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CONSUMERISM: SOME MAJOR ISSUES IN T H E E IGHTIES 

I: INTRODUCTION ; T H E DECADE OF CHANGE 

The Nineteen e ight ies promise to be a most exc i t ing decade ahead 
fo r mankind. The w o r l d is now on the br ink of cataclysmic changes 
that w i l l a f fect a lmost every facet of l i f e , ranging f rom economics and 
environment to c u l t u r e and l i f es ty le . The signs of these dramat ic 
developments a r e a l ready wi th us in th is very f i r s t year of the decade. 
The w o r l d economy is exper ienc ing both in f la t ion and recess ion of such 
magnitude as to make i t the gravest c r i s i s s ince the great Depress ion 
of the 1930s. T h i s economic c r i s i s has been spu r red on by the s i x teen-
fo ld increase in the p r i c e of o i l s ince 1973. Accord ing to many est imates, 
the w o r l d supply of o i l may be exhausted w i th in 50 yea rs . Long before 
that there w i l l b e a drop in suppl ies annually whi le the p r i c e is bound 
to acce le ra te f u r t h e r . 

S ince the second wo r l d w a r , the high rates of economic growth have 
been fue l led by the cheapness and ava i lab i l i t y of o i l . The era of cheap 
and abundant o i l supply is ove r , and there is no economical ly feas ib le 
a l te rna t i ve energy source yet in s ight . The t raumat ic repercuss ions of th is 
cen t ra l fact of l i fe a re a l ready being fel t in the acce le ra t ing i n f l a t i on , 
r i s i n g unemployment and fa l l i ng output in many count r ies a l l over the w o r l d . 
In the developed count r ies the energy c r i s i s may mean cut t ing down on 
luxur ies but in our developing nations where the l ine between l i fe and 
death is f a r t h i nne r , the energy c r i s i s may wel l spel l ca tas t rophe. 
Th i s year i t se l f , there is widespread crop f a i l u re and famine in A f r i c a 
and the w o r l d stocks of food have diminished to dangerously low leve ls . 
Despi te two UN development decades in the 1960s and 1970s, the bas ic 
needs probi<e>".is of the poor major i ty in the T h i r d Wor l d have yet to be 
so lved and in fact have grown worse . 

T h i s p i c t u r e of the wo r l d s i tuat ion is not intended to spel l any 
prophecy of doom. But in Malaysia where we have been re l a t i ve l y 
she l tered so f a r f rom the s w i r l i n g wor ld cu r ren ts because of the abundance 
of our na tura l r e s o u r c e s , it is important to rea l i se that we a re l i v ing in 
a t r ans i t i ona ry phase between two eras and that eventual ly we too w i l l have 
to face the great c r i ses of this t r ans i t i on . In a l l p robab i l i t y , th is w i l l 
happen r igh t he re in the e ight ies. 

Now, what has a l l this to do wi th Consumerism? Should not the 
consumer is ts s t i ck to the i r usual fa re of p r i ces and qual i ty of goods, and 
leave the more compl icated issues to the economists and other exper ts? 
I would l ike to think not . The ro le of the consumer movement has been to 
act as a publ ic watchdog and to safeguard the consumer in te res ts of the 
pub l ic . To remain dynamic, Consumerism must be able to spot the warn ing s igns 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



*• 2 -

and awaken publ ic consciousness to new problems as they come along. 
In other w o r d s , to be relevant to the needs of the e igh t ies , Consumerism must 
a lso keep t rack w i th the latest wor ld developments and take on the most 
p ress ing issues of the day. In the context bf the present w o r l d s i tua t ion , 
we have to take a stand on the changes and chal lenges which l ie ahead, 
jus t as in the past we have warned the publ ic against p r i ce increases, 
product qual i ty and cheating in the market p lace. 

