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Foreword

Most people who read newspapers, listen to the radio or watch
TV will probably have been exposed to the views of the
Australian consumer movement—an organised collective of
groups, independent of government, industry and business,
which works to ensure that all consumers get a ‘fair go' when
buying and using products and services. The movement often
uses the media to draw attention to its concerns about issues
like prices, product safety and fraudulent practices by
manufacturers and retailers,

However, while many people become aware of consumer issues
through our media activities, they may not know so much about
the consumer movement itself—how it came about, the
organisations that are a part of it, the broad range of issues it is
involved in, and what it has achieved for Australian consumers,

This booklet aims to answer these questions, in the hope of
raising your awareness of consumer rights and the movement
which works to protect them.
(Dr) David Widdup, Director
Consumers’ Federation of Australia




Terms and abbreviations

ACA

Australian Consumers’  Association
(ACA)

ACCC

Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission (formerly the Trade
Practices Commission and Prices
Surveillance Authority)

CFA
Consumers' Federation of Australia
(known until 1995 as the Austealian

Federation of Consumer Organisations,

but referred to as CFA throughoun this
1ext)

CHF

Consumers’ Health Forum of Australia

CI

Consumers’ International (known until
1995 as the Intemational Organisation
of Consumer Unions, but referred 1o as
Clin this text)

CLC
Communications Law Centre

Consumer movement

An organised collective of groups,
independent of government, industry
and business, which works 1o ensure
that all consumers get a ‘fair go' when
buying and using products and services
Consumer sovereignty

An economic doctrine claiming that

consumers have enough buying power
1o ensure that products will meet their

vi

needs and wants, and that they can,
therefore, make informed choices
which maximise their satisfaction

CTN
Consumers' Telecommunications
Network

CWA
Country Women's Association of
Australia

FAAH

Federated Association of Australian
Housewives

FBCA
Federal Bureaw of Consumer Affairs

Grass-roots organisation
A non-profit ocganisation relkant mainly
on volunteer workers

Modern consumer
movement

Refers 1o intensification of organised
consumer activity in Western developed
nations from ¢. 1960

Monopolistic market
Situation in which only one supplier
provides a product or service

NCWA: National Council of Women of
Australia

Suppliers

Manufacturers, retailers or service
providers—can be privately or publicly
owned, profit-driven or non-profit

UAW: Union of Australian Women

A history of the Australian consumer movement

The Australian Consumer
Movement — setting the scene

Modern consumer movement

The term, ‘modern consumer movement’ refers to the
intensification of organised consumer activity throughout
Western developed nations from around 1960. The movement
emerged from a climate of economic and technological change
in the early half of the century, The distinctive social mood of
the 1960s was also a factor, as public protest increased
alongside a declining trust in large organisations, including
those providing consumer goods and services.

Imbalance of power Consumers,
The consumer movement's basic concern is that consumers usually

have unequal bargaining power in their dealings with indju:feuals,
suppliers. Consumers, usually individuals, are considered weak crnsilarad

when compared with suppliers, who usually have greater weal wiken
political influence, more economic resources, and better compared
access to information, with

suppliers

To redress this power imbalance, consumers must:

a have better access to information
o be able to resolve disputes with suppliers; and

o be able to see evidence that suppliers are
accountable for their behaviour.'
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What does the consumer movement do?

The consumer movement seeks to identify, expose and
remedy incidences where manufacturers, retailers or service
providers mislead, deceive or place consumers at risk or
disadvantage. Where possible, the movement also takes a
proactive stance to help ensure such conduct does not occur
in the first place, by lobbying governments to legislate for
consumer protection and set regulatory standards for business
and industry.

Not a radical movement

In contrast with some other social movements in Australia, the
consumer movement has had a relatively non-radical past. This
is because its basic philosophies do not drastically threaten
dominant ideologies or social structures (ie, it is not
revolutionary). Additionally, its members are generally part of
‘mainstream’ society. The movement has attracted
professionals such as lawyers, scientists and academics, giving
it opportunities to direct its activities through established
channels or processes.

Working for all consumers

Although the movement is sometimes criticised for being
‘middle-class’, it strives to work in the
interests of all consumers. The consumer
movement is relevant to everyone, because
everyone is a consumer. People depend
on certain material goods and services to maintain their
existence and, ideally, to enhance their quality of life. In
democratic countries, consumers are also voters, and have
political influence.

