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Need t o strengt hen and add new consuner protection | aws

| zat un Hani m Shari
PROTECTI NG consumer rights has been an issue inthis country ever since
the first | ocal consumer organi sati on was founded in 1964.

The Government, for one, has al ways been aware of the advantages of
har nessi ng consumnerisnm s coll ective m ght.

Just recently, while launching the Wrld Consuner Day 1998 cel ebrati ons
at Pusat Islam Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad reiterated
his call to Mal aysians to spend w sely and buy | ocal products during this
peri od of econom ¢ hardship

According to the Federation of Ml aysi an Consuners Associ ati ons'
presi dent Handan Adnan, such calls to buy | ocal products were nade by
consuner associ ations since consuneri smwas actively pronoted i n Mal aysi a
nore than 30 years ago

"Thi s has been done by Fonta since our formation (in 1973)," he said,
addi ng that consuner groups have also in the past called on | oca
manuf acturers to i mprove quality.

Yet, pronoting the buying of |ocal products is only one of many open-
ended i ssues t hat make up the "struggl e" of the consuner associationin
this country.

For years, consuner associations have tried to fight for consuners to be
better protected fromdefective products and shoddy services that not only
t ake advant age of them but also threaten their livelihood and safety.

Over the past three decades, consuner groups such as Fonta and the
Consuner s Associ ati on of Penang have taken the | ead i n pronoting and
pushing for the protection of consuner rights through | egi sl ati on and
stricter enforcenent of |aws.

It has not been an easy task. Many efforts have either been thwarted by
the sl owi npl ement ati on of consuner protection | egislationor government
policies which seemed to favour the business sector.

Several mlestones in consumer protection have taken years to achi eve.
The Direct Selling Act 1993 for exanple, was enforced only after 12 years
of | obbying by Fonta.

Anot her achi evenent is the | aw on price taggi ng under the Price Contro
Act which cane into existence only after 15 years' of continuous pressure
on the Governnent.

Handan sai d better coverage by the nmedi a on consuner affairs has al so
provided a channel for the public to voice their conplaints.

"I'n a recent study, we found that what consunmers want nost during the
present econom c situationis nore information on products and services,"
he said, adding that the efforts by newspapers |i ke the New Straits Ti nes
with its Wse Spendi ng survey was very nuch wel conmed.

Handan sai d Mal aysi a was anong t he nbst active countries inthe worldin
ternms of consuner education in schools, as about 70 per cent of the
school s i n the country have consuner cl ubs. But whil e havi ng consuner
clubs in nost schools has further contributed to the increased consuner
awar eness anong yout hs, clubs al one are not sufficient as they do not help
t hem beconme wi ser consuners.

Consuner educati on needs to be integrated in the school curricul umby
havi ng nore el enents of consunerismin various subjects such as in
Mat hemat i cs and Physi cs.

Wil e consunerismin Ml aysia has come a | ong way wi t h numerous
achi evenents, there is still a long way to go.



The country has over 30 pieces of legislation related to consuner
protection - anong the nost in the world - yet renmins behind other
countries interns of the quality of |egislation and consuner know edge of
the | aw.

Hanmdan sai d nost of the consumer protection | aws contain | oophol es which
are being exploited by nmanufacturers.

"We need to strengthen these | aws and add new ones. For exanple, there
i s al ready t he Housi ng Devel opers Act whi ch saf eguards the i nterest of
devel opers, but there is no equival ent act to protect housebuyers."

Al so, he said the country still does not have sufficient product
liability | aws.

But what the consunmer groups are strongly pushing for is the Consuner
Protection Act which woul d gi ve a better avenue for consuners to channel
their conplaints.

The Act has been presented to the Cabinet but has yet to be tabled in
Parl i anment.

Handan said the fight for consuner rights was now a gl obal nmatter rather
than a | ocal i sed one, and i ncreased net wor ki ng anbong t he vari ous consuner
groups woul d be inportant.

"This nmeans in the future we may see sone ki nd of a consuner |nterpol,
with information on defective products in one country being shared with
others around the world."

But it is the consuners thensel ves who have to assert and exercise their
rights.

"It's already bad if a consunmer has to suffer because of a defective
product, but it is even nore regrettable if the consunmer does not conpl ain
and all ows others to be exploited and suffer as well," said Handan.
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