Of c o u r s e , th is does not mean that Consumerism should abandon old 
issues fo r new ones. Indeed, the consumer movement must consol idate 
the exper iences and gains of the past and continue to press on in i ts 
bat t le against the explo i tat ion of consumers. A t the same t ime, however , 
we a lso have to recognise the c r i t i c a l s i tuat ion of energy , environment 
and economics in the eight ies and take on these issues as w e l l . 

in th is paper , 1 would there fore l ike to ident i fy and out l ine what 1 
feel w i l l be the main consumer issues and concerns of the 1980s,, In 
doing so I w i l l be including both the more spec i f i c issues of market 
exp lo i ta t ion and the more genera! development themes of basic needs, 
env i ronment , resources and l i f es ty les . 

II. EXPLOITATION IN THE MARKET PLACE 

In Ma lays ia , the consumer is subjected to var ious forms of explo i ta t ion 
in the market p lace . P r i ces a re mounting day by day, the qual i ty of 
products is dropping and unethical business p rac t i ces a re on the r ise« 

(a) In f la t ion and Shortages of Goods 

In the past ten y e a r s , p r i ces of almost a l l basic commodities 
have been shooting up at incredib le r a t e s . The general p r i c e level 
has r i sen by about 70 per cent whi le food p r i c e s have jumped by 85 per 
cent on average. Since 1972 the p r i ces of r i c e and sugar have almost 
doub led, and f ish p r i ces have shot up by two-and-a -ha l f t imes. In 
Kuala Lumpur and Penang, house p r i ces have t reb led in the last 
f ive years and more than doubled in less ihan two yea rs . 

!n the past three y e a r s , p r i ce increases have been cont inuing both 
in speed and in the range of commodities a f fec ted. Not a day goes by 

wtthout r epo r t s of another round of p r i ce i nc reases , whether i t be"fhe 
p r i c e o beef and f i s h , f r u i t s and vegetables, b r e a d , f l o u r , cof fee, shoes, 
c l o t h , p l a s t i c s , houses, cars and spare p a r t s , o i l and oi l p roduc t s , bus 
f a r e s , e l ec t r i c i t y rates and medical fees. 

But even more a larming is the fact that recent p r i ce increases have been 
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But even more a larming is the fact that recent p r i ce increase 
have been accompanied by great and prolonged shortages of essent ia l 
goods. In recent y e a r s , we have witnessed acute and even chron ic 
shdPtages of beef, f i s h , be lacan, cha rcoa l , matches, kerosene, 
d i ese l , wh i te c l o t h , bui ld ing ma te r ia l s , t imber , pa in ts , and raw 
mater ia ls f o r p las t i cs and soaps. Besides these p roduc ts , we have 
also exper ienced shortages of suchessential resources as water and 
e l e c t r i c i t y . Indeed, i t would appear that we a re now having a Shor tage 
Economy. 

In many cases , i t is c lear that the shortages a re not rea l but 
a r t i f i c i a l l y c reated by unscrupulous par t ies in o rder to make ext ra 
add excessive p r o f i t s . One good example was the recent acute shortage 
of sugar which plagued the country fo r several weeks. In the past few 
years there has a lso been acute shortages of diesel and kerosene. 
Cur ious ly enough these shortages a r i s e whenever industry is p ress ing 
government fo r an upward p r i ce r e v i s i o n . Accord ing to the p rocedures , 
there is no sho r t fa l l in output , yet the consumer f inds i t d i f f i cu l t o r 
impossible to obtain the p roduc t :while the manufacturers , wholesalers and . 
r e t a i l e r s blame one another fo r causing the prob lem. Sometohere along the 
l i ne , f rom product ion to consumption, somebody has been hoarding and 
making a lot of money at the consumers ' expense. 

i t is c l ea r that the system of marketing and d is t r ibu t ion of 
essent ia l goods is most inadequate and that the author i t ies a re not 
able to p rope r l y check, cont ro l and ensure a smooth f low of many 
important commodit ies. P r i c e s a re ra ised ind iscr iminate ly and a r b i t r a ­
r i l y . Suppl ied a re often i r r e g u l a r and shortages a re gett ing more and 
more f requent . Laws such as the P r i c e Contro l Act a re being broken 
time and again by unscrupulous businessmen. What is the point of 
having such laws when they a re not enforced? 

