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CHAPTER 3 

Consumer Protection Acts in India 

 

3.1: Introduction 

Consumerism is a fillip to consumption –interminable desire to consume varietal 

quality and quantity of goods and services. Consumerism thus introduces qualitative 

changes in   social and economic order which essentially promotes the trading of goods and 

services in ever-increasing magnitude. On the one hand market become vibrant and the 

changes are accompanied by both negative and positive externalities. Consumers are forced 

to be alert.  

The term "consumerism" refers to the consumerists’ movement, consumer activism 

or consumer protection which seeks to defend and inform consumers by having required 

these practices as honest advertising and packaging, product guarantees, and enhanced 

standards of safety. Hence, it is a movement or policy prescription structured precisely with 

an aim of controlling the products, methods, services, and standards of sellers, 

manufacturers and advertisers so as to protect the welfare of the masses (and/or buyers).  

Consumerism is a universal phenomenon. It is a social movement. Consumerism is 

all about protection of the interests of the consumers. As per economics, consumerism 

means economic policies laying emphasis on consumption. In a sense, it is believed that the 

consumers are free to make choice and should dictate the society’s economic structure. 

Consumer advocates are highlighting the various impacts and promoting fair trade through 

social labeling and alternative trading organizations. As the interconnectedness of 

consumers and producers becomes more recognized, consumer movements are shifting 

from self interest to social goals. For many years consumer groups were mobilized mainly 

to demand better and cheaper products. Now they are directing more attention to the social 

impacts of production and marketing. And with the global integration of consumer markets, 

this mobilization is becoming international. 

 



25 

3.2: Consumer Awareness & Protection  

The word "Consumerism" was first utilized in 1915 and implied "advocacy of the 

rights and interests of consumers" according to Oxford English Dictionary. However, the 

phrase "consumerism" in true sense of the term had been recognized in 1960 which 

indicated, ‘emphasis on or preoccupation with the acquisition of consumer goods’. 

The wide-ranging interpretation of consumerism focuses on the well being 

(interests) of the consumers in general. 

According to McMillan Dictionary (1985) ‘Consumerism is concerned with 

protecting consumers from all organizations with which there is exchanged relationship. It 

encompasses the set of activities of government, business, independent organizations and 

concerned consumers that are designed to protect the rights of consumers’. The Chamber’s 

Dictionary (1993) defines Consumerism as the protection of the interests of the buyers of 

goods and services against defective or dangerous goods etc. “Consumerism is a movement 

or policies aimed at regulating the products or services, methods or standards of 

manufacturers, sellers and advertisers in the interest of buyers, such regulation may be 

institutional, statutory or embodied in a voluntary code occupied by a particular industry or 

it may result more indirectly from the influence of consumer organizations” (Encyclopaedia 

Brittannica, Micropaedia), Vol. III, p.108). 

With the rapid shifts in consumption to more and more manufactured goods, 

consumer safety and protection become increasingly complex and varied. This ever more 

raises the necessity of self-protection by consumers. Consumer must be well aware of his 

rights, raise voice and demand a safe and better living and fight against odds. Consumers’ 

consciousness makes them well aware of their rights and responsibilities and this resolves 

the efficacy of consumerism.  

Voluntary Consumer Organizations throughout the world, in different form and 

degree, are engaged in organizing consumers to fight for their rights, to aware fellow 

consumers about their responsibilities and to boost consumer interests through proper 

synchronization with the administration. 
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“Regulation of business through legislation is one of the important means of 

protecting the consumers. Consumerism has over the time developed into a sound force 

designed to aid and protect the consumer by exerting legal, moral and economic pressure on 

producers and providers in some of the developed countries.” (Encyclopaedia Brittannica, 

Micropaedia), Vol. III, p.108). 

With the advent of globalization, Consumer Rights has assumed more significance 

when traders of different products and services are on the contest influencing the vulnerable 

consumers, even without caring laws shielding consumer rights. The traders exploit the 

consumers at large, the people of the low income level in particular. The illiterates are 

excluded from a wide range of information and knowledge. And in this day of ever-

expanding global communication and networking, the poor in developing countries are 

isolated. Even the sizeable number of educated persons are not aware of their rights given in 

the Consumer Protection Act.  

In most developing countries information campaigns lag far behind, while marketing 

and advertising campaigns have intensified.  Even the disputes in the Consumer Forums in 

fairly large number of cases are not resolved rapidly as per consumer protection act due to 

lacuna in the system. The legal or regulatory system is not adequately structured to dispense 

justice to the afflicted consumers; absence of adequate understanding and expertise in 

consumer regulations seems to be major reason thereby defeating the purpose of the 

Consumer Protection Act. The 3-tier Forum is not always in a position to serve its role 

accurately. The consumer Forum has huge tasks to maintain the intent of the Act and hence 

it is more exasperating when the consumer victims do not get proper justice. This makes the 

complainants reluctant to approach the Forum sometime for seeking justice. The 3-tier 

consumer disputes redressal system is believed to extend pro-consumer stance and judge 

consumers concern. 

Consumerism is still in its formative stage in our country. Consumers, faced with 

inadequate information and education, are often poorly prepared to resist the onslaughts of 

advertising and consumerism. Price signals are one important form of information; but 

accurate labeling and other product information are equally important. The information 

available to consumers mostly by commercial advertisements is grossly unbalanced. Other 
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information – about the contents and hazards of products – is lacking. Above all, there is 

inadequate legal support to protect consumer interest. 

