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Why do Customers Need to be Protected?

The primary interest of retailers and of people in the service industry is to sell as many goods as possible and to make contracts with as many customers as they can, in order to earn the highest possible income and make profits. This leads to continuous competition, and the winners of this competition will be those who can persuade the largest number of citizens. Unfortunately, many try to win using methods that are dishonest or illegal, and very often they do not hesitate to intentionally mislead and cheat customers, or even to put customers’ health at risk. Consumer protection is intended to prevent such shameful practices by applying various strategies intended to force these companies and entrepreneurs to abandon their dishonest methods. 

Who is involved in Consumer Protection?

In the conventional sense, consumer protection authorities are represented by civil servants, inspectors who visit shops to check whether retailers’ methods comply with the relevant regulations. They investigate whether customers are exploited, whether goods are properly labelled with their names and prices, and whether grocery products are stored properly. I addition to this, it is also their duty to find out whether retailers are willing to settle disputes with their customers.  Their tasks include analysing grocery products in laboratories in order to check whether they really contain the ingredients listed on the packaging. In addition, they check whether the product poses any hazard or risk to health, or whether wearing or using it could lead to accidents, for example in the case of various electronic devices, children’s clothes and toys, all of which must be tested for safety.  Numerous authorities are responsible for national consumer protection, each overseeing a different area.

However, today it is not only the authorities which protect consumers: there are many non-governmental associations whose aim is to fight businesses which treat consumers badly.

The most basic difference between the governmental and non-governmental organisations is that the latter do not have the power to impose fines or restrictions; however, they are allowed to air their findings and the results of their investigations. Furthermore, they can contribute with their advice and eye-opening statements, publications and websites to increasing consumer consciousness.

Significant civil consumer protection organisations are in most countries, e.g.: National Federation of Associations for Consumer Protection, Association of Conscious Consumers
Along with consumer groups and associations, there are numerous websites which have been created by internet users in order to share their experience and to help to resolve problematic situations with useful advice. Some of the most important ones work as forum websites. 
What is a conscious consumer?

Naturally, to avoid being taken advantage of as customers, we do not necessarily have to apply for a job as a civil servant or to join a non-governmental organisation. Conscious consumers who are aware of their rights are already armed with the most efficient means of consumer protection. 

Conscious consumerism has been determined in many ways.  In order to avoid problematic situations conscious consumer has developed in response to various different threats. These threats call for their own safeguards.  Consciousness is influenced by basic environmental concerns (see Chapter 9: The Environmentally Conscious Man) and by the wallet of the consumer. At the same time, it is important to note that these aspects are not always taken into consideration and we often end up buying goods which later on prove to be unnecessary, and what is more, we may be made to pay a higher price, which could be avoided if we were more careful and better informed.  

In this context, we can state that conscious consumerism involves not only being thoroughly informed before a purchase is made, but also being aware of the basic rights which can be exercised to resolve disadvantageous situations.

Before and After Shopping

Shopping can be done in many ways. Primarily we are influenced by what it is exactly that we would like to buy. Of course, the daily shopping is not quite the same as shopping for technical goods, clothes or for other expensive products. However, every time we go shopping we should be well-informed and we must be aware of the fact that we should not automatically accept all the information that is available.

Advertisements

Often, the very first piece of information we receive about a product is the advertisement itself, which appears not only on TV, the radio, billboards, or in newspapers, but on the internet as well. Quite often the advertiser sends information about a product directly to our mobile phone or to our address. Nowadays, we are all aware of the fact that the primary aim of advertising is not to provide every single detail about a product or service but to emphasize its most important qualities. The aim is to highlight the most attractive features of a product, often unrealistically, by using all legal, and sometimes illegal, methods to influence our choice, and persuade us to buy something even if we do not really need it.