The growing problem of in f la t ion and shortages is undermining 
the income and secur i t y of Malaysian consumers. Unless the author i t ies 
decide to act dec is ive ly by expanding the scope of leg is la t ion and 
ensur ing i ts implementat ion, we w i l l su re ly see s ign i f i cant deci jnes 
in l i v ing standards in the count ry . Indeed, such decl ines in rea l income 
have a l ready o c c u r r e d . The poor consumer is eat ing less f ish today. 
The middle- income consumer can no longer buy a house and his rent 
has inc reased. 

(b) Increase in Business Malpract ices 

Another factor adversely af fect ing the in terests of consumers is 
the la rge-sca le extent of business malpract ices being c a r r i e d on 
in the coun t ry . C A P ' s research and complaints f i l es a re bulging 
wi th evidence of such business malprac t ices . 
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One g la r i ng form of malpract ice is shor tweight ing which is 
very widespread,, A CAP test on 10 loaves of bread which were 
supposed to we igh ; 1 1 oz. showed that nine of the loaves were 
underweight . A l l the nine underweighted loaves wh-Ti weight was 
only 8^ oz. And yet the p r i ce of bread has been a l lowed to r i s e 
year a f te r yea r . In 1970 a 16 oz. loaf cost 25 cents; today a 
so -ca l l ed 1 1 oz . loaf costs 50 cents , and in most cases the weight 
is below ]1 oz ! When such a g la r ing malpract ice as shor t -we igh t 
is a l lowed to go unchecked, what is the point in having a Weights 
and Measures A c t ? 

Besides shor twe igh t ing , manufacturers and t r ade rs a r e a lso 
r eso r t i ng increas ing ly to adul terat ion of foodstuffeand beverages. 
In Ma lays ia , the Food and Drugs Act requ i res coffee g ra ins to contain 
at least 50 per cent of coffee content but CAP 's tests found that ten 
brands of coffee powder had less than 40 per cent rea l coffee and in 
one case there was only 4 .6 per cent real cof fee. The adul terants 
included wheat g ra i n and coconut she l l . In another case , CAP found 
that most grades of r i ce sold on the market a re adul terated w i th broken 
r i c e or other i n f e r i o r grades by much more than the requ i red p ropo r t i on . 
Again our tests have shown that consumer pro tec t ion laws a re recognised 
more in the b reak ing than in the observance or enforcement. 

Another fo rm of malpract ice is cheating through advert isements 
in the P r e s s . CAP has received hundreds of complaints f rom consumers 
•-vho have v-oni in, money, as payment fs>r tir; !'i/ ^p'-ilfcirs. of. products , and fo r 
the se rv i ces of correspondence courses and so-ca l led employment 
agencies. In 1978 and 1979, CAP received 624 complaints f rom consumers 
who were cheated through mail o r d e r s . The products paid fo r never 
a r r i v e d the notes sent fo r the correspondence courses e i ther do not 
a r r i v e or a r e shabby, and the bogus job agencies simply abscond wi th 
the c l i e n t s ' money. Sure ly it is a simple matter fo r the au tho r i t i es to 
check up on these types of bogus se rv i ces . Yet the au thor i t i es more 
often than not c la im there is "no p roo f " of the malpract ices and thus 
r e f r a i n f rom tak ing ac t i on . 

Another example of shobby business deal ings a re the numerous 
malpract ices in the housing malpract ices. The types of housing m a l ­
p rac t ices make a long and woeful l i s t , ranging f rom unfa i r agreements 
and cons t ruc t ion delays to shoddy wo rk , c rack ing wa l l s and absence of 
p rov is ion fo r basic amenit ies much as roads or e l e c t r i c i t y supply . 
There have a lso been repor ts of a r t i f i c i a l housing shortages being 
created in o rde r to ra ise the p r i ce of houses. Again there is in e x i s ­
tence a Housing Developers Act which is.meant to prevent exp lo i ta t ion 
of house pu rchase rs . But again this Act/madequate both in scope 
and enforcement. 
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(c) Sale of Dangerous and In fe r io r Produc ts 

Another fac tor undermining undermining consumer in terests is the 
inc reas ing sales of dangerous foodstuf f , d r u g s , and other products 
which threaten the safety and health of Malaysian consumers. 

