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T he mandate of the Office of Consumer Affairs is “to pro-
mote a fair and efficient marketplace for the benefit of
Canadian consumers, and to protect the consumer interest

in the event of marketplace failure.” With this mandate, the Office
of Consumer Affairs is uniquely positioned to further the govern-
ment’s and Industry Canada’s goal of building a marketplace that
will strengthen business and increase consumer confidence. During
its first four years, the Office has firmly established its role within
Industry Canada to carry out this mandate, thanks to strong sup-
port from a committed and capable staff.

This business plan sets a three-year course for the Office of
Consumer Affairs to respond to emerging consumer issues in the
marketplace. The Office of Consumer Affairs has no regulatory
powers or responsibilities, but works in partnership with others
responsible for consumer protection legislation and regulation.
Through its work with the public and private sectors, the Office of
Consumer Affairs has become expert in using information and
developing innovative policy instruments to complement and 
support consumer protection regulation. Its work over the next
three years will be organized around three interrelated functions: 

■ making critical marketplace information available to consumers;

■ working with partners to protect the consumer interest;

■ acting on key emerging consumer policy issues.
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Consumer Information
■ The Office of Consumer Affairs expanded

and improved Consumer Connection, an
award-winning Web site that provides rapid
access to consumer information, interactive
tools, and summaries and contact informa-
tion on recent consumer research. The site’s
Financial Service Charges Calculator now
covers 40 percent more institutions, and 
provides information on children’s, students’
and seniors’ accounts. The Office of Consumer
Affairs also posted its first Financial Service
Charges Annual Report on the site in 
February 1999.

■ The Office of Consumer Affairs continued to
publish its Consumer Quarterly both in hard
copy and on Consumer Connection. Over the
past year, issues were released on mutual
funds, electronic commerce and the protec-
tion of personal information.

■ In partnership with provincial and territorial
governments, the Office of Consumer Affairs
published the Canadian Consumer Handbook,
which provides information and advice to
consumers concerning a broad range of prod-
ucts and services. It includes a directory of
contacts within government, industry and
non-governmental organizations. The hand-
book is available on Consumer Connection. 

■ The Office of Consumer Affairs managed 
a large number of diverse consumer 
complaints and took steps to improve and
streamline its complaints-handling process. 

Intergovernmental Cooperation on
Consumer Protection 
■ The Office of Consumer Affairs established a

credible national action agenda on consumer
policy issues, including electronic commerce,
cost of credit disclosure, cooperative enforce-
ment and information sharing, through the
federal–provincial–territorial Consumer
Measures Committee.

■ The November 1998 consumer ministers’
meeting marked the successful delivery of
nearly all commitments made under the
Agreement on Internal Trade, including the
launch of Canshare, the approval of the
Cooperative Enforcement Agreement on
Consumer-Related Measures, and the harmo-
nization of cost of credit disclosure rules. 

Consumer Groups 
■ The Office of Consumer Affairs worked with

consumer groups to improve their capacity 
to influence the policy-making process. It
assessed their 1997–98 reports and conducted
bilateral meetings with each to assist in their
future research activity and representation of
consumer interests.

Major Achievements (1998-99)
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■ Eighteen organizations submitted 63 funding
proposals under the Office of Consumer
Affairs’ Contributions Program. A total of
nine organizations received funding for a
total of 21 projects addressing specific con-
sumer issues affecting the marketplace. Two
development projects were awarded to assist
organizations in reaching greater financial
self-sufficiency. Total contributions made
under the program in 1998–99 amounted to
$1 million.

■ The Office of Consumer Affairs provided a
development contribution to conduct a com-
prehensive external review of the Consumers’
Association of Canada, an important national
association.

Innovative Policy Instruments 
■ In April 1998, the Office of Consumer Affairs

published a guide on the use and develop-
ment of voluntary codes. The guide was 
prepared by a multi-stakeholder working
group that included industry, consumer and
government representatives.

■ In August 1998, the Office of Consumer
Affairs launched the Voluntary Codes
Research Forum, an on-line discussion group
involving more than 80 private sector repre-
sentatives, non-governmental organizations,
academics and government officials from
around the world. The forum is an excellent
source of the latest information and thinking
on voluntary codes. 

■ The Office of Consumer Affairs undertook
new work on standards, with funding from
the Standards Initiatives Program. It launched
a project on consumers and international
standards, which aims to identify ways to
maximize consumer representation in the
standards system and set priorities for inter-
national standards. 

