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CONSUMER AFFAIRS COMMISSION
PERFORMANCE FOR FINANCIAL YEAR 2007/2008 AND FOCUS FOR FINANCIAL YEAR 2008/2009
1.0 Purpose of Report
The purpose of this report is to inform Parliament and the public about the performance of the Consumer Affairs Commission (CAC) over the 2007/2008 Financial Year and its focus for the 2008/2009 Financial Year. 

2.0 Mission

The mission of the CAC is to: 
(i) Educate and sensitise Jamaicans as to their rights and obligations in their capacity as consumers

(ii) Provide consumers with information that can be useful in their day-to-day activities at home, school, work or in the marketplace

(iii) Resolve consumer complaints against providers of goods and services.
The Consumer Education Programme of the CAC is based on the Charter of Rights of the Consumer and the United Nations Guidelines for Consumer Protection to which Jamaica became a signatory in 1985. The programme is predicated upon the following eight (8) basic consumer rights:
(i) 
The right to safety
(ii) 
The right to choose
(iii) 
The right to be informed
(iv) 
The right to be heard
(v) 
The right to redress 
(vi) 
The right to the satisfaction of basic needs
(vii) The right to a healthy environment
(viii) The right to consumer education.
3.0 
Priority Programmes - Financial Year 2007/2008
During the Financial Year 2007/2008, the CAC continued core programmes to educate consumers and business persons via the mass media, the Internet and community outreach activities.  Resolution of consumer complaints also continued to be a priority for the agency.
Surveys were also conducted to determine prices and availability of some petroleum products, selected grocery items and school textbooks. In August 2007, the island suffered damage from the passage of Hurricane Dean and in the following weeks there were periods of heavy rainfall causing serious flooding in several parishes and considerable dislocation in the agricultural sector.  
In keeping with its operational plan the CAC undertook to survey those critical items needed to maintain life in the event of a disaster. They included canned foods, bottled water, selected agricultural products (particularly imported vegetables), hardware items and kerosene oil. This was in order to determine (a) availability (b) prices (c) necessity for Government intervention.
The implementation of the Consumer Protection Act, 2005 (CPA 2005) has greatly assisted the Commission in resolving a number of complaints. The CPA 2005 is continuously being reviewed, with the objective of ensuring that it remains relevant to the needs of the Jamaican people. The CAC launched its CPA 2005 Public Awareness Campaign to familiarize both consumers and vendors on the provisions contained in the Act.
Various agencies within the Caribbean Region and Latin America continue to rely on the Commission for guidance, support and comments on a range of consumer issues of global concern. At the invitation of Consumers’ International, the CAC participated in discussions throughout the year on a number of issues via information and communication technologies and by attending international conferences.

