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ABSTRACT

Despite being the backbone of Indian economy, the rural population remains
to be most vulnerable to unfair trade practices and deceptive market tactics.
While the urban segment is increasingly getting aware of its rights, rural
consumers are witnessed falling prey to counterfeit products, exploitative
pricing and misleading advertisements. Protecting rural consumers is not just
a legal obligation but a moral imperative for fostering sustainable economic
growth in India’s growing diversified markets. In light of the above, it
becomes fundamental to empower the rural consumers with knowledge and
provide them with accessible grievance redressal mechanisms to ensure a fair
and just marketplace for all.

The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 is the central piece of legislation which
plays the pivotal role in safeguarding consumers’ interests. The Act contains
clauses for product liability, penalties for varied offences and establishment
of Central Consumer Protection Authority (CCPA) to address grievances.
Efforts have also been undertaken the government by launching initiatives
like ‘Jaago Grahak Jaago’, conducting awareness drives and establishing
rural helpline numbers. NGOs, Self-help Groups (SHGs) and Panchayati Raj
Institutions have also been playing prominent roles in educating about
consumer rights.

Despite the efforts, there exist major roadblocks for rural consumers, making
them vulnerable to unfair trade practices. The rapid expansion of e-
commerce has further highlighted the need for digital literacy as well among
the rural consumers. This paper aims to explore the major barriers to
consumer protection in rural India, with key focus on initiatives undertaken
by the government for securing rural consumers’ interest. In addition, this
paper will also suggest measures and progressive steps that can be taken for
empowering the grassroots market which can ultimately lead India towards
creating a robust and equitable marketplace for all.

Keywords: Consumer Protection, Consumer Rights, Indian Economy, Rural
Consumers, Unfair Trade Practices.
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1. Introduction

India has made substantial strides in the recent decades in modernizing its economy, reducing
gaps in services and in ensuring that the consumers’ interest remain protected. The Consumer
Protection Act, 2019 is the central legislation in India which provides several provisions aimed
at safeguarding consumer interests. However, the efforts fall short with respect to rural
consumers who face significant barriers in accessing quality goods and services and often fall
prey to unfair and deceptive trade practices. Despite being the lifeblood of the national
economy, the rural population often find itself marginalized in terms of fair market access and
securing their consumer rights. These barriers have been compounded by multiple factors such
as illiteracy, lack of awareness about consumer rights and inaccessibility to grievance redressal

mechanisms, ultimately leaving the rural population vulnerable to exploitation.

This paper aims to explore the major barriers to consumer protection in rural India, with key
focus on initiatives undertaken by the government for securing rural consumers’ interest. In
addition, this paper will also suggest measures and progressive steps that can be taken for

empowering the grassroots markets and ultimately making the rural voice, matter.

2. Rural India: Significance

The rural India holds immense significance in shaping the nation’s demographic and economic
landscape. Despite the rapid urbanization observed in recent decades, rural sector continues to
play a central role in India’s development, especially in terms of its agricultural, industrial and

cultural contributions.

2.1. Agricultural Backbone

At the heart of rural India’s economic significance is its agricultural sector. The majority of
agricultural production, for not just domestic consumption but also for global exports,
originates from rural areas. They have ensured not only food security but financial security as
well by offering employment opportunities to millions of farmers, labourers and associated

service providers.

2.2. Host to Rural Industry and Cottage Enterprises

Rural India is a hub for diverse small-scale industries, such as handicrafts, local manufacturing
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and cottage industries. From traditional handlooms and pottery to textiles and leather goods,

rural India’s industries are rich in cultural heritage and entrepreneurial spirit.
2.3. Contributions to National Economy

Rural India plays an indispensable role in contributing towards nation’s economic growth and
development. Agriculture and its allied sectors contribute nearly 20 percent of India’s GDP,
while rural industries account for a substantial portion of the country’s industrial output. Rural
entrepreneurship has also witnessed a rise, with individuals and small businesses innovating in
local markets, contributing to economic diversification.! In this context, rural India is not just
a source for accessing resources and raw materials but also a dynamic and growing consumer

base that plays a crucial role in the broader development trajectory of the country.
3. Consumer Protection Act, 2019: A Brief Overview

