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About Electrical Safety First
Electrical Safety First (ESF) is the UK charity committed to 
reducing deaths, injuries, and fires caused by electricity 
in the home. We do this by campaigning on behalf of 
consumers to improve safety regulations and by raising 
awareness of the electrical safety risks in the home.

The Issue
Online marketplaces are not subject to the same regulations 
as stores/shops on the high street. Specifically, online 
marketplaces are not recognised as actors in the supply chain 
– and so, product safety legislation, such as the Consumer 
Protection Act 1987, does not apply to these platformsi . 
As a result, online marketplaces have no responsibility for 
ensuring the safety of the products sold by sellers on their 
platforms.  

This has resulted in online marketplaces being a hotbed for 
unsafe and non-compliant products. Indeed, investigations 
by Electrical Safety First have consistently found unsafe 
electrical products being listed on platforms such as eBay, 
Amazon Marketplace, and Facebook Marketplace. For 
instance:

	� One investigation undertaken by ESF found that 
93% of sampled electrical products sold on online 
marketplaces were unsafeii.

	� ESF has repeatedly found recalled white goods being 
sold on online marketplaces, including Facebook 
Marketplace and eBayiii. This included recalled tumble 
dryers and washing machines that have been recalled 
due to the risk of overheatingiv, and are, therefore, a 
fire risk.

	� ESF identified nearly 60 unsafe and non-compliant 
e-scooter and e-bike chargersv. Given that e-scooters 
and e-bikes use lithium-ion batteries, which are 
highly explosive, the use of these chargers presents 
a significant fire risk to consumersvi. Indeed, Wales 
Online has reported on an increase in the number of 
e-scooter and e-bike firesvii.

	� A recent investigation by ESF found that unsafe 
energy saving devices were being listed on the online 
marketplace, eBayviii. These products claimed to save 
consumers money, but did not meet safety standards 
– and, as a result, were placing consumers and their 
homes at risk.

	� Another investigation by ESF found that unsafe 
chargers and plug adaptors were being sold on social 
commerce sites, such as Instagram Marketplace and 
Facebook Marketplaceix.

The breadth of evidence of unsafe and non-compliant 
products being sold on online marketplaces demonstrates 
that this is a systemic issue. Online marketplaces need 
better regulation - and this is recognised by the UK 
Government itself.  

The Chief Executive of the Office for Product Safety and 
Standards (OPSS), Graham Russell has himself said: “there 
is too much evidence of non-compliant products being 
sold by third-party sellers [on online marketplaces]”x. But 
nothing has been done to address this issue.

The Growing Problem
This is a growing issue for two inter-related reasons:

	� Firstly, online marketplaces are becoming increasingly 
prevalent. This is particularly due to the rise of social 
commerce, i.e., where social media platforms have 
begun to operate online marketplaces. This includes 
Facebook Marketplace, Instagram Marketplace, and, 
more recently, TikTok Shop. Furthermore, new features 
such as Checkout in Instagram and Live Shopping that 
aims to encourage consumers to use social commerce 
sites.

	� Separately, consumers are increasingly reliant on 
online shopping, given the convenience and cost 
savings that online platforms can offer. This is further 
supported by the growth of m-commerce, where 
consumers are able to shop on their mobile phones. 
Indeed, data from the Office for National Statistics 
shows that, between February 2020 and January 
2022, there has been a 28% increase in the proportion 
of online salesxi. Online shopping now makes up 25.3% 
of all retail salesxii. 

Online marketplaces have no responsibility for ensuring the safety of products sold on their platforms.



In a test, 93% of electrical 

products sold on online 

marketplaces were unsafe.

In Wales Specifically
Case studies
	� The tragic death of Swansea resident, Linda Merron, 

was caused by an unsafe electrical product bought 
on eBay. Linda’s death demonstrates the very real 
consequences of vulnerable consumers buying unsafe 
products from online marketplacesxiii.

	� Separately, in 2020, a fire in the Kent’s family home in 
Ruddhlan was caused by a laptop charger bought on 
an online marketplacexiv.

Investigations
	� A snapshot investigation by ESF found  non-compliant 

products being sold on online marketplace, eBayxv. This 
included in locations such as Cardiff and South Walesxvi. 
These products, such as hair straighteners and travel 
adaptors failed to meet safety standards or had plugs 
that were not compliant for use in the UKxvii. As a result, 
these products represent a significant risk of electric 
shock or fire – and should not be available for sale in 
the UK. ESF has reported these products to eBay.

What We Want to See Happen 

Online marketplaces make substantial profits from the 
sale of products on their platforms. However, they have no 
responsibility for ensuring the safety of these products. To 
protect consumers, this needs to change. 

Online marketplaces should be recognised as actors in the 
supply chain and should have responsibilities to ensure 
the safety of products sold on their platformsxviii. This 
should include preventing the sale of unsafe goods and 

where unsafe  and recalled products are listed, removing 
these products. In addition, online marketplaces should 
have improved verification and complaints processes, and 
should inform buyers when they are buying from third 
partiesxix. Collectively, these measures would improve 
the safety of online marketplaces – ensuring that buyers 
can buy with confidence but also that sellers and online 
marketplaces are clear on their obligations too.

What We Want to See in Wales
In Scotland, the Scottish Parliament enacted the Consumer 
Scotland Act 2020, which established Consumer Scotlandxx 
. Consumer Scotland exists to provide consumer advocacy 
and advice with a view to reducing harm to consumers 
in Scotlandxxi. One of Consumer Scotland’s key roles is 
researching and investigating key issuesxxii. 

Similarly, in Northern Ireland, the General Consumer 
Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984 established 
the Northern Ireland Consumer Councilxxiii. One of the 
Consumer Council’s key roles is undertaking best practice 
research to identity and quantify emerging risks to ensure 
consumers are protectedxxiv .

There is, however, no analogous body in Wales. The Welsh 
Government should consider establishing a separate 
consumer body dedicated to reducing consumer harm and 
providing advocacy and advice on behalf of consumers. 
This should include work on product safety – including the 
sale of goods on online marketplaces, improving recalls 
and product registration and other product safety issues, 
such as the increasing sale of second-hand goods.

How You Can Help
You can help by scheduling questions, motions and 
debates in the Senedd, asking official questions of the 
Welsh Government or party colleagues, and ensuring 
that the Senedd is doing all it can to support the need for 
improved regulation of online marketplaces.  

Contact Details:

If you would like further details about this 
briefing, please contact:  

William Wright, Policy & Public Affairs Advisor
William.wright@electricalsafetyfirst.org.uk
+44 (0) 7740 105 215

Online shopping makes up over a 1/4 of all retail sales.
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