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The role of consumer protection in
meeting the UN Sustainable Development Goals

September 2015

Consumer protection is an important means through which countries can support the
implementation of many, if not all, of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

People’s ability to consume, the consumption choices they have available and whether they
are treated fairly as consumers, fundamentally affects the quality of their lives and the lives of
those around them.

Introduction

Consumers International (Cl) is the world federation of consumer groups that, working
together with its members, serves as the only independent and authoritative global voice for
consumers. With over 250 member organisations in 120 countries, we are building a
powerful international movement to help protect and empower consumers everywhere.

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) create the opportunity for the international
community to communicate sustainable development and drive action towards shared
objectives, for people and planet. However, Cl is concerned that the UN SDGs take a very
narrow approach to consumer protection, a tool which can support the delivery of many
goals and targets.

The World Bank shows that, as a global average, household consumption represents 60% of
GDP.! This highlights the influence which consumers have on the economy, nationally and
globally. But this influence, and the positive impact which it can have for sustainability, is still
under-represented in the UN SDGs.

Cl considers it essential to include the following indicator in the SDG framework:
e Number of countries implementing the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection

The indicator could sit under Goal 12, “Ensure sustainable consumption and production
patterns”, as UNEP has also proposed;? or Goal 17, “Strengthen the means of
implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development”.?

The UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection (UNGCP) were adopted by the UN General
Assembly in 1985 and have supported the development of consumer protection around the
world. In 1999 a section was added on sustainable consumption. The Guidelines are
currently being strengthened and updated to make them relevant to the challenges facing
consumers in today’s world. The new version will also be adopted in September 2015.
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Consumer protection and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

The draft outcome document of the United Nations Summit for the adoption of the post-2015
development agenda, “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”
sets out five ‘areas of critical importance’ for humanity and the planet. These provide a useful

framework to understand the contribution that consumer protection and empowerment can
make to sustainable development.

People
e Consumer protection should apply to all, regardless of their income or status. Too often
it is the poor and most vulnerable that do not have access to basic goods and services,
are exposed to dangerous practices and lack a voice in the market place.

Planet
e Consumers who are informed and able to make sustainable consumption decisions can
help to significantly reduce natural resource use and associated environmental
pollution. In turn, consumer action can enhance and hold to account business and
government action.

Prosperity
e Strong and inclusive economies require active and informed consumers that can make
their voices heard and hold producers to account. Effective consumer policy prevents
bias in economic policy and economic rent seeking.

Peace

e Consumer protection ensures that people everywhere are treated fairly and with dignity
in the marketplace, contributing directly to the openness and accountability of
institutions and creating the conditions for a peaceful and non-violent society.

Partnership
e Ina globally connected world, consumer rights need to be recognised and protected
through a standing commission to support their implementation, as well as recognition
in other relevant international agreements and processes, including trade agreements.
Consumer voices need to be part of this global partnership.
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How consumer protection contributes to sustainable development

Consumer protection and empowerment is an effective means to support the achievement
of many of the UN SDGs. The following section demonstrates how implementation of the UN
Guidelines for Consumer Protection will help to deliver the 17 UN Sustainable Development
Goals.

Goal 1: Poverty eradication

e Although poverty is most commonly understood as a lack of income, it has a number
of dimensions including lack of access to basic goods and services and lack of power.
These dimensions interact with each other to keep people poor.

e Giving low income consumers’ access to affordable goods and services, giving them
a stronger voice in the market and protecting them from unsafe and unfair practices
has a direct impact on their ability to consume good quality products and services at
fair prices.

e Consumer protection extends protections to the whole population and therefore
benefits poor people who may not have been able to assert their own rights. The
UNGCP also states that ‘special care should be taken to ensure that measures for
consumer protection are implemented for the benefit of all sectors of the
population, particularly the rural population’ and ‘policies for promoting sustainable
consumption should take into account the goals of eradicating poverty.’

Goal 2: Food security and nutrition

e Access to good quality food is a fundamental consumer issue. Ensuring that
nutritious food is available, affordable and accessible is a basic need for all people.
Food security is also often linked to safety as diseases often impact on both
production and consumer health.

e Consumer programmes promote availability of food, food safety and nutrition.
Action can be taken through legislation, the development of systems and consumer
awareness.

e The UNGCP calls on governments to recognise the need of all consumers for food
security, and calls on them to develop policies and plans and support international
standards for food safety. Cross cutting recommendations on safety and quality,
distribution and consumer education and information support governments’
responsibilities in this area and consumers’ ability to influence the market.

