Protecting the consumer


LAHORE’S manufacturers, dealers and service providers are gradually discovering that they may not get away with cheating their customers any more. Since February this year, a consumer court has been working in the city, and more often than not, it has upheld the consumers’ and customers’ complaints — sometimes ruling against the country’s leading manufacturers and service providers. Only last week, the court decided that manufacturers and traders were liable to replacing faulty goods even if they do not provide any warranty or guarantee at the time of their sale. According to some news reports, the number of cases filed at the court has exceeded 150 with almost one-third of them already decided. Set up with help from the Asian Development Bank’s Access to Justice Programme, the consumer court in Lahore — and 10 other similar courts in different districts of the province — has come about as a result of the Punjab Consumer Protection Act, 2005.

Though the provincial government took two long years after the enactment of the law to set up the first consumer courts, and that too only in a few districts, both the legislation and legal forums it has created provide a much-needed missing link in a market economy. Under the basic principles of such an economy, the market forces of demand and supply determine the prices and quality of the goods sold and services offered. But the fact is that manufacturers and traders can manipulate market forces for their benefit by holding back supplies or supplying defective products when demand is high. If they are not properly monitored and regulated, and their customers and consumers are not provided with any forum to have their grievances addressed, a market economy will certainly create only robber barons to make money at the expense of ordinary citizens.

But in a city of about six million people, how many have heard that there exists a court which can provide them justice against the depredations of crooked manufacturers, traders and service providers? Certainly not many. The government and non-government bodies working on consumer rights need to launch a sustained awareness campaign to let the people of Lahore know about the court as well as other provisions of the Punjab Consumer Protection Act. An informed citizenry will certainly go a long way in creating a level playing field between the manufacturers, traders and service providers on the one hand and their consumers and customers on the other.