4.0 
Main Achievements for Financial year 2007/2008
(i) Resolution of one thousand four hundred and eight (1,408) complaints, representing ninety two percent (92%) of a total of one thousand five hundred and twenty seven (1,527) complaints handled during Financial Year 2007/2008. This total comprised one thousand three hundred and thirty nine (1,339) new complaints received during the period with one hundred and eighty eight (188) being brought forward from the previous period (2006/2007). 
(ii) For the review period, instances of advice to consumers totaled two thousand four hundred and ninety nine (2,499). Requests were mainly for guidance before committing to purchasing items or engaging in any other business transaction. There were also requests from vendors who consulted the Commission before taking actions or making offers of redress to consumers. Requests for advice for this reporting period were nine hundred and sixty nine (969) more than the number recorded during the year, indicating that this service area continues to grow in importance.
(iii) The CAC continued to provide assistance to consumers who had used non-conforming cement for construction purposes following the recall by Caribbean Cement Company Limited.  During the period, the CAC dealt with forty four (44) cement-related complaints and brought closure to twenty eight (28). The Commission’s intervention was sought because the complainants were not satisfied with the slow pace of the Cement Company’s procedures whether at the stage of promised visits, assessment of claims made, or payments of agreed compensation sums.   
(iv) A total of $27.26 M was secured on behalf of aggrieved consumers during the review period (April 1, 2007 - March 31, 2008). This comprised rebates, refunds, payments, and compensation. Of this amount, $5.66 M was compensation secured on behalf of cement complainants while $15.48 M was recovered due to complaints made in the automotive category. The latter has proven to be an area of great concern to the CAC and discussions will be held with vendors to develop a code of conduct. These two (2) major issues accounted for seventy eight percent (78%) of the funds secured on behalf of aggrieved consumers. 
(v) The CAC continued to apply provisions of the CPA 2005 to resolve complaints. Meetings were held to facilitate vendors and complainants coming together to attempt amicable resolution of disputes before considering litigation. The CAC also made a special presentation to the fraud squad on the CPA 2005 and received a commitment for future collaboration.
(vi) The Commission carried out direct sensitization of thirty eight thousand five hundred and eighty five (38,585) consumers at one hundred and sixty six (166) events including presentations, exhibitions, expositions, debates, shows and other activities in all fourteen (14) parishes. The reporting period saw collaboration between the CAC and a number of agencies that have requested the Commission’s involvement in their planned activities, such as the Petroleum Corporation of Jamaica (PCJ), National Youth Service and the HEART Trust NTA. 
(vii) A number of surveys were conducted during the reporting period. They included eleven (11) surveys of petrol prices, seven (7) on critical items needed for survival in the event of a disaster such as hurricane, and nine (9) of basic food items placed under the Government’s Price Support Programme. 
(viii) A school textbook survey is conducted annually during the first week of August, to provide consumers with information on the availability of books and the lowest prices available in their shopping locales  
(ix) Since December 6, 2007, the Commission, on instructions from its portfolio Minister, commenced weekly monitoring of fifty (50) grocery and agricultural products.  Additionally, thirteen (13) ad hoc market surveillance activities were conducted concerning the availability of cement, chicken meat, eggs; the import quantities for twelve (12) basic food items; and to test whether the GCT had been removed from energy saving items previously identified as not compliant.
(x) During the Christmas shopping period, the CAC collaborated with Courts Jamaica Ltd. and Singer Jamaica Ltd. in order to facilitate the Commission offering advice on consumer spending to their customers.
(xi) Several media houses sought CAC perspectives on a number of consumer issues, so facilitating the CAC in the dissemination of useful information to the Jamaican consumer.  Consequently, one hundred and fifteen (115) media interviews were conducted, covering themes such as unlabelled meat from cloned animals; pharmaceuticals and product recalls which included twenty five million (25 M) toys due to excessive lead paint.
(xii) Three hundred and eighty two (382) indirect media contacts and advertisements were recorded throughout the reported period.  These included articles generated by the CAC, or articles and other placements with information provided by the CAC with themes including hurricane safety tips, energy conservation, ATM security and identity theft, and Christmas shopping tips. 
(xiii) In an effort to have current information on recalled items, for example medicines and toys, the CAC registered with the Washington-based Consumer Protection and Safety Commission. Thus the CAC is immediately advised if there are recalls of certain products.
(xiv) The CAC website continues to be a source of information for consumers as well as media personnel and students. Over the review period there were six thousand six hundred and nineteen (6,619) hits to the site.
(xv) The CAC continues to act as secretariat for meetings among key players in importation, distribution and manufacture of essential foods.  During the review period, there were twelve (12) regular meetings, one (1) special meeting of the Disaster Management Sub-Committee and several ad hoc meetings to discuss dealing with rising food prices.
(xvi) The CAC participated in its flagship event of the year – the celebration of World Consumer Rights Day under the theme “Unhealthy Food Promotion: Unhealthy Children”. Among the activities held to commemorate the day was an outside broadcast with Nationwide, which took place at the Vauxhall High School. The Minister’s World Consumer Rights Day message was published in the major newspapers as well as featured on major television and radio stations. The Commission was joined by a representative of Consumer International from the movement’s headquarters in London, England in a radio interview on Friday, March 14, 2008. 
(xvii) CAC played the lead role in a consultative process that resulted in the creation of a National Disaster Management Strategic Action Plan, a response strategy for the distributive trade. The Plan was effected in 2007 subsequent to the passage of Hurricane Dean and was critical in addressing incidents of improper market practices
(xviii) A new complaints management system was implemented at the start of the review year. It provides greater data security, increased interactivity, improved monitoring of cases outstanding including the tracking of cases by the complainants, and an easier reporting facility. The CAC also continued to handle and process complaints referred by the Fair Trading Commission (FTC). Complaints and other communications continue to be received online. 