Many types of food and dr inks sold on the market contain 
poisonous dyes , add i t i ves , chemicals and bac ter ia which give r i s e 
to food po ison ing , d ia r rhoes , cholera and in fect ious diseases and 
other ser ious ai lments much as cancer . Chemicals which have been 
banned in other countr ies because they a re cancer -caus ing agents 
a re widely used in the preparat ion of food in Malays ia . 

Many drugs which have been banned or r es t ruc ted in other 
count r ies a re sold widely over the counter in Malays ia . Malaysians 
a r e tak ing many p i l l s and medicines, having fa i th in the i r cura t i ve 
va lue , but l i t t l e knowing the health dangers they a re exposed to. 

To awaken the public to these p rob lems, CAP conducts research 
and c a r r i e s out tests on several products to determine the i r safety. 
Among the more astounding resu l ts of our surveys and tests a re the 
fol lowing: 

1 . Bacter ia was found in many samples of meat tested over 
the y e a r s . In a recent test on nine samples of beef, mutton 
and ch icken, four samples were found to contain co l i f o rm 
bacter ia 2,200 times ^oove the safety l eve l . Another dangerous 
bac te r i a , staphylococcus, was found in three samples 11 0 to 
250 times above the safety leve l . 

2 . F resh f ish caught in Penang waters was found to contain 
110,000 per gram of faecal co l i f o rm (human and animal wastes), 
a level 11,000 times above the U . S . safety s tandards; 

3. Coloured dyes were found in a wide va r ie t y of foods. 
Amaranth (red dye no. 2) is a popular red dye used in s y r u p , 
sweets and soft d r i nks . Suspected of causing cancer and 
m isca r r i ages , it is banned in western count r ies but widely used in 
Malays ia . The yel low dye, metanil ye l l ow , can cause cancer and 
s t e r i l i t y in man, and is banned in Ma lays ia , but a CAP test found 
this dye present in most samples of ye l low bean c u r d . I r o n i c a l l y , 
the Penang General Hospital was a lso found to be se rv ing its 
pat ients wi th tau kua coloured wi th metanil ye l low. 

4 . Severa l deadly and banned co lou r ing dyes were found 
present in 24 types of junk foods so ld in school canteens. The 
junk foods included lo l l ipops , p reserved f r u i t s and sweets of 
a l l types and al l shades of co lour . 

5. The d r u g , c l i ogu ino l , has been w i thdrawn in Japan fo l lowing 
10,000 known cases of. SMON disease charac te r i sed by mental 
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d i s o r d e r s . The fami l ies of v ic t ims have successful ly sued 
\'.~>e companies fo r hundreds of mi l l ions of US d o l l a r s . In 
Ma lays ia , the drug is soid under the b- u.id-names en te ro -
v io fo rm and mexaform. Although a p rescr ibed drug in Malays ia , 
CAP o f f i c ia ls were able to buy this drug f ree ly in severa l local 
pharmacy shops. 

6. Another d r u g , ch lo ro fo rm, has been banned as an ingredient 
in drugs and cosmetics in Canada, Germany, U . S . and even the 
P h i l i p p i n e s . In Ma lays ia , i t was found present in«two brands 
of toothpaste (Red Spot and Macleans) and four brands of cough 
mix tu re ( including Woods Peppermint Cure) . 

7. Another test c a r r i e d out by CAP found over 40,000 ppm 
of lead in a ha i r dye (Super You tha i r ) , over four t imes the 
Malaysian safety s tandard , whi le several brands of eye l iner 
and eyebrow penci l were found to have excessive amounts of 
lead , chromium and cadium, a l l poisonous metals. 

8. Tests c a r r i e d out by the U . S . government showed that 
Benson and Hedges c igaret tes sold in B r i t a i n had !7 mg of 
ta r but those sold in Malaysia had 30 mg of t a r . When asked 
why , the market ing manager of the company in Malaysia rep l ied 
that Malaysians p re fe r red higher tar and nicot ine in the i r 
c i ga re t t es . 

9. Sweetened condensed milk is medical ly known to be highly 
unsui table for infant feeding, yet many brands local ly so ld have 
labels c la iming the i r products are especial ly good f o r babies 
and c a r r y i n g feeding ins t ruc t ions . Many nt-athc-s in estates and 
r u r a l areas a re feeding the i r babies wi th sweetened condensed 
mi Ik. 