Today, there is growing significance of consumer protection, though protection of 

Consumer’s rights by regulation has been approved in 1824. Every year the 15th of March 

is observed as the World Consumer Rights Day. It celebrates a historic declaration of four 

basic consumer rights by President John F. Kennedy of U.S. on that day in 1962. They are 

(i) right to choice; (ii) right to information, (iii) right to safety and (iv) right to be heard. 

These declarations ultimately lead to worldwide acceptance by the governments and the 

UNO. Over the years, these rights have been expanded and further other rights such as right 

to consumer education, right to healthy environment and right to basic needs (Food, 

Clothing and Shelter) were added. In India, 24th December every year has been observed as 

the National Consumer Rights Day. 

The General Assembly of the United Nations took up a set of general statutes for 

consumer protection in April 9, 1985 and the Secretary General of the United Nations was 

authorized to influence member countries to accept these guidelines through enactment of 

laws or formulating policies. While they were not mandatory, the guidelines offer globally 

accepted norms for the developing and newly emerging countries for devising and 

intensifying their consumer protection policies and legislations. 

 

3.3: Consumer Protection Rules & Practice in Ancient India 

Indian civilization witnessed the application of Consumer Protection rights in 

ancient time, which dates back to 3200 B.C. History reveals that in various periods and 

rules of different dynasties, there were enactment to punish the dishonest traders and 

producers. At that time, human values were much appreciated and moral practices were 

considered of paramount importance. The key concern of the kings or the rulers was the 

well being of their subjects. In order to regulate the social as well as economic status of the 

people, they imposed many trade restrictions to protect the interests of buyers. 

During the ancient period, the king had the power to appropriate the entire property 

of a trader in two occasions: (1) when the king had a monopoly over the exported goods; 

and (2) when the export of the goods was prohibited. There was also a mechanism to control 
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prices and punish wrongdoers. The king fixed the rates for the purchase and sale of all 

marketable goods. During Harappan civilization, it seems that there existed a strong 

authoritarian Central Government, which regulated the economic life of the people. The 

graduated system of weights and measures, the granary at Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro and 

even the uniform size of bricks through all the phases of this culture scattered over hundreds 

of kilometers, corroborate this. But it is difficult to say what policies were taken by 

Government in favour of consumers.  

During the Vedic era, the buying and selling were carried out by means of barter. 

People were honest. Traders never deceived the consumers. The practice of robbery, telling 

lies, sorcery, witchcraft etc. was condemned as crimes and the people used to offer worship 

to eliminate all mischief.  

Manu, the ancient regulatory authority, also laid down the canon of trade practice. 

He set norms to merchants and also prescribed punishment for the erring traders. He 

specified directives like it is in case of adulteration - “one commodity mixed with another 

must not be sold (as pure), nor a bad one (as good) not less (than the property quantity or 

weight) nor anything that is at hand or that is concealed.” 

Mauryans rule 

Consumer protection occupies a prominent place in Kautilya’s Arthasashtra. In 

Arthasashtra, statecraft and politics was considered to be at the root of other human 

activities, religious and economic. So the state should be strong, prosperous and welfare-

oriented. This necessitated the existence of material wealth by means of development of 

agriculture, industry and trade. The essential requirements for a strong state in Arthasashtra 

are as follows: i) maintenance of perfect auditing and accounting, ii) strictly regulated 

market system, iii) strictly regulated weights and measures, iv) strict controls over the 

government officials etc. The state should maintain strict control over all the segments of 

the private sector. Free play of the market forces ought to be restricted. Kautilya laid down 

principles for protection of consumers: i) strictly controlled prices, ii) profiteering and 

hoarding punishable, iii) sales of goods below standard qualities punishable. 

In Kautilya’s Arthshastra, there is clear strategy to protect the consumers from the 

exploitation of the traders. Black marketing, adulteration, manipulation in selling goods are 
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highly condemned. Precautionary measures are put in place. According to Kautilya, ‘‘the 

trade guilds were prohibited from taking recourse to black marketing and unfair trade 

practice.” Rigorous punishments were prescribed for different types of cheating. The king 

should prevent thieves and others such as traders, artisans, actors, jugglers from 

oppressing the country. Fine is set for deceiting the consumer.  However, no organized and 

systematic movement was there to safeguarding the interests of the consumers.  

In spite of this fact, the first tangible step in favour of consumer was taken by the 

Government during the Mauryans rule. There is ample account of the administrative control 

over the economic life of the times which is evident from Arthasastra and from the 

description of classical authors. ‘The Arthasastra refers to State monopoly of mines and the 

manufacture of salt & wine. The State was also the biggest trader and made arrangements to 

check adulteration and false declaration of the quality and quantity of the commodities’. 

The Patliputra municipality worked with precision through the commission divided 

into six boards of five each. Among these six boards, three were for market control, like 

boards relating to Industrial arts; trade and commerce; and manufactured articles. The 

Arthasastra not only provides for State management of large scale trade and industry, and 

exercise of effective control over every profession or occupation and even public 

amusement and entertainments (including gambling), and prescribes it to be the duty of the 

State to protect the helpless, the aged and the orphan. To use modern terminology there was 

a nationalization of mines, armaments, forests, salt and other industries. State also exercised 

a fair degree of general control over private trade and industry. The superintendent of 

commerce fixed both wholesale and retail prices and took effective steps against smuggling, 

adulteration, use of false weights and speculation to enhance prices. The labour unrest to 

raise wages was unlawful. Overall, the set of laws in relation to trade and industry have 

amazingly advanced outlook in the Arthasastra.  