The fact is that the main feature of advertising is the tendency to exaggerate and to take advantage of all existing methods and settings when introducing a product. For this reason, it would be useful for legislators to impose certain restrictions and prohibitions, aimed at restricting advertisers’ extreme creativity 

It is the law on advertising which has the task of establishing the do’s and don’ts in this field in any country. The law mainly determines the general prohibitions and restrictions which all advertisements have to respect. The most important rules are the following:

General Prohibitions

General prohibitions apply to advertisements if:

· they intrude on people’s privacy, misuse personal data or infringe the right to personal dignity;

· they encourage people to cause harm to individual or public security or to the environment;                                                           

· they awaken feelings of fear

The first prohibition protects individual privacy, so that someone’s photograph cannot be used in an advertisement, even if he or she has been somewhere where people are often photographed, such as public spaces and places of entertainment. If you go to a party where you are photographed, you have to right to protest against your photo being used in advertisements for the place of entertainment or in other publicity.

The protection of personal data is concerned with directly limiting the publication of personal information. However, it is not the advertising law itself which regulates this. Advertisements which we receive via e-mail, or on our mobile phone or by mail, are only legal if we have already agreed to receive them. This agreement is sometimes given unconsciously: we may be stopped in the street and asked to fill in a questionnaire in return for some tiny gift. The questionnaire usually includes a statement in small print to the effect that we agree to receive advertisements at our own address or by phone. It is important not to give away our personal data, address, phone number or email address to anyone who we do not wish to receive advertisements from. What if we pay for internet access by the minute or second? Downloading advertisements may be expensive. The same refers to advertisements that arrive on our mobile phone. Often, we receive only a text message or a wap address, and there is also an extra charge when we download them.  Extra-charge services will be dealt with later.

It seems natural that advertisements should not be allowed to encourage violence or awaken fear. However, there have been examples of both in the past. In many European countries, it has been found necessary to establish regulations and prohibitions by law. There is one area where the restrictions do not apply, though, and that is in public-interest advertisements. These are advertisements which draw our attention to health risks or other dangers or which encourage us to contribute to charity organisations. In such cases, advertisers are allowed to use methods which will shock the audience; for example drawing attention to a dangerous disease may necessitate the use of methods which really alarm people.

Protecting Children and Young Shoppers

Legislators agree that younger age groups are extremely sensitive to advertisements. Juveniles have become specific target groups, which means that manufacturers of products designed for these groups will phrase and publish their advertisements in such a way as to address more and more people under 18. Unfortunately advertising agencies ignore the fact that advertisements intended for an adult audience require special caution. Content which is acceptable to adults (jokes, double meanings or inappropriate language and content) may not be suitable for children. Legislators took this idea as a starting point for establishing the following rules:

It is forbidden to publish advertisements for children or juveniles 

· that can negatively affect their physical, mental or moral development; 

· that try to persuade them directly to buy goods intended for the adult market by exploiting their inexperience or gullibility.

Similarly, however phrased even in a much broader legal bracket, it is forbidden to publish advertisements which might affect children’s or juveniles’ physical, intellectual or moral development, especially, if children or juveniles are portrayed in dangerous, violent situations, or in contexts implying sexual content.

Many people try to prevent the unrestrained language of advertisements; for example, parents regularly complain to the authorities when they see either on TV or in the street material which is not suitable for the younger audience. Many of the complaints refer to overemphasized sexuality and nudity. There are rules which prohibit not only advertisements that can negatively affect children’s moral development but also those which harm their intellectual development. 

Students may laugh at advertisements which state that ‘you are stupid if you don’t do your shopping in our store’ and if we consider the way young people think, this indirect style could be acceptable, but if we think this sentence over, we could object to being called stupid just because we can find a better deal in another shop.

We bring patterns from home; our parents try to raise us by instilling positive values into us, so we rightly protest along with the authorities against content which implies that in order to seduce customers even lying is ethical. Many will remember the commercial in which a child cries over the death of his goldfish. The parent tries to console the child and takes him to his favourite fast-food restaurant, and at the end of the commercial it turns out that the goldfish is all right after all. The child was lying to his parent. Such commercials are harmful since we should not mislead or lie to our parents just because we overestimate the importance of a product.   

The timing, content and method of sexual education should be entirely the responsibility of parents. Advertisements which advocate equal rights and freedom of choice and thus feature people of the same or different sex in unambiguous poses and scenes, are harmful as well, since children should not receive information about these matters in the street. It is naïve to presume that such content will not reach children if advertisements are censored. In the world of the Internet the battle against films and photos with sexual content seems to be lost already. The aim of the authorities in enforcing laws is at least to tidy up the mess, in the street and in advertisements in magazines intended for the younger audience.

