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�. introduction

the european consumer centre (ECC) Network consists of centres in 25 European 

countries, and is co-financed by the Health and Consumer Protection Directorate-General 

of the European Commission and each of the member countries. The aim of the Network 

is to create consumer confidence in the internal market by providing consumers with 

information on their rights within the European Union and giving advice and assistance 

in the resolution of their cross-border complaints and disputes.

As part of their work, the European Consumer Centres carry out information campaigns de-

signed to educate consumers of their rights; publish information materials and websites; give 

presentations and talks; answer consumers’ questions about their rights under European le-

gislation; and assist them in the resolution of cross-border disputes. In addition, the network 

produces various joint projects, reports and surveys, and provides feedback information to 

the European Commission based on its practical experiences of case-handling.

This is the third annual e-commerce report published by the Network that focuses on 

the e-commerce related consumer complaints reported to all of the centres during the 

previous year. It is hoped that the summary and analysis of such cases will continue to 

provide a useful indication of the development of the e-commerce market within the 

European Union and help identify new and emerging trends.

This year’s report, which has been co-ordinated by the ECCs of Ireland, Sweden, Denmark 

and Poland, analyses all of the e-commerce cases received by the network during 2005 and 

presents a summary of the results. The total number of e-commerce cases received was 

3,780, compared to 2,544 in 2004, while the number of complaints and disputes more than 

doubled, with 1,834 received in 2005 compared to 831 in 2004. It should be pointed out 

in this regard that the number of participating countries is significantly higher than in last 

year’s report, as 2005 saw the opening of many new ECCs, including those of countries who 

acceded to the European Union on 1 May 2004. Interestingly though, despite the fact that 

there were almost twice as many ECCs submitting statistics for this year’s report, which 

would naturally give rise to an increased number of recorded cases, there was nonetheless an 

increase of 74% in the total number of complaints and disputes received by those ECCs that 

featured in last year’s report, demonstrating a further substantial increase from one year to 

the next.

As far as the types of problems reported are concerned, the trends observed in 2005 were 

similar to previous years, with non-delivery of ordered products again constituting the 

largest area of complaint.

The issue of fraud has once again been identified as a worrying concern facing consumers 

when shopping online in Europe and it is therefore looked at in more detail in the special 

topics section of the report. In addition, particular problem webtraders encountered by 

the Network during 2005 have highlighted the importance and strong need for adequate 

enforcement mechanisms within the European Union concerning cross-border consumer 

issues and this is also discussed later on.
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2. ecc network e-commerce work

e-commerce is the buying and selling of goods and services by electronic means. It 

provides a convenient means of shopping for consumers who wish to avail of the benefits 

of the internal market. Shopping online allows consumers to save both time and money 

by comparing prices, products and services among thousands of EU traders, all from the 

comfort of their own home, thereby availing of the greater choice and cheaper prices to be 

found online.

Although the internet opens up a wealth of new shopping possibilities for consumers, it 

would seem that many consumers remain quite conservative when it comes to shopping 

online. Consumer confidence and trust therefore play an important role here, which ma-

kes a functional, accessible and trustworthy cross-border e-commerce market essential for 

the completion of the internal market. Unfortunately, the ECC Network has encountered 

numerous problems with the European online marketplace. Hundreds of consumers con-

tinue to submit complaints to the Network after experiencing problems with webtraders, 

making it clear that the cross-border e-commerce market is not functioning as well as one 

would wish.

ECC offices always try to solve such cases in an amicable way, either by giving consumers 

the necessary advice or by assisting them through contact with the relevant webtraders. If 

all else fails, the case will be passed on for dispute resolution by a competent Alternative 

Dispute Resolution (ADR) body.

The number of e-commerce cases is still increasing on an annual basis, reflecting the 

increase in popularity of cross-border e-commerce. It is for this reason that the Network 

has decided to continue to produce its annual e-commerce report and engage in further 

analysis of this area.



the european online marketplace: consumer complaints 2005 n 5

�. scope

the purpose of this report is to highlight the relevant e-commerce work undertaken by 

each ECC during 2005 and to provide an analysis of the consumer complaints received. 

It should be pointed out that the statistics presented in this report only involve the cross-

border sale of products. Cases involving the cross-border sale of services, such as flights, 

accommodation and other travel arrangements, though large in number, are not included 

in the statistics. The reason for this is that online sales of services are usually categorised 

differently by the various ECC offices, as the nature of the problems that arise are often 

not related to distance selling.

All of the statistics, statements and conclusions made in this report are based upon the 

information that has been provided by each of the national ECC offices.

The cases received by the ECC Network are broken down into complaints and disputes, 

and requests for information. The following are the definitions used by the Network for 

such terms.

A ‘complaint’ means a statement of dissatisfaction by a consumer concerning a cross-bor-

der transaction. A ‘dispute’ means a complaint that has not been solved through direct 

contact between the trader and the consumer. A ‘request for information’ means any query 

by a consumer regarding a national or cross-border consumer issue not related to a com-

plaint. A ‘case’ refers to any complaint, dispute or request for information registered by an 

ECC in relation to a specific consumer matter.
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�. country by country presentations

the ecc offices in Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 

France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Nether-

lands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and United Kingdom have all participated 

in this year’s e-commerce report. Although some countries may have had relatively few 

e-commerce related cases compared to others, the general experiences observed have been 

quite similar. The following section provides a summary of the e-commerce cases received 

by each ECC in 2005 and highlights the problems experienced by consumers in each of 

the countries concerned.

�.� austria

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  1,242

Complaints and Disputes: 56

Requests for Information: 1,186

ECC Austria dealt with a total of 1,242 e-commerce cases during 2005. The reason for 

such a large figure was due, as in the previous year, to the significant number of requests 

for information received, attributable by and large to a rather popular brochure produced 

by the ECC. In 2005, ECC Austria recorded the largest number of requests for information 

throughout the Network, with a total of 1,186 such requests, a further 18% increase over 

last year’s figure.

The number of complaints and disputes rose from 49 in 2004 to 56 in 2005, the majority 

of which were against German webtraders. There were a total of 12 complaints and dispu-

tes against Austrian webtraders, 8 of which came from French consumers.

The main cause for complaint amongst consumers related to problems concerning the is-

sue of redress, which accounted for 55% of all complaints and disputes. Problems associa-

ted with the product itself gave rise to 23% of complaints and disputes.

�.2 Belgium

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  209

Complaints and Disputes: 158
Requests for Information: 51

The number of complaints and disputes recorded by ECC Belgium in 2005 was more than 

double the amount for 2004, increasing from 71 to 158. Requests for information also 

increased significantly during 2005, meaning that the total number of cases dealt with by 

ECC Belgium rose by 175% altogether.
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The majority of complaints and disputes related to problems with delivery, giving rise to 

41% of the total. A further 21% related to products that were either defective or not in 

conformity with the order.

Belgian consumers contributed a total of 58% of all complaints and disputes, while 28% 

originated from consumers based in France. Webtraders based in France and Belgium 

received the highest amount of complaints and disputes, with 35 and 33 respectively, with 

webtraders based in the Netherlands following closely behind with 28 complaints and dis-

putes. This is again reflective of the fact that consumers tend to deal with webtraders close 

to home when shopping online.

�.� czech republic

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 26
 
Complaints and Disputes: 24
Requests for Information: 2

E-commerce is still not as common in the Czech Republic as it is in many other European 

countries. This, along with the fact that ECC Czech Republic did not open to the public 

until April 2005, is probably the main reason why they have recorded relatively few e-com-

merce cases in 2005 compared to other ECCs.

The most common problem experienced by the Czech ECC in 2005 related to the non-de-

livery of goods, which represented 62% of the complaints and disputes received. A further 

29% concerned delivered products that were either defective or not in conformity with the 

order.