During the rule of Chandragupta, there were ethical trade practices and the 

administration had absolute control over business operation. For example, “Goods could not 

be sold at the place of their origin, field or factory. They were to be carried to the appointed 

markets (panya sala) where the dealer had to declare particulars as to the quantity, quality 

and the prices of his goods which were examined and registered in the books.” In order to 

protect the consumers from unethical trade practices, the state set regulations concerning 
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trade and commerce – it was mandatory for the trader to obtain a license; outside traders 

were allowed on the basis of application. The superintendent of commerce in the Customs 

House administered the whole-sale as well as retail prices of the products. The State 

imposed heavy penalties for speculation, smuggling and adulteration of goods.  

During the Mauryan rule, the welfare of the consumers (the subjects) assumed 

significance. The king was primarily responsible for their protection as is evident from the 

narration of Kautilya’s Arthasastra, “The king should look to the complaints of the people 

[of the town and village] in the second part of the day. The mobile and circuit courts worked 

at night, when necessity arose. They also must have worked on holidays in urgent matters.” 

The laws were so articulated to render justice to all. The rule of law was equal for all and 

the King considered all the cases and delivered justice on merit. Even the king was bound 

for not to “foster litigation by starting an action without a complainant, and moreover, [the 

king was told that] no complaint should be taken notice of when it proceeded from a person 

altogether unconnected with the person aggrieved.” 

  A well organized legal institution existed during the Mauryan period. The Court 

consisted of different benches with judges and magistrates to address both civil and criminal 

cases. There was special provision in the laws to render justice to the economically poor and 

underprivileged section of the population. The main intent of the legal system was to ensure 

the better protection of one and all. 

 

3.4: Medieval / Muslim Period 

Although the Consumer Protection Act was not prevalent during the Muslim rule in 

India, it was ‘the maxim Caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) governed the market deals’. 

In the time of Sultan Ala-ud-Din Khilji (1296 A.D. to 1316 A.D.),  the state controlled the 

prices of different products and put up different market places in the capital for selling those 

products - (1) grain, (2) cloth, sugar, dried fruits, herbs, butter, and oil, (3) horses, slaves, 

and cattle, and (4) miscellaneous commodities. Not only that, to ensure the supply of food 

grain & prevent the hoardings, the manufacturers were bound to pay tax in kind in the 

production areas and the same were stored in the imperial warehouses. 
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The state executives - The market controller, the state intelligence officer, and the 

Sultan’s secret agents, were bound to inspect those market places and put forward their 

report to the Sultan on a regular basis. The laws/regulations were stringent and minor 

violation led to severe punishment. The market place solely for cloth, called as the sara-i-

adl, was set up close to the royal place and all the products including the imported items 

were brought there to settle their price. During the period, the traders had to take registration 

from the Commerce Ministry. 

The laws were so planned to ensure fair trade in the marketplace and to check unfair 

trade practices and provide extra shield for the disadvantaged, unable to take care of 

themselves. The Commerce Ministry was in charge of all the markets. During the Sultanate 

period, the prices were fixed by local circumstances - strict restrictions were imposed in the 

market place. There was a modern method of price-fixation in the market – ‘the progressive 

principle of production cost’ was followed. There was evidence of maintaining single price 

system in the major markets of capitals & towns of all the provinces.  

The purpose of regulatory policy is to distribute wealth for the maximum welfare of 

the people of the sultanate. The narration of the reign of Alauddin Khilji clealy indicates 

that measures were taken to keep cheap prices of daily consumption. The Sultan adopted a 

set of strategies to save the state from the vicious circle of inflation. The state appointed 

‘secret and public informers and inspectors’ who were on constant vigilant over the business 

activities of the merchants. Severe punishments were given to the traders against slight 

violation of the set rules. 

Mughal Era 

During the Mughal reign, price controls and regulation system were almost akin to 

the rule of Khilji.  The colonial economy spread out together with the ruling of Mughals in 

India. This in turn influenced the emergence of various regional, provincial and sub-

continental markets of a wide array of manufactured and processed goods to cater to the 

demands of the consumers, which eventually led to the growth of State income. ‘In more 

specialized areas the Emperors routinely looked to private markets and entrepreneurial 

activity to meet official needs. Some Luxury goods and staple commodities were produced 

in the large household establishments of the emperor and nobles, but most goods and 
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services were supplied from private sector.’ The state controlled the markets and the price 

was kept substantially low for the interest of the common people.  

   

3.5: British Period  

The British takeover of India resulted in a huge blow to the wealth of the country 

and with the rule of East India Company the Indian economy transformed into colonial 

economy. The bilateral relation between Indian and foreign countries was totally shaken by 

the imposition of heavy duties on exports and imports by the Company. After the Company 

had established its supremacy in Bengal, it disallowed merchants from the neighbouring 

Asian countries in the eastern states for trading purposes. The export of Indian textiles to 

England was totally banned. The Company increasingly monopolised the foreign trade in 

India. The indigenous manufactures were literally ousted from their trade & commerce and 

the Company started importing various items such as cloth, utensils, horses, etc. from 

England. The great trading community, which had flourished during the Mughal rule, had 

reduced to non-existence by the end of the eighteenth century. Thus this completely ruined 

the once glorious arts and crafts of India. 

