU consumers during and after their EU journeys. The high value of the 
tourism generated by the four jurisdictions makes the project good value for money, as the annual 
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sum proposed is a fraction of the potential reputational worth and contribution to European tour-
ism overall.  

Increasing confidence in European tourism and assisting with the recovery of the sector across the 
continent will entail allocating human and financial resources to the offices of ECC-Net involved in 
this project. ECC Ireland is willing and ready to adequately plan and manage this project on a multi-
annual basis, sustain and expand the scope of existing MOUs, as well as recruit and build more re-
lationships with new countries every year. 

It is expected that tourism will return to at least previous levels after the pandemic. In 2019, these 
non-EU originating markets, which we identified as key partnerships in this project, generated con-
siderable economic growth in Europe based on tourism revenues:  

 

 

C EUROPEAN TOURISM: TRENDS & PROSPECTS QUARTERLY REPORT (Q4/2019) I European Travel Commission, 2019  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The pre-pandemic data above shows that tourism is one of the greatest growth engines across the Union. 
Particularly in the context of the post-pandemic EU recovery programme, when tourism is projected to re-
cover and grow at an accelerated pace, this project aims to contribute to making the EU more attractive as 
a holiday destination for non-EU tourists by offering consumer assistance and dispute resolution services. 

Before, but particularly after the COVID-19 experience, we are increasingly aware that supply and distribu-
tion chains are increasingly global and interconnected and are driven by the rapid growth of online trade 
and the platform economy. As a result, strong international cooperation among authorities and all actors in 
the supply chain is important to ensure effective protection of consumers. At the same time, it is important 
for the EU to project at international level its high level of consumer protection as a European value and 
model.  

During the preparations for this project, in 2021, ECC Ireland has concluded MOUs with the representative 
consumer organisation in the UK, UK, Japan and Korea, four high-value inward tourism markets of strate-
gic importance to the EU. Building on this success and our general expertise, we would like to grow this 
expansion opportunity by implementing fixed, value-added processes with the aforementioned countries, 
and gradually introducing a number of new countries to the project every year. We believe this could be a 
ground-breaking way in which the EU, through the ECC-Net, can pilot new models and processes for suc-
cessful cross-border consumer rights implementation.   

In the next phase, we aim to refine our process deliverables, which will focus on ways and methodologies 
that aim to:  

 integrate a mechanism of collecting data on non-EU consumer cases in the jurisdictions of the EU 
and the EEA in our shared network knowledgebase and complaints processing tool 

 establish an EU-level level of cooperation in cross-border dispute resolution and consumer assis-
tance policies with jurisdictions outside the EU  

 contributing to an EU-wide strategy development and coordination of future consumer policies 
that can ensure the extension of EU-standard consumer protections to trade and tourism partners 
outside the EU 

 implement common and mutually-beneficial communication activities targeting incoming non-EU 
and outgoing EU tourists  

 establish a high level of reciprocity of consumer assistance services between the EU/EEA, as a 
whole, and a number of jurisdictions in North America, South America and Asia in order to boost 
tourism from third countries and to regain consumer confidence in travelling to the EU, the ECCs 
may propose shared tools covering various forms of help offered to tourists from third countries 
(e.g., setting up a helpline, translating relevant information into languages spoken in third coun-
tries).  

The starting point in this project would be the collection of relevant data related to non-EU consumer com-
plaints and its management in our internal ECC-Net tools, which would provide further support in terms of 
statistics, translations and general case management. Following from there, using the model of the ECC-
Net’s trans-national, multilingual network of service provision through offices in 27 Member States, 2 EEA 
countries, as well as the United Kingdom (until further notice), we submit that the model can be imple-
mented further afield, through informal but efficient cooperation with the national consumer organisa-
tions of the chosen jurisdictions. 

The ECC-Net Third-Country Consumer Cooperation project is a natural extension of the ECC-Net's notable 
consumer protection efforts successes over the last few years, and the pandemic period in particular, and 
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can be an efficient cog in the current efforts to help with EU economic recovery by supplementing non-EU 
tourist’s travel experience with high-standard consumer protection, in an established context of interna-
tional cooperation. Our project would come under the international cooperation key priority in the New 
Consumer Agenda.   

This project aims to contribute to this by developing low-cost services and partnerships that would gener-
ate exponential value in terms of earnings for all jurisdictions in the EU. This project has several benefits for 
ECC-Net, and the higher structures of the EU institutions involved, as well as demonstrable benefits for the 
individual consumers, greater visibility for the national consumer protection agencies involved, and an op-
portunity for the ECC-Net to provide first coordinated attempt to internationalise consumer dispute resolu-
tion and lead the way in the area of effective international consumer protection.  
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