The consumer movement is
relevant to everyone, because
everyone is a consumer

A history of the Australian consumer movement
The consumer movement is an international phenomenon, so
the Australian movement cannot be examined in isolation.

Chapter One therefore provides an account of the global rise
of the consumer movement. Chapter Two looks at some

ideological themes which have influenced the movement. L‘{JI‘::JEH'IEI'
Chapter Three looks at the Australian scene, tracing some movement
early links before describing the emergence and growth of the  has spread
modern movement. Chapter Four examines the Australian throughout
movement in more detail, focusing on: the world

a the Consumers’ Federation of Australia (CFA, known
until 1995 as the Australian Federation of Consumer
Organisations, but referred to as CFA throughout this
text), the national peak body representing consumer
groups; and

o the Australian Consumers' Association (ACA), one of
Australia's largest and most prominent consumer
organisations,

Chapter Five attempts to draw these chapters together.



Consumers' Federation of Australia

One

The global rise of the
consumer movement

Complex marketplace

Many commentators trace the rise of a recognisable consumer
force to the early 20th century. The rise of the labour
movement contributed to an increasing awareness that
consumers could organise collectively in their own interests.*
Periods of economic and social upheaval also incited the
growth of consumer activism. In the Great Depression of the
1930s, for example, rising prices and declining purchasing
power led to increased consumer scrutiny of products and
business behaviour. For business, reductions in consumer
spending intensified competition, sales promotions and
advertising, and often resulted in lowered quality of products.?

Technological developments in the first

making decisions in a half of the century brought new products,
complex marketplace mass manufacturing techniques and

10

national (later, international) marketing of
brand-name goods. As the marketplace became increasingly
complex, consumer decision-making became more difficult,
and the need for consumers to take action became more
urgent. *

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

The American influence

While these factors affected all Western developed nations, it
was in the United States that the consumer movement
emerged most rapidly. Influential publications, such as Your
Money's Worth, 1927, alerted people to the sale of inferior
products and to consumer confusion created by manipulative
advertising and promotion. They also highlighted the need for
independent product testing agencies.’ One of these, the
Consumers’ Union, was formed in 1936.

Through product testing operations, the publication called
Consumer Reports, and involvement in a broad range of
consumer campaigns, the Union became the US’ most
prominent consumer organisation.

The Consumers’ Union provided the model, or inspiration, for
organisations formed during the late 1950s and early 1960s in
many industrially developed nations. A consumers’ association
was established in the United Kingdom in 1957, and the
Australian Consumers' Association (ACA) in 1959. The idea of
product testing also inspired the formation of organisations in
Belgium, the Netherlands, Scandinavia, Austria, West Germany,
France, Japan and Israel.®

Consumers' International

In 1960, organisations from the US, UK, Australia, Belgium and
the Netherlands formed the International Organisation of
Consumer Unions (I0CU, now known as Consumers’
International (CI), and referred to as such throughout this
text). Cl began as an organisation reflecting largely middle-

class concerns of Western countries. However, within its first

11
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two decades it became increasingly focused on consumer
issues facing developing nations, such as exploitation by
transnational corporations, ‘'dumping’ of
CI helped establish unsafe products by developed nations and
‘watchdogs'on international  basic quality of life issues like the right to
marketing in developing  adequate food, clean water, and basic
countries health services

During the mid to late 1960s, CI fostered the growth of
consumer organisations throughout the developing world. In
the 1970s and 80s it set up networks to act as watchdogs on

movement into the public spotlight. Nader highlighted the Nader
problem of powerful economic interests ignoring the harmful ~ inspired a
effects of their technology. He promoted ‘active citizenship’ as €% style of

- " consumer
the solution, inspiring a new style of consumer protest. protes

Summary — United Nations Guidelines
fnr(:mumer?mgcction‘
The origins of the guidelines can be traced to the late 1970s, when the UN Economic
and Social Council recognised that consumer protection had an important bearing
on economic and social development. After extensive international consultation,
the guidelines were adopted by the UN General Assembly in April 1985.

international marketing. These included the International
Baby Food Action Network, which organised the famous
Nestlé boycott in protest against the irresponsible marketing
of baby formula in developing countries.”

Cl was instrumental in the United Nations' 1985 adoption of a
set of guidelines for consumer protection (see opposite).
More recently, CI has negotiated for UN ratification of a Code
of Conduct for Transnational Corporations and has lobbied to
protect the interests of developing nations in international
trade negotiations. In 1995, CI had links with 203 consumer
groups in 77 countries.