‘The monopoly of trade in raw materials helped to raise prices to the manufacturers, 

while monopoly of purchase of finished products tended to lower the prices of 

manufacturers. The monetization of Government transactions together with the spread of 

trade consequent upon the introduction of East India Company’s rule resulted in greater 

demand of money. The money supply could not be increased proportionately on account of 

difficulties of import of sufficient amount of silver for coinage. This led to a general fall in 

prices. But prices began to rise thereafter, more particularly after 1860. This trend was 

reversed temporarily during the great depression of 1929-38.’ Prices showed upward trend 

with the beginnining of War in 1939. The rise in price brought prosperity to commercial and 

industrial classes. 

During the British regime (1765-1947), the Government formulated various 

economic policies in India mainly to safeguard the British interests rather than to protect 

and promote native population. The various measures taken by the administration were 

meant for maintaining law and order, tax collection and defence. Enactment of law during 

the British regime was primarily aimed at serving the colonial rulers and bringing prosperity 
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to commercial and industrial classes.  Despite this, some laws were enacted which protected 

the overall public interest through not necessarily the consumer interest. But, these laws 

provided specific legal protection for consumers.   

The Sale of Goods Act of 1930 was the basic foundation of consumer protection in 

India for more than five decades. The Act is “an admirable piece of legislation.” It is also 

praised as a “Consumer’s Charter. The main protection for the buyer against the seller for 

defective goods is found in Section 16[i] of the Act. It provides exceptions to the principle 

of Caveat emptor (“let the buyer beware”) and the interests of the buyer are sufficiently 

safeguarded. The skill and judgment of the seller, reliance of consumer on sellers’ skill, and 

the test of “merchantable quality” provide effective remedies to buyers. 

The Indian Penal Code of 1860 has a number of provisions to deal with crimes 

against consumers. It deals with offenses related to the use of false weights and measures, 

the sale of adulterated food or drinks, the sale of noxious food or drink, and the sale of 

adulterated drugs. The Drugs and Cosmetics Act 1940 ("DCA") was enacted to regulate the 

import, manufacture, sale and distribution of drugs and cosmetics. The DCA provides for 

restrictions on the importing, manufacturing, selling, stocking or exhibiting the drug which 

inter alia is a misbranded, adulterated, spurious drug or a drug which is not of a standard 

quality. Any contravention of the provisions of the DCA is punishable under the DCA. The 

Agriculture Procedure (Grading and Marketing Act) of 1937 provides grade standards for 

agricultural commodities and live stock products. It specifies the conditions which govern 

the use of standards and lays down the procedure for grading, marking and packaging of 

agricultural produce. The quality mark provided under the act is known as AGMARK-

Agricultural Marketing. These Acts were meant for protecting the interest of Consumers. 

On comparative study of various enactments passed in India during British Rule and 

after independence it is fact that about twenty six enactments were starting from the Indian 

Penal Code 1860 with definite role for safe-guarding the Consumers from the hands of 

traders prior to enactment of the Consumer Protection Act, 1986.  So to give a clear picture 

of the enactments passed during pre-Independence period some are described as follows to 

ascertain the position of the Consumer during pre-Independence Period Enactments. 

1) The Indian Penal Code 1860, 
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2) The Indian Contract Act 1872, 

3) The Usurious Loans Act 1918, 

4) The Dangerous Drugs Act 1930, 

5) The Sale of Goods Act 1930, 

6) The Agricultural Produce Cess Act 1940, 

7) The Agricultural Procedure (Gardening and Marketing Act-1937). 

But even after enactments of those no doubt some efforts were there to safe-guard 

the interest of the Consumers but had not yielded the desired result on the ground Consumer 

Protection is the by-product of the Industrial Revolution and trade expertise and increase in 

the number of unscrupulous traders want to make money by fair and foul means.  But it is 

needless to say that British came to India not only for the purpose to rule this country but 

also with main purpose to establish a strong market and to control the market to continue 

their absolute trade and to capture the market but they had no such ethics to look after the 

interest of the consumers and in fact consumers had their no authority or freedom to raise 

any voice against exploitation by the traders the associates of the British ruler when the 

need of the people were limited and services of goods were limited due to poverty and so 

exploitation was rampant and at the same time with increase in consumer demands the 

industrial revolution, trade expertise and multiplicity of goods and services and expansion 

of advertising media led to more and more exploitation of the consumers though above 

enactments were passed during British India Rule but in reality same were applied in almost 

all cases against the Indian Origin Traders so that they may not any way capture the market 

in India what was the main market of British manufactured goods because development in 

the field of trade and commerce generated profit leading to a race for earning wealth by 

unfair means and at that time business community was well organised and have powerful 

lobby and organisation to secure their interest against unorganised, native mostly illiterate 

and poor consumers of British India and due to dominating position acquired by the traders 

of that time and also suppliers of goods and services dictated the terms to the consumers 

having the sole aim to earn wealth even at the cost of health and life of consumers and 

ultimately the sufferers were millions of the consumers who were living below poverty line 

during pre-Independence days but there was no such business ethics of the so called traders. 
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So, in the year 1935 Mahatma Gandhi raised his voice by publishing an article in 

“HARIJAN” Patrika dated 04.05.1935 which is as follows:“It is wrong to think that 

business is incompatible with ethics.  I know that it is perfectly possible to carry business 

profitably and yet honesty and truthfully.  The plea that business and ethics never agree is 

advanced only by those who are activated by nothing higher than narrow self interest.  He 

who will serve his own ends will do so by all kinds of questionable means but he who will 

earn to serve the community will never sacrifice truth or honesty.  You must learn in your 

mind that you have the right to earn as much as you like but not the right to spend as much 

as you like.  Anything that remains after the needs of a decent living are satisfied belongs to 

the community”. 