Key Policy Issues
■ Electronic Commerce: At home, the Office of

Consumer Affairs helped bring stakeholders
together to develop domestic principles for
consumer protection. Internationally, the
Office played a major role in negotiating a
ministerial declaration on consumer protec-
tion and will continue to play a lead role
chairing the working group that is develop-
ing the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s guidelines for
consumer protection in electronic commerce.

■ Financial Services: Through research and
consultation, important contributions were
made to the debate surrounding the MacKay
Task Force report. An expanded Financial
Services Calculator and the first Financial
Service Charges Annual Report were launched
in February 1999. The Office of Consumer
Affairs-commissioned report, Investment
Funds in Canada and Consumer Protection —
Strategies for the Millennium, by Glorianne
Stromberg (released in January 1999) raised
the profile of consumer issues related to
mutual funds. The Office continued to pub-
lish its quarterly report on credit card costs
and its annual review of debit cards.
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■ Year 2000 and Consumers: The Office of
Consumer Affairs commissioned research on
the impact of the Year 2000 problem on con-
sumer products and services. The research
results were used in a Consumer Connection
tip sheet and as input to the Year 2000 Task
Force’s Millennium Bug Home Check, which
was distributed to households across Canada.

■ Biotechnology: The Office of Consumer
Affairs was involved in ongoing research on
informed choice for consumers with respect to
food biotechnology products. The Office was
also involved in the development of the
Canadian Biotechnology Strategy, particularly
in the areas of citizen engagement, public
awareness and education. The Office spon-
sored a series of research papers concerning
public confidence and government, the 
marketplace and the “third sector” (the 
academic community, non-governmental
organizations, consumer groups, faith 
communities and religious groups, and 
health professionals and associations).

■ Sustainable Development: The Office of
Consumer Affairs delivered on commit-
ments made under Industry Canada’s 1997
Sustainable Development Strategy and sup-
ported research on consumer issues related 
to sustainable development. In addition, 
the Office led in the development of the
Canadian position on adding a sustainable
consumption element to the United Nations
Consumer Protection Guidelines on the role
of greener products in the marketplace.

■ Voluntary Codes: The Office of Consumer
Affairs was active in promoting the use of
voluntary codes that are developed with
involvement and support from consumer
groups and other non-governmental organi-
zations. The Office shared its expertise on
voluntary codes with the Canadian
Manufacturers of Chemical Specialities
Association, the Queen’s University policy
team on integrating voluntary and regulatory
environmental approaches, and the Alliance
of Manufacturers and Exporters Canada.
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Facing the Challenge of a Rapidly 
Evolving Marketplace
The Canadian marketplace today is characterized
by rapid change, which often makes it very diffi-
cult for consumers to determine how to act in
their own interests. Consumers are facing a highly
dynamic situation driven by:

■ the globalization of markets, services and
product offerings;

■ the deregulation of many markets for basic
services; 

■ rapidly changing technologies affecting the
kinds of goods and services offered, as well
as how they are marketed and delivered; and 

■ frequent changes in major market players.

As a result, the marketplace is witnessing:

■ an explosion in new types of products and
services that require consumers to have a
high level of market information to assess
their value and implications;

■ growing disparities in consumers’ ability to
profit from changes in the marketplace
because of differences in income, skills and
education levels; and

■ difficulties with traditional regulatory
approaches to protect the consumer interest
and provide appropriate levels of redress.

A Consumer Movement in Transition
The consumer movement is currently suffering
from low membership levels, and limited access
to financial and human resources. As well,
Canada’s consumer organizations are a diverse

group; many focus on issues facing specialized
groups of consumers or on consumer issues in a
specific region of the country. Nevertheless, a
number of interesting developments are changing
the character of the movement.

■ There is a growing desire among them to net-
work and work together, particularly with
respect to key consumer policy issues such as
bank mergers and utility deregulation.

■ A number of specialized organizations have
developed a much stronger analytical capac-
ity, increased membership and, consequently,
become more effective policy advocates.

■ The Consumers’ Association of Canada has
made considerable progress in implementing
its overall plan for renewal and has demon-
strated increased capacity for research on key
national policy issues. 

A New Profile for Consumer Issues
There is increasing evidence that the next few
years will witness a resurgence of interest in con-
sumer issues, both nationally and internationally.
First, a number of consumer issues, including
bank mergers, financial services, and the health
care and food systems, have received significant
attention recently. Second, there has been a dis-
cernible shift in public opinion on consumer
issues over the last two years. As economic
growth has been restored and economic stability
increased, consumers’ concerns have moved
beyond economic security to ensuring that they
get their fair share of the growth and opportuni-
ties generated by the economy.