10 complaints (38%) involved German webtraders, with webtraders from the UK and 

Czech Republic coming in second with 5 cases (19%) each.

A majority of 73% of the complaints and disputes received came from Czech consumers.

�.� Denmark

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 76 

Complaints and Disputes: 76
Requests for Information: 0

In ECC Denmark, e-commerce related cases accounted for approximately 75% of the 

total number of cases received in 2005, and as such, they are by far the most common 

type of complaint received. The same holds true for the number of requests for informa-

tion, though for 2005 ECC Denmark has only detailed statistics when it comes to written 

complaints and disputes, which is the reason why the number of requests for information 

is recorded as zero.
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Following a clear trend throughout the ECC Network, problems with delivery accounted 

for 48% of the complaints and disputes, while 27% dealt with defective products or pro-

ducts not in conformity with the order.

The majority of cases received by ECC Denmark are from Danish consumers (76%), with 

complaints from Swedish and Norwegian consumers coming in second and third, with 

12% and 9%, respectively.

As regards the country of the webtrader, the most common countries of complaint in 

2005 were Germany (47%), Denmark (24%) and France (11%), with cases against French 

webtraders being almost all about one particular company.

�.5 estonia

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 6

Complaints and Disputes: 6
Requests for Information: 0

In general, the Baltic countries have registered relatively few e-commerce cases compared 

to other ECCs. ECC Estonia is participating in the e-commerce project for the first time 

and received 6 e-commerce related cases in 2005.

Even though the number of complaints and disputes is low, the tendency is the same as 

in most other countries when it comes to the type of problem encountered. One-third of 

the cases concerned non-delivery, while another one-third involved defective products or 

products not in conformity with the order.

4 of the complaints and disputes received came from Estonians buying from foreign we-

btraders.

Estonian authorities have experienced particular trouble with Estonian webtraders lacking 

detailed information, not just about themselves but also concerning the ordering process, 

as well as failing to notify consumers of their right of withdrawal.

�.� finland

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 131
 
Complaints and Disputes: 119
Requests for Information: 12

After remarking in last year’s e-commerce report that the number of complaints and 

disputes had been steadily increasing year-on-year in Finland, there was a decrease in the 

number recorded in 2005, though this is likely to be reflective of organisational restructur-

ing in Finland during 2005 rather than a decline in problems relating to e-commerce.
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The proportion of problems concerning delivery has risen significantly in ECC Finland 

and accounted for 46% of all complaints and disputes in 2005, compared with only 27.5% 

in 2004. Issues regarding the product itself were the source of 19% of complaints and dis-

putes, while those associated with the ‘cooling-off ’ period gave rise to 13%.

Almost all of the complaints and disputes received by ECC Finland were from Finnish 

consumers, with only three coming from consumers based outside of Finland. German 

webtraders accounted for just over half of all complaints and disputes, with French and 

Swedish webtraders the next most common cause for complaint.

�.� france

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 187

Complaints and Disputes: 187
Requests for Information: 0

France is participating in the e-commerce report as an ECC for the first time, though 

their previous clearing house function, which involved analysing disputes and allocating 

them to competent ADR bodies, was briefly mentioned in last year’s report. In 2005, ECC 

France received 187 e-commerce cases, all of them disputes. ECC France only has detailed 

statistics for 2005 when it comes to written disputes, which is the reason why there are no 

requests for information recorded.

Problems with delivery constituted the highest number of disputes, representing 57% of 

the total received. The next most common problem concerned defective products, which 

amounted to 31% of the disputes.

The majority of cases received by ECC France were disputes against German webtraders 

(43%), while coming in second were webtraders from France (35%). The high number of 

disputes relating to French webtraders was mainly due to problems experienced with one 

specific webtrader based in France and selling all across Europe.

As far as the country of the consumer is concerned, 65% of the disputes came from French 

consumers and 11% came from Spanish consumers.

�.� Germany

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  392

Complaints and Disputes: 392
Requests for Information: 0

The number of complaints and disputes dealt with by ECC Germany in 2005 was 392, 

which is more than three times the German total for the previous year.
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German webtraders were responsible for the majority of complaints and disputes, accoun-

ting for 304 of the total received, while Dutch, French and Irish webtraders were respon-

sible for 30, 21 and 21 respectively.

Significantly, problems with delivery gave rise to 55% of all complaints and disputes, while 

a further 19% concerned problems with the product.

The greatest number of complaints and disputes came from French consumers (22%) 

rather than German consumers (18%), while Spanish and Finnish consumers accounted 

for a further 10% each.

�.� Greece

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 42
 
Complaints and Disputes: 31
Requests for Information: 11

Use of the internet is still not as widespread in Greece as in other European countries, but 

nonetheless ECC Greece received a total of 42 e-commerce related cases in 2005.

Of the 31 complaints and disputes handled by ECC Greece in 2005, almost one-half rela-

ted to problems with non-delivery (49%), while 22% concerned defective goods or goods 

not in conformity with the order.

The statistics do not show any particular problems with webtraders coming from any one 

specific country, but when it comes to the country of origin of the consumer, almost all of 

the complaints and disputes came from Greek consumers (28 of the 31 received).

�.�0 iceland

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  0

Complaints and Disputes: 0
Requests for Information: 0

ECC Iceland is participating in the e-commerce project for the first time and, in a sense, 

its statistics are unique, as according to the information provided, there were no cases con-

cerning e-commerce registered in the ECC in 2005. This situation seems to differ from the 

trend observed in other neighbouring Scandinavian countries, where e-commerce cases 

are clearly visible among the total figures.

In fact, usage of computers and the internet is very high in Iceland, as nine out of every 

ten homes have a computer and 84% of Icelandic homes are connected to the internet. 

Also, 28% of Icelandic consumers purchased something over the internet in 2005.
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It seems only natural to predict that cross-border e-commerce is going to grow in the 

future and that Icelandic consumers are going to turn abroad for their shopping, with 

the help of the internet, even more so than they do today. Compared to other countries, 

Icelanders have to pay a high price for goods and, if easy access to the internet is taken into 

account, cross-border e-commerce is sure to grow considerably in the coming years.

�.�� ireland

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  222

Complaints and Disputes: 191
Requests for Information: 31

ECC Ireland witnessed a substantial increase in the number of complaints and disputes 

it received in the past year, with almost four times as many in 2005 as there had been 

in 2004. This increase can be attributed both to the increased practice of shopping on-

line and the consistent marketing of shopping online entitlements by ECC Dublin, with 

increased publicity around the time of the publication of the ECC Network e-commerce 

report each year.

The majority of the complaints and disputes received were against webtraders based in 

the UK, France and Germany, accounting for 44%, 14% and 13% respectively. Complaints 

against UK and German webtraders were the two most common in 2004 but French we-

btraders have featured significantly in the number of complaints and disputes received in 

2005.

As with 2004, the main areas of complaint in 2005 concerned problems with faulty or de-

fective goods and problems with delivery. However, 2005 saw a significant increase in the 

number of complaints involving fraud, with a large number coming from consumer-to-

consumer (C2C) transactions that were concluded between private individuals who had 

met via internet auctions and went offline to conclude the transaction.

�.�2 italy

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  260

Complaints and Disputes: 75
Requests for Information: 185

The total number of cases dealt with by ECC Italy in 2005 saw an increase of 82% over the 

figure for 2004.

The country of origin of the majority of consumers that made complaints was Italy, with 

58 of the 75 complaints and disputes, while much of the remainder came from consumers 

based in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. This can largely be explained by the location 

of the Italian ECC close to the Austrian border.
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German webtraders were the source of 65% of all complaints and disputes reported to 

ECC Italy in 2005, suggesting that Italian consumers are quite willing to make purchases 

from German webtraders despite any language difficulties, while only 23% of complaints 

and disputes were attributable to Italian webtraders.