It is young people who should be a bit more careful. Nowadays, numerous advertisements are directed at youngsters who are eager to make friends in seemingly innocent chat rooms.  These sites provide ideal advertising surfaces which can influence, even subconsciously, young people chatting in front of the screen. It is more dangerous, however, to make friends with unknown people who may lie about their identity and encourage youngsters to get involved in illegal activities. This is the reason why no personal data should ever be placed on these websites and young people should never agree to meet someone irresponsibly or be taken in by seemingly favourable business offers. Chat rooms can give young people good opportunities for making friends if they are used sensibly, and if they follow the basic safeguards.

On the subject of 21st century technology there is another point that is worth making. There are many websites (offline advertisements, too) which offer various mobile phone products. Colourful wallpapers, realistic ring tones and games can be downloaded. Often, by revealing our mobile phone number, we automatically subscribe to extra-charge services without noticing it. We pay for numerous extra services on our phone every week, but it is only at the end of the month, when the account arrives, that we notice that we have been charged dozens of euros extra for these. It takes only a single movement to tick the box stating that one has read and accepted the conditions of a contract. However, the conditions of any contract really must be read carefully. It makes a great difference whether we pay ten times the regular fee for a text message or not, and whether we have to pay when we receive a message too. Most importantly, we should think about whether it is really worth having the latest hit as a ring tone or whether the wallpaper needs to be replaced with a photo of the latest star every week. Do I seem inferior if I do not keep up with the trend? Is it only adults who think that a phone is primarily a tool for keeping in touch and not a way of following fashion?

Unfair Commercial Practices: Deception, Misinformation and Rip-off

We have already said that the main task of advertising is to exaggerate; however, untrue statements are not acceptable. It is most annoying for prospective shoppers to discover that the advertised bargains are not available in the very first minute of the sales or when it turns out that the product does not possess the features that were advertised, or when the seemingly favourable offer turns out to be a far worse deal than the advertisement implied. In such cases, besides frustrating us, the advertising company has also broken the law.

The law on advertising unambiguously forbids advertisements which in any way, including their display, mislead or could mislead their audience or prospective consumers and whose misleading features could influence the economic conduct of their audience or consumers. It is also forbidden to display advertisements which violate or are able to violate the rights of other companies which are engaged in similar activities. To simplify the task of the responsible authorities, the law goes into details about exactly what can be considered as a misleading advertising feature. It is advertising information which refers to the general characteristics of the product that has to be taken into consideration. 

Such information includes: 

· reference to the general features of the product,;

· the price, or the way in which the price is calculated, or reference to certain conditions of the contract

· the general evaluation of the advertiser, and their characteristics, their rights, their assets, qualifications, and awards.

The most problematic area is that of special offers or discounts. The law clearly establishes that an advertisement for a special offer has to make it clear exactly what product the special offer refers to and what dates apply.  Furthermore, advertisements have to point out that the special offer is only valid as long as it is in stock. However, in practice, every day we encounter difficulties in this respect. For example, something goes out of stock, as the small quantity does not satisfy the expected demands. Often, we are faced with the situation where we are made to pay a higher price than advertised for a “discounted” product at the checkout. There is a law which covers this problem too:  the Consumer Protection Law, which states that any product labelled with more than one price or service charge has to be sold for the cheapest labelled price. In this case, it is up to the customer service department to settle the dispute, and not the cashier since she has no right to interfere in the operation of the till. In our experience the money is actually refunded if we are confident and conscious and if we are aware of how the Consumer Protection Law regulates such situations.

These issues are really significant because if advertisements which violate people’s rights do get published, apart from the annoying arguments, a considerable fine can be imposed on the advertisers. In the case of misleading advertisements it is the National Competition Authority which is responsible, but in other legal matters relating to advertising it is the local consumer protection authority which handles matters. Complaints should be made to these authorities. Why? Because it is part of our conscious consumer attitude. If companies see that they can get away with misleading customers, then they will probably not want to change their behaviour. On the other hand, if an authority enforces the rules and imposes a fine, next time round companies will be more careful about exactly what they say in their special offers. The authorities can only enforce the law if they are informed about illegal practices and if we feel that we have been misled we should report it to them. This action carries no stigma: it is a conscious act to help other consumers to avoid such unpleasant disputes.