Active citizenship

As the international movement emerged in the 1960s, the US
movement underwent a re-invigoration which affected
consumer consciousness worldwide. Ralph Nader's 1965 text,
Unsafe At Any Speed. The Designed In Dangers of the
American Automobile, was important in sparking this
resurgence. The text brought Nader and the consumer

Obijectives

10 &8i51 countres 1o achicve 2nd
maingain adequane protection for their
poprulation & comsumess;

1o Facilitae: prosiuectaon and disribunon
paticms responsive 1o consamers’ necds
and desires;

o encourage echical conduct for those
prosiucing and distributing goods and
Services;

0 fssisg countries (o curb abusive
business practices which adversely affect
CONSUMErs;

tor fcilitate development of independent
CONSUMES Zroups;

to further intemational coopertion in
COMSUmMEr protection; and

to encourage development ol market
conditions which provide consamerns
with greater choice at lower prices

Guidelines

The guidclines are intended 0 meet
these legitimate consumes needs

protecnon from health and safery hazards
{eg via begesbation, regulation, standards .

promotion of (naumers” economic
intorests (eg via fair distribution methods
and business practice, informative
marketing);

redlress measures (eg via formal/informal
dispute resolution schemies — must be
fast, fair, inexpensive, accessible);

eilucation and information progrims
{must be culmurally appropriate and cover
health/nutrition/diseise prevention,
product hagardsAnformation, redress,
environmental issues), and

food, water, pharmaceuticals (essentsal 1o
consumer health — governments should
give them prionity when advancing
CORsUmEr interess).

13
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Two

Evolution of a consumer
ideology

The consumer movement has been motivated primarily by
pragmatic concerns rather than ideology. The movement
therefore is not static. It is responsive to new influences and
has broadened its scope over the years. Throughout this
process, however, certain themes and influences have
collectively fashioned an evolving consumer ideology.

‘Consumer sovereignty’?

The consumer movement has challenged the doctrine central
to traditional free market economics, that consumer buying
power, in itself, is sufficient to ensure that products will meet
consumers’ needs and wants, and that they can, therefore,
make informed choices which maximise their satisfaction. This

Consumer sovereignty is more
of an ideal than a reality..  Consumer sovereignty is, however, more

14

of an ideal than a reality. Monopolistic
markets (where only one supplier provides a product or
service), lack of information, unsound marketing practices and
the bewildering range of new and often technically complex
products can inhibit the consumer’s ability to make informed

theory is known as ‘consumer sovereignty'.

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

choices.” The consumer movement, therefore, believes in a
‘fair' market advocating corporate accountability on one hand
and consumer empowerment on the other, with government
providing the necessary regulation,

Political ideals

Political ideals have also influenced consumer ideology. The
US movement provided ideas which became central to the
philosophy of the movement. For example, Ralph Nader
popularised notions of consumer empowerment. He used
democratic ideals to inspire people to take action, to build a
“countervailing force” to powerful industry and government
interests."

Consumer rights

The US movement also introduced the notion of consumer
‘rights’, In 1962, on the first World Consumer Rights Day,
President Kennedy articulated some basic consumer rights
which became known as the Consumer Bill of Rights. These
were the right to safety, the right to choice, the right to
information and the right to be heard. Since then, the
consumer movement has expanded the Bill to include the
rights to redress, consumer education, a healthy environment
and satisfaction of hasic needs.

CI's adoption of the Bill ensured its global acceptance as a
statement of the consumer movement's essential objectives. In
a further development, certain ‘responsibilities’ were added to
the rights (see page 16). Consumers must be critically aware,
willing to take action, socially and ecologically responsible, and
willing to foster consumer solidarity.

15
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16

Consumer Rights and
Responsibilities

The Eight Rights

© The right to satisfaction of O The right to be heard
basic needs O The right 1o redress
O The right to safety O The right 10 consumer education
O The right to be informed O The right 10 a healthy
O The nght w choose environment.

The consumer movement believes that those who wish o
enjoy the consumer rights should also accept certain
responsibilities.