As far as the nature of the complaints and disputes are concerned, 46% related to pro-

blems with the product, whilst a worrying 14% seemed to have had some element of fraud 

involved.

�.�� latvia

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 3 

Complaints and Disputes: 3
Requests for Information: 0

As in the case of the other Baltic states, for their first year of activity in the ECC Net-

work, e-commerce cases in Latvia were low in number. The centre in Latvia recorded 3 

complaints and disputes. The sole problem category concerned delivery, while each case 

involved Latvian consumers and German webtraders.

The number of recorded cases corresponds with the level of internet usage in Latvian 

households, where access to the internet is only available in approximately 35% of homes. 

However, the number of home users of the internet is on the rise, which is a visible trend 

that has a lot to do with the gradual but continuing development of e-commerce. 

�.�� lithuania

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 12 

Complaints and Disputes: 7
Requests for Information: 5

ECC Lithuania recorded the highest number of cases amongst the Baltic states. However, 

there is still little difference between the results observed.

Of the recorded complaints and disputes, all except one were reported by consumers from 

Lithuania (6). The complaints and disputes related to webtraders from various countries, 

including Germany, the UK, France, and one from outside the EU – the USA. As regards 

the different types of problem that occurred, the largest group of complaints and disputes 

concerned delivery (42%), followed by contractual obstacles (28%).

ECC Lithuania was only established last year, which explains the fact that there were only 

7 complaints and disputes that concerned e-commerce. E-commerce in Lithuania is just 

starting to develop, so one of the tasks of ECC Lithuania for 2006 is to spread information 

about e-commerce problems amongst consumers.
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�,�5 luxembourg

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 150 

Complaints and Disputes: 125
Requests for Information: 25

The total number of e-commerce cases received by ECC Luxembourg during 2005 was 

more than double the number received in 2004, indicating a steady increase year-on-year. 

As noted in the past, such figures are quite remarkable for a country as small as Luxem-

bourg when compared with the rest of the Network.

The majority of complaints and disputes received by ECC Luxembourg were against 

German webtraders, with approximately 54% of the total number. The next most com-

mon countries of origin of the webtrader were Luxembourg and France, with 14% and 

9% of complaints and disputes, respectively. Apart from Luxembourg, the most common 

countries of origin of the consumer were France and Sweden.

Problems with delivery accounted for 42% of the complaints and disputes received, whe-

reas problems concerning the product itself, such as lack of conformity with the order and 

defective or faulty products, gave rise to 18%.

�.�� netherlands

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 86 

Complaints and Disputes: 86
Requests for Information: 0

The Netherlands is participating in the e-commerce project as an ECC for the first time 

this year. However, it should be noted that in previous years, the Netherlands took part 

via ECC Düsseldorf/Gronau. Up until the end of 2005, the Dutch centre was performing a 

clearing house function, transmitting cases to the relevant ADR bodies.

The total number of e-commerce cases recorded by ECC Netherlands is relatively high 

– there were 86 reported cases, all of which were complaints and disputes. Most of them 

concerned problems with either the product or delivery. Together these two categories 

accounted for 65% of the complaints and disputes, each of them representing a similar 

proportion.

In terms of the location of the webtrader, the Netherlands itself represented the greatest 

number, followed by Germany, the UK and France. It is quite clear, therefore, that by far 

the largest number of cases concerned vendors from the home market, and then from 

Germany. As far as the country of consumer is concerned, the main group of complai-

nants comprised the Dutch, followed by much smaller numbers of buyers from Belgium, 

Germany, France and the UK.        
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�.�� norway

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 49 

Complaints and Disputes: 40
Requests for Information: 9

ECC Norway recorded a total of 49 e-commerce cases, though in comparison with other 

Scandinavian countries, this is not such a large number. Most of the cases reported were 

complaints and disputes, though there were also 9 requests for information recorded.

More than half of the complaints and disputes received concerned problems with delivery 

(55%), while the second most common type of problem related to the product (25%).

As regards the country of origin of webtraders, the most common country of complaint 

for Norwegian consumers was the UK (10), followed closely by the other Scandinavian 

countries, which once again shows the trend for consumers to shop from neighbouring 

countries. 

Considering the country of consumer, the vast majority of complaints and disputes (33) 

came from Norwegian consumers.

�.�� poland

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 68 

Complaints and Disputes: 26
Requests for Information: 42

ECC Poland received a total of 68 e-commerce related cases in 2005. Of these 68 cases, 42 

were actually requests for information.

The most common type of problem received related to the product itself (23%), followed 

closely by delivery (19%). Poland also reported an unproportionately high number of 

cases concerning refusal to sell.

According to the Polish statistics, the highest number of complaints and disputes were 

against French webtraders, but there were also a number against UK, German, Hungarian 

and Polish webtraders. The majority of complaints and disputes came from Polish consu-

mers.

�.�� portugal

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  101

Complaints and Disputes: 92
Requests for Information: 9
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The number of e-commerce cases dealt with by ECC Portugal has again increased signifi-

cantly, particularly the number of complaints and disputes, which rose from 25 in 2004 to 

92 in 2005.

One-third of all complaints and disputes received by ECC Portugal involved problems 

with delivery, with only 13% actually relating to problems with the product. Issues regar-

ding the ‘cooling-off ’ period were the source of 11% of all complaints and disputes.

The majority of complaints and disputes came from consumers based in Portugal, with 

only 11 of the 92 made against Portuguese webtraders. French webtraders were respon-

sible for the greatest number of complaints and disputes, accounting for 29% of the total, 

while German and UK webtraders gave rise to a further 13% each. 

�.20 spain

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 138 

Complaints and Disputes: 72
Requests for Information: 66

Although ECC Spain has generally received relatively fewer e-commerce cases compared 

to other ECCs in the past, there has been a considerable increase in the number recorded 

between 2004 and 2005.

Delivery problems were by far the number one area of complaint for ECC Spain, consti-

tuting approximately two-thirds of all complaints and disputes received in 2005, while 

problems with the product presented the next main cause for complaint, with 23%.

French webtraders were responsible for the highest proportion of complaints and disputes 

(43%), followed by German webtraders with 31%.

The majority of the 72 complaints and disputes recorded came from Spanish consumers 

(90%).

�.2� sweden

Total number of e-commerce related cases: 595 

Complaints and Disputes: 338
Requests for Information: 257

The prevalence of online shopping among Swedish consumers is acutely evidenced by the 

fact that ECC Sweden received the highest number of complaints and disputes throughout 

the Network during 2005, with a total of 338, an increase of 50% over the 2004 figure.

As was the case in 2004, the highest number of complaints and disputes received were 

against German webtraders, with French, UK and US webtraders also accounting for a 

large number of their complaints.
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As far as the country of origin of the consumer is concerned, 321 of the 338 complaints 

and disputes recorded came from Swedish consumers, with Finnish, Norwegian and Ger-

man consumers responsible for much of the remainder.

Problems with delivery of the product accounted for half of all complaints and disputes 

made to the ECC in Sweden, while problems with defective products or lack of conformity 

with the order were the cause of almost one-quarter.

�.22 united kingdom

Total number of e-commerce related cases:  246

Complaints and Disputes: 191
Requests for Information: 55

The total number of e-commerce related cases has been steadily increasing in the UK and 

rose by 94% compared to the 2004 total, while the number of complaints and disputes 

went up 74%.

Of the 191 complaints and disputes, 54% related to problems with the delivery of the pro-

duct. Problems concerning the product itself accounted for a further 28%.

