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C onsumers are facing a new marketplace,
nl rapidly evolving one that is becoming
more complex as consumers buy goods

and services over the Internet and new infer
mation sources emerge. In addition, many
consumers have high levels of debt, family
incomes are under pressure, and major social

Consumer protection is an important part of the
federal, provincial and territorial governments'
agenda. Chapter 8 of the Agreement on Internal
Trade calls upon the federal, provincial and ter¬
ritorial governments, through their consumer
affairs ministers, to cooperate in the enforce
ment of consumer protection measures.

In keeping with that spririt of cooperation and
to improve efficiency on the consumer front, the
Consumer Measures Committee (CMC) came
into being, also under Chapter 8 of the Agree¬
ment on Internal Trade.The CMC provides a
federal-provincial-territorial forum through reg¬
ular meetings and ongoing work by the federal,
provincial and territorial governments.The aim
is to improve the marketplace for Canadian
consumers by harmonizing laws, regulations
and practices, and by raising public awareness.

and demographic changes are having a profound
effect on the marketplace.The federal, provincial
and territorial ministers of consumer affairs
have recognized the current plight of consumers
and are working together to set priorities and
seek solutions.This issue of Consumer Quarterly
looks at some of this ongoing work.

Greater uniformity within Canada has given
consumers more certainty about the protections
they receive when buying outside of their own
province, while allowing merchants to capture
the benefits associated with a larger market.
Consistent regulations and policies also provide
more certainty for consumers in crossborder
transactions and increase consumer confidence
in the Canadian marketplace.

The fifth meeting of the ministers of consumer
affairs was held May 24 and 25 in St. John's,
Newfoundland.The meeting was co-chaired by
Industiy Minister Brian Tobin and Walter Noel,
Minister of Government Services and Lands,
Newfoundland and Labrador.The priorities
for the meeting covered a number of pressing
consumer issues.
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Electronic Commerce
Shopping Online
Ministers approved a new approach
to harmonized consumer protection
legislation in the area of electronic
commerce that will ensure consumers
benefit from equal protection across
the country. A common template for
these laws, or related regulations,
covers contract formation, cancella
tion rights, credit card charge-backs
and information provision.The
Internet Sales Contract Harmoniza
tion Template is available online
at http://strategis.ic.gc.ca/SSG/
ca01642e.html.

Ministers also
approved a con¬
sumer information
pamphlet, Shopping
Safely Online, devel¬
oped by a federal,
provincial and
territorial working
group in coop¬
eration with
the Canadian
Association of

Internet Providers.The pamphlet
offers consumers tips on protecting
themselves while shopping online.
• When making a purchase, you

should know who the merchant
is.The name, address, telephone
and fax number of the merchant
should be on the Web site.
When buying online, it is impos
sible to touch, try on or test an
item, so the site should have
detailed information about
the products and services
the merchant is selling.
Online merchants should provide
a copy of the terms and conditions
of sale in plain language, as well
as the company's return policy
(money back or credit).
It is also important to know
whether children are surfing
safely.They may be receiving

junk e-mail linking them to
fraudulent or offensive sites.

• Merchants should have a privacy
policy posted on their site.When
the company doesn't have a pol¬
icy, or the information being
requested seems excessive, think
twice about buying anything.

• Before providing a credit card
number, make sure the site is
secure.There should be a lock
at the bottom of the screen, in a
locked position, and/or the Web
site address should begin with
https:// — the s indicates that
the site is secure.

Code of Practice
Ministers welcomed and supported
the Canadian On-LineTrust Project,
a partnership of governments, busi¬
nesses and consumers designed to
identify online merchants who fol¬
low consumer friendly business prac ¬

tices.The project includes a code of
practice for online merchants, which
was developed by a multistakeholder
group and respects provincial and
territorial jurisdiction.The code is now
being circulated for public comment.