BUSINESS PLAN 1999-2002 
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Governments are now responding, but their
resources are constrained and, within both the
federal and provincial governments, the con-
sumer effort is dispersed over a number of
departments and agencies. There is, however,
both at the federal and provincial levels, a high
level of interest and commitment to work collec-
tively to build a stronger capacity for consumer
protection research, dialogue and policy develop-
ment within Canada.

At the federal level, for example, the departments
of Health and Finance are each planning to create
dedicated consumer affairs units (in the
Department of Finance’s case it will be a special
agency for financial services reporting to the
Minister of Finance); the province of Quebec has
just overhauled its financial services consumer
protection regime; and Alberta’s new Fair 
Trading Act came into force in September 1999.
Meanwhile, federal and provincial consumer min-
istries working together through the Consumer
Measures Committee have negotiated agreements
on the harmonization of cost of credit and direct
sales laws; created a common information sharing
network to track consumer fraud and improve
cross-border enforcement; and, most recently,
issued a common Canadian Consumer Handbook.

1999-2002 BUSINESS PLAN



Given the economic trends, the major concerns
identified by consumers, the current state of both
the consumer movement and government con-
sumer protection efforts, and the strengths the
Office of Consumer Affairs has developed over
the last three years, the Office will focus its efforts
in the following areas:

Making Critical Marketplace Information
Available to Consumers
■ Introduce initiatives that help consumers get

the information they need to protect their
interests and to make informed choices in
highly volatile, information-intensive markets.

■ Introduce initiatives that provide consumers
with clear and credible information, in elec-
tronic and more traditional forms, as a foun-
dation for their involvement in public policy
discussion and debate.

Working with Partners to Protect the
Consumer Interest
■ Develop and promote voluntary codes and

other instruments to improve consumer pro-
tection, given the limitations of traditional 
regulatory efforts in today’s rapidly evolving
economic environment.

■ Improve the effectiveness and efficiency of
governments’ consumer protection efforts,
given rapidly changing markets and limited
financial and human resources.

■ Improve the capacity of consumer groups to
contribute to the policy-making process and
develop their ability to operate together and
share resources.

■ Broaden the third sector network and
strengthen its ability to engage in research
and dialogue on consumer issues.

Acting on Key Emerging Consumer 
Policy Issues
■ Focus on key strategic policy issues where

the need for consumer protection or empow-
erment is most likely to be critical within the
next three years. 
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Making Critical Marketplace Information
Available to Consumers
Improving Consumer Connection: The Office of
Consumer Affairs will capitalize on Consumer
Connection’s interactive and personal format,
with a focus on the following new products and
services:

■ an interactive guide to privacy issues in local
communities;

■ a self-assessment tool for consumers to deter-
mine their susceptibility to marketing scams;

■ a safe shopping guide for consumers shop-
ping on the Internet;

■ a “how-to” guide for small and medium-
sized businesses for setting up consumer-
friendly electronic commerce Web sites;

■ a mutual funds fee impact calculator.

The Web site will be redesigned to update its look
and to make it easier for users to find the informa-
tion they need quickly.

Ways to better market the site to users outside of
Industry Canada’s traditional client base will be
explored.

Creating a Federal Government Consumer
Information Gateway: In partnership with
Reference Canada, the Office of Consumer Affairs
has received Service Canada pilot project funding
to establish a Canadian consumer information
gateway. The project will involve partnerships
with other government departments to create
on-line access for Canadians to federal consumer
information.

Producing Consumer Quarterly: The Consumer
Quarterly will continue to carry articles on current
consumer issues.

Working with Partners to Protect the
Consumer Interest
Building Capacity for National Research and
Discussion: The Office of Consumer Affairs will
begin an examination of the profile and role of
consumers in the rapidly evolving Canadian and
international marketplaces. It will examine con-
sumer protection and redress, consumer rights
and responsibilities, and information needs and
strategies. Using an integrated national approach
will help in developing marketplace policies,
instruments and institutions that more fully
respond to the needs of Canadian consumers.

The following initiatives will prepare the Office of
Consumer Affairs to determine a focal point for
national consumer policy research based on 
partnership among governments, academia, 
consumer groups and business:

■ publishing a discussion paper and holding a
round table to explore the state of consumer
research in Canada;

■ developing a “state of the consumer report,”
to benchmark how consumers are fairing in
the Canadian marketplace based on key 
indicators such as consumer rights and
responsibilities, consumer redress, and finan-
cial and credit situation;

■ launching a national dialogue with consumer
groups, academics, governments and the pri-
vate sector on leading-edge policy research
on consumer issues.