But fact remains that honesty, integrity and trust are three pillars on which the sound 

system rest but even then in promoting the welfare of the society by enabling the consumer 

to participate directly in the market economy there was no such attempt but the rest leaving 

the common man helpless and shocked and in reality enactments during pre-Independence 

were in existence yet harsh realities appeared to be silver lining. 

During British Rule, British did not invest at random in big industries but only to 

create a good communication for trade and business both for export and import invested 

foreign capital in Rail, Electricity, Telephone and Port Industry. 

For exporting coal, tea and cotton, they invested foreign capital in India and for that 

purpose English Companies required bank, commercial office and insurance companies and 

for renewing the total system telephone and electricity were highly required and for which 

some investment was made. But in fact banking industry monopoly was exercised by the 

Exchange Bank and British Financial Control through their Bank and exchange banks. India 

was still a vital field for British capital investment in extractive and export oriented 

industries like mining, tea and jute etc. During British Rule in India the railway and 

telegraph brought local governments closer to Calcutta but there was no federal idea but it 

was basically an autocracy of hierarchic officials headed by Vice Roy and Secretary of 

State. In fact, the organised money market was legally under white control of the only two 

major Indian Banks before 1914 being Punjab National Bank and Bank of India and British 

controlled the bank for external trade of the country through their exchange banks, export 

and import furnished shipping concern. But in reality East-India Company and British 
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Government never thought for welfare of the native consumers at all because they realised 

that very few native had their capacity to purchase the imported goods. But truth is that 

before independence no positive approach was taken for protection of the consumers and 

the principle of consumer sovereignty almost was inapplicable up to second half of the 

twentieth century. Due to the international character of trade and industry, having well 

organised and highly professional producers and sellers on one hand and the illiterate and 

unorganised consumers with little time on the other the exploitation of consumer is being 

continued. 

Further industrial revolution and the development in the International trade as a 

result of which variety of consumer goods have appeared in the market to cater the needs of 

the consumer and a host of services have been made available to the consumer like 

Electricity, transport, finance and banking, Transport insurance and communication and a 

well-organised sector of manufacturers and traders with better knowledge of market has 

come into existence thereby affecting the relationship between the traders and the 

consumers but even then after independence in India by the Constitution of India confers 

the Fundamental Rights of each and every one under Article 14, 20, 21, 22 and 25 and 

Fundamental Rights can be regarded as legal ends to be achieved by the State while the 

Directive Principles of State Policy can be said to be moral ends to be achieved by the 

Government.  Fundamental Rights impose a duty on the State not to violate them whereas 

Directive Principles of State Policy impose a corresponding duty on the state to apply in 

making the Laws for the welfare of the People and in fact Social Welfare means the well 

being of the society. 

 

3.6: Constitution of India & Consumer Protection – Post Independence Scenario 

It is generally believed that the consumer movement in India as of today is quite 

strong when it is compared with other developing countries in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America. India is a vast country with a very large population of which a sizeable percentage 

lives below the poverty line. Because of economic inequality, low level of literacy and 

ignorance, particularly amongst women, the level of consumer awareness is not too high 

and, therefore, the consumers are not able to assert and protect themselves. They easily get 

exploited by trade and industry and service providers. With the liberalization process which 
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started in 1991 the entire economic scenario is undergoing a complete change from a 

government-driven economy to a market-driven economy. Protecting the interests of 

consumers has, therefore, become one of the paramount concerns of the Government than 

ever before. Hence, policies are being designed and legislations enacted to protect the 

consumers’ interest and grant them the right to choice, safety, information and redressal. 

In India various Acts intended to protect the consumers against different forms of 

exploitation were enacted, such as,  

• Drugs Control Act, 1950;  

• Industries (Development and Regulation) Act, 1951;  

• Indian Standards Institution (certification marks) Act, 1952;  

• Drug and Magic Remedies (Objectional Advertisement) Acts, 1954;  

• Prevention of Food Adulteration Act, 1954; Essential commodities Act, 1955;  

• Trade and Merchandise Marks Act, These laws provided specific legal 

protection for consumers. 1958;  

• Hire purchase Act, 1972; Cigarettes (Regulation of Production,  

• Supply and Distribution) Act, 1975;  

• Prevention of Black-marketing and Maintenance of Supplies of Essential 

Commodities Act, 1980;  

• Essential commodities (Special Provisions) Act, 1981;  

• Multi-State-Co-operative Societies Act, 1984;  

• Standard of Weights and Measures (Enforcement) Act, 1985; and Narcotic 

Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985.  

Prior to Independence, there was no organized and systematic movement 

safeguarding the interests of the consumers. Consumer interests were considered mainly 

under laws like the Indian Penal Code, Agricultural Production Grading and Marketing Act 

1937, and Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940.  
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With the liberalisation process which started in 1991, the entire economic scenario 

has undergone a complete change from a government-driven economy to a market-driven 

economy. Protecting the interests of consumers has, therefore, become one of the paramount 

concerns of the Government than ever before. Hence, policies are being designed and laws 

enacted to protect the consumers’ interest and grant them the right to choice, safety, 

information and redressal.  

One of the most important milestones in the consumer movement in the country has 

been the enactment of the Consumer Protection Act, 1986, to better protect the interest of 

the consumers. This has revolutionised consumer rights. The Consumer Protection Act, 

1986, is one of the benevolent social legislation intended to protect the large body of 

consumers from exploitation. The Act has come as a panacea for consumers all over the 

country and has assumed the shape of practically the most important legislation enacted in 

the country during the last few years. It has become the vehicle for enabling people to 

secure speedy and in-expensive redressal of their grievances.  

