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1. Summary of petition

The petitioner, who has lived in a number of European countries, refers to the bad customer 
relations policy pursued by European telecommunications firms. He considers that the firms' 
systematic use of franchising, call centres and external debt-collection companies makes it 
hard for customers to contact them in a normal way on billing errors and other problems. He 
therefore calls on the European Parliament to investigate whether the European 
telecommunications firms’ widespread impersonal and non-transparent business practices and 
customer relations policies are compatible with the EU’s consumer protection principles. 

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 16 October 2008. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 20 March 2009.

The petitioner refers to issues related to the lack of transparency from certain 
telecommunications providers who outsource customer interaction to third-parties. He alleges 
that telecommunications providers do not have written complaint-handling procedures, in the 
particular case where a mistake comes from them (the providers and/or a third-party), and not 
from the consumer, who in fine has to bear the burden of this error. The petitioner then asks a 
series of specific questions.
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As regards Commission action to require telecommunications providers to act in a correct 
way in handling complaints, it is noteworthy that there is both EU telecom and consumer 
protection legislation.

Article 20 of the Universal Service Directive1 provides that the consumer has a right to a 
contract, which must specify, among others, the identity and address of the supplier and the 
method of initiating procedures for the settlement of disputes. Moreover, Article 21 provides 
that transparent and up-to-date information on standard terms and conditions should be 
available to consumers. It includes dispute settlement mechanisms. Furthermore, Article 34 
provides that transparent, simple and inexpensive procedures should be available for dealing 
with unresolved disputes involving consumers. In 2007, the Commission made proposals to 
enhance the provisions of the Universal Service Directive concerning contracts and 
transparency and the publication of information2 so as to increase consumer protection in this 
domain. These are currently the subject of negotiations between the European Parliament and 
the Council, and final legislation is expected to be adopted by early summer 2009.
From a consumer protection perspective, Directive 2005/29/EC3 on Unfair Commercial 
Practices requires that traders operate in conformity with the requirements of professional 
diligence. 

In particular, the Directive obliges traders to adequately inform consumers on all main 
characteristics of a product or a service including the aftersale customer assistance.
The Commission does not intervene directly in disputes opposing consumers to individual 
companies. 

It remains the competence of national authorities and courts to asses whether, based on the 
circumstances of each individual case, failure to provide the consumer with appropriate (i.e. 
complete and truthful) information relating to the coverage and modalities of customer 
assistance may constitute an unfair practice under the national laws implementing the Unfair 
Commercial Practices Directive.

It remains also the competence of national enforcers to issue injunctions, compliance orders 
or to grant citizens other judicial remedies to stop companies from engaging in billing or debt 
collection practices which are fraudulent or not in conformity with national civil, procedural 
legislation, in addition to consumer protection rules.
Citizens facing these problems should, in the first place, complain to the competent national 
authorities. 

                                               
1

http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/ecomm/library/legislation/index_en.htm#dir_2
002_22_ec
2 http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/ecomm/tomorrow/index_en.htm
3 Directive 2005/29/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 May 2005 
concerning unfair business-to-consumer commercial practices in the internal market and 
amending Council Directive 84/450/EEC, Directives 97/7/EC and 2002/65 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council and Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 of the European Parliament 
and of the Council (Unfair Commercial Practices Directive).
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In addition, they can seek the advice of consumer associations, a list of which can be found 
using the following link:
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/empowerment/cons_networks_en.htm

The Commission cooperates constantly with such organizations and consults them regularly 
in the context of policy initiatives (or while monitoring the correct implementation of EU 
legislation in the Member States). In the context of such contacts the Commission receives 
feedback on most common practices based on consumers' complaints and share this 
information with national authorities.

In this connection, the Commission hosts regular meetings of a working group where national 
officials are encouraged to share their views on priority enforcement issues: the petitioner can 
therefore be reassured that the Commission monitors the correct and effective application of 
the legislation in the Member States.


