Information and awareness-raising activities relating to responsible consumption and solidarity-based saving

Summary of Council of Europe studies on this subject

(contribution to the Trento seminar workshops – session 3)

Introduction

The spread of responsible consumption and solidarity-based saving relies to a large extent on public information and awareness-raising activities. This seems an incontrovertible truth, especially as numerous surveys have shown that nearly half of all consumers are now aware of the issues and say that they are ready and willing to make consumer choices and purchases in line with their desire for a fairer and more environmentally-friendly society. However, there are still very few who actually take the first step, largely due to a lack not only of the type of information and knowledge which would enable them to make informed choices but also of suitable incentives.

This is why the Dialogue platform on ethical and solidarity-based initiatives carried out a number of activities in this field in 2005. In the context of the Council of Europe’s Year of Citizenship through Education, 2005, this work was intended to highlight the contribution that improved information and awareness-raising can make to the full expression of citizenship through consumption and saving practices. It took the form of a review of all information and awareness-raising needs and current activities in this area, so as to assess the challenges that we face today in these areas and make some proposals to be submitted for discussion. 

This document summarises the work done and is to be presented at the Trento seminar. It is divided into three parts:

1- a description of the issues;

2- the review itself, taking the form of tables;

3- a look at certain key questions for possible discussion at the three Trento seminar workshops (at session 3, on the afternoon of 1 December).

More information can be obtained from the following Council of Europe materials on the subject:

· a database containing details of the main information and consumption-related activities, compiled mainly on the basis of information collected from the web (not distributed); 

· an analysis of the specific situation in central and eastern European countries (available in French only);

· the full report (to be made available after the Trento seminar). 

1- The underlying issues
To understand the issues involved in public information and awareness-raising activities about responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance, we have to begin by analysing consumption and savings activities themselves.

Consumption is something that everyone does every day, not necessarily confined to the act itself of purchasing or consuming something, but one part of a chain preceded by, and in turn preceding, other parts, as described below: 

Choice of the level of consumption ( choice of consumption methods ( product choice ( purchase ( consumption ( management of surpluses (particularly financial surpluses through savings).
Socio-economic and cultural factors and knowledge all come into play in respect of each of the links in the chain, all of them influencing the choices made. For example, income is a decisive factor in the choice of the level of consumption, but is combined with other factors such as personal and cultural characteristics.

We have tried to represent in two diagrams the various factors affecting each link in the chain, the information and awareness-raising aspects which influence choices and the parties involved:

· the first one shows the conventional situation, in which consumers reason according to predominant factors generally relating to their own circumstances and take no account of other information (citizenship playing no part in their consumption and savings choices); 
· the second shows a socially responsible approach to consumption, in which consumers regard other types of consideration as relevant information.

The two diagrams show the different types of information and knowledge which play their part in responsible consumption and savings and the factors introduced by predominant forms of information such as advertising. They provide a framework for an appraisal of current needs and circumstances, making it possible to draw conclusions regarding each of the categories identified.

Information, awareness-raising and incentive mechanisms for consumption and savings 1 – The predominant conventional approach
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	ACTION
	Choice of level of consumption
	
	Choice of consumption methods
	
	Product choice
	
	Purchase and consumption
	Use of savings:

- conventional investments
- socially-responsible investments
- donations/expressions of solidarity

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	PERSONAL FACTORS
	Income
	
	Consumption culture
	
	Knowledge about the usefulness of products
	
	Knowledge of access points and circuits
	
	Knowledge and adoption of tools
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	INFOR-

MATION AND AWARENESS-RAISING
	Type:
	
	Advertising
	
	Information on distribution points and circuits
	
	Information on tools

	
	
	By whom:
	
	Advertising agencies
	
	Producers and distributors
	
	Producers and distributors

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	ESTABLISHMENT OF FRAMEWORKS
	Type:


	
	Legal and ethical codes relating to advertising
	
	Facilities or incentives

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Access
	Presentation
	Payment
	Tax

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Conventional circuits
	Brands
	Loyalty cards, etc.

