
Consumer Affairs
N e w s l e t t e r  o f  t h e  M i n i s t r y  o f  C o n s u m e r  A f f a i r s

June 2004

Last year one key issue that emerged from the review
of the Ministry of Consumer Affairs was that, in
order to achieve our goal of “consumers transacting
with confidence”, we need to ensure that areas of
enforcement and redress are working effectively.

Over the next three years we will be focusing on
improving the way in which consumer policy in New
Zealand is enforced. We will be looking at the best
ways of using self-regulation to achieve good
consumer and energy safety outcomes. We are also
scoping a range of projects related to consumer
protection in the financial services sector, including
financial intermediaries and extended warranties.

Other key projects include:
• work associated with review of the building 

regulatory environment where we are developing
a disputes resolution model

• implementation of the Credit Contracts and 
Consumer Finance Act

• focusing on the passage and implementation 
of the Energy Safety Review Bill

• monitoring and evaluating the Motor Vehicle 
Sales Act.

Another key focus for our work is taking advantage
of recent international developments.

Moves to build new trading relationships (such as
the China Free Trade Agreement) or enhance existing
relationships (such as moving towards a “single
economic market” with Australia) have potentially

major implications for consumer and energy safety
policy.

Over the next three years the Ministry of Consumer
Affairs and Energy Safety Service will be focusing
on ways to address electrical and other product
safety issues through the China FTA. We will also
be looking at whether further harmonising
competition and consumer policy with Australia
(including potentially, the concept of a single
enforcement agency) could have major benefits for
New Zealand consumers.

Finally, we will also be working to ensure new
migrant consumers and traders understand their
rights and responsibilities under New Zealand
consumer and energy safety law.

Budget 2004

In Budget 2004 the Ministry of Consumer Affairs
received a boost to its funding, with several new
initiatives. These cover increased funding that will
directly benefit consumers and business and enhance
the capability of the Ministry in the area of
measurement and product safety.

Confident, demanding consumers are a critical part
of a thriving, innovative and sustainable economy.
Budget 2004 provided more funding so consumers
can continue to transact with confidence in the New
Zealand economy.

Ministry of Consumer Affairs and Energy Safety Service
– looking ahead
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Access to information

Consumers’ access to reliable information is vital
in ensuring that they are able to make good choices
and decisions about the goods and services they
purchase.

In 2000 the Powerswitch website was established
to provide consumers with independent, comparative
information on electricity prices and suppliers.

Budget 2004 provides $1.1 million over the next
four years for the continuation of Powerswitch.  This
will ensure that consumers can continue to access
this important information.

Pilot internet based data project

Government has approved funding for the
development of a pilot internet based data capture
project that will help the Ministry of Consumer
Affairs better understand consumer behaviour and
the way consumers and markets interact.

Over the next four years $660,000 has been provided
to undertake the pilot project.

This project will see the Ministry of Consumer Affairs
and the Citizens Advice Bureaux working together
to improve the Ministry’s access to key information
on consumers and their issues.

The information will be used to enhance the policy
advice, research, and monitoring capability of the
Ministry. The information will also build capability
within the CAB to deal with consumer inquiries and
give them access to a nationwide database of
information.

Measurement and Product Safety

The Ministry has received increased funding of
$400,000 a year to increase its ability to undertake
monitoring and surveillance work in the area of
trade measurement. This funding will also enhance
its ability to deal with unsafe products and services.

Energy Safety

In the energy safety area increased funding has
been secured to enhance work in three key areas
- fuel monitoring, EnergySafe, and establishment
of a tree arbitration service.

Over the next four years $795,000 has been secured
to expand our work in monitoring the quality of
fuels.

To fund the establishment and operation of an
arbitration service to settle disputes between tree
and line owners under the Electricity (Hazards from
Trees) Regulations, $182,000 will be available over
the next four years.

With our work programme set for the next three to
four years the Ministry of Consumer Affairs and
Energy Safety Service are going to be busy ensuring
that we achieve the goals we have set ourselves. We
will be working hard to ensure that consumers can
transact with confidence.