Problematic Products

In the case of certain products the law sets out special rules. There are goods which cannot be sold freely - trade in them is subject to special regulations - and for this reason they cannot be advertised, either. To this category belong weapons, ammunition and explosives and products which are extremely hazardous to public security. The category also includes prescribed medicines and cigarettes. On the other hand, when it comes to advertising alcohol the law only establishes restrictions, making it illegal to advertise alcoholic beverages:

·  in magazines or newspapers for children or juveniles;

· before 8pm. in theatres or cinemas or before, after or during the whole of any performance intended  for children or juveniles;

· on toys and on their packaging;

· in  public education or healthcare institutions and anywhere within 200 metres of these institutions,

There is no need to go into the reasons for these restrictions in detail; however, the issue of trade limitations is worth raising even if it is only partly related to the question of advertising. Trading and catering outlets display notices saying that customers under 18 will not be served alcoholic beverages or cigarettes. This all seems logical as selling such goods to people under 18 is illegal, but in practice there seem to be various problems. It is not only the shops, restaurants, bars and places of entertainment that are to blame, but juvenile consumers too. According to the data collected by inspectors, 60% of retailers break the law and young people rarely stop to think that adults must have good reasons and intentions when they impose such restrictions (for more about the harmful effects of smoking see other chapters). What must be noted here is that neither the retail nor the catering industry is in an easy situation, as young customers often try to claim they are above 18 or ask adults to buy the     extremely harmful products for them.

The importance of regulations and our awareness of consumer rights in the successful resolution of disputes will be dealt with later.  The same applies to prohibitions and restrictions: they have to be accepted as well. In other words, if the retailer or the barman requests someone to provide identification no-one should feel angry or try to provide false identification as the employee has the right to check our age.

In such situations we are wrong if we attempt to claim that we are only obliged to identify ourselves to the police or the authorities. It may be true, but the retailer has the right to refuse to serve alcohol or cigarettes to a customer who refuses to provide identification. The law is clear:  if customers are unwilling or unable to provide proof of their age, the retailer must refuse to serve them. We must and should be able to assert our rights, but if we try to interpret the law we are taking on unnecessary conflicts, in which we are not necessarily right. We should consider once more why such restrictions were imposed by legislators. 

Being Informed about the Product

Before we buy anything, the second step of the shopping process is when, whether we are directly influenced by the advertisement or not, we go to the shop to have a good look at the product. This examination is important with any product, but in some cases we have to pay special attention to various features. 

The Label of the Product

In general, the Consumer protection law sates that the label of the product must have:

· a name which identifies it, and which cannot be replaced by a trademark or a fantasy name;

· the name and address of its producer, in an identifiable form;

· the place of origin, if the product does not come from the European Economic Area.

This obligatory information on the label tells us exactly what the product is and what its function is. Should we have complaints about a product later on, the clear labelling makes it possible for us to locate – if necessary with the help of the authorities - the producer who can be made responsible for solving our problem. The place of origin can influence the consumer in his/her choice since there are countries whose products we are more inclined to buy. In contrast, there are countries whose goods seem to be less popular.  It is important to note that many important manufacturers carry out most of their production in the Far East, so just because something is made in China, it does not necessarily mean that it is of poor quality.

The function of a product must be clearly indicated. At first sight it is not always obvious what a particular product is used for, or what functions it has. Detailed descriptions are naturally not put on the label, but are printed in the instruction manual. A hair stylist is not the same as a hair dryer. A customer might complain that she wanted to buy a hairdryer, and choosing the best deal from the vast array of goods she ended up with a hair stylist instead, but she only realised that she had made a mistake when she got home. Did the person who lodged the complaint fail to carry out the most basic task: to get information about the product? Yes. If the product was properly labelled and its description clearly indicated exactly what the consumer was buying, then the blame lies entirely with her. In practice, we regularly encounter the following problems:

· it is difficult to identify which products the many labels on the shelves belong to;

· there is no label on an opened package on the shelf;

· there is no national label on the packaging (buying something should not mean that a consumer has to speak a foreign language).