The project also includes the dev¬
elopment of a standard for consumer
protection in electronic commerce.
Ministers welcomed and endorsed
the proposal to take this standard

development initiative forward to
the international standards system.
Led by the Bureau de normalisation
du Quebec and Canadian Standards
Association, the standards writing
committee is composed of essen¬
tially the same membership as the
working group that developed Safe
Shopping Online, and started its work
in April 2001.

Online auctions
Be wary of online auctions. Find
out who is selling the item you
are interested in and get a des¬
cription of the product, in case
the actual item does not match
its description.When buying
from a private individual, con¬
sumer protection laws do not
apply.The auction Web site
should keep records of customer
satisfaction and should also have
dispute resolution mechanisms.

Buying internationally involves
more risk than buying from a
domestic source. Be sure to cal
culate the price, and factor in
shipping and handling costs,
taxes, duty and currency conver¬
sions. Ask about warranties and
make sure the product meets
Canadian safety standards.

Collection Agencies
At the meeting, ministers discussed the high levels of consumer debt.While
recognizing consumers' responsibility for their own financial obligations, min
isters felt it is important to address the inconsistent consumer protection
measures across the country with regard to consumer debt.

Ministers instructed officials to finalize a harmonization initiative that
would enable all provinces and territories to implement a common list of
prohibited practices. A consistent approach to the collection practices of
companies, which often do business in more than one province or territory,
will ensure that laws are followed by industry, regulators and consumers.
Ministers discussed such issues as excessive pressure, disclosure and privacy.
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Examples of Prohibited Collection Practices
1. Harassment. No collection agency

shall communicate or attempt to
communicate with the debtor in
such a manner or with such fre¬
quency as to constitute harassment.

2. Who may be contacted. Except
for the sole purpose of locating
the debtor's address or telephone
number, no collection agency shall
contact the debtor's family, relatives,
neighbours, friends or acquain¬
tances, unless that person has
guaranteed to pay the debt, or
the debtor has requested they
be contacted.

3. Location where debtor may be
contacted. A collection agency may
not contact a debtor at the debtor's
place of employment, unless the
collection agency does not have the
home address or telehone number
of the debtor, in which case a single
verbal contact at the debtor's place
of employment is permitted.

4. Time of calls. No collection agency
shall call the debtor on a Sunday
other than between the hours of

1p.m. and 5 p.m., on a statutory
holiday, or on any other day except
between the hours of 7 a.m. and
9 p.m.

5. Cost of communications. No col¬
lection agency shall communicate
or attempt to communicate by a
means that enables the charges or
costs of the communication to be
payable by the debtor.

6. Threatening action for which
there is no lawful authority.

7. False and misleading information.
8. Disclosure. No collection agency

shall attempt to collect payment
of a debt from a debtor until the
debtor has been notified by means
of a private written communication,
or communicate with the debtor
without indicating the name of the
creditor with whom the debt was
incurred, the balance owing on the
account and the registered name
and authority to make the demand.

9. Collecting more than is owed.
Any charges made or incurred by a
collection agency or made or

incurred by a creditor in employing
a collection agency to collect the
debt shall be deemed not to be part
of the amount owing.

10. No waiving of rights. Any waiver
or release given of the rights, bene¬
fits or protection provided pursuant
to the Act or regulations is void.

11. Money is owing. No collection
agency shall collect money from a
person who is not liable for the debt.

12. How to contact. No collection
agency shall continue to commu¬
nicate with a debtor, other than
through the debtor's legal advisor,
when the debtor has notified the
collection agency in writing to com
municate only with the debtor's
legal advisor, and has provided his
or her address.

13. Misrepresentation (official docu¬
ments). No collection agency shall
use, without lawful authority, any
summons, notice, demand or other
document that suggests or implies a
connection with any court within or
outside of Canada.

