15/ 03/ 2001
Mal aysi an consuners will have to stand up and fight for their rights

Ai non Mohd
HAPPY Wor| d Consumer Ri ghts Day.

However, it can't be a happy day for the many consuners who have
conmpl ai nts about a host of problens in getting reliable goods and
sati sfactory service

I ndeed, it has been recorded that there are such conpl aints each day.

Somewhere, a housewife grits her teeth as taps run dry and cof fee-shop
owners simer as the food in the refrigerator goes bad when there is no
electricity.

There seens no end to the conplaints. Have consuner probl ens been
negl ect ed? The answer is yes and no.

There is no | ack of chanpions of consuner rights. Ml aysians are
fortunate to have a pro-consuner government.

When Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad announced t he
establ i shnment of the new mnistry 10 years ago for consuner affairs says
it all.

There is al so the Consunmer Protection Act which has provision for a
Nati onal Consuner Advisory Council and a Tribunal for Consunmer d ains.

There are al so a nunber of consuner organisations in the country.

Mal aysia is said to have nore consunmer associations in proportiontoits
popul ati on than any other country in Asia.

For a population of nearly 23 mllion, it has 15 consunmer groups as well
as Fonta, the unbrella body for 11 state associ ations,

Moreover, there are 28 consuner-oriented | egislations.

What can be | acki ng?

Pahang Associ ati on of Consuners President Bi shan Si ngh Bahadur poi nted
out that one of the association' s weaknesses was its inability to provide
alternatives. He said the novenent tells people what to do or what not to
do but is unable to provide themwi th alternatives.

That's partly because of lack of financial resources to conme up with the
alternatives. Wthout independent resources, conpronises are often made to
get grants fromdonors, governments and consumners.

"Consuner apathy will continue to persist and w t hout adequate
resources, expertise and power. It is a losing gane."

This aside, the success or effectiveness of consunmer novenments is al so
greatly dependent on the active participation of consunmers to enable the
associ ations to function as an influential body.

In the end, the best formof consumer protection is the consumer's
awar eness of his rights and the need to speak up and | odge conplaints, and
when necessary, to demand conpensati on

Dorestic Trade and Consuner Affairs Mnister Tan Sri Mihyi ddi n Yassin
sai d al t hough consuner awareness has reached a respectable |l evel, there is
still a lack of interest anbng the public in protecting their rights as
consurmers.

Har nessi ng consumer power, said Muhyiddin, will ensure that their rights
are protected.

Muhyi ddi n said the public does not seemto realise the power it w elds.
"If the consuners decide to boycott a product, they could really hurt
the manufacturer. But nore often than not, they do not use this power in a

uni fied fashion."

Here, many expect the associations or the Mnistry to fight for their
rights, not realising that success depends on the participation of every



consunmer.

In nost cases, consuners prefer to suffer in silence. As a result,
traders and manufacturers profit fromtheir indifference, and ignorance.

"It is time Mlaysians woke up to their buying power."

Bi shan said the consuner novenent has three significant roles to play in
the new m Il enni um

The first is the traditional role of working as an integral part of the
exi sting econonic nodel to ensure that it is fair, just, accountable and
responsi bl e.

Second is to play the role of "non-partisan political watchdog" and
pronote participatory denocracy, transparent governance and account abl e
admi ni stration.

The third is the pro-active role of transform ng, changi ng and
institutionalising a devel opnent approach.

Fonta president Professor Handan Adnan said consumer education nust be
carried out systematically and effectively.

"Consuner illiteracy is still wi despread in not only the rural but al so
t he urban areas."

There are nmany chal | enges ahead for consuners. They nust be wary of
t echnol ogi cal devel opnents. Today's trade mal practices cone in
sophi sti cat ed di sgui ses.

Inferior products are not easily detected and thus there is a very rea
danger of turning devel oping countries into a dunping ground for goods
rejected by the devel oped countri es.

So consuners, stand up and exercise your rights.
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