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e year 2001 is the InternationalYear of— Volunteers. In Canada, volunteering is one
f the most important and fundamental

acts of citizenship and philanthropy. More than

Nowhere have volunteers been more promi
nent than in the Canadian consumer movement,
whose very origins are in voluntarism.This year's
celebration of volunteers and volunteering pres¬

in

7.5 million Canadians offer their time, energy
and skills to some 175 000 not-for-profit organi¬
zations in every sphere — literacy, hospitals,
Scouting, sports and the arts.

ents the perfect opportunity to look back over
the history of the Canadian consumer movement.

The Consumer Movement in Canada: The Eariv Years
Though the modern Canadian consumer move¬
ment was born in thel960s, its initial impetus
was the difficulties19th century farmers and
workers faced trying to gain access to savings
and lending services. Over the next several
decades, individuals banded together to address
pressing needs in their communities:
• In 1897, Canada's National Council of Women,

a federation of women's groups across the
young country, argued for standard weights
and accurate measures for food and con¬
sumer goods.

• At the turn of the 20th century, Alphonse
Desjardins developed a hugely popular sav
ings and loan co operative in Quebec.

• Meanwhile, agricultural co operatives banded
together to buy farm supplies and sell produce.

• The early 1920s saw the formation of
co operative creameries and wheat pools.

• In 1932, the Co operative Commonwealth
Federation encouraged the creation of
co operatives to help generally low income
consumers.

After World War II, the Canadian Association
of Consumers (CAC; see box) won its postwar
fight to lift the Canadian ban on margarine,
resulting in lower butter prices. In the ensuing
years, CAC volunteers have provided consumers
with information about food, textiles, health and
nutrition, and have worked with government to
develop packaging and labelling standards.

In Canada and elsewhere, women have been
leaders in the consumer movement since its
earliest days. Women led boycotts of producers
and retailers, organized food co-operatives and
founded their own banks and credit unions.

One of the first and most important con¬
sumer organizations, the Canadian Association
of Consumers (CAC), began as a women's
organization in 1947. By 1960, the CAC
included 517 active consumer groups. In 1962,
the CAC changed its name slightly to the
Consumers'Association of Canada, and
amended its constitution to admit men.

Canada
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A Burgeoning Consumer Movement
Consumer organizations sprouted
across Canada during the 1960s and
1970s, especially in Quebec, where
they grew out of the credit counsel¬
ling movement. Postwar growth cul¬
minated in mid-1960s prosperity,
and concerns about product quality
and fairness in transactions grew.
Consumer issues captured the inter¬
est of politicians, were discussed
during elections and gave rise to
specific consumer legislation.

At the same time, there was widely
shared confidence in government
and government regulation. Numer
ous studies urged major institutional
initiatives on consumer credit and
other consumer issues. In 1964, for
example, the federal government,
with consumer input from the CAC,
revised its regulations to provide
Canadians with their first list of per
mitted food additives. Other con
sumer policy briefs on food and
drug pricing were well received by
the federal government.

Postwar growth culminated in mid-
1960s prosperity,and concerns about
product quality and fairness in
transactions grew.

In 1967, after years of lobbying by
consumers, the federal government
created the Department of Consumer
and Corporate Affairs.The Depart¬
ment became the home of related
laws designed to help consumers
and businesses function in the
Canadian marketplace; these dealt
with various aspects of health, safety
and economic fraud. A considerable
volume of consumer protection leg¬
islation followed, at both the federal
and provincial levels. In 1970 and
1971, for example, Parliament passed
the two laws that underpin consumer
protection in Canada: the Hazardous

Products Act and the Consumer
Packaging and Labelling Act.

In 1973, the CAC established the
Regulated Industries Program, a
forerunner of consumer activity to
come: its small staff of dedicated
lawyers intervened on behalf of con
sumers before regulatory boards on
issues involving telephone rates and
airline regulations. Similarly, the
Public Interest Advocacy Centre was
created in 1976 to provide legal
advice, representation and special
ized research, on a non profit basis,
to groups and individuals on matters
of public concern.The Centre has
built a reputation for providing
effective advocacy in the telecom¬
munications, cable broadcasting
energy, transportation and privacy
fields.The Consumers'Association
relies on volunteers to supplement
the efforts of its small staff.These
volunteers spend countless hours in
committee meetings and drafting
reports on important consumer issues.