Alternative Consumer Credit Market
The influence of declining incomes,
rising debts and certain demographic
factors, such as the aging population,
is leading to a growing number of
vulnerable consumers who need
short-term financing and who have
no access to conventional or low
cost financial service providers. As
a result, an alternative consumer
credit market is emerging. British
Columbia first raised the issue of
small lenders in Consumer Measures
Committee discussions in 1996 and
again in 1997. B.C. delegates were
concerned about the growth of pay¬
day loan companies in the province

and indications of exploitation of
consumers by some companies
(through high fees and interest
rates and abusive practices).

Ministers recognized that an
increasing number of consumers are
forced to seek higher cost credit in
an alternative consumer credit mar¬
ket, which includes payday lenders,
pawnbrokers, rent to-own operators
and the like.To help these con
sumers, ministers agreed to work
with mainstream lenders, consumer
organizations and the alternative
consumer credit industry on best
practice guidelines and to develop

initiatives on consumer awareness
and a range of regulatory options as
well as ways to educate the public
about the relative costs and implica¬
tions of borrowing.These options
will be presented to ministers at
their next meeting.

Ministers recognized that an increasing

number of consumers are forced to seek

higher cost credit in an alternative

consumer credit market.
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FOR FURTHER
INFORMATION

M about the Consumer Measures
Committee and its work,
contact Philip Halliday
E-mail: halllday.phillp@ic.gc.ca
Tel.: (613) 952-5632

V about Consumer Quarterly,
contact Cathy Enright,
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://consumer.ic.gc.ca

French
http://consommateur.ic.gc.ca
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Consumer Redress
Consumers today are facing a
marketplace characterized by new
products and services, and new mar¬
keting and delivery methods. Often
consumers are uncertain about what
to do when a transaction goes wrong.
While governments must continue
to provide a foundation for consumer
redress through the regulatory sys¬
tem and the courts, there is a need
to more fully engage the business
community and to encourage it, on
a voluntary basis, to provide more
comprehensive and effective means
of redress for consumers.

Consumer ministers recognized
the need for expanded and more

innovative mechanisms for handling
consumer complaints and providing
effective redress. In today's market¬
place, businesses need to provide
the widest possible range of dispute
resolution mechanisms. Ministers
approved the publication of a guide,
developed by a group of experts in
the area of consumer redress from
governments, industry and con¬
sumer groups.The guide will iden¬
tify the best practices for complaint
prevention, complaint handling and
dispute resolution, and provide
advice on how to set up such sys¬
tems and where to seek help.This
guide will be available early in 2002.

Consumer Information
Because the marketplace is
changing so quickly, there
is an urgent need for more
and better consumer infor
mation.To help meet this
need, governments have
agreed to jointly develop con
sumer information products
on emerging issues.This

signing contracts or, for
consumer affairs profes¬
sionals, when helping
consumers with these
things.There are tips on
how to complain effec¬
tively (including a sam¬
ple complaint letter),
things to consider

approach has led to new before and after buy¬
sources of information, including the
revised and redesigned edition of
the Canadian Consumer Handbook
and a proposed new package of
information on credit targeted to
young adults entering the market¬
place for the first time.

The Canadian Consumer Handbook,
now available on CD ROM and the
Internet (http:/ /consumerinformation.ca),
offers information and advice to
help consumers learn about con¬
sumer rights, make informed
decisions and protect against
unscrupulous merchants. Included
in the handbook are points to con¬
sider, questions to ask and steps to
take when making purchases or

ing a product or service, how to deal
with a collection agency, consumer
privacy, contracts (for dating serv¬
ices, health clubs, timeshares, etc.),
door to-door sales and electronic
commerce. Also included are tips on
how to deal with fraud, funerals,
home renovations, landlord and
tenant problems, mail order, major
purchases (houses, cars), misleading
advertising, multilevel marketing
and pyramid selling schemes, prod
uct safety, rent-to-own, telemarket
ing and travel. Finally, for the most
common types of consumer prob¬
lems, the handbook includes corpo
rate, consumer, government and
non-government contacts.