10. Besides foods and d rugs , many other unsafe products _ re 
being sold to unknowing consumers. These include ca rs wi th 
defect ive par ts such as gears , c lutch and se l f -de t ruc t i ng 
windscreens and leaking gas cy l inders which have caused 
severa l deaths and in ju r ies through explos ions. 

Needless to say , the wisespread sale and use of a l l these 
dangerous products const i tute a publ ic health hazard . The present 
leg is la t ion con t ro l l i ng the safety of products is sore ly inadequate 
both in coverage and enforcement. To reduce these hazardous products 
much t igh ter laws have to be created and en forced. 

111. T H E CRIS IS IN ENVIRONMENT, RESOURCES 
AND L I F E S T Y L E S 

Whi le the explo i ta t ion of consumers in the market place prov ides 
the burning and immediate issues of the day, there is an even more 
important drama unfolding in the area of environment and resou rces . 

The consumer movement's in terest in environmental issues l ies 
in the simple fact that the qual i ty of l i fe and the standard of l i v ing of the 
people - and t h i s , af ter a l l is the cent ra l concern of Consumerism - depends to a 
large extent on the state of our resources and environment. 
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Man makes use of and adapts the natural e lements.- a i r , w a t e r , 
land, f o r e s t s , mountains, m inera ls , and fuels - and t ransforms them 
into the goods and se rv i ces which sat isfy his basic and human needs. 
If these natura l elements a re tampered wi th too much or des t royed , 
the ecological support systems of Man may simply erode and eventual ly 
even col lapse. 

Today we l ive in a dangerous era in which the m i n e r a l , energy 
and b io log ica l resources in the wo r l d a re being depleted or destroyed 
so rap id ly that many eminent sc ient is ts doubt the wo r l d can s u r v i v e 
w i th the c u r r e n t ra te and nature of development. Accord ing to Les te r 
B rown of the Wor ldwatch Ins t i tu te , in his recent ly publ ished book, 
The Twen ty -N in th Day , the biological support systems of the w o r l d -
f i s h e r i e s , f o r e s t s , grass lands and croplands - a re rap id ly break ing 
down. Th i s is the resu l t of ove r f i sh ing , rap id deforestat ion and so i l 
e ros ion - in other w o r d s , misuse, and over -exp lo i ta t ion of the wo r l d ' s 
r esou rces . L e s t e r B rown concludes that: 

"The de te r i o ra t i on of b io logical systems is not a per iphera l issue 
of concern only to env i ronmenta l is ts . Our economic system depends 
on the ea r th ' s b io logical system. Anyth ing that threatens the v iab i l i t y 
of these b io log ica l systems threaten the global economy. Any d e t e r i o ­
ra t ion in these systems represents a de te r io ra t ion in the human p rospec t . " 

Another book, The L imi ts to Growth , produced by the Club of 
Rome, analyses the deplet ion of metal resources just as The T w e n t y -
Ninth Day analyses the deplet ion of b io logical resources . The L im i t s 
to Growth c a r r i e s the gloomy forecast that reserves of aluminium would 
last 55 y e a r s , tungsten 72 , lead 64, zinc 50, n ickel 96, and t in 6 1 . 
The book warns that unless immediate steps a re taken to curb the use of 
these r e s o u r c e s , indust r ia l c i v i l i sa t ion would col lapse w i th in decades. 
Scept ic ism and d isbe l ie f greeted this book when it was publ ished in 1972, 
but the o i l c r i s i s has nade i ts sp ine-ch i l l i ng scenar io seem much more 
r e a l . 

In Malaysia the c r i s i s cf the environment is not a c r i s i s fac ing our 
potent ia l g randch i ld ren or ch i ld ren a lone. It is a c r i s i s we face in th is 
generat ion i t se l f . F o r t y - t w o major r i v e r s in Malaysia a re so pol lu ted 
no .&quat ic l i fe can su rv i ve ; this not only reduces f ish catch but a lso 
threatens the health of thousands of v i l l age rs who use the r i v e r f o r 
d r ink ing and wash ing. The S t ra i t s of Malacca is perpetual ly threatened wi th 
o i l s p i l l s f rom crude o i l tankers especia l ly du r ing co l l i s ions or leadages 
such as what happened in the case of the Japanese super - tanker "Showa 
M a r u " in 1975 and the F i l i p i n o o i l tanker "Diego o. i lang" in 1976. 