The Act provides for a separate three-tier quasi-judicial consumer dispute redressal 

machinery, popularly known as consumer courts, at the national, state and district levels to 

provide simple, speedy and free redressal against consumers’ complaints.  

The provisions of this Act cover ‘Products’ as well as ‘Services’. The products are 

those which are manufactured or produced and sold to consumers through wholesalers and 

retailers. The services are of the nature of transport, telephones, electricity, constructions, 

banking, insurance, medical treatment etc. etc. The services are, by and large, include those 

provided by professionals such as Doctors, Engineers, Architects, Lawyers etc.  

Consumer Protection Act, 1986 

“UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection (UNGCP)” was issued 25 years ago in 

1985. It was nonetheless a bold step that made some countries to take initiative in regards to 

the enactment of special Act to protect consumer rights from the free market activities. This 

year marked the Silver Jubilee for issuance of the UN Guidelines. This National seminar 

was a humble attempt to pay a tribute to that spirit of the UN Guidelines. Based on the UN 

guidelines, the Government of India and enacted a landmark Act called The Consumer 

Rights Protection Act of 1986.  
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The basic purpose of this welfare Act is to exclusively protect the consumers from 

the various types of market exploitation. One of the most important milestones in the 

consumer movement in the country has been the enactment of the Consumer Protection Act, 

1986 to better protect the interest of the consumers. This has revolutionized consumer 

rights. It is one of the most progressive and comprehensive pieces of socio-benevolent 

legislation covering all goods and services.  The Act establiseded the right of the Consumer 

to know about the quality, quantity, potency, purity, standard and the prices of goods so that 

they are guarded against unfair trade practices. Under this Act, the Consumer has not only 

the right to lodge complaints against unfair trade practices, sale of defective and unsafe 

goods, charging of higher prices etc., but he can also move against unsatisfactory services 

and can obtain compensation from erring manufacturers and service providers. 

Filing of a simple complaint on plain paper with the details of the case with 

supporting documents seeking relief or compensation is enough and it is not obligatory to 

engage a lawyer. According to the objects and purposes of the Consumer Protection Act, 

these quasi-judicial bodies observe the principles of natural justice while adjudicating 

consumer complaints against defective goods, deficient services and restrictive and unfair 

trade practices through summary trials. The Act applies to all goods and services and covers 

all sectors, whether private, public or cooperative.  

The Act provides for a separate three-tier quasi-judicial consumer dispute redressal 

machinery, popularly known as consumer courts, at the national, state and district levels to 

provide simple, speedy and free redressal against consumers’ complaints.  

• The District Consumer Disputes Redressal Forum 

• The State Consumer Disputes Redressa Commission 

• The National Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission 

Every member of the District Forum shall hold office for a term of five years or upto 

the age of 65 years, whichever is earlier and shall be eligible for reappointment. Now 

graduation is the minimum educational qualification for a member. The State Commission 

is presided over by Retired High Court Judge. The National Commission is presided over 

by the retired Supreme Court Judge. The District Forum can adjudicate on the matter upto 

Rs. 20 lakhs, State Commission upto one crore and National Commission above Rs. one 
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crore. The proceedings before these adjudicatory bodies are regulated in accordance with 

the principles of natural justice.  

Amendments  

The Act was amended in 1991 mainly to incorporate provisions for the quorum of 

District Forum, appointing persons to preside over State Commission/District Forum in case 

of absence of the President to enable the court function uninterruptedly. In 1993 the Act was 

again amended exhaustively to make it more effective and purposeful.  

The Government has formulated comprehensive proposals for amending the 

Consumer Protection Act mainly based on the recommendations of the Working Group and 

Expert Group set up for the purpose and the wide-ranging consultations they had with the 

representatives of consumer interests, presidents of the national and state commissions and 

Central Government Ministries and Departments. These amendments are mainly aimed at 

facilitating quicker disposal of complaints, enhancing the capability of redressal agencies, 

strengthening them with more powers, streamlining the procedures and widening the scope 

of the Act to make it more effective to protect the consumers’ interest. 

The Consumer Protection (Amendment) Bill, 2001 introduced in the Rajya Sabha on 

26th April, 2001 among other things addresses the issues of quicker disposal of complaints, 

widening the scope of the Act, strengthening the Consumer Courts, streamlining the 

procedure and a proposal to strengthen the consumer movement. It is also proposed to 

establish a consumer protection council in every district in order to strengthen the consumer 

movement at the grassroots level.  

Enactment of the Amendment Bill will not only further strengthen the consumer 

movement in the country but also help the large number of consumers in securing speedy 

and effective redressal of their complaints. 

The Consumer Protection (Amendment) Act, 2002, which amends the Consumer 

Protection Act, 1986, seeks to enable State Governments to set up District Consumer 

Councils on their own, make compliance of orders of National Consumers Council, State 

Consumer Councils and District Consumer Council meaningful and effective. 
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Competition Act, 2002 

A latest addition to the list of legislations is the Competition Act, 2002. A high level 

Committee was constituted in October 1999 under the Chairmanship of Shri SVS 

Raghavan, which submitted its report on May 2000. The committee framed the new 

Competition Policy which proposed repeal of Monopolies and Restrictive trade Practices 

Act, 1969 and enactment of a new Competition Law and establishment of a regulatory 

authority Competition Commission for implementation of Competition Act. On 

recommendation of the Committee the Competition Act was passed and the Monopolies and 

Restrictive Trade Practices Act, 1969 has been repealed. The Competition Act is a 

comprehensive legislation, which deals with matters of competition and monopolies. 