In such cases the consumer does not have an easy task. The law - and we will look at this issue in detail later – makes it possible for the consumer to lodge a complaint after the purchase if the product is faulty. But if the consumer did not buy what he/she wanted, the product can only be replaced if the store makes it possible and labels it as a ‘wrong purchase’ (this is allowed in more and more stores , but it is not the general case). If there is no chance for replacement and the product works properly, we will just have to style our hair instead of drying it…

The function of the product makes a difference if it gets damaged. A typical case is when someone buys a pair of shoes without checking what they are really meant for. If we purchase sports shoes or running shoes for street wear, we cannot complain if they fall apart within a short period of time. Such footwear is intended for sports, and is not supposed to stand up to take 8-10 hours of wear. The same applies to formal shoes: they will probably not last if they are worn for long periods every day. And it should be noted that the only footwear that is 100% waterproof is a pair of gumboots.

We should pay special attention to the labels on grocery products. So much so, that there are separate laws and regulations which apply to them. The most important rules include (as a requirement for all products):

· national labelling

· legibility

· comprehensibility

· clarity

Although Hungarian labelling is an obvious requirement, it often takes a lot of searching before we find (if we ever do) information that all Hungarian consumers can understand.

Legibility and comprehensibility are less obvious criteria.  These may depend on the customer, who might need glasses but not have them on the spot. Of course, the law cannot set out what font size has to be used for the important information on the labelling. Still, trying to make out blue letters in a blue background is unacceptable.

According to the regulations labelling and the labelling method used:

· must not mislead the customer about various features of foodstuffs: type, characteristics, composition, quantity, sell-by date, origin and production methods;

·  must not  attribute  effects or characteristics to foodstuffs which they do not possess

·  must not claim or imply that a grocery product has special characteristics, if other products also bear these characteristics;

· must not claim that natural spring waters and food supplements can prevent, treat or cure diseases.

Unfortunately, in practice we often encounter foodstuffs which claim to possess magic powers and promise, for example, to reduce your weight in minutes, or claim that they are good for people who suffer from low or high-blood pressure (as was stated on the label of a ginseng food supplement). What we have to realise is that there are no magic substances. 

If you notice the symptoms of a disease then it is better to see a doctor first, and not to expect some elixir to deal with them. The solution is to see a doctor and take the recommended and prescribed medicine. The only products that can cure us efficiently are the ones which are registered as medicines. Naturally, certain kinds of food can have positive effects on our health, but do not trust products which promise too much. 

Besides ‘recommendations and marketing messages’, food labels should provide important and useful information. The relevant regulations state that the following information must be included on the label of foodstuffs:

· the name of the product;

· a list of the ingredients;

· the quantities of certain ingredients;

· in the case of packaged food, the net weight of the product;

· its sell-by date, and to avoid food poisoning the durability of food products which go bad quickly; 

· special conditions of storage or use;

· the name or company title and the address of the manufacturer or the distributor in the European Economic Area;

· the place of origin, if not mentioning this might otherwise mislead the consumer about the product’s real origin;

· instructions for use if necessary;

· accurate alcohol content in the case of beverages with an alcohol content of more than 1.2% in accordance with the Hungarian Register of Foodstuffs. 

The two most important pieces of information which a label must have are the ingredients and the sell-by or best-before date. According to the regulations, any substance, including additives used in the manufacturing process, counts as an ingredient even if it changes its form during the process. If an ingredient contains more than one substance then these substances must be regarded as ingredients used in the manufacturing process. This is always important, not only when we want to choose and buy food produced from organic substances. We have to accept the fact that all food contains some kind of ‘plastic’ ingredient, but it must call our attention to health hazards too. If on the packaging we read that ‘the product may contain occasional traces of nuts or dairy products’ or it was manufactured in a factory ‘where nuts, milk and flour are used’ then the product may contain allergy-provoking substances (for example, eggs, nuts, lactose, gluten or soy) which can be harmful to consumers who are allergic to these products. It is essential for this information to be clearly given; not providing it could lead to serious complications.

