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Background

The consumer movement celebrates
March 15 as World Consumer Rights Day
to raise global awareness about consumer
rights and needs. The day has been chosen
since it was on March 15, 1962, when US
President John F Kennedy made a historic
speech to the US Congress upholding
Consumer rights. The international
consumer movement now marks March
15 every year to raise global awareness
about consumer rights.




Launched in 1983, World Consumer Rights Day is co-ordinated by Consumers
International and recognised worldwide. Celebrating the day is a chance to demand that
the rights of all consumers are respected and protected. It is a global moment to raise
awareness and drive meaningful and long-lasting change on pressing challenges
consumers face worldwide.

Welcome Remarks

Deepak Saxena, Assistant Director, CUTS International, welcomed the chief guest, key
speakers, and participants. He provided a brief overview of World Consumer Rights Day, its
significance, and its theme, ‘Fair Digital Finance’.

Saxena said that the day is symbolic for consumers and reminds them to use their consumer
rights and responsibilities. He said that understanding the seller and consumer relationship
concept has existed since ancient times, as mentioned in Kautilya’s Arthashastra. But the
famous speech of John F Kennedy on March 15 has paved the way to start the modern
consumer movement. He also informed the participants that Consumer International is an apex
organisation of the modern consumer movement, and it decides the theme for every year. The
theme of the year 2022 is "Fair Digital Finance."

Opening Remarks

In his opening address, Pradeep S Mehta, Secretary General, CUTS International, elaborated
more in-depth into the history of the consumer movement and quoted John F Kennedy on
"Consumer Interest is National Interest.” Mehta also informed that the former PM, late Shri P
V Narsimha Rao, once said, "if consumer interest suffers, the economy suffers.” This statement
of Rao was crucial in terms of national interest in all aspects at that time. Presently also, this
notion carries its prominence and worth.




Mehta further stated that India is the only country that celebrates March 15 as World Consumer
Rights Day and December 24 as National Consumer Rights Day. World Consumer Rights Day
was first celebrated in 1983 worldwide and is observed every year. In contrast, National
Consumer Day earmarks the endorsement of the Consumer Protection Act by the President of
India, thus bringing the first consumer law of the country onto the ground.
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Mehta further said that the United Nations still does not recognise it as one of the official UN
days. It is commendable how even without this official UN recognition, this day is celebrated
worldwide every year. In 1985, UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection were released, which
have been amended twice. It was first expanded in 1999 by the Economic and Social Council
and then in 2015 by a General Assembly Resolution. The second amendment is closely related
to the theme, as it addresses e-commerce, financial services, and data protection.

Mehta also highlighted how UPI recorded over 4.2 billion transactions worth over X 7.7 trillion
in October 2021. As per his address, one of the main issues with the growth of digital services
is digital and financial literacy. The dynamic growth in digital developments is exclusionary to
those with common man's understanding or in the upper bracket of age without formal training
or assistance. This leads to cases of misuse and fraud, which are rampant, and prey on people’s
lack of awareness.

He emphasised that it is essential to introduce best practices in digital financial literacy while
catering to the needs of all demographics susceptible to falling prey to misuse, fraud, and
misrepresentation. The effectiveness of consumer councils at the national, state, and district
needs revival, ensuring ease of use and access.

While concluding, Mehta outlined various challenges which the goal of fair digital finance
faces in the form of unfair trade practices, fraud and misrepresentation, hidden or increased
charges, and lack of data security in the age of artificial intelligence and machine learning.




After easy access, all these issues need to be addressed by simplifying digital services and
making grievance redressal accessible.

Keynote Adress

Munish P. Kothari, ex Regional Director, RBI, Mumbai, speaking from the reglatory
perspective of the issue, began his address by mentioning existing policy initiatives undertaken
by the government to address key issues with digitization. But these start at the apex level, then
later, the agencies at lower levels are involved, followed by the formulation of regulations,
which are finally implemented. This is overall a slow process and creates a gap in
implementation. The key issue is thus not a lack of policy initiative but ineffective
implementation.

Kothari said that this lack of implementation of policies creates difficulties for end consumers.
He gave an example of a regulation, which directs that the bank employees shall give elderly
persons extra assistance for digital banking services, but this is seldom seen in actual practice.
Similarly, providing services to sick people at their residence is not undertaken. This adds to
the responsibilities of consumers and burdens them, making them susceptible to fraud.

Kothari further elaborated that there is no alternative to digital services. This is the reality and
the future, so it is pertinent that the increasing cases of digital banking fraud need to be
addressed. He proposed two key solution areas for the same, the first being financial literacy
and the second being grievance redressal mechanisms.