Accord ing to D r . Mahath i r , uncontro l led explo i tat ion of the fo res ts 
w i l l deplete the nat ion 's t imber resources in 11 years f rom now. He warns i!\ 
that "The ra te of t imber product ion would not be suf f ic ient to meet local 
demand, the t imber expor t industry would co l lapse , and most t imber 
fac tor ies would have to be c l o s e d . " O v e r - r a p i d land development has also led 
to r i v e r s i l t i ng and increas ing floods even in Kuala Lumpur . 

Where minerals a r e concerned, our t in reserves and output a re 
decl in ing year by year and , accord ing to Petronas Managing D i r e c t o r , 
Encik Rastam H a d i , Malays ia 's petroleum resources so fa r d iscovered 
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w i l l be exhausted wi th in 1 2—1 G years at cu r ren t product ion ra tes . In 
fact in about 5 years f rcm now, when the wo r l d p r i ce of o i l may be double 
o r t r eb le the cu r ren t l eve l , Malaysia w i l l become a net importer of 
petro leum and this w i l l severely tax our fo re ign exchange pos i t ion . 

Due to over f i sh ing by t raw le rs and to po l lu t ion , the f i sher ies industry 
is fac ing deplet ing f ish stocks and catch, reducing f ish ing incomes and 
reduc ing the f ish intake of the population who depend on f ish fo r 80% 
of t he i r p ro te in intake. Besides these, we have t r a f f i c po l j u t i on , a i r 
po l l u t i on , and noise po l lu t ion . 

The environmental problem is not merely an abst ract or s ta t is t ica l 
concept. It is a l ready af fect ing the l ive l ihood and l ives of mi l l ions of 
Malaysians at g rass - roo t s leve l . Many r u r a l communities have seen 
the i r c rops and f ish ing grounds destroyed by indus t r ia l eff luents or 
by ca re less and crue l prac t ices of housing developpers and road con t rac to rs . 
Vegetable and f r u i t farms have been d is located in o rde r to bu i ld a i r p o r t s , 
h ighways and housing estates, resu l t ing in the present fantast ic p r ices of 
local f r u i t s and vegetables. The safety and health of worke rs in f ac to r i es , 
cons t ruc t ion s i tes and mines are threatened by po l l u t i on , inadequate 
safety measures and occupational hazards . 

Ac ts such as the Environmental Qual i ty Ac t and the latest ser ies 
of regu la t ions con t ro l l i ng agro-waste d ischarge and smoke emission s t i l l 
remain on paper , wi th hardly a case of p rosecu t ion . And there a re no 
laws o r even ef fect ive pol ic ies governing the exp lo i ta t ion of scarce 
natura l r esou rces . At the cur ren t r a t e , we w i l l be facing an ecological 
and economic c r i s i s in the l980 's and beyond. 