One of the most important steps in enhancing consumer protection in India was the enactment
of the Consumer Protection Act, 2019, which replaced the earlier Consumer Protection Act
of 1986. It provides several rights to consumers such as right to safety, right to be informed,

right to choose from variety of products, right to seek redressal, etc.?
Other key features of the Act include the following:

e Establishment of Consumer Dispute Redressal Commission (CDRC) at National, State
and District levels. This ensures a formalized mechanism for consumers to take legal

action against fraudulent and unfair trade practices by sellers and service providers.?

e Establishment of the Central Consumer Protection Authority (CCPA) which is the
regulatory body formed to protect consumer rights, investigate violations and take

actions against unfair trade practices and misleading advertisements. *

! Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, Rural Development Report: Understanding the Rural
Economy of India (2020).

2 Consumer Protection Act, No. 35 of 2019, India Code (2019) https://www.indiacode.nic.in

* National Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission, National Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission
http://ncdre.nic.in_(last visited April 4, 2026).

4V.S.PRao & P.S. Rao, Consumer Protection and the Consumer Protection Act. (Pearson Education India
2010).

Page: 1087



Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law Volume VI Issue IV | ISSN: 2583-0538

e Provision for filing and accepting online consumer complaints (e-Daakhil Portal).

e Online shopping, digital transactions and e-commerce platforms are also included

under its ambit.>
4. Challenges faced by Rural Consumers

The rural consumers in India face a multitude of challenges that hinder their access to fair
markets, quality goods and effective consumer protection. These challenges are deeply rooted
in socioeconomic, educational and infrastructural factors that create a landscape where rural
consumers often struggle to exercise their rights or make informed decisions. These challenges
can be broadly categorized into issues of awareness, accessibility, exploitation and legal

protection.®
4.1. Lack of Consumer Awareness

One of the most significant barriers faced by rural consumers is the lack of awareness about
consumer rights and the available avenues for grievance redressal. Majority of the rural
population is not aware of basic consumer rights such as right to information, fair pricing and
safety. This lack of awareness is due to low literacy rates, limited exposure to mass media and

absence of consumer education programs in rural areas.’
4.2. Low literacy and Education Levels

A significant portion of India’s rural population has low literacy levels that creates a barrier for
them to interpret essential product information. As a result, they become targets of misleading
and deceptive advertisements especially in cases of heath supplements, herbal remedies and

financial services.
4.3. Digital Divide and Technological Barriers

Owing to factors such as digital divide, poor internet connectivity, low smartphones penetration

and digital illiteracy, the digital platforms curated for consumer protection are underutilized in

> ibid.

¢ S. Kochhar, Rural Consumerism and the Challenges of Consumer Protection in India, 38(2) J. Rural Dev. 75
(2019)

" World Bank, Rural Consumer Protection in Emerging Economies (2019).

Page: 1088



Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law Volume VI Issue IV | ISSN: 2583-0538

rural India and therefore the rural consumers are excluded from modern tools of consumer

empowerment and justice.®
4.4. Exploitation by Intermediaries.

Middlemen or intermediaries have been a pervasive issue in rural markets, particularly in
agricultural sectors where they hold significant control over pricing and distribution. In many
rural areas, farmers are often compelled to sell their goods at lower prices to middlemen, who
then resell these goods at significantly higher prices in the urban markets. This practice results
in an inequitable distribution of wealth, leaving rural producers with little economic gain. On
the other hand, due to lack of alternative sources, rural consumers are forced to purchase goods
from monopolistic or oligopolistic suppliers who inflate the prices. This system not only
exploits the consumers financially but also deprives them of choices and the ability to make

informed purchasing decisions.’
4.5. Inadequacy in Legal and Regulatory Framework

The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 guarantees basic rights to consumers including the right
to information, safety and redress but its enforcement in rural areas remains weak. One of the
key issues is the lack of physical infrastructure in rural areas to implement these protections.
Grievance redressal mechanisms are typically located in urban centres, far from rural areas.
The complex bureaucratic process, long delays and high legal costs make it almost impossible

for rural consumers to seek justice.!”