Quebec
In Quebec, the consumer movement
has always been vigourous. In the
early 1960s, the Confédération des
syndicate nationaux opened a
budget counselling service for fami
lies to help union members on strike
in Shawinigan.This initiative raised
interest across the province in ways
to help indebted families. In 1965,
for example, a group of Quebec
social workers, co-operative members
and union representatives founded
the Association coopérative d'éco
nomie familiale (ACEF). ACEFs,
which continue to thrive today, pro
vide budgeting education and credit
counselling to indebted families.
Many of the current active consumer
groups in Quebec, such as Action
réseau consommateur, Option con¬
sommateurs and Service d'aide au

consommateur, owe their origins to
some extent to this early union¬
based consumer service.

Many of the current active consumer
groups in Quebec, such as Action réseau
consommateur, Option consommateurs
and Service d'aide au consommateur,
owe their origins to some extent to this
early union-based consumer service.

In 1970, the ACEFs created the
Fédération des associations coopé
ratives d'économie familiale du
Québec.The Federation's sweeping
mandate reflected the times: to
improve consumer education and
protection, to expand action on con¬
sumer credit issues, to initiate eco¬
nomic and social change, to lobby
for improved consumer protection,
and to assist member associations.
The Federation was especially active
in fields such as legal aid, consumer
protection legislation, universal
health care and cooperative housing.
It played a key role in ensuring the
enactment of Quebec's Legal Aid Act
(1972), Class Action Act (1978) and
Consumer Protection Act (1978). It
was also heavily involved in the
tax rebate discounting and urea
formaldehyde insulation issues.

The Credit Counselling Service
of Metropolitan Toronto was set
up in 1966 to help individuals
and families in serious credit
difficulties sort out and solve
their problems.The service was
the precursor and inspiration for
the network of not-for-profit
credit counselling services that
evolved in Ontario in the 1960s.
Today, 26 such service organiza¬
tions assist consumers across
the province.
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The Canadian Home Economics
Association (CHEA) is a national
association of graduates from
programs in areas such as con¬
sumer and family studies, food
and nutrition, home economics,
human ecology, and textiles and
clothing. Since thel930s, CHEA
members in education, business
and the public service have pro¬
moted an improved quality of
life for Canadians, with a special
emphasis on food security. As
with members of consumer
groups of all types, CHEA
members spend considerable
time working in the community,
running programs and working
with other groups to promote
consumer issues.

Consumer Magazines

The waxing and waning of Canadian consumer magazines reflect the ups
and downs of the consumer movement itself. In the 20th century, new
products multiplied: household appliances, packaged foods, cleansers,
soaps and toothpaste. Canadian consumer organizations took the lead in
testing consumer products and publishing results. In 1963, the Consumers'
Association of Canada published the first issue of its bilingual magazine,
Canadian Consumer/Le Consommateur. Soon, other publications such as
the annual Toy Report and magazines, such as La Consommatrice, Le Réveil
du consommateur, Consommation and Protégez-Vous/ProtectYourself came
on the scene, and the height of the consumer movement saw subscrip¬
tions at an all-time high.

Subscriptions declined, as membership in consumer organizations fell
off during the 1980s.The combination of relatively small subscription
bases, organizational changes in the producing groups, and cuts in gov¬
ernment subsidies severely challenged Canadian consumer publications.
Today, though Quebec is well served by its consumer magazines, Protégez-
Vous/ProtectYourself and Consommation, the need for Canadian English
language consumer publications continues unaddressed.

1980s and 1990$: The impact of Regulatory Reform
The 1980s were challenging times
for consumers as governments across
Canada, at all levels, struggled to put
their fiscal houses in order.The con¬
cept of regulation was re thought,
because regulations were increas
ingly perceived as obstacles to the
very economic and social well being
they were intended to secure.

The new environment forced the
consumer movement to change its
role significantly. From being active
promoters of regulation, consumer
organizations struggled to broaden
their perspectives, and learned to
become effective advocates in a num
ber of non regulatory processes ere
ated to address marketplace issues.

«
In 1993-94, seven of Canada's nine
major consumer organizations received
more than 50 percent of their total
annual revenue from governments.