Goal 3: Health and well-being

e Issues of safety and the prevention of injury, pharmaceuticals and health care are
core consumer concerns. A consumer approach to pharmaceuticals has promoted
availability and appropriate use.

e Consumer protection is also central to the prevention of diseases linked to smoking,
poor diets and excess alcohol consumption. These diseases now claim more lives
than infectious diseases, with rates rising fastest in developing countries.

e The UNGCP calls on governments to develop and adopt safety standards and
systems to protect physical safety. The section on pharmaceuticals requires
governments to take action to ensure their quality and appropriate use.

Goal 4: Education

e Consumer education should be an important part of the education and lifelong
learning that all people receive. By giving consumers the skills and knowledge they
require to be active participants in the market place it can also play an important
role in challenging the marginalisation of poor people.

3
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Consumer education campaigns have been critical to promoting healthy products
and consumption practices that helped fight HIV/AIDS, reduced malaria
transmission, and promoted breastfeeding over infant formula. It has also been a
key to building markets for fair trade products, and the cap and trade system for
greenhouse gas emissions.

Section F of the UNGCP calls on governments to develop or encourage the
development of general consumer education and information campaigns. In
developing these programmes special attention should be given to the needs of
disadvantaged consumers, in both rural and urban areas including low income
consumers and those with low or non-existent literacy levels.

Goal 5: Gender equality and women’s empowerment

Persistent failure to remedy the gulf between the life experience and expectations
of men and women is among the greatest of the Millennium Development Goals’
(MDGs) shortfalls. Available data on education, health and economic status of
women—particularly in the developing world—shows how far there is to go.

As the primary shoppers in most cultures, women have a particular role as
consumers. It is through this unique position that consumer policy has been
successful in enhancing the status of women and helping to realise development
goals in many cultures.

The UNGCP seek to redress the imbalance that often exists between consumers and
producers. Where women are responsible for purchases, often on behalf of the
household, this improves their access and power in the market place. The UNGCP
also directs governments to pay particular attention to vulnerable consumers who in
many cases are more likely to be women.

Goal 6: Water and sanitation

Despite strong calls for action and considerable efforts at local, national and
international levels, the world is still off track with respect to the MDGs’ water and
sanitation targets, particularly for sanitation.

Poor people often rely on unsafe water or pay more for their supply of water. As
water is essential to life, even the poorest will spend money to obtain it if they do
not have a supply system nearby.

The UNGCP calls for governments to formulate, maintain or strengthen national
policies to support the supply, distribution and quality of water for drinking. Due
regard should be paid to the choice of appropriate levels of service, quality and
technology and the need for education.

Goal 7: Energy

Energy constitutes a worldwide challenge both in terms of the management of
available resources and the provision of access to sustainable energy.

As with water, poor people tend to pay more for energy and are more likely to
degrade the environment and endanger their health as they rely on traditional, local
resources. For this reason Cl has often called for subsidies to be switched to
connection rather than use.

The UNGCP gives governments guidance to support the efficient use of energy
through the design of products and services as well as education campaigns.

Goal 8: Inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent work

Consumer protection directly supports the demand side of the economy and is
fundamental to achieving efficient and equitable economic growth. The relationship
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between consumption and production is central to any economy and the strongest
economies ensure that production meets the needs of consumers. The ability of
consumers to exercise informed choice, reward good suppliers and seek redress
when standards have not been met drives a more responsive and efficient economy.
Action and mechanisms to address unfair market practices, misleading advertising
and to inform consumers are a central and necessary part of economic systems.
There are many examples of where consumers have taken action to support decent
working conditions, and strong consumer protection can encourage the creation of
employment and decent work indirectly through support for sustainable economic
growth and improved consumer awareness.

The promotion and protection of consumers’ economic interests is a major section
in the UNGCP. It calls for governments to take action to ensure consumers realise
optimum benefit from their resources, through support and promotion of
distribution methods, fair business practices, informative marketing and effective
protection.

Goal 9: Infrastructure and sustainable industrialization

Infrastructure supports the accessibility, affordability and availability of goods and
services and is therefore an important issue for many consumers. Decisions about
infrastructure can also affect the structure of the market and outcomes for
consumers. Consumer organisations can play an important part in providing these
distribution channels, for example through the formation of consumer co-
operatives.