The Six Responsibilities

O A responsibility for fair dealing: to deal fairly with any trader in the
marketplace

O A responsibility to be critically aware: to become alert and
questioning about price and quality of goods and services

O A responsibility to take action: to become assertive in ensuning
a fair deal

O A responsibility to show social concern: to become aware of
the impact of ourselves on others in relation to consumer
issues

O A responsibility to have environmental awareness: to use
goods and services so that pollution, waste and resource
depletion are kept to 3 minimum.

O A responsibility to foster consumer solidarity: 1w organise
ourselves together 1o develop strength and influence 1o
promote and protect our interests.

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

The additional rights and responsibilities reflect a broadening ¢/ imer
in the scope of consumer ideology to include environmental,  jdeology
social justice and human rights perspectives, This was partly  encompasses
due to the expansion of the international movement into | the
developing nations, where middle-class, Western notions of environment,

consumer rights were inappropriate for the realities facing smn c(‘imlhjrsml;e
these consumers,” , rights ... it
would not be

Environmentalism also played a role in consumer ideology. In credible E‘
a world increasingly aware of the effect of human consumption ;m[ uu“mmpt o
on the environment, the consumer movement would not be

credible if it was seen to be promoting consumption per se. i
The philosophy and language of the movement have been
influenced, therefore, by the notion of ‘ecological
responsibility”.
Moving with the times
Consumer ideology is dynamic, or evolving. This enables the

< Consumer
consumer movement to encompass new influences, respond {intie s
positively to change, and remain relevant to contemporary dynamic .. it
society. is relevant 1o

To demonstrate this, the next two chapters look at the origins Cuﬂ[chumry
of organised consumer activity in Australia, and the rise of the society
modern Australian movement. == 8

17
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Three

Australia and the modern
consumer movement

The beginnings

In Australia, the modern consumer movement is generally
considered to have begun with the 1959 formation of the
Australian Consumers’ Association. Other organisations,
however, which pre-date ACA and are still active in today's
movement, provide direct links between the modern
movement and earlier activism.

Women's organisations were the driving force of a fledgling

consumer movement which emerged around the turn of the

century within the broader social reform

Women's organisations were  and women's movements, and intensified

the driving force of a fledgling  in response to the hardships of World War I
consumer movement ... and the Great DeprES.siun."‘

The National Council of Women of
Australia (NCWA) was founded in 1931, although State-based
councils were operating as early as the 1890s. The concerns of
the National Council often lay with what are now regarded as
consumer issues, eg health and nutrition, food safety, pricing,
shopping hours and inflation.™

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

“ESP” Expansion, specialisation, professionalisation
CFA's membership approximately doubled in the first five

years. While this increase was initially due to formation of state
and regional groups, the emergence of new specialist member
organisations marked the beginning of a trend which shaped
the future character of the consumer movement.

As the 1970s progressed, new groups formed around issues
like smoking (Non-Smokers Movement of Australia), housing
(Tenants Union of Victoria) and public transport (Action for
Public Transport),

In the 1980s, the continuing trend towards specialisation
corresponded with a focus broadening from product-centred
issues to those relating to services, particularly in health,
communications, finance and the law. The consumer
movement spawned, and attracted the membership of several
new specialist organisations, including Consumers’ Health
Forum (1986), Communications Law Centre (1988) and
Consumers' Telecommunications Network (1989).

Following financial deregulation in the early 80s, the combined
effects of over-lending and high interest rates led to financial
crises for many people. Several financial and debt-counselling
organisations formed and/or joined the consumer movement.
Consumer credit legal centres were established in Victoria,
NSW and WA. The legal centres brought a new influence to the
movement in the form of professional lawyer activists, whose
reformist agenda influenced campaigns on legal and financial
issues,

23
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Specialisation has brought the consumer

Specialisation enables the _ ;
consumer movement to  movement an increased range of expertise,
become more effective ina @ ‘professionalisation’ enabling it to
demanding political respond to the challenge of new and
environment complex issues, and to become more
effective in a demanding political

environment. It should be noted, however, that most of CFA’s
early members remain prominent in the organisation’s
activities.

‘Greening’ of the Australian Movement

Another trend that has emerged in the last decade could be
described as the ‘greening’ of the Australian consumer
movement. In earlier years, the movement's environmental
concerns related mainly to chemical pollution, and to health
and safety risks associated with veterinary and agricultural
chemicals. From the mid-1980s, however, new issues, eg
‘green labelling', ‘environmentally-sound packaging' and food
irradiation, brought a convergence of green and consumer
perspectives,

In the 1990s, notions of ‘sustainable consumption’ or ‘green
consuming’ underpin consumer movement policy, and have
also influenced the traditional area of
‘sustainable consumption’  product testing, where factors like ‘energy
efficiency’ and ‘environmental friendliness’
have become important criteria in assessing the merits of
certain products.