Furthermore, the Central Consumer Protection Authority (CCPA) and state-level consumer
forums which are tasked with handling consumer grievances are often understaffed and under-
resourced. As a result, rural consumers face significant delays in having their complaints
resolved. The lack of awareness about the existence and functions of these bodies further

alienates rural consumers from the consumer protection system.!!

8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Guidelines for Consumer Protection in
the Context of E-Commerce (OECD Publishing 2020).

® Kaushik Basu, The Need for Rural Consumer Protection in India: A Case Study of Agricultural Inputs, 53(32)
Economic and Political Weekly 35 (2018).

10 M. Jain & R Goel, "Consumer Protection Laws in India: Challenges and Opportunities, 3(4) International
Journal of Law and Legal Jurisprudence Studies 120 (2015)

'S K. Velayudhan, Rural Marketing: Targeting the Non-Urban Consumer (Sage Publications India 2007).
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Rural markets primarily deal in cash transactions or verbal agreements and therefore in case
of a dispute, consumers have no recourse due to absence of supporting evidences and lack of

awareness. Ultimately they are left with little or no hope holding the other side accountable.
S. Initiatives undertaken for Consumer Protection in India

Recognizing the need to prevent unfair trade practices and ensure better consumer protection,
various steps have been undertaken to create a comprehensive framework for safeguarding
consumer interests, ensuring market fairness and providing avenues for grievance redressal.
These efforts span over a wide range of areas, ranging from legal frameworks and digital

initiatives to awareness campaigns and market reforms.!?
5.1. Introduction of Consumer Helpline for Grievance Redressal

The National Consumer Helpline (NCH) is a critical resource for consumers across India which
offers free advice and assistance on consumer related issues. This service can be availed
through a toll-free number (1800-11-4000). This has aided in overcoming geographical and

technological barriers to seek redressal of grievances.
5.2. Consumer Awareness Campaigns

The Ministry of Consumer Affairs runs public awareness campaigns through various media
channels including television, radio newspapers in local languages to reach broader rural
audience. A flagship initiative of the Indian government to protect consumers and raise
awareness is the ‘Jago Grahak Jago’ (Wake Up Consumer) Campaign. Launched in 2005 by
the Department of Consumer Affairs, this campaign aims to empower consumers by educating

them about their rights and responsibilities in the marketplace.'?
5.3. Digital India Initiative

This government initiative aims to transform India into a digitally empowered society by
working towards increasing digital literacy and expansion of internet connectivity in rural and

remote parts of the nation. Major projects under the initiative includes BharatNet (for high

12 NITI Aayog, Strategy for New India @75 (2018).
13 Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Government of India, Jago Grahak Jago Campaign: Annual Report (2021).
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speed broadband to rural areas), Aadhar integration (for Direct Benefit Transfers), e-

governance services such as e-Daakhil for filing online consumer complaints.'4
6. Recommendations

While substantial progress has been made through various initiatives for safeguarding
consumers’ interest, there are still significant gaps which need to be addressed. The rural
market particularly is still vulnerable to exploitation and misinformation. In light of these
challenges, the following recommendations can serve as an effective strategy to bolster

consumer protection for the rural masses.
6.1. Strengthening Consumer Education and Awareness

While initiatives like ‘Jago Grahak Jago’ campaign have made significant strides, they need
to be expanded and tailored specifically to rural settings. The awareness campaigns should

focus on:

1. Financial Literacy: many rural consumers fall prey to financial exploitation through
fraudulent loan schemes, high interest rates etc. Conducting financial literacy
workshops in rural regions can help consumers understand basics of financial

terminologies and concepts.

2. Product safety: to aware rural consumers about importance of checking labels,

expiration dates and certifications while purchasing different products.
6.2. Expanding Access to Consumer Protection Mechanisms

To overcome the challenges in accessing grievance redressal mechanisms, following

recommendations are critical:

1. Expanding consumer dispute redressal forums at the district, block and village
levels so that geographical barriers to seeking justice can be removed. These forums

should also have local language support to facilitate smooth filing of complaints and

!4 Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, Digital India
https://www.digitalindia.gov.in. (last visited June 29, 2026).
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their resolution.