 

3.7: Government’s Role - Department of Consumer Affairs 

A separate department of Consumer Affairs was created in 1997 to act as the nodal 

outfit in the Central Government for promoting and protecting the welfare of consumers. It 

seeks to do this in various ways such as ensuring availability of essential commodities at 

reasonable prices including monitoring of prices, formulating standards of goods and 

services, regulation of weighing and measuring instruments and pre packed commodities 

and providing a legislative framework for safeguarding consumers’ interests and 

establishment of machinery for redressal of consumer complaints.  

To meet these objectives the Department has been undertaking various measures 

involving all concerned to strengthen the consumer movement in the country. Some of the 

important measures being taken to strengthen the consumer movement include initiating 

multimedia publicity programmes to educate the consumers, providing financial assistance 

through consumer welfare fund to the NGOs and State Governments to generate consumer 

awareness, setting up of district information centres to guide the public, national awards on 

consumer protection to encourage outstanding work by women and youth, observing 

national and World Consumer Rights Day to remind the consumers to be vigilant, 

interactions with various interests through Central and State Consumer Protection Council 

to promote and protect the rights of the consumers, formulation of citizens’ charters 

containing their entitlements to public services, standards of performance and redressal of 

grievances for providing an efficient and responsive administration. 
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The success of the consumer movement mainly depends upon the level of consumer 

awareness around the country. The Government can only be playing the role of a facilitator 

or catalyst. The growth of consumer movement is a voluntary effort involving the 

participation of one and all. Only alert consumers can protect themselves and the society.  

 

3.8: Consumer Protection – Global Standpoint 

At European level, consumption represents more than 55 percent of European Union 

(EU) Gross Domestic Product (GDP). For this reason, the consumers in all EU countries 

would be regarded as a real power of the economy. The proper functioning of the internal 

consumption market in Europe is conditioned by the development and the implementation 

of an active policy of consumer protection in all Member States. 

In 2012, according to the European Commission, about 45 percent of European 

consumers have made at least one purchase online. The growth rate of this percentage was 2 

percent compared to 2011, and 5 percent compared to 2010. Based on these historical 

developments, it is likely that the proportion of consumers engaging in e-commerce to 

exceed 50 percent by 2015, according to the target set in the Digital Agenda for Europe. 

Also according to European Commission data, the volume of electronic commerce 

businesses-to-consumer has increased by almost 20 percent between 2011 and 2012 in the 

EU, reaching around 270 billion EURO. In EU countries, most of the online shopping 

(percent of population who ordered goods or services over the Internet for private use in the 

last 12 months) was registered in Sweden (74 percent), Denmark (73 percent), the UK (73 

percent), the Netherlands (70 percent), and Luxembourg (68 percent). On the other hand, all 

countries of Eastern and Southern Europe have below-average rates of online purchases. In 

Romania and Bulgaria these values are the lowest, riching around 5 percent and 9 percent. 

Considering these statistics, it is anticipated that the countries of Eastern and Southern 

Europe will be the fastest-growing e-commerce markets in the coming years (European 

Commission, 2013). 

The European Consumer Agenda 2012 established a strategic vision which aims to 

place the consumers at the heart of the single market by strengthening their safety, 

knowledge building consolidation, enforcement of the law application and ensuring redress 

measures, and aligning the consumer rights and related policies to economic and social 
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changes. Technological changes and online purchases involve some risk that consumer 

protection legislation should seek to minimize. The consumer rights and welfare are deeply 

rooted in the fundamental values of the EU, confirmed by numerous laws governing the 

consumer protection. 

In 2004, the consumer protection regulation (CPC) has outlined a framework for 

cooperation between national authorities of the EU Member States to cover the gaps 

identified in the implementation of EU legislation on consumer rights. 

 

3.9: Consumer Protection – Comparative Analysis 

At European level, consumption represents more than 55 percent of European Union 

(EU) Gross Domestic Product (GDP). For this reason, the consumers in all EU countries 

would be regarded as a real power of the economy. The proper functioning of the internal 

consumption market in Europe is conditioned by the development and the implementation 

of an active policy of consumer protection in all Member States. 

In 2012, according to the European Commission, about 45 percent of European 

consumers have made at least one purchase online. The growth rate of this percentage was 2 

percent compared to 2011, and 5 percent compared to 2010. Based on these historical 

developments, it is likely that the proportion of consumers engaging in e-commerce to 

exceed 50 percent by 2015, according to the target set in the Digital Agenda for Europe. 

Also according to European Commission data, the volume of electronic commerce 

businesses-to-consumer has increased by almost 20 percent between 2011 and 2012 in the 

EU, riching around 270 billion EURO. In EU countries, most of the online shopping 

(percent of population who ordered goods or services over the Internet for private use in the 

last 12 months) was registered in Sweden (74 percent), Denmark (73 percent), the UK (73 

percent), the Netherlands (70 percent), and Luxembourg (68 percent). On the other hand, all 

countries of Eastern and Southern Europe have below-average rates of online purchases. In 

Romania and Bulgaria these values are the lowest, reaching around 5 percent and 9 percent. 