24
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Consumer Affairs — the government arm of
consumer protection

When the modemn Australian movement got under way in the
1960s, Australian consumers had virtually no legislative
protection or avenues of redress for their grievances. The
consumer movement (particularly ACA and the early state
organisations) made a significant contribution to changing this
situation. By 1973, nearly all states and territories had passed a
Consumer Protection Act and established consumer affairs
councils (ministerial advisory councils) and consumer
protection bureaus. Queensland established the first Small
Claims Tribunal in 1973, followed by NSW, VIC, WA, the ACT
and NT in 1974,

Around the same time, important initiatives were underway at
the federal level. The Whitlam Government passed the Trade
Practices Act 1974, and established the Trade Practices
Commission (TPC). This was the first attempt by an Australian
government to enshrine consumer protection measures in
federal law. In comparison with existing state legislation, the
Act contained substantial penalty provisions for breaches. Its
consumer protection measures were eventually mirrored in
the Fair Trading Acts passed in each state and the NT
between 1987 and 1990."

In 1977, the National Consumer Affairs Advisory Council was
established under John Howard, then Minister for Business
and Consumer Affairs in the Fraser Government, to provide
Ministerial advice on consumer affairs. The council was
replaced by the Australian Consumers' Council in 1993,

in the 60s,
consumers
had no legal
protection
... the
COnsumer
movement
contributed
to changing
this

enshrining
consumer
protection
measures in
federal law

Advisory

Council on

Consumer
Affairs
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Between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s, consumer affairs was a
rather restless portfolio, moving between various Ministries,
including Business and Consumer Affairs, Home Affairs and
Environment and Attorney General's.

Consumer affairs — new prominence

During the mid-1980s, consumer affairs gained a new
prominence in government. The consumer movement had
considerable input in drafting 1986 amendments to the Trade
Practices Act, which, as well as strengthening existing
provisions, allowed for mandatory recall of unsafe products.

The Federal Bureau of Consumer Affairs
(FBCA) was established in 1987. It took on
an information and education role,

information, education
and safety ...

26

responsibility for administering the
product information and safety functions of the Trade
Practices Act, and responsibility for Commonwealth policy on
food and beverage standards, recalls, consumer product safety
and packaging and labelling.
1987 also saw the first appointment of a Federal Minister
responsible solely for consumer affairs, something CFA had
long called for.

Introduction of competition

In 1995, the Trade Practices Commission and Prices
Surveillance Authority were amalgamated to form the
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC),
which (among other things) oversees the introduction of

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

competition into monopolistic sectors of the economy, eg
electricity, water and gas supply.

The Commission was originally to be titled the Australian

Competition Commission. Concerned that the Commission’s

role in consumer protection could diminish, CFA lobbied

successfully for inclusion of thé term ‘consumer’ in the putting

Commission’s title, for insertion of clauses urging o)
governments to consider consumer and environmental s :

; 2,
; # competition
impacts of competition reform, and for a guarantee that at 4

least one Commissioner had expertise in consumer protection.

a7
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Four
The situation now

Structure, Operations, Relationships

The Australian consumer movement is large and diverse. CFA
currently has 88 member organisations (see Appendix), many
with their own member groups or affiliates. NCWA, for
example, has over 450 affiliated organisations, CHF has around
120 member groups, and CTN represents around 40
organisations.

For some CFA members, like NCWA, consumer affairs are just
one part of a broader agenda. Other member organisations,
set up specifically to represent consumers, may be broad-
based, concerned with a particular area (eg health) or with a
single issue (eg smoking). Members can be community,
profession, or geographically-based. They may be welfare or
environmentally oriented or be concerned with specific
interests of a particular group (eg the Australian Pensioners'
and Superannuants’ Federation). The scope of the movement
ranges from the most basic matters, like food quality, to broad
social concerns, like access to law.

Despite such diversity, the movement manages to maintain a
fair degree of cohesion, largely due 1o its structural organisation.

