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I
a jungle out there. There’s no shortage of 

sharks ready to part us from our money f Ve’re 
not fools. Just honest consumers. Use this book 
to fight back!”

G eoff S irm ai is well know n as a  co n 
sum er advocate. H e has been a  reporter 
on the A B C ’s “T he Investigators” 
program , he was a  spokesperson for the 
Australian C onsum ers’ Association’s 
Choice m agazine and writes a  weekly 
colum n for T he Sunday Telegraph 
entitled “Y x ir  Rights” . H is book is a  
product o f the inform ation he has 
gathered an d  the stories he has heard  
over the years.

T he book starts with the assum ption 
tha t m ost sellers are ou t to  take ad v an 
tage o f consum ers. T his assum ption is 
perhaps understandable w hen one 
reads the anecdotes o f w hat som e 
sellers have attem pted, in terspersed 
with the advice th roughout the book.

W hile the consum er’s ultim ate w eapon 
is the ability to take business elsewhere 
if dissatisfied with treatm ent, this acts 
as an  incentive to treat consum ers 
better an d  m ay not necessarily resolve 
individual problems. S irm ai’s message 
is to becom e a  m ore confident con 
sum er by buying sm arter (chapter 4) 
and  knowing your rights (chapter 5).
His advice is to be m ore aware, even 
though the m edia does its best to 
expose the unethical practices o f m any 
of these “sharks” .

C hap te r 2 takes the reader th rough  
some basic elem ents o f the law rela t
ing to  the sale o f goods.
“M erchantable quality” , “as 
described” , “fit for the pu rpose” , “due 
care an d  skill” are all explained in 
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plain English with exam ples o f how 
these principles apply to everyday 
situations. T h e  “T hree  R s” - refund, 
replacem ent o r  repair - are covered. 
Explaining the law neatly to  con
sumers, Sirm ai com m ents: “T h eir  
mistake, they fix it. Your mistake and  
you’ve done your dough” . T h e  m yth 
th a t a  refund - if you decide you d o n ’t 
like som ething - is a  consum er right is 
therefore exploded with the explana
tion that only a  com pany th a t offers a 
“m oney back if you’re no t satisfied 
guaran tee” is obliged to do  so.

C hap te r 3 is a  brief bu t useful look at 
contractual rights. We learn  tha t the 
w arranty  cards which seem to com e 
with every appliance these days are in 
fact nothing m ore than  a  m arket 
research ploy to  get m ore inform ation 
abou t you w ithout you realising it. 
W arranties are dealt with here in 
m ore detail w ith explanations o f  w hat 
a  seller is entitled to do an d  w hat their 
obligations are to the consum er who 
makes the purchase. T he classic situa
tion where a  store sales representative 
tells a  consum er with a  faulty product 
that the w arranty is offered by the 
m anufacturer and  not the store, is 
analysed. Sirmai explains that it is all to 
do with who makes the contract and 
how it operates.

In giving the consum er a  few tips on 
“sm art buying” in chap ter 4, S irm ai 
quotes Stew L eonard, “A m erican 
custom er service guru” , to  describe 
w hat consum ers’ starting points 
should be:

• Rule 1: T h e  cus tom er is 
always right.

• Rule 2: W hen the custom er is 
wrong, re-read Rule 1.

T hen , from the perspective tha t 
“advertising is the science o f arresting 
the hum an  intelligence long enough to 
get m oney from it” (according to 
Stephen Leacock) we are  taken 
through the world o f hype, under

headings such as “Taking the huff ou t 
o f  p u ff” , “T h e  spin doctor is in” an d  
“C h o c  full o f  bull” . T here  are no 
specific solutions offered on  the 
grounds th a t com plaints m echanism s 
u n d e r  industry  self regulation don ’t 
w ork.

T h e  bulk o f the book is chap ter 6 
“T h e  C o n su m er’s A -Z” . H ere Sirm ai 
goes th rough  specific products o r 
categories o f  products, identifies the 
classic problem s an d  gives advice on 
how  to avoid the problem  as well as 
how  to  solve it. C onsum er rights are 
also covered, from  w hether a  store has 
th e  righ t to  inspect your bags and  how  
they  should be carried  out, to w hether 
we can  have o u r  ow n m edical records. 
T h e  A-Z is up  to date, providing 
in fo rm ation  ab o u t In te rn e t purchases 
a n d  telecom m unications services. T h e  
list is useful, sim ply w ritten an d  covers 
m any  everyday situations. T h roughou t 
the  A-Z a n d  a t the en d  o f it, a  com 
prehensive list o f “C ontacts and  
R esources” across Australia is given.

T h e  criticism  levelled m ost a t con
sum er pro tec tion  law in Australia is 
th a t it does n o t provide accessible 
rem edies. Taking legal action is som e
th in g  m ost consum ers w ould no t even 
consider. B ut if consum er confidence 
is ab o u t know ing w here you stand a n d  
roughly how  the law  works in every
day  situations, cou rt action will h ope
fully no t be necessary. As G eoff 
S irm ai says:

uBy marshalling all the forces at our disposal, 
confident consumers can have their cake and eat 
it-a t afair price!”

As o n e  o f  th e  forces a t the 
co n su m e r’s disposal, The Confident 
Consumer is useful in  giving fairly 
basic  b u t com m onsense  advice to 
consum ers.
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