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It is my pleasure to be here today to share with you my thoughts on Consumer
Protection and Consumer Empowerment. My thoughts are based on my first hand
experience in handling consumer complaints within the ambit of several consumer
protection agencies and consumer protection laws that are currently in existence.

An average consumer in Fiji has been noted for his or her patience and tolerance. We all
have experiences to share as consumers of products and services. Can you recall the
incident when you bought a TV set or a household appliance which failed to function or
your bank statement was sent to a wrong address or your roof was still leaking after
paying off the carpenters or buying food items which were already expired?

Because Fiji consumers are passive, they consider the receipt of defective goods and poor
services as an act of fate or unfavorable planetary position in their horoscope or
wondering whose face you saw first thing in the morning that caused such problems, We
tend to blame ourselves although in reality we are being given a run around by dodgy
traders and service providers.

In this session, I wish to highlight that Fiji with the current policy framework is
contributing very little towards consumer protection and consumer empowerment. It is
rather paradoxical that the consumer is described as the "king" but in Fiji he/she neither
wears a crown nor has a scepter to protect him or herself from the unscrupulous traders
and the service providers. The traders and service providers all over the world, including
Fiji are generally well organized and have formed strong organizations and associations
to protect and safeguard their interests.

The consumers on the other hand, continue to be exploited by the rogue traders. This is
because:

- Consumers are disorganized and are unaware of their rights; or

- the consumer protection agencies that should assist them fail to provide the
assistance as expected; or

- the redress mechanism is limited or unavailable in some instances such as under
Fair Trading Decree and other alternatives are expensive; or



- there is an absence of competent and swift machinery for enforcement of existing
laws.

In this day and age there is no importance given to consumers in Fiji who are an
important player along with the traders in any market place. Traders and consumers have
symbiotic relationship. That is, one cannot do without the other. Unfortunately, the word
“consumer” is not even mentioned in the name of the government ministries unlike the
words ‘trade’ and ‘commerce’. So from the start consumers are not on the equal footing
with the traders although consumers are theoretically perceived as powerful players in the
market and considered being right all the time.

I will argue that consumer protection and empowerment can address many of the
obstacles faced by consumers provided there is a “one stop shop™ for the consumers to
take their grievances for redress or remedy. As a matter of choice, there should be a
simple, inexpensive redress mechanism outside the domain of the enforcement agencies.

My presentation is in four parts.

Firstly, I shall briefly highlight the systems and processes that are in place for consumer
protection and empowerment. Secondly I shall highlight the nature of complaints
received by the Council with some statistical information. Thirdly, I shall mention certain
difficulties faced by consumers in seeking redress and finally, I will suggest the way
forward for Fiji to create a fair marketplace for the consumers.

Current system and processes for consumer protection and consumer
empowerment

+ Consumer Protection Agencies

There are about 7 state agencies involved in consumer protection. These are:

Consumer Council of Fiji;

Prices and Incomes Board;

Weights and Measures Department;

Department of Fair Trading and Consumer Affairs;

Commerce Commission;

Fiji Trade Standard and Quality Control Office; and

Small Claims Tribunal (SCT).

Out of these, all are enforcement agencies with the exception of the Consumer Council of
Fiji. In particular, SCT provides inexpensive consumer redress whereas the Consumer
Council acts as a watchdog and it exerts pressure to create a fair and just delivery of goods
and services.
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There are also a number of Non-State Agencies involved in consumer protection and
empowerment. These are:

1. Fiji Consumer Association;
2. Fiji Media Council; and
3. Other Industry Bodies that ‘sel{-regulate’ (e.g. Medical, Legal)