Kothari also cited more policy initiatives at the RBI level, such as the booklet on fraudulent
transactions titled "BE(A)WARE" and creating a separate company known as Reserve Bank
Information Technology Pvt Ltd, for the IT and cyber security needs of RBI. RBI has even
renamed its customer services department as Consumer Education and Protection Department,
thus proving policy initiative. For these efforts like the booklet to reach consumers at all levels,
the NGOs and CSOs can create awareness through their existing initiatives.




Special Addresses

Abhishek Kumar, Partner, Indicc Associate Jaipur, from the industry perspective pointed out
in response to points of earlier speakers that there is a lack of capacity even at the level of
banks, which is another reason for ineffectiveness in policy implementation. On the point of
‘Fair Digital Finance," Kumar brought to light that access to the internet is not fair and equitable
in India. As many as 60 percent of the population of India still do not use the internet and
women are more disadvantaged when it comes to this access.

Finance in itself, especially digital finance, is a means of empowerment. Thus, if the same is
not fair and inclusive and is mired with frauds and leakages, it will cease to be a means of
empowerment. Digital finance then will not be helping in income generation, which is required
to complement the rising fast consumption.

Multiple nodal agencies like merchants, aggregators, vendors, and the platform owner are
involved. As consumers want fast transactions, data is freely shared and stored across all these
nodal agencies, making consumer data vulnerable. RBI seeks to regulate this data sharing,
affecting these nodal actors and making the process much slower.

Manoj Meena, Assistant Professor, Department of the Law University of Rajasthan, Jaipur,
was the keynote speaker for the academic perspective on the theme. He traced the development
of law in India on digital transactions to the Information Technology Act of 2000 (IT Act).
When it was first passed, it did not address digital frauds, and instead, it was for regulating
online transactions by giving evidentiary value to online bills, invoices, digital signatures, etc.
By a 2008 Amendment to the IT Act, provisions focusing on cyber fraud were added.




Meena further said that it had been more than 20 years since the Act was first passed. With all
the technological advancements and digital marketplaces taking over, we rely on this old
legislation to regulate various cyber activities. Moreover, in data protection, India does not
even have specific legislation. The Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019 (PDP Bill) has been in
its draft stages. At the same time, developed jurisdictions such as the European Union have
comprehensive regulations to protect consumer data.

Data protection in India is still being governed by Section 43A of the IT Act. Meanwhile,
consumers' personal and non-personal data is being stored by companies and thus is not
secured. Meena pointed out that India also doesn’t have a specialised cyber security law.

Rakesh Krishna Sharma,
Manager, FIDD, RBI,
Regional Office, Jaipur, again
from the regulatory
perspective  informed the
audience that the theme of this
year is also aligned with the
time of RBI’s Financial
Literacy Week of 2022, which
was “Go Digital, Go Secure”.
This shows that RBI has
embraced digitisation and
wants to create consumer
awareness. For this, the RBI has opened various financial literacy centres. RBI has released a
circular that mandates audio-visual means and ensures gender inclusion to impart training. Self
Help Groups are also involved in this Financial Literacy training.

Sharma also highlighted the National Centre for Financial Education (NCFE) formed by
regulators, RBI, Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI), Insurance Regulatory and




Development Authority of India (IRDAI) and Pension Fund Regulatory and Development
Authority (PFRDA), with the objective of financial education in schools of India.

Q & A Open Floor Discussion

The open discussion moderated by Amol Kulkarni, Director, Research, CUTS International,
brought up more nuanced discussions and practical problems like just having financial literacy
centres are not enough and how to ensure that they are functional. For the same, anonymous
visits to the centres were suggested. Moreover, members from different NGOs like Vinod
Sharma from ATMA Sansthan and Rajesh Malakar from Vikasounmukh Sansthan pointed to
the need for awareness camps at village levels.

Key Takeaways

The world observes World Consumer Rights Day on March 15 and recognises National
Consumer Rights Day on December 24. United Nations does not recognise it as one of the
official UN days, and the continued effort of the consumer movement to obtain this recognition.

There has been the fast spread of digital services, primarily due to technological advancements,
but the necessity created by the COVID-19 pandemic only pushed it further. Those with a
common man's understanding or in the upper bracket of age without official training or
assistance are excluded from the dynamic growth in digital developments.

Even though, a regulation allows bank employees to provide additional support to older
persons,who use digital banking services, this is rarely seen in practice. Similarly, providing
services to sick people at their residence is not undertaken. This increases consumer
responsibility and stresses them, making them more vulnerable to fraud.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) play a crucial role in financial literacy. Civil society
organisations (CSOs) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have a greater reach than
banks and financial institutions at the grassroots level.