Although the highest number of complaints and disputes came from UK consumers, the 

ECC in the UK once again received more than half of its complaints and disputes from 

consumers based outside of the UK, with Spanish and French consumers topping the list.

UK webtraders were responsible for 53% of all complaints and disputes, while French and 

German webtraders were the next most common, with 11% and 8%, respectively.
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5. Joint statistics

this section proviDes a combined summary of the e-commerce statistics from all the 

participating ECC offices. These statistics relate to cases reported to the ECCs between 1st 

January 2005 and 31st December 2005. In all, the ECC offices handled 3,780 e-commerce-

related cases during the course of last year. Approximately half of these cases (1,946) fall 

into the category of “request for information”. These are cases where a consumer has con-

tacted one of the ECCs with an enquiry regarding a cross-border e-commerce issue. Such 

enquiries can range from a simple request for a leaflet or query regarding a certain webtra-

der, to questions involving complicated legal issues in cross-border e-commerce. 

It is noticeable that the number of “complaints and disputes” has increased significantly 

since 2004. In 2004, the ECC Network received 831 complaints and disputes, compared to 

1,834 in 2005. One of the reasons for this increase is that the ECC Network has grown con-

siderably and that there are 11 more ECC offices represented in the 2005 report than in the 

previous year. However, these new ECC offices only account for 389 of the complaints and 

disputes registered during 2005, which means that the increase in complaints and disputes 

from those ECC offices that were represented in the previous report is a staggering 74%. 

Total number of E-commerce cases reported to the ECC Network:  3,780 1

Complaints and disputes: 1,834
Requests for information: 1,946

In total, 1,834 e-commerce-related complaints and disputes were reported to the ECC 

Network during 2005. The majority of these complaints (92%) concerned webtraders ba-

sed within the EU, though this figure could be even higher given that it was not possible to 

determine the location of the webtrader in 3% of cases. Only 5% of the webtraders could 

be identified as non-EU webtraders

5.� country of origin – Webtraders
As the table below indicates, German webtraders received the greatest number of com-

plaints and disputes (33%), a repeat of the trend observed in the previous reports, with 

UK webtraders again in second place, accounting for 15% of complaints and disputes in 

2005, a small increase over the previous year. French webtraders came in third place for 

the second consecutive year. It seems that French webtraders are now very active in the 

cross-border market, as the number of complaints against French webtraders tripled over 

the previous year for both 2004 and 2005. All of these figures are rather unsurprising, 

however, since Germany, the UK and France seem to represent the largest e-commerce 

markets in the European Union, with the most business-to-consumer (B2C) cross-border 

transactions. Complaints against Dutch webtraders have also tripled compared to 2004, 

making the Netherlands a new number four on the list.  

��  A total of 468 complaints and disputes had initially been dealt with by one ECC, but were subsequently trans-
ferred to another for further handling. As such, these 468 cases could be labelled as ‘doubles’, and have therefore 
been deducted from the joint ECC statistics.
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Webtrader country of origin  Number of cases

Germany  607

UK  282

France  256

The Netherlands  108

Belgium  61

USA  58

Spain  49

Italy  45

Ireland  45

Sweden  42

Denmark  37

Finland  36

Austria  26

Luxembourg  25

Portugal  20

Estonia  11

Norway  11

Greece  8

Poland  7

Czech Republic 6

Latvia  6

Switzerland  6

Canada  5

Hungary  3

Slovakia 2

Singapore 2

Australia 1

Bermuda 1

China  1

French Polynesia 1

Japan  1

Lithuania 1 

Russia  1

Malta  1

Thailand  1

Tunisia 1 

N/A  60

Total  1,834

5.2 country of origin – consumers
Almost all of the complaints and disputes received in 2005 came from consumers based in 

EU Member States (97%), with only 6 consumers coming from countries outside of Eu-

rope (1 Canada, 5 USA). In the previous reports, Swedish and Finnish consumers reported 

the most number of complaints and disputes. In 2005, Swedish consumers continued 

to report the most complaints and disputes, with 331, but French and Irish consumers, 

with 200 and 185 complaints and disputes respectively, surpassed Finnish consumers who 
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reported 128 cases to the ECC Network. However, consumers from Luxembourg reported 

a total of 110 complaints, which must be considered as the highest level, given the size of 

the population.

The fact that Swedish consumers, for the third year in a row, reported the most complaints 

and disputes against foreign webtraders is interesting. We can only speculate as to the 

reason for this but it is likely to be based on a combination of factors. For one, Swedish 

consumers in general are rather frequent e-shoppers. The national price level is also com-

parably high in Sweden, which could be an incentive for consumers to search for foreign 

suppliers. Together these two factors could account for a high number of transactions, 

which accordingly might result in the high number of complaints and disputes. However, 

it is important to note that the Swedish structure, with its well-known authorities such 

as The Consumer Agency, The National Board for Consumer Complaints and the local 

Municipal Consumer Advisers, may also be a contributing factor, as most cross-border 

complaints submitted to these authorities are referred to the Swedish ECC.    

Consumer country of origin  Number of cases

Sweden  331

France  200

Ireland  185

Finland  128

Belgium  110

Luxembourg  110

UK  110

Germany  93

Portugal  89

Spain  75

Italy  68

Denmark  66

Austria  56

The Netherlands  46

Norway  39

Greece  32

Poland 24

Czech Republic 19

Hungary  7

Lithuania 7 

USA  5

Estonia 4

Latvia 4 

Switzerland  4

Slovakia 3

Slovenia  3

Cyprus 2

Canada 1

Iceland 1

N/A  12

Total  1,834
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5.� type of problem
Every e-commerce complaint and dispute that is reported to an ECC office is registered 

and categorised. The ECC registration form contains numerous categories for the different 

types of problems that consumers experience. There are 8 main categories, with a further 

36 sub-categories. The main categories, as they appear in the ECC registration form, are 

problems relating to: (1) the product; (2) redress; (3) delivery; (4) contract terms; (5) sel-

ling techniques; (6) price & payment; (7) ethical aspects; and (8) other. Percentages in this 

section have been rounded off. 

The most common complaint by far concerns problems with delivery, which were the 

cause of 46% of all e-commerce complaints and disputes reported to the Network in 2005. 

Problems relating to the quality or condition of the product represent the second most 

common area, with 25% of complaints and disputes. Problems regarding price & pay-

ment, contract terms and redress account for 8%, 8% and 5%, respectively.

Delivery – ��%
Problems relating to the delivery of the product are the most common complaint repor-

ted to the ECC Network. As was the case in 2003 and 2004, the most common problem 

encountered is the non-delivery of ordered goods. Other problems falling within this 

category include the delay of the delivery or the order only being partially delivered.

Non-delivery of ordered goods 38 %

Delayed delivery  3 %

Order only partially delivered  3 %

Other problems with delivery  2 %

An Italian consumer bought a product from a Lithuanian webtrader. He paid in advance by 

bank transfer, as requested by the trader, but did not receive his product. He wrote to the 

Lithuanian ECC to enquire as to whether the trader existed or not because the website was 

still working even though the consumer was not getting any responses to his many letters. 

The Lithuanian ECC tried to contact the webtrader and received a reply after some time. The 

trader apologised for being late and explained that he had recently experienced some troubles 

but was still willing to fulfill his obligations to the consumer. After a short time, the Lithuanian 

ECC received a letter from the consumer, in which he confirmed that he had received his 

ordered products. 

product – 25%
Problems associated with the product are the second most common complaint that consu-

mers report to the ECC Network. The most common sub-category within this area is that 

the product is defective but the webtrader fails to respect the consumer guarantee that is 

provided under Directive 1999/44/EC. Another common problem within this category 

is that the product received is not in conformity with the order (though not defective as 

such).
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A particularly interesting sub-category here is the refusal to sell to foreign consumers, 

though the actual instance of such cases is even higher than that presented below, as some 

ECCs have registered those cases as a “request for information” rather than as a “com-

plaint”.