A bistory of the Australian constmer movement

CFA, as a nationally structured peak body, provides 2 vehicle CFA unifies

for the movement to operate and gain recognition as an the
organised and unified whole, while not impinging on the consumer
autonomy of member groups. Specialist groups can movement
concentrate on their area of interest while drawing on the - Yet
resources and political strength of the wider movement. membes
Most states have a broad-based, largely volunteer, consumer mﬁ:ﬂir
organisation which tends to act as a state umbrella group. identity

Regional and specialist groups can link into these
organisations, networking on issues of mutual concem. State
or territory based organisations concentrate their lobbying
efforts on their corresponding level of government, while also
linking into CFA, which coordinates national campaigns and
lobbies government at the federal level.

The consumer movement also networks externally, maintain-

ing contact with organisations from the welfare, women's and

environment movements. It is common for consumer and

other community sector organisations to run joint campaigns .
; . linking,

on issues of mutual concemn. An example is the Consumer networking,

Justice Charter, a statement of consumer justice aspirations lobbying

developed by the Consumer Justice Coalition, which included

peak organisations from the consumer, welfare, aged,

disability, ethnic, AIDS, Aboriginal, environment, women’s and

civil liberties movements. Campaigns on banking issues have

brought together consumer, aged and welfare organisations,

while women's, aged, youth, welfare and consumer groups

have collaborated on superannuation campaigns.

29
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CFA and ACA - what they are, bow they

differ

CFA and ACA are the two leading national consumer
organisations. While dealing with many of the same issues,
their nature and functions are quite different.

Consumers’ Federation of Australia

While CFA has a huge membership, its staff and budget are
relatively modest. Resourced mainly through a grant from the
federal government, it currently operates on an annual budget

of around $470 000. CFA is governed by a 13-member Council,

five of whom form the Executive. CFA's paid staff comprises a
nine-member Secretariat operating from modest premises in
Canberra. As an organisation with limited resources, CFA’s role
is 2 demanding one and, like most community sector
organisations, it relies heavily on the dedication of its
Executive, Council and employees, and on input from its
member groups.

What does CFA do?

CFA's primary function is to represent the consumer
perspective. Canvassing the views of member groups, CFA
formulates policies for presentation to

CFA represents the
consumer perspective

government and industry bodies, and to
the wider community through the media.

CFA maintains interaction with relevant
government ministers, with bureaucracies (eg FBCA and
Treasury), and with statutory authorities (eg ACCC and the
Insurance and Superannuation Commission),

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

CFA facilitates the placing and support of about 100 consumer
representatives who sit on government, community and

industry councils, boards and committees, where many of the

decisions which affect consumers are made. CFA also

provides consumer representatives to Standards Australia

Committees, which set safety and quality standards for

products and services. .

CFA maintains communication with its membership through

circulation of discussion papers and the bi-monthly

publication Consumer action. It holds training workshops,

seminars and annual conferences. Facilitating communication,

coordinating projects and resourcing and representing the

movement's grass-roots organisations are important aspects

of CFA's role as the peak body.

Major achievements

One of CFA's first objectives was to assist and encourage the

formation of consumer organisations. CFA has had

considerable success in this regard, having been instrumental

in establishing CHF, CTN and consumer credit legal centres.

CFA has also promoted the establishment of specialist

organisations to work in areas like superannuation, banking

and utilities.

While most campaigning is done through the orthodox _—
methods mentioned above, CFA has sometimes employed novel
more novel techniques, including ‘phone-in’ campaigns on w
insurance, banking and superannuation. In these campaigns, specific
CFA coordinated volunteers nationwide to staff telephone problems
lines on which consumers voiced their concerns. These were

) |
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used to gauge the extent of consumer dissatisfaction and
identify specific problem areas.

Taking it to the courts

CFA has also engaged in court action, although litigation is not
within the organisation’s usual scope of operation. One case
involved the tobacco industry.

In 1888, the Tobacco Institute of Australia (TIA) ran an adver-
tisement in 14 major newspapers, claiming there was little
scientific evidence that cigarette smoke caused diseass in
non-smokers. In support of the claim, the ad cited various
medical and sclentific authorities (including the World Health
Organisation), who denounced TIA for its misrepresentations
and unauthorised use of their names.

CFA complained to the TPC that the advertisement was
misleading and contravened the Trade Practices Act. The TPC
threatened to institute proceadings agalnst TIA; however, after
negotiations, agreed not to sue, on the provision that TIA
place a ‘corrective advertisament’. This was done. However,
CFA feit the corrective advertissment was unsatisfactory. In
June 1987, CFA sought a Federal Court Injunction restralning
TIA from further breaches of the Act.