The sell-by date is the date until which food keeps if it is stored adequately. The date referring to the length of time must be preceded by the following text:

· if the date has the day – ‘best before …’;

· if the date has the year and the month  -  ‘best before the end of…month’;

· if the date has the year -   ‘best before …’( the indicated year).

This must be followed by the date or a clear indication of where the sell-by date can be found on the packaging. If necessary, this information should follow the storage requirements which ensure the durability of the product.

Another important rule is that the date must follow the year/month/day or day/month/year sequence. The sequence must be clarified after the ‘best before’ text in brackets, except if the marking is obvious to the consumer, for example because the year is written as four Arabic numerals, and when the month and the day are given, the month is spelt out or abbreviated in letters or indicated with Roman numerals.

It is very important to pay attention to these dates. Never buy food products whose labels do not contain sell-by dates, or if the original date has been covered with another label or made illegible.

It is important to remember that the sell-by date only refers to unopened food products. If the original packaging has been opened, the food has to be consumed within a few days. It is important to indicate the storage conditions on foodstuffs with sell-by dates.

Instruction Manual

If there are special regulations about the distribution of a product, then the instruction manual, like the label, must inform the consumers clearly, in the national language, about the functions, use, durability and handling of the product.

In particular, it must specify:

·  the instructions for using the product and the conditions under which is can be used;

·  any special storage and handling requirements and conditions, if these help to preserve its quality and functionality.

The instruction manual should be studied carefully after the purchase has been made. Before the purchase it is important to make sure we are getting the translation of the instruction manual. This is important when we buy a complicated or complex product, for example an electric device whose handling requires care and attention. If we do not receive a manual, we should ask for one. We should not accept the retailer telling us that the manufacturer has not provided one. By law imported products must be provided with a translated instruction manual, which must reflect the content of the original foreign language manual. If the manufacturer has not provided one then the retailer is responsible for obtaining it for the consumer.

Indicating the price

When we do our shopping, we pay great attention to how much the desired product costs. We have the right to be informed about the price before paying and this is laid down in the consumer protection law that we keep mentioning. The law states that the distributor (the retailer) has to provide written information about the sale price, the unit price or the price of the service.

The sale price, the unit price and the price of the service must be indicated in the legal tender of the country clearly, legibly and in an easily identifiable way. It is not illegal to indicate the price in euros but only along with the forint price. It is an important rule that the total price of traded products and services must be shown. Markings such as +VAT or + bottle fee are not acceptable, because the customer has the right to know how much he or she will have to pay at the till. If a product has two prices marked on it, then the customer should pay the lower of the two as we have already mentioned.

Product security

When making a purchase it is essential to know whether the use of an electrical device or toy can carry risks or cause harm. Unfortunately the National Consumer Protection Authority has to ban hundreds of products each year because they pose a threat to life or health. If we are well-informed before making a purchase, we can avoid such risks.

Electric devices

The most important rule is never to buy devices which work on mains electricity in street markets. Most of the banned products which end up in official laboratories after inspection do not come from shops but from places where their sale is illegal. Needless to say, if we make a purchase in these places, we will not get an instruction manual, a receipt or any proof of purchase. Without these, however, no complaint can be lodged and often we cannot even track down the salesman.

It is also important that the product must be carefully examined so that basic electrical problems like the following can be detected:

· the prongs of the plug (white pattern)  have no insulation on them, which is important from the point of view of electrical safety;

· the accepted and approved markings (for example  the CE logo) are missing - or are improperly used;

· the technical details and signs are missing;

· the voltage is not indicated;

· the structure and its cover cannot be properly inspected.

· the necessary safety fittings are missing

· the type and size of the plug are wrong for the output and the function of the product;

· there is no protection against mechanical hazards such as sharp edges; 

· parts listed in the instruction manual are missing from the package.

If there seems to be something wrong with a product it is advisable to look for a store where well-qualified sales staff can provide all the necessary information. 