1999-2002 BUSINESS PLAN
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Strengthening Consumer Groups and the Third
Sector: The Office of Consumer Affairs will help
to strengthen consumer groups and the third 
sector through the following:

■ helping improve the financial base of con-
sumer groups by producing a policy paper
and strategy to assist consumer groups in
obtaining funding from other government
departments for work carried out for 
government;

■ continuing to build the capacity of non-
governmental organizations working on 
consumer issues through the Contributions
Program and provide feedback to groups on
the quality and effectiveness of their research
projects;

■ fostering national and international Internet-
based networks and alliances of consumer
groups, academics, government officials and
others with a consumer interest.

Federal–Provincial–Territorial Cooperation
through the Consumer Measures Committee
(CMC): The Office of Consumer Affairs will work
with its CMC partners to develop and implement
a national consumer agenda for ministers. Areas
under consideration include:

■ consumer protection for electronic commerce;

■ improved consumer redress;

■ stronger cooperative enforcement; and

■ the examination of emerging issues such as
vulnerable consumers and credit markets.

The Office of Consumer Affairs will continue to
provide support to the secretariat for the CMC
and the ministers’ meeting in November 1999,
and to play a leadership role with respect to 
consumer redress, and vulnerable consumers 
and credit markets.

Acting on Key Emerging Consumer 
Policy Issues
Electronic Commerce: Over the past two years,
the Office of Consumer Affairs has dedicated con-
siderable resources to the issue of consumer pro-
tection in electronic commerce. The Office’s overall
objective for 1999–2000 is to ensure that consumer
protection principles are in place domestically and
internationally, and that federal, provincial and
territorial governments, as well as business and
consumer groups, are working together to imple-
ment these principles to improve the degree of
protection for consumers shopping on-line. 

Money Management: The Office of Consumer
Affairs will promote the consumer interest by:

■ working with stakeholders to clarify potential
liability for loss as stated in the “Canadian
Code of Practice for Consumer Debit Card
Services”; and

■ working with industry and consumer groups
to develop authoritative information to sup-
port the design of basic investor education
products for Consumer Connection.

Biotechnology: As an increasing number of
biotechnology products enter the marketplace,
there is growing pressure for public debate and
discussion, particularly with respect to genetically
modified foods. Public concern about the ability
of government to ensure the safety of food and
drug products, socio-ethical issues and market-
place developments in other countries are all 
contributing to the call for informed choice. Over
the next year, the Office of Consumer Affairs will
undertake the following to address this issue:

■ contributing to the Canadian Biotechnology
Strategy, primarily through research and 
policy development on issues related to 
public confidence; and
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■ linking with consumer organizations to foster
and facilitate dialogue on key consumer
issues as part of the broader Canadian
Biotechnology Strategy commitment to 
citizen engagement. 

Sustainable Consumption: The Office of
Consumer Affairs is focussing on green products
in the marketplace. Analysis indicates a high level
of consumer confusion about green products.
There is a trend toward labelling and certifying
products based on national and international
environmental standards; however, the often com-
plex product-specific environmental impacts must
also be communicated. The Office will explore
options for a Web site tool to inform consumers
about greener products in the marketplace and
link consumers with other sources of information. 

The Changing Marketplace for Basic Services:
The marketplace for basic consumer services such
as energy and telecommunications is changing
dramatically because of deregulation, the rapid
introduction of new technologies, new suppliers
and market players, the evolution of new market-
ing strategies and other factors. 

To begin to address an emerging information gap
in the marketplace, the Office of Consumer Affairs
will produce a discussion paper on the changing
marketplace for basic services, with a focus on
identifying information products and tools that
could help consumers make sense of the current
marketplace and make informed choices.

Voluntary Codes, Standards and Consumer
Redress: The development of voluntary codes
and standards, and appropriate mechanisms of
redress, can make an important contribution to a
fair and efficient marketplace — both in Canada
and internationally. The Office of Consumer
Affairs will continue to promote the use of volun-
tary codes, standards and non-court-based redress
approaches, and plans to undertake the following:

■ publishing a volume of case studies on 
voluntary codes;

■ publishing a handbook for consumer 
volunteers on the standards system;

■ exploring both formal and informal measures
to improve consumer redress, including a
discussion paper, a round table discussion
with key stakeholders and the development
of a guide to help groups develop model
redress systems;

■ launching a dialogue with provincial/
territorial consumer protection agencies
through the Consumer Measures Committee
on formal and informal measures to improve
consumer redress.
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Office of Consumer Affairs
Industry Canada
9th Floor, East Tower
235 Queen Street
Ottawa ON  K1A 0H5

General Inquiries: (613) 952-1918

Fax: (613) 952-6927

For a complete list of our staff and their files, or to view our infor-
mation products, please visit our Consumer Connection Web site at: 

http://strategis.ic.gc.ca/oca
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