Liz MacPherson

Deputy Secretary Consumer Affairs Branch

General Manager, Ministry of Consumer Affairs

The regulations take an
innovative approach to
disclosure through the creation
of model disclosure statements. These
model statements represent the
Ministry’s interpretation of compliance with
the disclosure standards under the Act.

Creditors are not required to use the model disclosure
statements, but those creditors who do choose to
use them will be deemed to have complied.

Updates on the development of regulations, as well
as the development of information resources, are
available in the Business Information section of the
Ministry’s website,
www.consumeraffairs.govt.nz/businessinfo.

Consumer credit regulations

The Ministry of Consumer Affairs is underway with
preparations for the commencement of the Credit
Contracts and Consumer Finance Act on 1 April
2005.

As part of this process, the Ministry is making
regulations to provide guidance for creditors in
complying with their obligations under the Act, and
to provide greater certainty for creditors and
consumers.

The Act is built on a foundation of transparency in
dealings between creditors and consumers. The Act
sets out disclosure standards in terms of clarity,
conciseness, and bringing key information to the
consumer’s attention.

Policy



Terry and Brian travelled over a total of 30 days,
visiting each country. They interviewed government
and industry representatives and conducted industry
visits to gain an understanding of commercial
activities. The companies they visited varied from
large utility companies for water, gas, and electricity,
through to small cooperative packers of local produce.

Cambodia, Lao and Myanmar are three of the least
developed countries in the region with little
measurement infrastructure, although their
industries are dependent on measurement. The
reports recommend that metrology laboratories in
these countries be equipped, staff training provided,
and that a verification service for weighing and
measuring instruments be established.

Vietnam's assessment focused on the petroleum
and electricity industries which are experiencing
growth rates of 15% per annum. Although Vietnam
has the skills and limited equipment to undertake
some calibrations in these industries, the difficulty
is meeting the calibration demands for the
installation of new metering equipment. The report
for Vietnam recommends a range of testing standards
and training courses that key government staff
should attend.

This is the second project for MAPSS involving the
review or assessment of another economy’s weights
and measures activities. It follows the successful
review of the Singapore Weights and Measures Office
in 2001. The reviews reflect the strong ties that New
Zealand is developing with its ASEAN neighbours.
The benefit to New Zealand consumers is that they
can have
more
confidence
that the
goods
produced
from these
countries
are
weighed
and
measured
accurately.

MAPSS Project in South East Asia

Brian (fourth from left) and Terry (second from right) with staff from the
Department of Metrology, Ministry on Industry Mines and Energy, at
the Phnom Penh office in Cambodia

Terry in front of a garden feature in Shinoukville on
the coast of Cambodia

Terry Collins and Brian Waltham from the Ministry’s
Measurement and Product Safety Service (MAPSS)
recently travelled to South East Asia to conduct a
legal metrology (weights and measures) needs
assessment for Cambodia, Lao, Myanmar and
Vietnam.

MAPSS conducted the assessment in response to
concerns raised by these nations that they lack
sufficient resources in metrology to support the
development of their economies. The assessment
was funded by the New Zealand Agency for
International Development (NZAID). NZAID will
report the findings to the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat.

A needs assessment is an investigation into the
current state of each country’s legal metrology
infrastructure, to identify the gap between where
they are now and where they have to be in order to
support their local industries and consumers. The
gaps are commonly in training, equipment, testing
procedures, and physical standards.

A report for each country has been prepared listing
recommendations, with priorities, a timetable, and
a budget for the delivery of these needs. The reports
will be used by aid donors to coordinate
improvements to each country's standards and
conformance infrastructure.

and Product Safety

Measurement



The Ministry team was comprised
of staff from the Research,
Information and Capability Group,
the Energy Safety Service and
Measurement and Product Safety
Service, both from head office and
regional offices.

