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29 November 2024 FEATURE ARTICLE

The Season for Joy, Reflection, and Consumer Vigilance

As the holiday season approaches, the air fills with the unmistakable spirit of Christmas — an
essence of love, joy, and togetherness. Yet, amid the excitement, it is crucial for consumers in

Fiji to remain vigilant to avoid pitfalls that can turn the joyous season into a stressful one.

This article explores three key aspects of festive spending — shopping for items such as
furniture, travel arrangements, and food purchases. Along with real-life case studies, we will
examine the challenges Fijians face and how they can make informed decisions during this
bustling period.

The Essence of Christmas

Christmas is more than just a single day; it is a season of joy, family, and togetherness. Many
families gather to share meals, exchange gifts, and create lasting memories. For individual
consumers in Fiji, this season often involves significant spending. Whether it's planning a local
or international vacation, hosting relatives, or making major purchases like furniture and

appliances, the financial implications can be substantial.

Even for those who don't celebrate Christmas, the commercialization of the season is
undeniable. Retailers capitalize on the festive spirit with a barrage of advertisements,
promotions, and sales, enticing consumers to spend more. The challenge for consumers lies in

striking a balance between the desire to celebrate and the need to budget responsibly.

1. Shopping During the Festive Rush: The Furniture Frenzy

With sales and discounts flooding markets during the holiday season, many consumers take
this opportunity to upgrade their homes. However, this is also when complaints about delivery
delays, defective products, and false advertising soar.
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Case Study: The Dodqy Furniture Dealer

A Suva-based family ordered a dining table set through an online festive sale in December
2023. The advertisement promised delivery within two weeks. However, not only was the
delivery delayed by over a month, but the product that arrived was of lower quality than what
was advertised. Despite multiple complaints to the retailer, the buyer was denied a refund. After
the Councils intervention, the family received a redress.

Other recurring issues around furniture purchases includes:

Delivery Failures: Reports of delayed furniture deliveries peak during the holiday rush, with

retailers often blaming stock shortages or logistic backlogs.

Warranty Issues: Many customers struggle to claim warranty benefits due to unclear policies

or uncooperative retailers.

Price Discrepancies: Customers occasionally encounter hidden fees or products charged at

prices higher than advertised, which constitutes a breach of consumer protection laws.

Tips for Consumers

e Read the Fine Print: Promotional deals may come with conditions, such as limited

warranties or no returns on discounted goods.
e Shop Early: Avoid the festive rush to minimize delivery delays and stock shortages.

o Verify Authenticity: Check reviews and ensure the retailer has a solid reputation before

making purchases, especially online.

2. Travelling and Vacation Troubles
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The festive season also often sees a surge in domestic and international travel, with families
visiting loved ones or embarking on holiday adventures. However, this period is also fraught
with travel-related complaints, ranging from overbooked flights to unfulfilled accommodation

bookings.

Case Study 1: Overbooked Flights

In December 2022, a group of travelers from Lautoka faced difficulties when their flight to
Sydney was canceled at the last minute due to overbooking. Despite having confirmed tickets,
the airline could not accommodate them, leaving them stranded and missing family

celebrations.

Case Study 2: Accommodation Woes

Hotels and holiday rentals are also a common source of complaints during the festive season.
Last year, a family in Nadi booked a beachfront villa through an online platform but arrived to
find their reservation had been double-booked. With no alternative accommodations available,

they spent the night in a makeshift setup at a relative’s home.

Tips for Travelers

1. Book Early: Popular flights and accommodations fill up quickly, so plan well in

advance.

2. Confirm Bookings: Double-check reservations directly with airlines or hotels to avoid

surprises.

3. Understand Policies: Be aware of cancellation terms, especially for prepaid bookings.
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Compare Prices: Use comparison websites or apps to find the best deals on flights,
accommodations, and car rentals. Do not forget to check directly with providers for

exclusive discounts.

Check Reviews: Read reviews of hotels, restaurants, and attractions to avoid

unpleasant surprises. Look for recent feedback to ensure accuracy.

3. Food Safety and Bulk Buying: A Festive Concern

Food is the heart of every Fijian celebration, with families often stocking up in bulk for feasts

and gatherings. However, this practice can lead to unintended risks like purchasing expired or

substandard items.

Case Study: Expired Bulk Food

In a reported case from December 2023, a family in Labasa purchased several cartons of canned

tuna during a festive sale, only to discover later that half the cans were past their expiration

dates. When they attempted to return the items, the retailer claimed the sale was final, refusing

any exchange or refund.

Some common issues and complaints around food items includes:

Food Contamination: There have been instances where bulk rice or flour purchased

during sales was found infested.

Mislabeling Issues: Products with altered or missing labels mislead consumers,

particularly in busy festive periods.

Price Gouging: Essential festive ingredients are sometimes sold at inflated prices,

exploiting the season’s high demand.

Tips for Safe Shopping
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1. Inspect Products: Always check expiration dates, packaging integrity, and labeling

before purchasing.
2. Avoid Overbuying: Stick to essentials to minimize waste and avoid storage issues.

3. Retain your receipt: Always demand for a copy of the receipt and keep it safely, in case

any food item is expired or needs to be returned.

Making the Festive Season Stress-Free

While the festive season is a time of celebration, it also demands cautious planning. By staying
informed and vigilant, Fijians can enjoy the season without falling prey to common consumer

traps. Here are some key takeaways:
e Plan purchases and travel well in advance to avoid last-minute disappointments.
o Verify all product and service details, including hidden fees, warranties, and return policies.

« Report unethical practices to the Council on our National toll-free line 155 to help protect

the broader community

While shopping is an integral part of Christmas, it is important not to lose sight of the season’s
true spirit—togetherness, gratitude, and giving back. Let us empower ourselves with
knowledge and tools to navigate the festive season wisely. By planning, avoiding common
pitfalls, and embracing sustainability, you can celebrate Christmas with joy, confidence, and
financial security. Let this Christmas be a celebration of love, sharing, and the unique traditions
that make Fiji’s festive season so special. Let us make this festive season enjoyable, and not
marred by scams or poor services. Stay informed, make smart choices, and do not hesitate to

reach out to the Council on our National toll-free line 155 for assistance.
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