The digitisation of financial services and the move away from cash are helpful to the economy.
Financial literacy is also required to ensure that customers do not fall prey to the misuse of




digitisation. Each step requires the consumer need to be more aware. The RBI attempted to
educate consumers several times by publicising the advertisement, distributing an anti-fraud
awareness booklet, etc.

Data protection in India is still governed by Section 43A of the IT Act. Meanwhile, consumers'
personal and non-personal data is being stored by companies and thus is not secured.

Consumer protection over a digital platform would involve multiple actors, and the redressal
of complaints needs to be multi-jurisdictional. The regulation of the digital marketplace
requires the involvement of other agencies, such as cyber police, as it is inherently a law and
order issue. The cyber police are not equipped to deal with most cases, as technologies have
developed quickly, with scammers and hackers coming up with innovative ways to commit
cybercrimes.

The discussion pointed out the relevance and urgency of this theme even globally by citing the
UN Expert Group to Conduct a Comprehensive Study on Cybercrime, resulting in a UN
convention on Cybercrime.

Vote of Thanks and the Way Forward

Amol Kulkarni, Director, Research, CUTS International, thanked all speakers for their
practical solutions and recommendations. While concluding the session, he summarised a few
critical solutions, such as setting up consumer councils, collaboration between regulators and
consumers through awareness campaigns, and consumer protections. The session concluded
with the message of collaboration, contribution, and communication. Amol also stressed
on the need of effective policy implementation in addition to the policy initiative.

Amol said that the Consumer Affairs Department should be strengthened at the national,
state, and district levels. Two key solutions, the first being financial literacy, and the
second being grievance redressal mechanisms, exist. There is a need for specialised cyber
security laws. One suggestion was that banks and non-banking financial institutions take
responsibility for consumer awareness. Curriculums for digital and financial literacy
should also be implemented in schools and colleges.

Lastly he said that one notable suggestion was forming an advisory board comprised of
individuals from various government agencies and market players. This would serve as a
platform for formulating policies and addressing these concerns in the fast-growing
digital market.




Agenda

Time Activity Speakers
11:00- 11:05 Welcome Deepak Saxena, Assistant Director, CUTS
International
11:05-11:20 Opening Remarks Pradeep S Mehta, Secretary General, CUTS
International
11:20-11:55 Keynote Address » Munish P Kothari, ex Regional Director,
(from the regulatory RBI, Jaipur
perspective) » Rakesh Krishna Sharma, Manager, FIDD,
RBI, Regional Office, Jaipur
11:55-12:10 Special Address Abhishek Kumar, Partner, Indicc Associate
(from the industry Jaipur
perspective)
12:10-12:25 Special Address Manoj Meena, Assistant Professor, Department
(from the acedemic of Law University of Rajasthan, Jaipur
perspective)
12:10-12.30 Open floor and Q&A | Participants (Amol Kulkarni, Director, Research,
CUTS International, to take the lead)
12:30 Summing Up, Vote of | Deepak Saxena,

Thanks

Assistant Director, CUTS International




PARTICIPANTS LIST

S.N. Name Organisation’s Name/Address
1 | Raj Sharma Saakar Sanstha Jaipur
2 | Rajesh Malakar Vikasonmukh Sansthan
3 | Nand Kishore Dubey Laado NGO
4 | Hemraj Singh Laado NGO
5 | Shiv Prakash Ajmer Road, Jaipur
6 | B.R.Sharma Hardev Shikshan & Jan Kalayan Sanasthan,
Jaipur
7 | Mahendra Singh Nehru Nagar Jaipur
8 | Santosh Saini Shourya Sansthan
9 | Suva Lal Chandra Public School
10 | S. K. Mittal Vidhyadhar Nagar, Jaipur
11 | Manoj Meena Department of Law, UoR, Jaipur
12 | R. C. Sharma FIDD, RBI, Jaipur
13 | M. P Kothari Ex. Regional Director, RBI, Mumbai
14 | Vinod Kumar Sharma Aatma Sansthan, Jobner, Jaipur
15 | Abhishek Kumar INDICC Associate
16 | Pradeep S Mehta CUTS International
17 | Deepak Saxena CUTS International
18 | Amol Kulkarni CUTS International
19 | Saurabh Kumar CUTS International
20 | Ujjwal Kumar CUTS International
21 | Shiksha Srivastava CUTS International
22 | Neelanjana Sharma CUTS International
23 | Deepmala Ghosh CUTS International
24 | Amit Babu CUTS International
25 | Dharmendra Chaturvedi CUTS International
26 | Pratibha Jain CUTS International
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