Defective   17 %

Not in conformity with order  5 %

Not ordered 1 %

Refusal to sell 1 %

Other problems with product  1 %

A Swedish consumer ordered and paid in advance for a DVD-player from a German webt-

rader. A DVD-player was delivered but it was not the one ordered by the consumer. The 

DVD-player was therefore sent back to the seller by the consumer, who demanded the 

immediate delivery of the ordered item. Following this, however, the consumer did not receive 

any response to questions put to the seller regarding either delivery or a refund. The consumer 

filed a complaint with ECC Sweden, who wrote to the seller but also received no response. 

After a letter of reminder that was also ignored, the case was forwarded to ECC Germany. The 

seller, on being contacted by the German ECC, confirmed that the consumer was correct and 

promised to refund him for the purchase and the costs of sending back the incorrect item. 

Sadly, the consumer later had to get back to the ECC Network, as he received neither money 

nor contact from the seller. Thus, the German ECC had to contact the seller again, demanding 

the immediate refund of the consumer, which the seller accepted to do, with apologies. Soon 

afterwards, the consumer was indeed refunded, but only for the purchase and not the costs 

of sending back the incorrect item. By that stage, the consumer was so fed up with the whole 

affair that he did not wish to take further measures to pursue the costs of returning an item 

that he had not ordered.

price & payment – �%
The most common problem in this category is that the price the consumer finally ends up 

paying is higher than the one agreed to. Most of these cases involve the webtrader withdra-

wing more money than agreed from the consumer’s credit card. Other types of problem 

include supplementary charges to the price that have not been advertised on the website, 

problems with payment arrangements, and prices that increase following the conclusion 

of the contract.

Incorrect price  2 %

Payment arrangements  2 %

Supplementary charges  2 %

Price increase 1 %

Other price and payment issues  1 %
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contract terms – �%
The main problem in this category concerns the consumer’s right to cancel the order and 

return the goods during the ‘cooling-off ’ period (a seven-day ‘cooling-off ’ period is a 

general entitlement that consumers have under the terms of the Distance Selling Directive 

1997/7/EC). 

Problems regarding the ‘cooling-off’ period 5 %

Other problems regarding contract terms  3 %

redress – 5%
The most common problem in this category is simply that webtraders do not honour their 

guarantees. 

Guarantee not honoured 3%

Other problems relating to redress  2%

ethical issues, selling techniques and other cases – � %
Together these three categories represent a total of 8% of all reported complaints and dis-

putes. The most common problem within these categories is cases involving fraud.

5.� comments regarding non-delivery
As was the case in 2004, non-delivery of ordered goods proves once again to be the most 

problematic issue within the European e-commerce market. In fact, this is the third con-

secutive ECC Network annual e-commerce report that identifies non-delivery as the most 

common complaint, and it accounted for 38% of all consumer complaints submitted to 

the ECC Network during 2005.

The Network received 695 complaints during 2005 from consumers who had not received 

products that they had ordered. The majority of these consumers had also paid for the 

goods in advance. This problem was also identified in the Network’s original e-commerce 

project from 2003, entitled “Realities of the European online marketplace”, where only two-

thirds of ordered goods were eventually delivered, while 23% of the non-delivered goods 

had been paid for in advance. This problem with non-delivery of goods already paid for is 

a threat to consumer confidence and, as a consequence, to the development of the Euro-

pean cross-border e-commerce market.

The webtraders’ reasons for not delivering the goods vary. In some cases, it can simply be 

a matter of fraud. However, inadequate order processing, poor administration, or the fact 

that the company simply does not have the advertised goods in stock, gives rise to the ma-

jority of complaints. To not receive what one has ordered and paid for is the e-shopper’s 

worst nightmare and might very well cause the consumer not to shop online again. It 

is possible that consumers who experience problems of non-delivery are more eager to 

report the cases to their ECC than consumers who experience other problems, since non-

delivery is such a flagrant breach of the most fundamental consumer right. However, it 

seems clear from the information provided that this is a problem that European consu-

mers experience rather frequently, so it is an issue that must be addressed by all relevant 

stakeholders if the cross-border e-commerce market is to continue to grow.
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�. special topics

In the two prevIous annual e-commerce reports produced by the Network, areas of 

particular concern that arose in the previous year were discussed as special topics in their 

own right. Last year’s report looked at problems relating to fraud, customer service and 

transatlantic e-commerce. Whilst it seems that customer service issues will always remain 

in any industry, it is worrying to note a further increase in cases involving fraud during 

2005, particularly with regard to the different types of fraud that were observed.

Following the mention of problems with transatlantic cases in last year’s report, however, 

the ECC Network was subsequently contacted by the Federal Trade Commission in the 

United States to initiate some informal discussions about possible ways of cooperation 

in this area. Although still very much in its early stages, this contact is a promising step 

forward and one that may hopefully contribute to lessening the extent of this problem for 

consumers.

 The following sections now turn to the various topics of interest that an analysis of the 

cases from 2005 has revealed.

�.� fraud
Last year’s report contained a rather large section on e-commerce fraud. The focus was on 

certain cases in which the fraudsters had stolen the identity of legitimate traders. Fortuna-

tely, that particular sort of fraud has not escalated to our knowledge, but they still exist as 

the following example shows.

An Irish consumer purchased two laptops from a UK based website and paid for them in 

advance by Western Union. The consumer never received the laptops. It turned out that the 

website was fraudulent. Fraudsters had stolen the name of a legitimate company based in the 

UK (which did not even sell laptops) and had simply used their postal address on the website. 

They had pretended to sell laptops and other such products at good prices but then disap-

peared with consumers’ money. As the money had been sent by money transfer, it would prove 

almost impossible to trace. The consumer contacted the Irish ECC but they had to refer him to 

the police, as it was a criminal matter.

However, other sorts of e-commerce frauds have increased significantly and the fraudsters 

often lure consumers with notification of lottery wins, extremely good deals or easily made 

profits. Unfortunately, many unsuspecting consumers become victims of such frauds and it 

becomes practically impossible to recover any money once the fraud is completed.

Such fraudulent activity also includes ‘phishing’, internet auction frauds, false escrow com-

panies and fake webtraders. Many of these frauds can be avoided if the consumer applies a 

healthy scepticism and performs a bit of online research before entering into any dealings 

with an unknown party.
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However, even if the fraudsters’ methods are not technically advanced, they are clever and 

are extremely good at giving consumers a false sense of security and manipulating them to 

send money in advance to an unknown recipient. At the end of the day, they are nothing 

but old-fashion conmen using a bit of modern technology. 

�.�.� escrow companies
False escrow companies were also discussed in the two previous reports, and it is a worry-

ing fact that these problems still are increasing.

 An escrow company acts as a trusted third-party during the payment process. The buyer’s 

payment is deposited into a trust account and the escrow company notifies the seller 

when they have received the payment. The seller then ships the merchandise to the buyer, 

knowing that the buyer’s payment is deposited. The buyer notifies the escrow company 

when he has received the merchandise and the escrow company pays the seller after all the 

conditions of the transaction are met. The procedure is fairly simple and should offer ad-

ditional protection for both buyer and seller alike, if performed properly.

However, the ECC Network has received several cases with fraudulent escrow companies 

that are probably set up by fraudulent sellers. In these cases, the fraudulent seller has sug-

gested a particular escrow company to the buyer. The buyer sends his or her money to 

the escrow company but never receives the goods, and it suddenly becomes impossible to 

reclaim the money or even contact the escrow company. The false escrow company’s web-

site usually disappears from the web after 4-5 weeks and is replaced with a new one, with a 

different company and domain name but often with the same website design.