Industrialisation can only be inclusive and sustainable if the rights and
empowerment of consumers are taken into account in national and regional
decisions.

Infrastructure is an important theme of the UNGCP. It refers specifically to
distribution facilities, storage and retail — of which infrastructure plays an important
part. Particular attention should be paid to rural areas and other areas where
services are limited.

Goal 10: Reducing inequality

The UNGCP states in its opening paragraph that one of its objectives is to promote
“just, equitable and sustainable economic and social development.” Taking into
account “the interests and needs of consumers in all countries, particularly those in
developing countries” and recognising “that consumers often face imbalances in
economic terms, educational levels and bargaining power.”

To this end the UNGCP supports the development of legislation, regulation,
standards and policies that protect all consumers regardless of income and power. It
also promotes policies to meet the particular needs of vulnerable or excluded
consumers.

Goal 11: Sustainable cities and settlements

The growth of cities creates particular challenges for consumers, from congestion
and air pollution to housing and services. The ability to organise consumers and
meet their needs also creates opportunities.

In the revision of the UNGCP this year, Cl is calling for greater recognition that
vulnerable consumers can increasingly be found in all contexts, not just rural areas
as was the assumption in the past.
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Goal 12: Sustainable consumption and production

There is widespread consensus that changes in consumption and production
patterns are urgently needed. Alongside government and industry, consumers will
obviously be a fundamental force in this change. Initiatives to mobilise consumers
behind sustainable consumption have multiplied over the past few years.

Ensuring consumers are supported, informed and educated to consume sustainably
is central to achieving the UN SDGs. Consumers need to understand how their
consumption choices, use and disposal of products and services can reduce
environmental impact and contribute to sustainability and trust that the information
they are given is reliable and accurate. Cl, as co-lead of the 10YFP Consumer
Information Programme, fully supports the UN SDG target to implement the 10YFP.
The UNGCP contains a dedicated section and further provisions for governments,
business, consumer and environmental organisations, and other concerned groups
to promote and address sustainable consumption. Action to this end will, in turn,
have a positive impact on the achievement of Goals 13, 14 and 15 relating to
climate change, marine conservation and terrestrial biodiversity.

Goal 16: Peaceful and non-violent societies, capable institutions

The ability of a society to meet consumers’ needs fairly and equitably helps to create
the conditions for a peaceful and non-violent society. Unfortunately there are many
examples of shortages and market injustices that have led to discord and violence.
Consumer participation in governance balances producers’ input into public policy
and administration with consumers’, and helps to ensure that consumers’ needs are
understood and met. Effective consumer input helps to ensure that policy, law and
administration is carried out in the interests of all, rather than privileged groups.
The UNGCP calls for governments to ensure ‘freedom to form consumer and other
relevant groups or organizations and the opportunity of such organizations to
present their views in decision-making processes affecting them’.

Goal 17: Means of implementation and global partnership for sustainable development

Consumer protection is a cross cutting issue that supports the implementation of
many of the proposed UN SDG Goals. It addresses needs from a consumer
perspective which, in many cases, will be essential to effective implementation. In
relation to developing just and equitable economies and societies it gives the largest
economic group a voice that is often not heard.

The UNGCP were adopted in 1985, amended in 1999 and are undergoing a revision
with the aim of tabling a resolution in September 2015. They represent both
international consensus and a tried and tested structure, which governments can
follow to ensure that the consumer needs and perspectives on each of the UN SDGs
is adequately addressed.

Encouragingly, the current draft UNGCP text refers to the role of consumer
protection in supporting the implementation of the UN SDGs. Mutual reference to
the UNGCP in the UN SDG indicator framework would support both agendas.

1 World Bank, 2010-2014 figures, Household final consumption expenditure, etc. (% of GDP), available
at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.CON.PETC.ZS

2 Under SDG target 12.8, (‘By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and
awareness for sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature’). See
http://www.scpclearinghouse.org/d/the-clearinghouse/94-scp-indicators-for-the-future-sdgs-

discussion-paper.html

3 Suggested best fit SDG target 17.14 (‘Enhance policy coherence for sustainable development’)

0059


http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.CON.PETC.ZS
http://www.scpclearinghouse.org/d/the-clearinghouse/94-scp-indicators-for-the-future-sdgs-discussion-paper.html
http://www.scpclearinghouse.org/d/the-clearinghouse/94-scp-indicators-for-the-future-sdgs-discussion-paper.html
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