The running out of the wor ld ' s non-renewable resources need not have taken 
place at such a rap id ra te . But in the mad pursu i t fo r economic growth 
measured by the Gross National P roduc t , the increased product ion and sale 
of goods and serv ices became the main focus of almost every government's 
a c t i v i t i e s . Unfortunately the benefits of th is o i l - f u e l l e d growth have not been 
equi tably d i s t r i bu ted . The developed count r ies w i th 20 per cent of the 
w o r l d ' s populat ion use up 80 per cent of the w o r l d ' s resources every yea r . 
Much o i l is now being used up in the product ion of luxur ies whi le the basic 
needs of the poor major i ty remain unsat is f ied . Th i s i r r a t i ona l d is t r ibu t ion of 
w o r l d resources is highl ighted by the fact that Amer ican women spend more 
on cosmetics each year than the combined budgets of A f r i c a n governments. 
Thus the same physical and manpower resources which could have gone 
into feeding hungry mi l l ions in the poor par t of the w o r l d went instead to 
the a r t i f i c i a l beaut i f icat ion of a minor i ty in the r i c h par t of the w o r l d . 
Given the high technological level and product ive capacity of the developed 
c o u n t r i e s , the economic problem is not one of produc ing enough but one of 
se l l i ng or market ing products to people whose basic needs have a l ready been 
long sa t i s f i ed . And so the "consumer soc ie t y " was b o r n , a society in which 
economic growth and the personal possession of more and fashionable goods 
became the be-a l l and end-al l of l i fe ' s mot ivat ions. 
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The cu l tu ra l values of such a society are largely inf luenced 
ar.d even determined by the market ing men of big industry who use 
the channels of adver t i s ing and mass media to pro ject c lo thes , mo to rca rs , 
cosmet ics , e l ec t r i c toothbrushes and other fashionable objects as 
sy-tnbols of success and the measure of a person 's w o r t h . The th row-
away cu l tu re w i th disposable t in cans and t issues and wi th b u i l t - i n 
obsolescence in products ranging f rom bal l pens to moto r -ca rs became 
a way of l i f e . Much of the wor ld ' s already depleted and s t i l l deplet ing 
o i l has been and is being used up to susta in th is type of l i f es ty le . In 
the meantime, the major i ty of the populat ion in developing countr ies a re 
s t i l l depr ived of basic human necessi t ies such as food, n u t r i t i o n , 
p roper s h e l t e r , health and sani tat ion f a c i l i t i e s . They may never be able 
to par t i c ipa te in the bebefi ts of the o i i age as petroleum w i l l almost 
ce r ta in l y run out before the i r basic needs problems are so lved . 

The i rony is that people whose basic needs are not yet sa t is f ied 
cannot a f fo rd to buy basic goods whi le others a re made to develop 
a r t i f i c i a l wants to buy luxury goods they do not need nand which may even 
be harmful to hea l th . Th is reminds one of the " S q u i r r e l Wheel" s i tuat ion 
descr ibed by John Galbra i th in his ce lebrated book, The Aff luent Soc ie ty . 
The wheei is endlessly turn ing round and round and the squ i r r e l is placed >.:. ;< 
on top of i t . The poor squ i r re l is t rapped; it has to keep running to remain at 
the same spot , f o r to stop means fa l l i ng off the wheel . L i ke the s q u i r r e l , 
it appears that our society is t rapped in the sp i ra l of the growth p rocess . 
The economy has to grow to increase product ive capacity; but in g row ing , 
more luxur ies a re produced whi le basic goods which a re rea l l y requ i red 
a re neglected. And it is in this whole i r ra t i ona l and wasteful process 
that the wo r l d ' s prec ious resources a re being used up. 

Perhaps the biggest obstacle of a l l is that the resource c r i s i s is 
not recognised at a l l as a c r i s i s . Th is is to a large extent due to the 
fact that f i rms are motivated by how healthy the i r annual accounts w i l l look 
l ike ra the r than the rat ional use of scarce resou rces . Moreover , the 
or thodox f ramework of Economics merely looks at product ion and economic 
g r o w t h , that i s , the annual f low of output and income. It almost completely 
d i s regards the c r i t i c a l importance of the valuable stock of natura l 
r e s o u r c e s , many of which are non-renewable . It is this stock which gives 
r i s e to the f low of output. The running down of this i r rep laceab le stock of . • 
resources has been the main factor in as wel l as the cost of Ithe rapid 
economic and technological growth since the Indust r ia l Revo lu t ion , and 
p a r t i c u l a r l y since 1945. Wi th in decades, many components of this 
resource stock w i l l run out. Long before that , even now, the consequences 
a re being f e l t , as witness the o i l p r i ce - induced recess ion and inf lat ion 
in the wo r l d economy today. 