A worrying trend is also that the fraudsters duplicate the information from legitimate 

escrow companies and that they present themselves as representatives of these compa-

nies. The consumer often thinks that they are communicating with a well-known escrow 

company that is approved by, and affiliated to, the internet auction companies, when they 

actually are being manipulated by the fraudsters.

In the first e-commerce report, escrow companies were discussed in the context of internet 

auction frauds. However, during the last couple of years, the fraudulent use of false escrow 

companies seems to have increased and they are nowadays also used in other internet 

scams, particularly those committed through advertising websites. B2C and C2C e-com-

merce through advertising websites is increasing rapidly. Most of it occurs at national 

level but there is also a lot of cross-border trade. An advertising website is merely a web-

site containing online adverts from either businesses or private persons that wish to sell 

something. There are rarely any background checks done before an advert is placed and 

neither the seller nor the buyer needs to be members of the marketplace. The seller has 

to pay a fee for placing the advert and that is normally the only involvement from the ad-

vertising website, as they do not oversee the transaction. This means that it is actually a lot 

easier to commit fraud on an advertising website than in an internet auction. Many of the 

complaints submitted to the ECC Network regarding scams on advertising websites con-

cerns sales of second-hand cars. A very common fraud method is that the seller/fraudster, 

who claims to be located in the UK, places an advert for a car that is said to be of German 
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origin. The fraudsters claim that they have either inherited the car or that they recently 

have moved to the UK from Germany, and that they wish to sell the car quickly and for a 

very good price to a foreign buyer, since it is not possible to sell a car in the UK that has 

the steering wheel on the left-hand side. The buyers often think that this story makes sense 

and that it is a perfect opportunity to buy a decent car for a very good price. The buyers 

are also led to believe that it is necessary to complete this transaction quickly, since they 

are afraid that someone else will buy the car unless they act swiftly. This gives little time 

for second thought or consultation with the ECC or the police, which is exactly what the 

fraudsters strive for.

If the buyer is hesitant to pay the whole sum in advance the fraudsters suggest that they 

will use a special escrow service that will also take care of the transport. The false escrow 

company’s website looks more or less as usual, but also includes additional information 

about the transport procedure. If the buyer still expresses some concerns, the fraudsters 

sometimes suggest to the victim that he/she only has to make a down payment of usually 

about 20% and then pay the rest once the car has arrived. The victim often thinks that this 

offer sounds good enough and agrees to pay the 2,000-3,000 Euro down payment. But the 

car is never delivered and both the fraudster and the false escrow company disappear.

�.�.2 internet auctions
The previous e-commerce reports highlighted the increasing number of complaints in 

relation to internet auctions, the vast majority of which involved the non-delivery of 

goods. However, it is difficult for an ECC to assist a consumer in many of these cases, as 

quite often they can involve an element of fraud and are C2C (consumer to consumer) 

transactions, which fall outside the scope of consumer protection legislation. Even if a 

lot of fraudsters nowadays operate through advertising websites, internet auctions are 

still an area that generates a lot of complaints for the Network. The methods used are the 

same as previous years and the bottom line is always to manipulate the buyers into paying 

in advance for products that will never be delivered. False escrow companies are widely 

used and the fraudsters have also used spoof emails2 that appear to be sent by a legitimate 

escrow company. 

A Swedish consumer bid on a home electronic device at an internet auction. The seller, who 

had a very good reputation at the internet auction site’s feedback forum, suggested to the 

buyer that they should leave the auction and conclude the deal directly between the two of 

them. The reason for this, the seller claimed, was to avoid the internet auctions site’s commis-

sion, which would prove beneficial to both of them. The buyer agreed to this but was still a bit 

hesitant to pay in advance to a person he did not know. The seller suggested that they should 

use an escrow service that was affiliated to the internet auction company. Shortly afterwards, 

the buyer received an e-mail that appeared to have been sent by the legitimate escrow service, 

so he followed the payment instructions. After that, both the seller and the escrow company 

ceased communication with the buyer and he never received the merchandise. The buyer con-

tacted the internet auction company and was told that the e-mail that he had received, from 

�  www.en.wikipedia.org: E-mail spoofing is a technique commonly used for spam e-mail and phishing to hide the 
origin of an e-mail message. This involves changing certain properties of the e-mail, such as the From, Return-Path 
and Reply-To fields (which can be found in the message header) to make the e-mail appear to be from someone 
other than the actual sender.
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what he thought to be a legitimate escrow company, was in fact a spoof e-mail, and that he 

therefore had been defrauded. The consumer contacted the Swedish ECC but the only advice 

they could give him was to report it to the police since it is a criminal case. 

But not all Internet auction cases concerns fraud or C2C. It is becoming very popular for 

webtraders to use Internet auctions to sell their merchandise and many complaints are or-

dinary disputes between businesses and consumers that cannot agree. The following case 

illustrates one of the B2C complaints submitted to the ECC.

A Czech consumer bought a Plasma TV set from a German webtrader at an internet auction. 

The consumer was very pleased with the auction since the price was rather good and approxi-

mately 400 Euro lower than at other auctions for the same Plasma TV. The company promised 

the consumer that they would send him the TV within a few days of receiving the payment. 

The consumer paid the requested amount in advance to the webtrader’s bank account. The 

webtrader had previously informed the consumer that the transport cost would be 79 Euro 

for international delivery. But the trader suddenly demanded an extra 45 Euro for delivery to 

the Czech Republic. The consumer protested against this supplementary charge but paid in 

order to avoid problems. About a month passed without the consumer receiving the TV. When 

the consumer finally heard from the webtrader, they claimed that they had tried to send him 

the TV but that it got damaged during transfer. They also said that it was the only remaining 

TV of that model and offered the consumer a refund. However, the consumer did not want 

a refund and insisted that the company fulfill its contractual obligations, as he would not be 

able to buy a similar TV elsewhere for that price. The consumer could not help suspecting 

that the company did not tell him truth and that they simply wished to get out of an unprofit-

able contract. The consumer demanded that the webtrader send him a copy of the transport 

company’s damage report but they never did. At that time, the consumer contacted the ECC in 

Prague who discussed the case with the German ECC. Unfortunately, it was not possible to get 

the trader to deliver a similar TV set and the consumer finally agreed to a refund. However, it 

took another two months before he finally got his refund. 

�.�.� tips for avoiding fraud
So what can consumers do to protect themselves against such fraud when shopping on 

internet auctions or advertising websites? Clearly, a well-informed consumer is a better-

protected consumer, but one must always take sufficient care in order to avoid becoming 

the victim of any fraud. Below are a number of tips to keep in mind.

n To begin with, do your research. Know exactly who it is that you are dealing with and 

find out as much information about them as possible before proceeding with the 

transaction.

n Do not accept that the seller only provides a mobile phone number or an e-mail add-

ress from a free web-based e-mail service. Demand to get a fixed telephone number 

and a street address that can be verified. 
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n Check the seller’s reputation on the feedback section carefully if you are shopping at an 

internet auction.

n It is important to never agree to leave the auction to conclude the deal outside the 

auction website. If you do this, and are cheated in any way, it is not possible to take 

advantage of any purchase protection programme that the internet auction site may 

provide or to give negative comments in their feedback section.

n Avoid using money transfer as a payment method – credit card still remains the safest 

way of making online purchases and offers the most protection should anything go 

wrong. If the seller is a private person that cannot receive credit card payments, only 

use payment methods recommended by that marketplace. As a buyer, you should al-

ways initiate the contact with any payment service that the marketplace provides. Some 

fraudsters are very skilful and might send spoof e-mails that appear to come from a 

legitimate Escrow company or other well-known payment service. If you are in any 

doubt about a payment method, contact the marketplace before concluding the deal.

n The last, and most important, tip concerning all trade is that if an offer sounds too 

good to be true, then it probably is.