Considering these statistics, it is anticipated that the countries of Eastern and Southern 

Europe will be the fastest-growing e-commerce markets in the coming years (European 

Commission, 2013). 
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The European Consumer Agenda 2012 established a strategic vision which aims to 

place the consumers at the heart of the single market by strengthening their safety, 

knowledge building consolidation, enforcement of the law application and ensuring redress 

measures, and aligning the consumer rights and related policies to economic and social 

changes. Technological changes and online purchases involve some risk that consumer 

protection legislation should seek to minimize. The consumer rights and welfare are deeply 

rooted in the fundamental values of the EU, confirmed by numerous laws governing the 

consumer protection. 

In 2004, the consumer protection regulation (CPC) has outlined a framework for 

cooperation between national authorities of the EU Member States to cover the gaps 

identified in the implementation of EU legislation on consumer rights. 

 

3.10: Conclusion 

The success of the consumer movement mainly depends upon the level of consumer 

awareness around the country. The Government can only be playing the role of a facilitator 

or catalyst. The growth of consumer movement is a voluntary effort involving the 

participation of one and all.  

Consumer Protection refers to protect the consumer from various business 

malpractices. The main aspect of such Law is to eliminate the exploitation in order to curb 

unfair trade practices in society. In today’s diversified economy, the better organized 

business sectors enjoy the most powerful position, wherein it becomes easy for such 

commercial agencies to exploit the consumers. The worst affected victims of business 

tactics are the consumers and hence they need to be protected through consumer protection 

laws. 

No matter what laws we have in our country but when it comes to its 

implementation and applicability, awareness in the society is the prime area responsible to 

its success. Today, growing globalized markets in world economy has developed a high 

sense to pinpoint the structured laws in the development of consumer protection. Despite of 

Modern technological advancements that have largely impacted on the quality, viability and 

safety of goods and services, the fact reveals that the consumers are yet victims of 
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unscrupulous and exploitative practices. Consumers are exploited in various ways such as 

selling of defective goods, dubious hire purchase plans, fake business plans, high prices, 

poor quality, deficient services, black marketing and many more. Exploitation is even more 

severe in the rural areas as the consumers are illiterate and ignorant of their rights. Above 

all, the information revolution has thrown newer kinds of challenges to the consumers like 

e-commerce, cybercrimes, plastic money, etc., which affect the consumer in even bigger 

way.  

In this context, the best way to empower the consumers is to educate them and make 

them aware about their rights and obligations. 

There were many questions that needed collective thinking and wisdom to find 

answers to many problems and challenges the consumers face day-in and day-out in market 

situations where the growing market violations are encountered. Since 1991, with the 

market liberalization policy of the government, thousands of profit-hungry marketers 

including the dubious/ unscrupulous ones have been entering the market arena who hardly 

care even to recognize, forget about respecting the 'upobhokta adhikar' (the consumer 

rights). Therefore, under this circumstance, whether consumer is the 'King' or a ‘slave’ of 

the market is a BIG question. The unsuspecting and gullible consumers and particularly, 

those belonging to under-privileged and poorest sections of our society with low purchasing 

power are the worst victims of unbridled market injustice and exploitation. It seems our 

'consumer rights are under siege". 

The scenario gets uglier and pathetic when millions of our diverse consumers of our 

multilingual and multicultural nation are not even aware of Upobhokta Adhikar rightfully 

given by an Act of Parliament. The 'jago grahak jago' slogan incurring billions could hardly 

empower the consumers to save them from the continuous market injustice and 

exploitation.  We also know millions of educated sections are not aware of their rights; how 

to protect; and where to go for redressal when their rights are violated in the market. Of 

course, for many people, ignorance becomes bliss. Some may perceive it as a sheer fate 

when they get cheated, or a part of karmaphal (to pay a price for past misdeed). It is this 

perception that empowers the business class to pro-actively violate the law of the land. With 

our collective will and wisdom, we may at least come out with certain remedies to protect 

our rights as consumers against the dubious but powerful marketers. We require a new 
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mindset and an out-of-box thinking and whenever necessary involving the civil society in a 

big way to check the menace of market injustice. We need to walk together as partners to 

change the present, to move to the future and reach out to the people who need it. The 

challenges of consumer rights violations can be addressed only when we try to think 

differently together and voice our concerns to the authorities with constructive suggestions 

to appropriately amend the CPA, if required. Along with policies we also require honest 

efforts to implement these. Of course it is not a one way road. In other words, policy reform 

alone cannot be the only solution unless it is seen to work on the ground. 

With the way the advertisement strategies increasingly adopted are actually 

misleading the consumers due to which many vulnerable consumers fall into their trap, and 

they throw many challenges to consumers in the market to protect their rights. It is here the 

role of consumer forum finds it centrality and is vital. But unfortunately the quasi-judicial 

bodies like consumer forum are not in a position to expeditiously reduce the sufferings of 

consumers due to certain inherent weaknesses and challenges of piling up of cases with the 

rising awareness level of the consumers. One of the challenges is delay in disposing of 

cases. It is a major challenge. The consumer rights education and awareness movements are 

the need of the hour. 

When information is misleading and when regulations fail to prevent harmful side 

effects, the impacts of consumption can be negative. Price signals are one important form of 

information, but accurate labeling and other product information are equally important. The 

information now available to consumers, provided mostly by commercial advertisements, is 

grossly unbalanced. Other information – about the contents and hazards of products – is 

lacking. Consumer education is important. The government has an important role to provide 

quality education, to enforce controls on misleading advertising, to ensure proper labeling 

of goods and to clarify their effects on health and safety. 

In developing countries, consumer movements are gathering power. These 

movements first emerged among the better off with a focus on information about value for 

money, product quality and safety. Now the lens is widening to awareness of broader 

development priorities. Regulations and market interventions can be mutually reinforcing. 

 