(xix) There continued to be strong inter-agency cooperation with the Bureau of Standards Jamaica (BSJ) which assisted in the testing of products subject to complaints regarding quality and food contamination. The CAC also served on committees responsible for reviewing and creating standards and actively supported the Bureau’s National Quality Awards by serving on the Examiner’s Board and providing sectional prizes for excellence in customer service in the manufacturing and service sectors.   

(xx) There were two (2) new publications - an Energy Camp Handbook and a CAC Overview - specifically prepared for the Minister and Board of Directors 
(xxi) The Commission continued to maintain its eight (8) consumer clubs and is currently in the process of providing information and support to eight (8) rural schools which have indicated their interest in forming consumer clubs
(xxii) CAC’s consumer clubs participated in the inaugural Smart Consumer Clubs Summer Camp held between July 12 and 15, 2007. Forty (40) representatives from eight (8) high schools participated. 
5.0
Focus for Financial Year 2008/2009
          The focus of the Commission will be as follows:
· Effective complaint handling systems, which respond promptly to the public’s needs and which utilize all available resources and technology as efficiently as possible

· Legal framework, which offers the best possible protection for final consumers, while facilitating free trade and global competitiveness 

· Development and execution of consumer education programmes tailored to reach school children and adults using all available and practical means 

· Commitment of all officers of the Commission to deliver excellent public service and peak performance.

The programmes to support the policy focus have been designed to:


(a)
Protect consumers from health and safety hazards 


(b)
Promote and protect consumers’ economic interests

(c)
Ensure consumers access to adequate information to facilitate informed choices according to their individual tastes and requirements

(d)
Provide consumer education


(e)
Ensure effective consumer redress 

(f)
Provide support for the formation of consumer groups and opportunities for such organizations to incorporate their ideas in decision-making processes.
          To achieve its overall objective, the CAC will continue to target the general public, businesses, media houses, educators, and administrators of consumer protection legislation. Specifically, there will be particular emphasis on students, including those at tertiary level, and educators. Other groups to be targeted will include the elderly, motorcar owners and persons who conduct business using credit and debit cards. 

6.0 Summary of Main Programmes for Financial Year 2008/2009
The programmes to be pursued over the 2008/2009 Financial Year are captured under the broad headings as below:

(i)
Consumer education through direct contact

(ii)
Business education

(iii)
Complaint resolution services

(iv)
Support of consumer advocacy groups

(v) Market intelligence services

(vi) Incorporation of Consumer Protection Act 2005 within the work programme

(vii)
International cooperation

(vii) Corporate services

The specific activities listed below are proposed with a view to optimizing the performance of the CAC:
· Restructuring of the CAC and upgrading its human resource to enable more timely responses to consumer complaints

· Production and broadcasting of messages aimed at reaching at least 1.6 million consumers via the print and electronic media, expositions, exhibitions, fairs and the direct provision of information to various groups

· Serving and voicing consumers’ interests at fora dealing with standards, the environment, food (security and distribution), and utilities

· Resolution of at least eighty percent (80%) of complaints received (within 10 working days of receipt). On average about two thousand (2,000) complaints are handled each Financial Year

· Continued improvement in educational presentations to civic organizations, service clubs and other consumer groupings on the specifics of redress, development of consumer advocacy skills et al   
· Provision of survey and research services in support of enhanced consumer information to facilitate choice
· Development of a consumer advocacy kit for NGO’s, community based organizations et al
· Establishment and maintenance of four (4) additional in-school consumer advocacy clubs 

· Establishment and maintenance of  two (2) community-based consumer advocacy groups for adults 

· Development of a document centre to facilitate better response to students’ requests for research assistance. Information will also be accessed by consumer NGO’s (and other clients) and a response issued to enquiries as mandated by the Access to Information Act

· Monitoring of projects supported through the Consumer Alliance; development and testing of monitoring instruments
· Maintaining links with recognized consumer organizations with a view to obtaining information and facilitating participation in International workshops and conferences on consumer issues

· Participation in meetings, workshops and conferences within the region

· Dissemination of information gleaned through international and regional contacts, to local policy makers, consumer advocates, and the general public  

· Ongoing review of the Consumer Protection Act and provision of technical support to the portfolio Ministry regarding required amendments to the Act

· Launching of the CAC citizens charter
· The implementation this summer, of a special energy conservation competition for families from all parishes, with a view to help households conserve on electricity and learn to read their electricity meters. 
7.0
Budgetary Allocation
	Financial Year
	2007/2008
	2008/2009

	Allocation
	$56.207 M
	$81.457 M
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