Toys

At the top of the banned list, right after the dangerous electrical devices, we find toys. If we buy a gift for our little brother or sister or for a friend, we should follow the same guidelines as we have detailed in connection with electrical devices.  

Here is some useful advice from the National Consumer Protection Authority’s website:

·  toys must be manufactured from clean materials, must be free from insect contamination or animal pathogens;

· the surface of  toys should be easy to clean, for example with a wet sponge, to prevent infections

·  toys and their parts should be of sufficient mechanical strength to stand up to use and not to break or bend;
· the packaging of  toys must not cause strangulation or suffocation hazards –flexible foil which is either used for packaging or is part of a toy should be thick enough not to stick on the child’s face, which might lead to suffocation.  Foil which is thinner and finer than the regulation allows must be perforated. Packaging is not part of the toy and this should be clearly indicated;
·  toys must not have sharp edges, sharp pointed ends or rough surfaces, flashing or faults which might cut or pierce skin, or cause bruising.. The excess flashing on moulded flexible plastic objects cannot be regarded as flashing;
· glass must not be used as toy components, except marbles, glass eyes, glass bulbs and optical games;
· the stiff parts of  toys (for example the axis of the toy car) have to be covered and the cover must not detach as a result of strain. The stiff part sticking out of the surface must not cause an injury should a child fall on it. This part must not be long enough to cause injuries;
· toys must not contain radioactive, explosive materials or materials which  pose health hazards;  
· easily inflammable materials must not be used as components, for example celluloid or similarly inflammable materials. The surface of textile toys must not be covered by easily inflammable furry materials;
· toys must not be so tiny or must not have such  accessible tiny parts that children under three years of age  may easily swallow or inhale them and suffocate as a result.
Risks can vary depending on the age group therefore it is important to be attentive to the recommendations concerning age placed by the manufacturer on the product.

After shopping 

What to do if the product does not work

Shopping is a part of our daily lives, but we do not necessarily have to encounter annoyance every day. Unfortunately even if we have planned our purchases carefully, we may end up with a product which stops working within a very short period of time, in spite of the fact that we have used it properly; in other words, we have followed the guidelines of the instruction manual. In such cases it is important to be informed about how to settle our complaints easily.

What is Warranty?

Warranty is defined by the consumer protection laws in most countries in the section called ‘faulty service’. This section lists the consumer rights which come into play if a product stops working within a specified period of time. According to the law the responsibility lies with the retailer or service provider if the product or service fails to satisfy the conditions laid down in the contract or in the relevant regulations at the time of the purchase. This means that the fault was not caused by improper use but already existed at the time of the purchase (the so-called “hidden fault”).  The retailer cannot refuse to replace the product with the excuse that there is no warranty, because the warranty is guaranteed by law. 
What is the Order of Claiming Warranty Rights?

According to most current regulations the consumer has the right to decide whether to request repair or replacement as the first step. Requesting replacement does not have to mean that the product cannot be repaired. In other words, we are entitled to request replacement even if the product can be serviced. Our choice is only limited if replacement is not possible (the retailer does not have the same or a similar product in stock) or if replacement would require disproportionate extra costs (for example, when immediate and cheap repair is an option). As a second step of claiming warranty rights the consumer can request price reduction or refund, thus cancelling the purchase. Requesting a refund is an option only if the consumer has no right to demand repair or replacement, or if the previous requests have not been satisfied or could not be satisfied. At the same time, an important part of the law states that the consumer has no right to cancel the purchase in the case of insignificant damage.

For How Long can a Complaint be Lodged?

The consumer protection law states that the consumer has the right to claim warranty rights within two years of the date of the purchase. It is important to note that the retailer has no right to claim that discounted products cannot be replaced, and it is also wrong for the retailer (or the repairer) to request payment if a repair that should be free needs to be done a short time before the warranty runs out. It is also important to know that from the point of view of proving responsibility the two years are divided. In the case of faults which appear within the first six months after the purchase, it is the retailer’s responsibility to prove that at the time of the purchase the product was in perfect condition and the fault is the consequence of incorrect use. In this case, the retailer cannot request the customer to prove that the product was used appropriately. During the second eighteen months the retailer is not obliged to provide evidence. However, by communicating efficiently, or in the worst case by claiming consumer rights, customers can succeed in getting their requests satisfied.