2. In addition to telephonic and online complaint filing, other offline alternatives such as
SMS-based services for consumers without reliable internet access would ensure

inclusivity.

6.3. Strengthening Regulatory Oversight in Rural Markets

In rural areas, market regulation is often overlooked and hence strengthening regulatory
oversight can go a long way in securing rural consumers’ interest. This can be achieved through

strengthening enforcement of laws and regular inspections of rural marketplaces.

6.4. Enhancing Financial Inclusion and Protection

As rural consumers often rely on informal sources for fulfilling their financial needs, it tends

to expose them to predatory lenders and exploitation. This can be resolved gradually by:

1. Promotion of Formal Financial Products: by expanding access to formal banking
services and micro-credit through community-level initiatives and conducting financial

literacy programs which can educate rural consumers about safer options.

2. Monitoring Microfinance Institutions: strengthening the regulatory framework for
Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) will help the rural consumers against predatory
lending practices. The Reserve Bank of India should cap the interest rates charged by

MFTIs to protect consumers from falling into cycles of debt.

6.5. Collaboration between various stakeholders

For ensuring consumer protection for India’s grassroots market, a collaborative approach
between government bodies, non-governmental organizations, private sector and community

leaders is essential. The following steps can be taken as a part of the collaborative approach:

1. Forming Consumer Advocacy Groups at village and block levels can help in bridging
the gap by acting as an intermediary between rural consumers and dispute redressal

forums.

2. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): Private companies can contribute to consumer
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protection by aligning their CSR activities aimed at securing rural consumer welfare.
7. Case Studies

While consumer protection remains a challenging issue in rural India the following case studies

clearly demonstrates the impact of community efforts towards securing rural consumer interest:
7.1. The Pesticide Crisis in Punjab

In the early 2000s, several farmers in Punjab began to suffer from adverse health effects after
using pesticide of a particular brand which was, on the contrary, marked as ‘safe’. The Punjab
State Consumers’Association (PSCA) took up the cause of the affected farmers and filed
complaint against the manufacturers concerned pesticide. This led to a class action lawsuit and
resulted not only compensation to the affected farmers but also prompted the government to

strengthen pesticides quality in the region. !>
7.2. Overcharging of Medical Services in Rural Tamil Nadu

Residents of a small village in rural Tamil Nadu faced the issue of inflated charges for basic
medical services offered by local private clinic. The villagers, who could not afford the high

medical costs, brought their complaints to a local Consumer Rights Organization.

The Tamil Nadu State Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission took up the case and held
that the clinic had violated consumer protection laws by charging unfair prices and engaging
in deceptive practices. The clinic was fined and the affected patients were reimbursed.
Additionally, the case led to the creation of telemedicine centres in rural Tamil Nadu, offering

affordable medical consultations.!®
8. Conclusion

Consumer protection is an essential pillar for ensuring that markets operate fairly, transparently
and equitably. With over two-thirds of the population residing in rural areas, it becomes

imperative to ensure that rural consumers are protected against exploitation, fraud and unfair

15 M/s. Punjab Chemicals & Crop Protection Ltd. v. Sukhmander Singh, Revision Petition No. 2660 of 2011
(National Consumer Disputes Redressal Commission, December 21, 2012).

16 S.S.R. Hospital v. S. Saravanan, First Appeal No. 503 of 2013 (Tamil Nadu State Consumer Disputes
Redressal Commission, Chennai, July 30, 2015).
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trade practices. The challenges faced by the rural consumers are manifold yet they also present
an opportunity to create more inclusive, sustainable and equitable marketplace through a well

enforced consumer protection framework.

The future of ensuring rural consumer protection in India lies in undertaking a multi-
dimensional approach. Enhancing regulatory frameworks, improving access to financial
services and strengthening consumer education are all critical components to create a
marketplace where rural consumers are empowered in real sense and can access products and

services without any fear of exploitation.

It is not just about rural consumers’ empowerment but also about giving them a platform to be
heard and respected in the marketplace. In the journey of creating an equitable marketplace,
one thing is certain- the rural voice matters. Ensuring that this voice is amplified is the key to

building a truly democratic and consumer-centric India.
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