Consumer groups also sprung up to
oversee and monitor newly compet¬
itive markets, with an eye to protect¬
ing the consumer interest through
information and persuasion.

The structure of government was
also changing. In June 1993, The
Department of Consumer and
Corporate Affairs was dissolved, and
the Competition Bureau and Office
of Consumer Affairs joined Industry
Canada.The Office remains respon
sible for funding consumer organiza
tions. Provincial governments also

restructured and retrenched at
this time.

In 1993-94, seven of Canada's
nine major consumer organizations
received more than 50 percent of
their total annual revenue from gov¬
ernments. Since then, governments
have dramatically reduced the
amount they allocate to assist con¬
sumer groups. Provincial funding
was also reduced, and in some cases
completed eliminated. Organizations
had to adjust quickly.

A New Approach
As the government approach changed,
the marketplace itself evolved rap¬
idly, becoming more complex and
difficult to navigate.The Internet was
bom. Products and services multiplied
and became more sophisticated and
technologically complicated —
along with their marketing.

The new environment placed a
premium on information, for consu
mers and policymakers alike.To create
sound policy, governments needed
good advice, accurately reflecting
and representing consumers.

Consumer organizations re-tooled
themselves to provide that advice
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FOR FURTHER
INFORMATION

about the consumer
movement in Canada,
contact Jean-Baptiste Renaud
E-mail:
renaudjeanbaptiste@ic.gc.ca
Tel.: (613) 952-1915

about Consumer Quarterly,
contact Cathy Enright, PHEc
Office of Consumer Affairs
E-mail: enright.cathy@ic.gc.ca
Tel: (613) 952-3466

Or write to:
Office of Consumer Affairs
Industry Canada
9th Floor, East Tower
235 Queen Street
Ottawa ON K1A0H5
Fax: (613) 952-6927

Consumer Quarterly is also avail¬
able on Consumer Connection, the
Office of Consumer Affairs’ home
page on Strategis, Industry Canada’s
business information Web site:

English
http://consumerconnection.lc.gc.ca

French
http://carrefourdesconsommateurs.ic.gc.ca
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frequently on a fee-for-service basis.
As well, regional and single-issue
groups acquired the expertise to
address consumer issues on the
national scene.These organizations
were often very small, supported by
a few paid staff. Largely as a result of
their efforts, the health of many con¬

sumer organizations has begun to
improve. Five major consumer
organizations accumulated signifi¬
cant surpluses in 1999-2000, as
compared to only two in 1993-94.
And, after years of cutbacks, federal
funding for consumer protection has
been rising since 2000.

Ihe Future
Today's marketplace presents a
dizzying variety of consumer chal¬
lenges — as anyone who has tried to
choose a mutual fund or telephone
service provider, compare banking
services, or figure out cable TV
options can testify. Demographic
and social trends also affect con¬
sumers: more single-parent families
and more two-parent families in
which both spouses must work to
make ends meet mean that many
consumers have little time to assess
the marketplace, yet can't afford to
make a mistake. And, while literacy
and education levels are rising, there
is evidence indicating that many
Canadians are not keeping pace
with today's technologically sophis
ticated and information-intense
marketplace.

The refocussed consumer move
ment, comprised mostly of smaller
groups, rather than the broadly
based associations of the past, is
addressing these challenges by mak¬
ing its voice heard by businesses and
governments.Volunteers and profes¬
sional staff of these organizations
cany on the tradition of providing
services and information vital to
Canadian consumers.Through
research, analysis, and public educa¬
tion, they are bringing innovative

ideas to the Canadian public policy
dialogue. Canadian consumer
groups recently produced major
reports on topics such as banking
access for rural Canadians, biotech¬
nology and genetically modified
foods, and deregulation in the tele¬
communications sector. Recent
changes to the Bank Act were signifi¬
cantly reworked as a direct result of
policy input from consumer organi¬
zations.

The 21st century will doubtless present

its own brand of consumer challenges,

and active consumer volunteers will

once again find appropriate solutions.

Every era brings its own consumer
challenges. In the 19th and early
20th centuries consumer co opera¬
tives were the response; for much of
the late 20th century, consumer rep¬
resentation, regulations and better
product information provided the
solutions.The 21st century will
doubtless present its own brand of
consumer challenges, and active
consumer volunteers will once again
find appropriate solutions.