What Needs to be Done to Apply the Law?

The most important thing for the consumer to do is to retain the receipt, as this document is evidence of the purchase, its date and place. The relevant regulations state that if the consumer is able to provide the receipt then the contract of purchase has been proved. It is the retailer’s duty to make a written report in which he/she has to report the purchase itself, the necessary information for the identification of the complaint, especially if the retailer does not settle the dispute according to the consumer’s request.

What if a Complaint cannot be Resolved on the Spot?

Naturally, we can file a lawsuit but some legislators have created other options by establishing the so-called “negotiation committees”. These ‘small courts’ can make decisions within the shortest possible time and without a fee (or can make recommendations) in consumer disputes. If the retailer is not willing to meet the requirements of the decision, the case can be publicised.

Finally, some Good Advice…

which has been collected by the Consumer Protection Authority for our consideration. If we follow this advice, we stand a better chance of avoiding trouble, conflicts and unnecessary disputes. 

1. Too nice to be true…

The offer which sounds “too good to be true” is probably not true.

2. Congratulations! You have won!

For this to be true, you must have registered to take part in a game. If the good news is true, you do not have to order or buy anything to get your present.

3. Working from home for magic payment!

You should to avoid offers which promise you detailed job offers in return for the payment of a small sum of money. There are people who would like to get rich from these small payments and after transferring the money, you will probably not receive anything.

4. ‘Our agent will visit you at home’
You should be very careful about allowing strangers to enter your home. They may want to assess the security system of the house or your valuables and within a few weeks, you may get burgled before the family gets home. Get in touch only with reliable people who you can easily get information about.

5. Only today!

You should never make decisions in a hurry and you should not allow anyone to hurry you. Retailers would like to sell tomorrow too, so there will always be a ‘today’s cheapest offer’. You should obtain more price offers, seek advice from your friends and consider the purchase carefully before making your choice.

6. Write it down!
Never trust unwritten promises. Many disputes could be avoided if the offer or contracts were written down (including the important details of the contract).

7. Never sign empty or partly filled-in documents!
There are people who have sold their flats for a pittance, believing that they were signing a credit contract.

8. Read it carefully!
Read whatever you sign carefully. Nobody will be able to help if you did not read the document you sign properly. Make sure that the contract contains the actual agreement.

9. “It comes cheaper without a receipt”.

This offer is just as worthless as your consumer rights will be later on, since you will not be able to claim them as there is no receipt. Always ask for a receipt or a proof of purchase. 

10.  The flea market has its charms but…

If the seller disappears the next day, you may never find him or her again.

11. Take it seriously…

You should take regulations about credit cards seriously. Your pin code must remain a secret. If you give it out you may give access to large sums of money from your account.

12. Should a complicated situation arise…

You should not let a crooked tradesman get away with it, but claim your rights and lodge a complaint. Don’t forget that by denouncing illegal activities you are not only helping yourself. Whatever happens to you could happen to others as well.

How can the Computer Help?

The advance of the Internet has facilitated our daily lives but it poses numerous risks too. 

· Phishers attempt to acquire data such as credit card numbers and passwords in seemingly official letters. Do not be taken in by such letters: delete them, and use Internet Explorer’s anti-phishing filter which warns you when you are about to open phishing sites. 

· The torrent of spam messages can be annoying too. These should be filtered as well. The Windows Live Mail e-mail network filter provides efficient protection against such problems. (http://mail.live.com)
· It is important to be protected against viruses and worms. You should use antivirus and spyware detection programmes. OneCare is a web-based, free tool. (http://onecare.live.com)

· More and more children surf the Internet these day so we suggest that you use Windows Vista Parental Control to shut off accessible and unwanted content. 
    While doing conscious shopping you examine, gather information, compare prices and services and make an informed choice. Use Excel to compare prices and services. It is not only numbers and data you can work with in Excel but also with links and photos so you can prepare comprehensive tables for comparison.

It is essential to use legal software. During your university years you can get many Microsoft products free. 