To prove TIA had engaged In misleading or deceptive con-
duct, CFA had to call on expert witnessas to convince the
court that passive smoking was indeed harmful to heaith.
Justice Morling concluded there was compelling sclentific
evidence that cigarette smoke caused lung cancer in non-
smokers, that passive smoking causad some people to
experience asthma attacks, and that there was overwhelming
evidence establishing a causal link between passive smoking
and respiratory disease In children.

The 221-page judgement was handed down In February 1991,
nearly five years after the appearance of the offending adver-
tisement. The outcome was 2 historic win for CFA, the con-
sumer movement and the anti-smoking lobby.=

A bistory of the Australian consumer movement

Australian Consumers’ Association

CFA, as a government-funded peak organisation, has a clear
function: to represent and facilitate the participation of its
member organisations, This demands that it remain open,
accessible, democratic and accountable to both government
and the grass-roots movement.

In contrast, ACA, with a subscription-based individual
membership, has a higher degree of autonomy, a2 more
corporate style, and often employs traditional marketing
techniques to promote its publications.

What distinguishes ACA from other Australian consumer
organisations is its primary function as a publishing company,
In its major publication Choice, ACA publishes results of the
tests it conducts on consumer products, informing the public
of the comparative safety, quality and value aspects of various
brands.

ACA is almost exclusively self-funded, operating largely on
proceeds from magazine sales. Choice has about 151 000
subscribers. ACA operates an annual budget of about $8
million, and employs around 80 staff. ACA is the best
resourced of Australia’s consumer organisations.

ACA promotes itself as ‘Australia's premier consumer
organisation’, There is, therefore, a duality to the consumer
movement at the national level. With its federated structure,
CFA is the appropriate body to represent large numbers of
consumer groups, Nevertheless, ACA pre-dates CFA as a
national organisation, and has a higher public profile.

using a more

corporate

style ... ACA

employs
traditional
marketing

techniques
like product

testing to

inform the

public
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This situation has caused some public confusion as well as
discussion within the movement over the roles of, and the
relationship between, the two organisations. Despite this, CFA
and ACA have had a close and cooperative relationship. Until
1994, ACA had a reserved position on CFA's Council, and
several of the movement's long term, leading activists have
been involved with both groups. CFA and ACA have also
undertaken many joint projects.

New directions

In 1991, a review of CFA uncovered criticisms that it had been
dominated by a small group of individuals and was not
adequately representing its broader membership. The review
also highlighted problems associated with lack of funding, and
the need for CFA to elevate its public profile, clarify its role in
relation to ACA, improve communications with grass-roots
members, implement better planning

CFA’s strategic planning ~ procedures and become more efficient.*
process balances the diverse
interests of member groups

In 1992, CFA began a ‘strategic planning
process’ which facilitated grass-roots
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involvement by allowing member
organisations to determine CFA's directions and priorities. As
well as clarifying the areas into which the Secretariat was
expected to direct its energies, the process allowed for a
balancing of the diverse interests of member groups.

Separate identity

The early 1990s also marked a new era for ACA. Financial and
management concerns prompted ACA’s Council to instigate a
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review, which resulted in a 1993 restructure. ACA also

reviewed its relationships with other organisations, including

CFA. To retain a separate identity and independence in policy- separate
making, ACA opted for consultative, rather than membership identity
status.

Since then, CFA and ACA have operated more independently,
with ACA’s involvement in CFA lessening and CFA's profile as
the national peak body becoming more firmly established.
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Five

Conclusion

This booklet has attempted to provide an overview of the
consumer movement, its historical influences, growth in
Australia and major trends and events. The points opposite
attempt to draw the story together.

Advocates for protection

Consumer groups have advocated for the establishment of
consumer protection legislation, consumer affairs agencies and
dispute settlement mechanisms to ensure consumers can
access processes to resolve their grievances. These serve not

the consumer movement ...
taking on the giants

only as avenues of redress but as effective
deterrents to potential exploiters.
Litigation like the TIA case illustrates how
the consumer movement, as the
representative of ordinary people, can

succeed in taking on large corporations, forcing them to be
accountable for their actions. This is testimony that in
Australia, Nader's ‘countervailing force’ has indeed been built.
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4 The consumer movement
arose primarily in response
to industrialisation. As
technology advanced and
those who controlled it grew
more powerful, individuals
became incteasingly .
alienated from the source of
their material existence, and
more vulnerable to .
exploitation by those who
controlled it. To challenge
the economic and political
power of industry and
business, people began to
organise collectively under
the identity of ‘consumers’.