Training was provided to Maori
Women’s Welfare League regions
throughout the country, including:
Te Taitokerau in Kaitaia; Tamaki
Makaurau in Auckland; Tainui in
Tauranga; Waiariki in Rotorua; Te
Tairawhiti in Gisborne; Ikaroa in
Flaxmere; Te Waipounamu in
Christchurch; and Aotea in
Manaia.

The topics, presentations and
resource packs were well received
by the League. Feedback included
comments like:

“Presentations were excellent, very
informative as usual.”

“Loved the whole day! Every
presenter was knowledgeable,
friendly and passionate.
A vibrant team!!”

“The kaupapa is so important for
the safety and well being of our
whanau. I was most impressed
with the resource package and
how easy it is to use.”

The Ministry staff participated with
the utmost energy, enthusiasm
and professionalism and all had
an excellent ability to connect with
their Maori audience.

Maori Women’s Welfare League
Consumer Training Workshops

Ministry presenters and Maori Women’s Welfare League members at the Aotea workshop in
Manaia

Information and Capability

A team from the Ministry of
Consumer Affairs led by Doris
Kaua, Senior Advisor Maori
Capability, has recently returned
from completing a series of
workshops with the Maori
Women’s Welfare League (the
League) throughout the country.

Each year the Ministry provides
the workshops to the League to
prepare them for promoting
consumer messages to their
communities.

The main aim of the workshops is
to inform Maori communities
through the dissemination of
consumer information. The
programme aims to build the
capability of the League so they
can promote consumer
information among their whanau,
hapu and iwi. By doing this, the
League helps to create Maori
consumers who know their
consumer rights and are aware of
redress options if required.

The programme is also designed
to raise awareness of electrical
and gas safety, which the
Ministry hopes will assist in
reducing the incidences of gas
and electricity accidents amongst
Maori people.

The workshops focus on
information surrounding
consumer law, energy safety, and
measurement and product safety
issues. This year the workshops
focused on seven key consumer
issues that are both topical and
easy to relate to in everyday living
situations, including: law
changes around buying a motor
vehicle; home buy-back schemes;
overhead powerlines; use of LPG;
children’s night clothes and small
toys; and the weight of food
products.

Resource packs, with relevant
supplementary information and
useful presentation tools, to
enable the League promoters to
easily convey the information,
were also provided.

Research,



The Ministry’s Research, Evaluation and Monitoring
(REM) team have installed and begun using a new
database that captures information from consumers
and agencies who phone the Ministry.

The database was installed in April, and in its first
two weeks 334 calls were entered in to it. The
database also stores information captured from
written correspondence and 'walk-in' consumers.
The significance of being able to search, monitor,
and report trends in complaints will develop as the
information on the database grows.

The database is a major improvement on the
previous, paper based, system. It also means that
calls taken on the Ministry’s behalf by the Ministry
of Economic Development’s contact centre can be
saved in the same place as other calls that are
received, making searches even easier.

The database asks staff to provide a brief description
of the call and the advice provided. It also requires
staff to pick, from a list of legislation, the law that
applies to a particular call.

Having such detailed information at their fingertips
allows the REM team to follow up on issues where
they can see a pattern of complaint developing. In
the past, advisors in the REM group would email
others in the group, asking if they had had
complaints about a trader, or on a particular issue.
Now the group can track complaints by looking at
the database.

It also allows the group to highlight issues they
want advisors and contact centre staff to look out
for, and place those call details on an electronic
notice board for the team to see.

Database to capture consumer information

Consumer Representative Network meets

The Ministry of Consumer Affairs’ Consumer
Representative Network met in Wellington in March,
with 35 consumer representatives in attendance.

As usual, networking and taking time to share
opinions, experience, and problems was the major
item on the agenda. And again, as usual, there were
new members to welcome to the Network.

The Network was established two years ago to provide
easy access for consumer representatives to strategic
and other advice, national and local information
exchange training, personal support, and mentoring.

The Network is about getting and giving support
and information to each other.  The Network belongs
to its members - as members get to know each other
better they are developing relationships which help
them in their work as consumer representatives.