It is c lear that d ras t i c and, perhaps to many, unthinkable changes 
must come about if our wor ld is to su rv i ve the man-made shortages of 
r esou rces . Unfor tunate ly , the academics, p lanners , indus t r ia l ists and 
sc ient is ts do not seem fu l ly aware yet of the scope and nature of changes 
that are imminent. Our systems of p lann ing, t r anspo r ta t i on , cons t ruc t i on , 
industry and ag r i cu l t u re have been based on the assumption of ava i lab i l i t y 
and cheapness of o i l and the cont inuing supply of other r esou rce . How 
many peopie can a f ford to own cars in ten y e a r s ' time when the cost of 
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pe t ro l and maintenance and the car i tse l f increases manifold? Yet our 
t ranspor t p lanners a re s t i l l drawing up b i l i i on -do i l a r b luepr in ts for 
bu i ld ing h ighways , f l yovers and road expansion. When the o i l runs 
ou t , how w i l l the h i g h - r i s e off ices and res ident ia l f la ts funct ion? What 
energy fo rm w i l l take over to run indust r ia l machinery? Can we a f fo rd 
to t rave l long distances f rom home to w o r k , as is happening now? Can 
the modern l i fes ty le of the consumer society be maintained or sustained? 
What type of technology is "appropr ia te " in the present s i tuat ion of ;. 
energy and resou rce shortage? These a re rea l i s t i c questions requ i r i ng 
hard answers and l i t t l e sc ien t i f i c analysis has gone into them as yet . 

I V ; CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

F r o m the forego ing ana lys is , it is c lear that the decade of the 
!980's w i l l w i tness great changes and chal lenges ahead. As a 
concept and a movement, Consumerism has a v i ta l ro le to play in f ight ing 
market exp lo i ta t ion and in making ord inary people and pol icy makers aware 
of the resou rce and l i fes ty le c r i s e s . 

The issues covered here are among the cent ra l issues which ?</ill 
confront the w o r l d and Malaysia in this decade. 

However the mere ident i f icat ion of issues is a p rac t i ca l l y valueless 
exe rc i se unless these issues are communicated simply and e f fec t ive ly to 
the common people . Th i s is where communications and communicators must 
play the i r r o l e in the disseminat ion of in format ion . A t the moment, most 
of the space in newspapers and time on the rad io and te lev is ion a re 
p resent ing the or thodox aspects of development. The re is a d i r e need fo r 
a l t e rna t i ve in format ion to reach the publ ic . 

The fo l l ow ing a re some recommendations: 

1 . The government should ser iously enforce a l l ex is t ing consumer 
leg is la t ion and set up more laws to pro tect the in teres ts of 
consumers . Th is re la tes to a l l major aspects of market ing and 
a f t e r - s a l e s s e r v i c e . To counter the present s t rang leho ld of the 
b ig companies on d is t r ibu t ion of p roduc ts , the government should 
consuder tak ing over the d is t r ibu t ion of essent ia l commodit ies. 
If th is is not poss ib le , the least that the T rade and Industry 
M in i s t r y could do is to gather a l l necessary data on the s t r u c t u r e , 
p roduc t ion costs and p ro f i t s of manufacturers and t r a d e r s . Based 
on t h i s , the Min is t ry should regu la te , check and cont ro l the ac t iv i t ies 
of the companies producing essential i tems. 
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The government should undertake a special study en the 
importance of resources to Malaysia. An inventory of 
resources should be drawn up and maintained. The study 
should pa r t i cu l a r l y focus on the economic and geographical 
e f fects of deforestat ion and the forthcoming deplet ion of o i l 
r e s o u r c e s . Based on the s tudy, the government should 
es tab l i sh and implement a comprehensive programme fo r con ­
se rva t i on of resources . 

Communicators should increase the i r coverage of consumer and 
envi ronmenta l issues. Regular programmes or columns on 
these issues should be introduced or extended. The newspapers 
and RTM should a l locate cer ta in jou rna l i s t s or b roadcasters to 
spec ia l i se in consumer issues and al low them time to get t ra in ing 
in these a r e a s . In this r e g a r d , CAP is p repared to supply 
mate r ia l s to j ou rna l i s t s and communicators to help in the i r consumer 
coverage . As these issues a re important and in te res t ing to 
newspaper readers (who are aiso consumers) , the i r publ icat ion or 
broadcast should be a popular move among readers o r l i s teners . 

* * * * * * 
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