# The beginnings of the
Australian consumer
movement can be traced to
the women's and social
reform movements of the
early 20th century. Although
the modern movement
developed in the 1960s as a
distinctive identity, these
early links remain significant,
both through the continued
involvement of women's

organisations and the
movement's contemporary
interest in welfare and social
justice issues.

4 While changing
technological, economic and
political circumstances have

Jinfluenced the movement’s

direction over time, its basic
concern for the protection of
people’s rights as
consumers has remained
constant. The scope of what
is involved in this, however,
has been broadened by
environmental, human rights
and social justice
perspectives.

# The Australian movement
generally operates through
conventional avenues rather
than through higher-profile
demonstrations of public
protest. While many of the
movement's achievements
have been individually small,
their collective impact has
been enormous.

Much that is now largely taken for granted by the public
is the result of years of relentless campaigning by
consumer groups.
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Action for Public Transport
Allergy, Sensitivity and Environmental
Health Association Inc
Anglicare Financial Counselling Service
Angicare South
Association for Consumer Education
Australian Gen Ethics Network
Australian Investors’ Association
Australian Pensioners' and
Superanmuants’ Federation
Australian Youth Policy and Action
Coalition

Brishane Consumers' Associition

Campbelitown Legal Centre Inc
Canberra Action on Smoking and Health
Canberra Consumers Inc
CarktonyFitzroy Financial Counselling
Service
Caton Legal Centre Inc
Central Queensland Consumers’
Assoctation
Community Information and Referral
Service of the ACT
Community Legal and Advocacy Centre
Communications Law Centre
Conservation Council of Western Australia
Consamer Action Movement
Consumer Advocacy and Financial
Counselling Assoctation (VIC)
Consumer Affairs Council of NT
Consumer Credit Legal Centre (NSW)

Consumer Credit Legal Service (VIC)

Consumer Credit Legal Sernce (WA)

Consumer Law Centre of Victora

Consumers’ Assoctation of South
Australiz

Consumers’ Assocanion of Victona

Consumers’ Association of Westem
Australiz

Consumers' Health Forum of
Australiz Inc

Consumers’ Telecommunications
Network

Country Women's Association of NSW

Country Women's Association of SA

Credit Helpline (Vic) Lud

Drarwin Community Legal Service
Dietitians” Associationol Austrlia
Disabled Peoples International (Tas)

Federated Association of Australian
Housewives
Federation of Community Legal
Centres (WA)
Financial Assistance Service Team (FAST)
Financial Counselling and Consumer
Informanon Service
Financial Counselling Services (QLD) Inc
Financial Counsellors Association of WA
Financial Counsellors Resource Project

Good Shepherd Youth and Family
Service
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Members as at July 1996
Haemochromatosis Information Service National Shelter
and Support Group Inc Non-Smokers Movement of Australia
Health and Research Employees Norwood Community Legal Service Inc
Association (NSW) NSW Council of Senior Citizens
Home Economics [nstitute Assockitions
(NSW Division) % public Interest Advocacy Centre
Home Economics Institute of Australia Public Transport Users Association
Home Economics Institute of Australia
(QLD} ' Queensland Assoctation of
Home Economics Institute of Australia Independent Legal Services
(Tasmansa Division) Queenshand Consumers’ Association
Home Economics Institute (VIC)
Home Economics Institute (WA) Rail 2000
Hunter Consumer Assoctation Redfern Legal Centre
Kidsafe (Child Accident Prevention Shelter SA
Foundation of Australia) South Australian Coundl of Socal
Service Inc
Launceston Community Legal Centre South Austealian Financial
" it Counseflors Association
Mallee Tenancy and Consuner 5t Kildka Communi
_ : unity Group
Midland Deit Counselling Service Tasmanian Environment Centre
Tenants Union of Victoria
National Council of Women of
Australia Union of Australian Women
National Counal of Women of
Launceston Welfare Rights and Legal Centre
National Council of Women of Weslev Central Mission
Tasmania . Wimmera Community Care
National Home Osmers Assocation Women With Disabilities (Australia)
National Information Centre on

Reurement Investments
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