Conventional savings schemes
	VAT, tax incentives to stimulate consumption

	
	
	By whom:
	
	NGOs, government, researchers
	
	Producers and distributors
	Government


Information, awareness-raising and incentive mechanisms for consumption and savings 2 - The budding socially responsible approach
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	Choice of level of consumption
	
	Choice of consumption methods
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	Use of savings:

- conventional investments
- socially-responsible investments
- donations/expressions of solidarity

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	KNOWLEDGE
	Awareness and knowledge of overall situations at local and world level

- first warning threshold
	
	Awareness and knowledge of right ways to consume more responsibly:

- responsible consumption levels
- improved consumption methods
	
	Knowledge about product chains:

- social and environmental conditions of production 
- impact of consumption
- recycling arrangements
	
	Knowledge of ethical and solidarity-based product and service access points and circuits
	
	Knowledge and adoption of tools for better decision-taking

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Insititut-

ional environ-

ment
	INFORMATION AND AWARENESS-RAISING
By whom:
	A- Information on and awareness of the world situation
	
	B-Information on the impact of consumption methods and advice/awareness-raising 
	
	C- Information on and awareness of product life cycles
	
	D- Information on places and circuits where ethical and solidarity-based  consumer and savings products and services are available 
	
	F- Information on existing tools

	
	
	The media
	
	NGOs, the media, instructors
	
	Producers, distributors,

NGOs
	
	Producers, distributors, NGOs
	
	Public authorities, NGOs

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	ESTABLISHMENT OF FRAMEWORKS
By whom:
	Efforts to provide macro-information systematically
	
	- Establishment of reference frameworks
	
	Legal requirements on product information for consumers
	
	E- Facilities and incentives

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Access
	Presentation
	Payment

	Tax

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Specialised circuits: Fair trade, ethical and altern. banks, etc.
	Labels
	Local currencies, local contracts, 

Socially-responsible savings schemes
	Tax incentives

	
	
	Researchers, NGOs, the media
	
	Researchers, NGOs
	
	Government
	
	Other citizens, local authorities
	NGOs, government
	NGOs and public authorities
	Government, regions


2- Current circumstances and current needs
Looking at the five types of information and awareness-raising presented in the diagram, it is possible to assess and weigh up each type, identifying what would be needed in an ideal situation for consumption to be responsible and what the current circumstances actually are, with a view to making a critical appraisal and determining possible courses of action and proposals. The following tables summarise the assessments made. The additional line on facilities and incentives looks beyond the provision of information about them.

	
	Needs (ideal circumstances)
	Actual situation
	Critical assessment
	Possible courses of action, proposals

	A- Information and awareness-raising about the world situation
	· A1- Information on general socio-economic and environmental trends
· A2- Information on the global impact of human activity 

· A3- Information on international agreements and their application
· A4- Information on the degree or lack of consistency between trends and the application of agreements/objectives
	A1- Exists and is relatively well disseminated
A2- Little known
A3- The main points are disseminated widely by the media, but application is little reported
A4- Little information is disseminated
	In general, the information is there but is disjointed, poorly structured and marginalised (often figuring only on the Internet and not in the mass media) (  The public finds it difficult to gain an accurate picture of the situation
	Need for more systematic provision of general information (  a challenge for the world of education
How can more attention be drawn to the media which highlight this information?

	B- Information and awareness-raising on the impact of consumption methods
	B1- Information on alternative consumption and its impact (housing, energy, water, food, health, transport, etc.)

B2- Information on waste management methods
B3- Information on reference standards and levels (1)

B4- Tools for assessing one’s own consumption methods and their impact
	B1- Information exists but only within specialised circles
B2- Is spreading
B3 – Very poorly covered
B4- Guides exist but few people know about them – practically no information provided on bills (e.g. electricity and transport bills)
	The public do not have reference points to help them to set objectives and monitor the impact of their consumption methods ( they are often forced to take a piecemeal and empirical approach to regulating their consumption methods
	Thought should be given to the reference standards and levels which it is essential to introduce so that people can regulate their own consumption methods

	C- Information and awareness-raising on products
	C1- Information on the life-cycle of products (from the social and environmental conditions of production and distribution to processing and possible recycling after use) 

C2 – Warnings about problem products
	C1- Information relates only to certain products and is provided in a condensed, incomplete form (rarely covering the whole cycle)

C2- Limited to certain issues (e.g. child labour)
	Information is inadequate and relates only to certain products (prior information: fair trade products; subsequent information: some industrial products)( the consumer’s chances of making socially responsible purchases are limited
	Social and environmental “passports” could be produced for each product, perhaps containing a specified minimum amount of information


(table continued)

	
	Needs (ideal circumstances)
	Actual situation
	Critical appraisal
	Possible courses of action, proposals

	D- Information on distribution circuits and services
	D1- Information on producers and firms
D2- Information on circuits in general
D3- Information on circuits specialising in responsible consumption and solidarity-based savings
D4- Information on responsible consumers’ associations
	D1- Rarely exists save in the form of grading systems
D2- Very rare
D3- Quite well disseminated
D4- Idem
	Citizens who wish to do so can find information on specialist circuits relatively easily.