At the two day meeting in March, three sessions
were run which covered:
• talking to government
• networking in your 
constituency
• being a Chairperson.

In the session on Talking to government, Ministry

Capability Advisor, Lesley Harwood, talked about
the framework of government – the processes for
decision-making, the role of the Cabinet, Prime
Minister, and Ministers, and the role of officials.
The session also covered the role of councils and
advisory committees of representatives from the
industry, professions, and consumers, and the
practicalities of being a consumer representative.

The session on Networking was lead by consumer
representative, Helen Walch. Helen talked about the
deliberate way consumer representatives can go
about building and maintaining networks, and
raised the point that when the representatives share
information, others will also share information with
them. Helen advised that if consumer representatives
call people regularly, people will also call them.

The session on Being a Chairperson was run by two
consumer representatives, Marion Miller and
Margaret Millard. They ran an active session and
posed problems for members of the Network to solve.
The session was very useful, and resulted in some
actual problems people were having as consumer
representatives being solved. In addition, Lesley
Harwood distributed the Guidelines for Chairpersons
developed by the Ministry.

The next meeting will be in either September or
October 2004.



Square Trade.
These services operate
in different ways but all
are aimed at a no or low-cost
approach to resolving complaints
where the purchase has been
made online.

The ADR service is available at
www.econsumer.gov in the Ways
to Resolve your Complaint section
under the heading "Econsumer
ADR Pilot Project".

The project ends its pilot phase in
July 2004.

Feedback
Consumer Affairs is the official
newsletter of the Ministry of
Consumer Affairs, and is now
available as a PDF on our website,
www.consumeraffairs.govt.nz.  We
welcome your feedback and
suggestions for Consumer Affairs -
please contact us either via email;

Using LPG cabinet
heaters safely

Ministry supports online dispute resolution
project for internet shoppers
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Consumer Feature

LPG cabinet heaters are a popular
and efficient appliance used in
many homes to provide warmth
in cooler months. But sadly, each
year a number of New Zealanders
are hurt and sometimes lose their
homes in accidents caused by the
unsafe use or inadequate
maintenance of these heaters. With
the onset of winter, the Ministry’s
Energy Safety Service is working
in several ways to ensure LPG
cabinet heaters are being used
safely.

Swing tags

The Energy Safety Service and
LPG Association have launched
a national consumer education
campaign to promote safety
messages to the owners of LPG
cabinet heaters throughout the
country. 400,000 brightly
coloured swing tags will be
attached to all 9kg and 4.5kg
LPG cylinders that are refilled in
coming months at service
stations and other LPG suppliers.
The aim of the campaign is to
provide owners of cabinet heaters
with basic safety information and
to encourage regular servicing
to ensure safe operation.

Service and testing
information

A list of LPG cabinet heater service
agents and LPG cylinder testing
agencies is now available on the
Energy Safety Service website. The
lists, provided by the LPG
Association, can be found at
www.ess.govt.nz under the gas
safety information in the safety
information section.

Resolving a problem with an online
purchase is not as simple as
walking into a local shop and
speaking directly with the retailer.
New Zealand law may not apply
to the transaction if the retailer is
based overseas and a claim cannot
be filed against them at your local
Disputes Tribunal.

But online shoppers can now take
advantage of a pilot project
running on the econsumer.gov
website to assist in resolving
complaints about online
purchases. Econsumer is a website
where consumers can register

complaints about overseas e-
commerce transactions. The
website is provided by the
International Consumer
Protection and Enforcement
Network (ICPEN), a network of
consumer protection agencies
from over 25 countries. The
Ministry of Consumer Affairs is
a member of this organisation.

The Econsumer.gov project links
consumers to a number of
agencies providing online
alternative dispute resolution
services (ADR) such as the US
Better Business Bureau and

Energy Safety Service

editor@mca.govt.nz, or by post;
PO Box 1473, Wellington.

If you wish to receive the newsletter
electronically, require further
copies, or would like to be removed
from our mailing list, please email
us at editor@mca.govt.nz.


