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20 September 2024 FEATURE ARTICLE

Illegal Vehicle Modifications and the Businesses Offering these Services

Fiji’s car culture is rich and vibrant, with many vehicle owners looking to personalize their
rides. However, when it comes to certain modifications, consumers often unknowingly step
into a legal grey areca. Whether it’s upgrading exhaust systems, darkening window tints,
installing powerful headlights, or altering engines for better performance, many modifications
fall foul of the law. As more businesses offer such services, consumers need to understand their
rights and the potential legal and financial risks involved. This article explores the issue from
a consumer rights perspective, focusing on how illegal modifications affect vehicle owners in
Fiji, and how businesses can be held accountable.

What is an lllegal Vehicle Modification?

For many car owners in Fiji, the appeal of modifying their vehicle is undeniable. From exhausts
that create a distinctive growl to engine upgrades for better performance, these changes can
enhance the driving experience and personalize the vehicle. Tinted windows offer privacy and
a sleek aesthetic, while bright headlights are seen as an upgrade for nighttime driving.
However, not all modifications are legal, and many consumers are unaware that they may be
breaking the law by seeking out these services.

Under Fiji’s Land Transport Authority (LTA) regulations, several common modifications—
such as excessive window tints, altered exhaust systems, modified engines, and non-standard
headlights—are prohibited. These rules are in place for a reason: to ensure the safety of all road
users and to maintain a consistent standard across vehicles. But with a growing number of
businesses offering these services, often without fully informing their customers of the risks,
consumers are left vulnerable.

Understanding Consumer Rights, What You Should Know Before Modifying Your Car

Consumers in Fiji have the right to make informed decisions when it comes to altering their
vehicles. Unfortunately, many businesses operating in this space fail to adequately warn
customers about the legal ramifications of certain modifications. Whether it's installing a
muffler that increases noise pollution or applying an illegal tint, some service providers
prioritize profit over compliance with the law.
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It's important to note that businesses are required to provide accurate information about the
services they offer under the FCCC Act. This includes warning customers about any potential
legal issues that may arise from the modifications. Failing to do so may leave businesses liable,
and consumers have the right to file complaints if they believe they’ve been misled.

Before engaging with a business that offers modifications, consumers should ask the following:

e |s this modification legal under Fiji law?

e What are the potential risks if my vehicle is stopped by the authorities?
e Will the modification affect my insurance?

e s the business offering any guarantee or warranty for the work?

Consumers also have the right to demand that businesses offer safe, legal, and fully disclosed
services. If a business does not clarify the risks of an illegal modification, it could be a violation
of consumer protection laws, and those affected should seek recourse through the relevant
authorities such as the LTA or the Fiji Competition and Consumer Commission (FCCC).

1. Financial Consequences:

Consumers who modify their vehicles without adhering to the Land Transport Authority’s
(LTA) requirements can be subject to significant fines. These penalties are enforced to ensure
public safety and compliance with road regulations. Additionally, vehicles with illegal
modifications may fail mandatory safety inspections, which are required for continued use on
the road. If a vehicle does not pass these inspections, owners will need to spend more money
to either reverse the illegal modifications or make the necessary adjustments to meet LTA
standards, further increasing their financial burden.

2. Insurance Voids:

Most insurance policies include clauses that void coverage if a vehicle has been illegally
modified. This means that if your vehicle is involved in an accident and the illegal
modifications are discovered, your insurance company may refuse to cover the damages or any
liability. As a result, you would be personally responsible for paying for repairs, medical
expenses, and any other costs arising from the accident. This lack of coverage not only
increases your financial risk but also leaves you vulnerable to legal consequences, especially
if others are involved in the accident.
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3. Safety Concerns:

Illegal modifications can significantly increase the risk of accidents by compromising the
safety and stability of the vehicle. Changes to critical components like the suspension, braking
system, or vehicle frame can alter the way the car handles, especially in emergency situations.
These modifications can reduce traction, impair braking performance, or destabilize the
vehicle, making it more difficult for the driver to maintain control. This not only puts the driver
at risk but also endangers other road users, as the vehicle becomes more prone to accidents,
collisions, and mechanical failures.

What Needs to Change? A Call for Greater Awareness and Regulation

Addressing the issue of illegal car modifications in Fiji requires action on multiple fronts. First,
businesses that offer modification services need to be held accountable for the products they
sell. This can be achieved through stricter regulations and enforcement, as well as greater
consumer education. The Council would recommend efforts from authorities to reach out to
these businesses and work together towards greater compliance.

Secondly, consumers need to take more responsibility when modifying their cars. While the
temptation to enhance a vehicle’s look or performance is understandable, it’s essential to
balance this with safety and legal considerations. Asking the right questions and ensuring that
the modifications meet legal standards will not only protect consumers from fines and
insurance issues but also keep Fiji’s roads safer.

Conclusion: Empowering Consumers for a Safer Drive

In the end, the issue of illegal car modifications in Fiji is not just a legal one—it’s about
protecting consumers from being misled or unknowingly breaking the law. While the
responsibility lies with both businesses and car owners, greater transparency and regulation can
ensure that consumers are not taken advantage of. Before making any modifications to their
vehicles, consumers should ensure they are fully informed about the potential risks, and
businesses must be held to higher standards to provide safe and legal services.

By driving consumer awareness and cracking down on businesses that offer illegal services,
Fiji can continue to enjoy its love for cars—without compromising the law or public safety.
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