These are simply a few general guidelines to follow when engaging in online transactions 

on internet auctions or advertising websites. While it may never be possible to comple-

tely eliminate the risk of being defrauded regardless of how careful you are, as frauds and 

scams will always exist, it is possible to at least minimise the risks to an acceptable level.

�.2 General tips for shopping online
Consumer confidence and trust are crucial elements to ensure the continued develop-

ment of a thriving online marketplace. The key to building such confidence and trust is to 

ensure that consumers are as well-informed as possible against the pitfalls associated with 

online shopping. This report has already outlined some of the main complaints and pro-

blems encountered when shopping online, and the last section gave some general advice to 

try to avoid getting caught by fraud. It is with this in mind that we now take a brief look at 

some important things to consider when shopping online in general.

In order to help increase consumer confidence and minimise the likelihood of any pro-

blems arising with an online purchase, the website of www.econsumer.gov provides 

consumers with the so-called ‘Shopping Assistant’, an interactive tool that asks consumers 

a number of questions concerning the website on which they wish to shop. This Shopping 

Assistant tool has also been adapted and modified by the European Consumer Centre of 

Denmark, who have made their version available on their website (www.consumereurope.

dk)3. The basic premise of their Shopping Assistant is that if you can answer “yes” to the 

following questions, you should have all the information you need to make a qualified 

purchase:

� ECC Denmark plans to develop this tool to give specific information about the website in question and the con-
sumer protection rules in the country of the webtrader, which it hopes to launch later this year.
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1. Are the web trader’s name, street address and other contact details, such as e-mail add-

ress and telephone number, clearly stated?

2. Does the web trader provide enough information about the product’s/service’s key 

characteristics?

3. Are you given clear information about price, delivery, payment and other terms of 

purchase, and is it possible to save a copy of the order?

4. Can you pay with a payment- or credit card?

5. Does the web trader inform you of your right of cancellation?

6. Does the web trader explain what to do in case of a problem with the purchase? 

7. Does the web trader protect your personal data and payment information?

If you answer “no” to some of these questions, the Shopping Assistant provides general 

advice and information to help you in making a decision whether to proceed with making 

a purchase from that website. For instance, a lack of information or contact details on the 

website could give rise to serious difficulties should you encounter a problem later on, so 

make sure that you can identify the company’s name, its physical address, including the 

country where it is based, and an e-mail address or telephone number so that they can 

be contacted with any questions or problems. The website should also clearly state the 

steps to follow in order to make a complaint about the product within the cancellation or 

guarantee period.

It is important to note, however, that the Shopping Assistant is designed simply as a tool to 

help you decide whether to make a purchase on a given website or not. It is not a guaran-

tee of service or quality, and even if you are able to answer all the questions with a “yes” it 

is no guarantee that you will not experience problems. Always remember that if an offer 

sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

�.� enforcement
As already alluded to in the introduction to this report, enforcement has been highlighted 

as a particular area of relevance in 2005. Problems with webtraders failing to honour their 

legal obligations have highlighted the importance and strong need for adequate enforce-

ment mechanisms within the European Union for cross-border consumer issues.

Unfortunately, the e-commerce consumer’s rights are, in many cases, only theoretical and 

it is often very difficult to enforce these rights in practice. The vast increase of complaints 

to the ECC shows that there are no signs of improvement in this area. Although the ECC 

offices do manage to resolve many e-commerce cases successfully, some disputes are simp-

ly not possible to resolve amicably. One problem is that many webtraders simply choose 

not to communicate with the relevant ECC. A webtrader that does not care if it has a 

good relationship with the ECC can safely ignore any correspondence or complaints since 

there is no obligation to respond. It is also difficult to solve these cases through Alternative 

Dispute Resolution since participation in ADR processes is mostly on a voluntary basis. 

Companies who cannot solve their complaints on their own, or do not communicate with 

the ECC, are also unlikely to voluntarily accept an ADR process. 
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In many cases it would be necessary for the consumer to initiate litigation in order to 

obtain the consumer rights given to them by law. However, cross-border litigation in 

court is not a realistic or practically feasible method of solving consumer cases. The fact 

is, not a single ECC office has ever had a consumer, or even heard of one, that has initia-

ted litigation against a foreign webtrader. It is simply too expensive and too difficult to 

sue a foreign company and the value of consumer disputes is normally too low to make it 

worthwhile. This is clearly an unsatisfactory situation and it has to be dealt with if consu-

mers are to have the same protection in practice as they have in theory.

Since the number of e-commerce complaints has increased lately, more and more ECC 

offices have contacted their national enforcement agencies regarding possible cross-border 

actions. A few pilot cases are now underway but it will take some time before we will see 

any results.

Cross-border enforcement actions will not necessary help a consumer who is already 

locked in a dispute with a webtrader, but it might force the wrong-doing company to 

change certain conditions in their sales terms or practice, which might have been the cause 

of the complaint in the first place.

Recognising the fact that difficulties of enforcement in cross-border cases can undermine 

consumer confidence in the internal market, the European Commission adopted on 18 

July 2003 a proposal for a Regulation on Consumer Protection Cooperation (CPC), which 

is due to come fully into force at the end of 2006. The aim of the Regulation is to link up 

national enforcement authorities and enable them to take co-ordinated action against 

rogue traders based in other Member States. It removes existing barriers to information 

exchange and cooperation and empowers enforcement authorities to seek and obtain ac-

tion from counterparts in other Member States, and obliges each Member State to enforce 

EU law in its territory on behalf of all EU consumers.

It remains to be seen how beneficial this Regulation will prove to be in practice, but it is 

a new tool in the armoury of the European Union that aims to eradicate the ever-gro-

wing problems associated with rogue traders in Europe. The full implementation of this 

Regulation will hopefully simplify cross-border enforcement actions in the future and it 

is interesting to see that so many ECC offices already are in the starting block and have 

established contacts with their national enforcement agencies. If the CPC regulation and 

the cooperation between the national enforcement agencies prove to be successful, it will 

definitely be a step in the right direction. However, it is necessary to complement the CPC 

regulation with efficient ADR bodies and cost-effective and realistic possibilities of cross-

border litigation if consumer rights in theory are to become reality.  
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�. conclusion

the finDinGs of this year’s report reconfirm what was discovered in the previous report, 

in that consumers are still facing many difficulties when shopping online in the EU. Fraud 

was identified last year as a big problem area and it is still increasing. The worrying trend 

regarding fraud is that the scammers seem to be more and more inventive in their at-

tempts to manipulate consumers to pay in advance for merchandise that will never be 

delivered. Fraud is a problem for consumers, businesses and law enforcement authorities 

alike, and this frightful development has to be stopped somehow if consumer confidence 

is to continue to increase. 

  Concerning B2C cross-border complaints, non-delivery of goods and defective products 

constituted a significant number of the complaints and disputes received in 2005, as was 

the case in both previous reports, proving that these are now recurring problems in the 

field of cross-border e-commerce. The large increase of cases since last year’s report is 

definitely noteworthy.

Nevertheless, it is not likely that European webtraders are suddenly behaving much worse 

than in previous years. The increase of cases is probably only a reflection of the fact that 

cross-border e-commerce as a whole has increased. But even if the webtraders’ sales have 

increased, it also shows that the consumers still experience the same degree of problems. If 

webtraders’ business practices had improved as much as their sales, the increase of cross-

border B2C e-commerce transactions would probably have been even higher which would 

have been beneficial to all parties. If the European cross-border e-commerce market is 

to continue its growth, it is essential that business practices be improved. Otherwise, we 

might never experience the full potential of the European online marketplace. 