However, information on conventional firms and circuits is very limited.
	Choosing between or combining two approaches when trying to change the ways of conventional firms and circuits: opposition and competition or infiltration and “infection”.

	E- Facilitators and incentives
	E1- Access facilitators:

· - specialist trade circuits
- waste treatment systems
· - alternative banks
E2 Presentation facilitators: labels

E3- Transaction facilitators: 

· - local currencies, 

· - local contracts, 

· - socially responsible savings products
E4- Tax incentives
	E1- Spreading, but still concentrated in large cities
E2- Very widespread
E3- Marginal, but spreading rapidly
E4 – Exist in some countries, but piecemeal and unco-ordinated, particularly at European level
	E1- Not decentralised enough  

E2- Little consistency ( difficult to find one’s bearings
E3- Not sufficiently advanced in terms of quantity or quality to establish a link between responsible consumption and solidarity with the most deprived people
E4- Impact well below their potential
	An overall review of needs in terms of incentives is required

	F- Information on facilitators and incentives
	F1- Information on E1

F2- Information on E2

F3- Information on E3

F4- Information on E4
	F1- Relatively satisfactory
F2 – Poorly co-ordinated
F3 – Poor
F4- Reasonable
	The limits on socially responsible approaches derive more from the framing and implementation of incentives (see previous line) than from the information on them
	


(1) “Reference standards and levels” means:

· standards which enable the public to position themselves in relation to a shared overall responsibility: (a) in terms of consumption: for example, the maximum greenhouse gas emission levels that everyone should be able to comply with in order to satisfy Kyoto Protocol objectives; (b) in terms of income: average world and national income figures; 

· consumption levels in relation to production: the average level of electric power consumption at which it is necessary to make use of non-renewable energy sources (not hydro-electric, wind or solar power), then the level at which nuclear energy has to be used, etc.;

· the conversion of these standards and levels into indicative consumption targets in areas such as transport, waste management and water use. Some of these indicative targets could be devised, or even imposed, by the public authorities, particularly at local level;

· warning thresholds: for example price levels below which, whatever technologies were used, it is impossible for the product being sold to have been produced in accordance with ILO standards and/or for the people who produced it to have been paid enough to have a decent standard of living.
3- Some questions to be considered at the Trento workshops
Since the Trento seminar relates to the involvement of citizens in combating poverty and exclusion, we can draw on this summary to frame certain key questions which might be addressed at each of the three session 3 workshops (on how to involve citizens in combating poverty and exclusion). It should be possible for each workshop to produce practical proposals for the ensuing discussion.

3.1- Workshop 1: Concepts and approaches
1- How to establish the link between responsibility and solidarity and the poorest people in society: How does being a more responsible and hence a more rational consumer (by, for example, saving water and energy) make it easier to demonstrate solidarity with society’s poorest members, who do not have access to such levels of consumption? What instruments already exist or need to be introduced? The French greenhouse gas reduction campaign, CO2 solidaire, is a step in the right direction, but it also raises a number of conceptual and practical questions, such as:

2- What instruments should we be setting up to make this link more systematic, such as new forms of trade? The French “SOL” project for a socially-responsible currency is a particularly noteworthy example here. 
3- How can consumers be alerted to this link? The examples of Gli sportelli Stilinfo in Venice and the Belgian consumers’ college may enlighten us on this point.

4- What is the role of public bodies and international organisations? Mr Gianluca Vignola, director of the Rome office of the UNDP, will be present to help us in our discussion.

3.2- Workshop 2: Goods and services

The issues in respect of information on goods and services are:

1- Content: Studies have clearly highlighted the lack of information on the entire goods and services cycle (production, distribution, consumption, recycling), save for certain products. It will be essential therefore in the course of this workshop to direct the discussion towards possible general proposals (such as a products and services “passport”), emphasising the information citizens need to get involved in combating poverty and social exclusion, and therefore drawing on the most advanced solidarity “label” experiments in this area (such as FLO and Solidalcoop-Coopitalia, for goods, and Finansol, for financial services).

2- Information vectors: The good or service itself can act as a vector but other vehicles are needed if information is to be disseminated more widely. The experience of Altraeconomia could enlighten us on this point.

3- Gearing information to the context: Information should be geared to the context, either in its content or in its form. The experience of Umanotera, which is trying to promote fair trade in Slovenia, will fuel discussion on this issue.

3.3- Workshop 3 – Legal frameworks and incentive policies
The studies carried out have highlighted the need for a comprehensive rethink of incentives for responsible consumption and solidarity-based finance, both in general terms and in the more specific context of combating poverty and social exclusion. 

[section to be inserted from another source]
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