
 

Consumer product quality: MEPs take aim at dual
standards
 

If a firm sells a product EU-wide, but with compositions that differ between countries, it
must not label and brand it in a seemingly identical way, as this may mislead consumers,
say MEPs.
 
Many tests and surveys done in several EU member states, mainly in Central and Eastern
Europe, have proven that products advertised and sold under the same brand and seemingly
identical packaging in fact differ in composition and ingredients, to the detriment of consumers.
 
These differences were found not only in food products, such as fish fingers, instant soup,
coffee and soft drinks, but often also in non-food products, including detergents, cosmetics,
toiletries and products intended for babies.
 
In a report  approved by 33 votes to three, with one abstention on Thursday, Parliament’s
Internal Market and Consumer Protection Committee recommends several measures at EU and
national levels to tackle the “dual quality” problem.
 
Rapporteur  Olga  Sehnalová  (S&D,  CZ)  said:  “Dual  quality  products  undermine  citizens'
confidence in the fair functioning of the EU internal market. If a product is sold under the same
brand and packaging,  it  should have the same composition.  If  the manufacturer  wants to
customise a product, consumers have the right to know and be aware of this adjustment for
each individual product”.
 
“We must ensure that all misleading practices are outlawed and that the proposed initiatives do
not just remain on paper. In order to do so, the amendment to the Unfair Commercial Practices
Directive, as proposed by the European Commission in April, is a good starting point. However,
it needs several clarifications to work effectively. There must be neither second-class products,
nor second-class consumers in the EU”, she added.
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• A product sold under the same brand and packaging should have the same composition

• Tests in some EU countries found same-brand fish fingers with less fish, sliced bread with
less whole wheat flour, and orange drinks with no orange content
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/607265/EPRS_BRI(2017)607265_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/96718/OLGA_SEHNALOVA_home.html


Call for cross-border cooperation, comparative tests and better enforcement
 
MEPs call for swift cross-border cooperation and data-sharing, including on potentially non-
compliant products and possible unfair practices, among national consumer protection and food
authorities, consumer associations and the EU Commission in order to tackle dual quality and
ensure that the rules are enforced better and more consistently.
 
A common testing approach needs to be fully developed, to gather reliable and comparable
evidence and help ascertain how serious and widespread the “dual quality” issue is. The results
should be disclosed in a publicly available database and analysed “no later than by end of this
year”, says the committee.
 
Updating the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive
 
While welcoming the EU Commission’s April 2018 “New Deal for Consumers” proposal, which
amends the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive in order to tackle dual quality of products,
MEPs point out that it requires further clarification. “The outcome of the legislative process
should be a clear definition of what can be considered as ‘dual quality’ and how each case
should be assessed and addressed”, says the committee.
 
EU-wide logo
 
“Consumer preferences should not be used as an excuse for lowering quality and/or offering
different quality grades on different markets”, MEPs say, reiterating that business operators are
permitted to market and sell goods with different composition and characteristics across the EU
only where justified by “legitimate factors” and in full compliance with EU laws.
 
MEPs invite manufacturers to consider including a logo on the packaging that would show that
the content and quality of the same brand is the same across all EU countries.  
 
Next steps
 
The report by Olga Sehnalová will be put to a vote by the full Parliament at September’s plenary
session. The new legislative proposal amending the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive is
expected to be put to a committee vote in November.
 
Further information
Procedure file
Multimedia package: Dual quality of products
Video: Extracts from the vote and statement by rapporteur Olga Sehnalová
EP Research: Dual quality of branded food products: Addressing a possible east-west divide
EP Research: European Commission guidelines on dual quality of branded food products
EP Research: Modernisation of EU consumer protection rules: A new deal for consumers
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/623547/EPRS_BRI(2018)623547_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=&reference=2018/2008(INI)
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/dual-quality-of-products_7601_pk
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/dual-quality-of-products-in-the-single-market-extracts-from-the-vote-and-from-the-statement-by-olga-sehnalov-sd-cz-rapporteur_I158525-V_v
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/607265/EPRS_BRI(2017)607265_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/608804/EPRS_BRI(2017)608804_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/623547/EPRS_BRI(2018)623547_EN.pdf
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There must be neither second-class products, nor second-class consumers in the EU ©AP Images/European Union-EP
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