The ECC Network will continue in its role of providing information to consumers on 

their rights when shopping online and assisting them when something goes wrong. In 

those cases where ECC offices are unable to resolve disputes amicably with the webtrader, 

they will provide links for consumers to contact a relevant ADR body for dispute resolu-

tion, where possible. However, it is necessary that efficient ADR bodies are set up, that the 

CPC regulation becomes as useful as it is hoped to be, and that consumers’ possibilities to 

initiate cross-border litigation are improved and simplified, if consumers’ rights in prac-

tice are to become the same as in theory.

Fredrik Nordquist
fredrik.nordquist@konsumenteuropa.se

Arthur Hilliard
ahilliard@eccdublin.ie

Peter Fogh Knudsen
PFK@forbrugereuropa.dk

Piotr Stanczak
piotr.stanczak@konsument.gov.pl

June 2006



AUSTRIA
Europäisches Verbraucherzentrum 
Mariahilfer Straße 81
1060 Vienna
@  info@europakonsument.at
: www.europakonsument.at

BELGIUM
Europees Centrum Voor De Consument
Centre Europeen des Consommateurs
Hollandstraat 13 / Rue de Hollande 13
1060 Brussel/Bruxelles
@  info@eccbelgium.be
:	www.eccbelgium.be  

CYPRUS
European Consumer Centre
c/o Competition and 
Consumers Protection Service
6, Andreas Araouzos
1421 Nicosia
@ ecc.eejnet@mcit.gov.cy
:	www.agrino.org/ecc.cy  

CZECH REPUBLIC
European Consumer Centre 
of the Czech Republic
Na Frantisku 32
110 15 Prague 1
@ esc@mpo.cz
:	www.mpo.cz

DENMARK
Forbruger Europa
Amagerfælledvej 56
2300 Copenhagen S
@  info@forbrugereuropa.dk
:	www.consumereurope.dk

ESTONIA
European Consumer Centre of Estonia
Kiriku 4
15071 Tallinn
@  consumer@consumer.ee
:	www.consumer.ee

FINLAND
European Consumer Centre of Finland
c/o Finnish Consumer Agency
Haapaniemenkatu 4 A
Box 5
00531 Helsinki
@  ekk@kuluttajavirasto.fi
:	www.kuluttajavirasto.fi/ecc

contact details of the eec offices

FRANCE
Centre Europeen des Consommateurs
c/o Euro-Info-Verbraucher e.V.
Rehfusplatz 11 
D-77694 Kehl
@  info@euroinfo-kehl.com
:	www.euroinfo-kehl.com

GERMANY
Europäisches Verbraucherzentrum 
Deutschland

Kehl Office 
c/o Euro-Info-Verbraucher e.V.
Rehfusplatz 11
D-77694 Kehl
@  info@euroinfo-kehl.com
:	www.euroinfo-kehl.com

Düsseldorf/Gronau
Beratungszentrum Gronau 
Enscheder Straße 362 
D - 48599 Gronau
@ info.gronau@evz.de 
:	www.evz.de 
 
Kiel Office 
Willestraße 4-6
D-24103 Kiel
@  info.kiel@evz.de
:	www.evz.de

GREECE
European Consumer Centre of Greece
c/o Hellenic Ministry of Development
Plateia Kanigos
101 81 Athens
@  eurocons1_eccgr@efpolis.gr or            
@  eurocons2_eccgr@efpolis.gr
:	www.eccefpolis.gr

ICELAND
ENA - ECC Iceland
Sioumuli 13, postbox 8160
128 Reykjavik
@  ns@ns.is
:	www.ena.is

IRELAND
European Consumer Centre Dublin
13a Upper O’Connell Street
Dublin 1
@  info@eccdublin.ie
:	www.eccdublin.ie
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ITALY
Centre Europeo Consumatori
Via G.M. Lancisi 31
00161 Roma
@ info@ecc-net.it
:	www.ecc-net.it

LATVIA
European Consumer Centre of Latvia
c/o PTAC – Consumer Rights 
Protection Centre
Kr. Valdemara Street 157-228
LV-1013 Riga
@ info@ecclatvia.lv
:	www.ecclatvia.lv

LITHUANIA
European Consumer Centre of Lithuania
J Basanaviciaus st 20-11
03224 Vilinius
@ info@ecc.lt
:	www.ecc.lt

LUXEMBOURG
Centre Europeen des Consommateurs       
– GIE Luxembourg
55, rue des Bruyœres
L-1274 Howald
Luxembourg
@ info@cecluxembourg.lu
:	www.cecluxembourg.lu

MALTA
European Consumer Centre of Malta
3A Old Mint Street
Valletta
@ ecc.malta@gov.mt
:	www.mcmp.gov.mt

THE NETHERLANDS
Stichting Consumenten Informatie Punt
Bordewijklaan 46
2591 XR The Hague
@ info@consumenteninformatiepunt.nl
:	www.consumenteninformatiepunt.nl

NORWAY
Forbruker Europa/ECC Norway
PO Box 4594 Nydalen
0404 Oslo
@ post@forbrukereuropa.no
:	www.forbrukereuropa.no

POLAND
Europejskie Centrum Konsumenckie
Plac Powstanców Warszawy 1
00 950 Warsaw
@ info@konsument.gov.pl
:	www.konsument.gov.pl

PORTUGAL
Centro Europeu do Consumidor
Praca Duque de Saldanha, 31-1
1069-013 Lisboa
@ euroconsumo@ic.pt
:	www.consumidor.pt/cec

SLOVAKIA
European Consumer Centre
Ministry of Economy of the Slovak Republic
Mierová 19
827 15 Bratislava 212

SPAIN
Centro Europeo del Consumidor

Madrid Office
Principe de Vergara 54
28006 Madrid
@ cec@consumo-inc.es
:	http://cec.consumo-inc.es

Barcelona Office
Gran Via Carles III, 105, lletra B-1
08028 Barcelona
@ cec@consumcat.net
:	http://cec.consumo-inc.es

Vitoria Office
Donostia- San Sebastian, 1
01010 Vitoria-Gasteiz
@ cec@ej-gv.es
:	http://cec.consumo-inc.es

SWEDEN
Konsument Europa
Rosenlundsgatan 9
118 87 Stockholm
@ info@konsumenteuropa.se
:	www.konsumenteuropa.se

UNITED KINGDOM
European Consumer Centre UK
PO Box 3308
Wolverhampton
WV10 9ZS
@ euroconsumer@citizensadvice.org.uk
:	www.euroconsumer.org.uk
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DENMARK 
Forbruger Europa 
Amagerfælledvej 56
2300 Copenhagen S 
Tel +45/32 66 90 00
Fax +45/32 66 91 00
info@forbrugereuropa.dk 
www.consumereurope.dk

IRELAND 
European Consumer 
Centre Dublin 
13a Upper O’Connell Street 
Dublin 1 
Tel +353/1 809 06 00 
Fax +353/1 809 06 01 
info@eccdublin.ie 
www.eccdublin.ie 

POLAND 
Europejskie Centrum 
Konsumenckie 
Plac Powstanców Warszawy 1 
00 950 Warsaw 
Tel +48 022 5560114 
info@konsument.gov.pl 
www.konsument.gov.pl 

SWEDEN 
Konsument Europa 
Rosenlundsgatan 9
118 87 Stockholm 
Tel +46/8 429 07 80
Fax +46/8 429 07 89 
info@konsumenteuropa.se 
www.konsumenteuropa.se 

This report has been coordinated and written by the following ECC offices on behalf of the European Consumer Centre Network




