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A CONSUMER AGENDA FOR THE NI EXECUTIVE  
 
 
Consumer Council for Northern Ireland response to the ‘Draft 
Programme for Government 2011-15’ 
 
 
1. Introduction  
 

The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to provide comment on 
the draft Programme for Government (2011-15). 

 
The Consumer Council is an independent consumer organisation, 
working to bring about change to benefit Northern Ireland (NI) consumers. 
Our aim is to make the consumer voice heard and make it count. 

 
We have a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the interests of 
consumers in NI and we have specific functions in relation to energy, 
water, transport and food1.  These include considering consumer 
complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and educating and 
informing consumers2. 
 
The Consumer Council is also a designated body for the purposes of 
supercomplaints3, which means that we can refer any consumer affairs 
goods and services issue to the Office of Fair Trading4, where we feel that 
the market may be harming consumers’ best interests. 
 
In taking forward our broad statutory remit we are informed by and 
representative of consumers in NI.  We work to bring about change to 
benefit consumers by making their voice heard and making it count.  To 
represent consumers in the best way we can, we listen to them and 
produce robust evidence to put their priorities at the heart of all we do. 

  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 The Consumer Council undertakes its specific functions in relation to food recognising the role of the 
Food Standards Agency (FSA).  The FSA has responsibility for the development of food policy and for 
the provision of advice, information and assistance, in respect to food safety or other interests of 
consumers in relation to food.  Therefore, to ensure good value and use of public money, the Consumer 
Council and FSA have a memorandum of understanding and the Council's strategic focus 
on food is primarily in relation to food prices and customer experience. 
2 The General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984, 1984 No. 1822 (N.I. 12), 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1984/1822/contents 
3 The Enterprise Act 2002 (Part 9 Restrictions on Disclosure of Information) (Amendment and 
Specification) http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/1400/schedules/made 
4 The OFT is the UK’s consumer and competition authority.  Its mission is to make markets work well for 
consumers.  It is a non-ministerial government department established by statute in 1973 
http://oft.gov.uk/about-the-oft/ 
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2. Format of Response to draft Programme for Government (dPfG) 
 

The response to the consultation is divided into two sections.  
 

Section 1 provides an overview of the current consumer context and 
expectations consumers have in terms of delivery and action. This section 
sets out a number of key overarching priorities which are critical to be 
addressed within the Programme for Government to help rebuild consumer 
confidence.  

 
Section 2 provides further specific comments and recommendations 
aligned against the priority areas and commitments contained within the 
consultation.  
 
  
 

 
3. Consumer Council Corporate Plan  

 
The Consumer Council has recently published its Corporate Plan (2011-
14) which aims to continue to ‘make the consumer voice heard and make it 
count’. The key themes within the corporate plan are to: 
 

 Ensuring public policy reflects the needs of today’s and tomorrow’s 
consumer; 

 Championing and protecting the interests of consumers; 
 Informing and empowering consumers; and 
 Ensuring CCNI is fit for purpose and delivers value for money. 

 
Recognising the issues and context consumers currently face the 
operational plan for 2012/13 has focused on the delivery of two key 
interrelated pillars, namely: 
 
 Cost of Living 
 Consumer Proficiency / rights; and 

 
All work undertaken by the Consumer Council during the 2012/13 
operating plan period will deliver against one, or both of these pillars. 
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SECTION 1 
 
1.1  A Consumer Agenda for Northern Ireland 
 

Putting consumers and citizens at the heart of what the Northern Ireland 
Assembly does is an aim few would argue with. Given the current 
economic conditions and pressures it is essential the Assembly focuses on 
key priorities and actions which will support consumers, encourage 
resilience and rebuild consumer confidence. 

 
This is a critical time for our Assembly who have significant challenges to 
address in order to support consumers. It is clear public expectations from 
our Assembly are focused on delivery, impact and improvements not 
merely status quo or continuing to function. 

 
Confident and optimistic consumers knowledgeable about their rights and 
responsibilities are essential to driving Northern Ireland forward as a 
region and as a competitive economy. Consumer sensitivity to price and 
quality promotes efficiency, lowers prices and moderates the behaviour of 
firms. 

  
 
1.2  Consumer Context and Expectations 
 

Northern Ireland consumers are living through tough times and are bracing 
themselves for even greater challenges ahead. The economy, uncertainty 
about the future and the cost of living are the biggest concerns for 
consumers.5  

 
Consumers are dealing with the impact of reduced wages, uncertainty in 
terms of employment; they are tightening their spending and trying to 
make less go further. In an uncertain economic climate consumers are 
struggling to make ends meet and have real worries about the impact of 
public spending cuts. 

 
Consumer confidence remains low and the impact is visible across all 
areas of Northern Ireland. It is impacting acutely on our younger 
generation were 18 per cent of 18-24 year olds are unemployed6 with 
many emigrating to find employment opportunities. Consumer Council 
research also shows7 25-34 years olds are having most difficulty managing 
in the current economic conditions. These are the households often with 
young children, mortgages – potentially in negative equity and carrying 
student debts. 

 

                                                
5 Consumer 2010 - A Consumer Council research report into the attitudes and concerns of a Northern 
Ireland Consumer in 2010: http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/publications/?id=561 
6 Labour Market Statistics, February 2012 DETI 
7 Consumer 2010 - A Consumer Council research report into the attitudes and concerns of a Northern 
Ireland Consumer in 2010: http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/publications/?id=561 
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This is a critical time for our Assembly to lead on actions to address the 
challenges which are evident across all communities.  
 
The Programme for Government must deal with reality not rhetoric. There 
is no doubt that achieving the five overarching priorities would represent 
transformational change. However the key question is whether the 76 
commitments which underpin the priorities provide the route to achieve this 
change. 
 
Given the lack of detail on many commitments, lack of clear actions and 
targets and a concern that many are not ambitious enough or represent 
existing commitments the Consumer Council would reserve judgement on 
this.  
 
However the Consumer Council recognises the Programme for 
Government is high level so we will wish to see confirmation of detail for 
each commitment (aims, objectives, outcomes, action plans, monitoring, 
targets and budget). There should also be opportunity for further 
engagement in relation to the detail to ensure the opportunity to deliver 
successful outcomes is maximised. 
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1.3 Overarching Priorities for Consumers from PfG 
 

The Consumer Council has assessed the draft Programme for 
Government consultation document to consider the potential impacts upon 
consumers from the actions proposed.  
 
The response provided reflects the pressure consumers currently face and 
the issues they have informed us that they want to see addressed. It is 
based on our continuing engagement through consumer panels, 
complaints and enquiries as well as research across our statutory role.  
 
As a result of this engagement the three top priorities the Consumer 
Council believes are an ‘absolute must’ to address within the Programme 
for Government in order to support consumers are:  

 
 

 Cost of Living (Energy Costs) 
 
 Consumer Proficiency  

 
 Financial Capability  

 
 
 

COST OF LIVING (Energy)  

  
With the cost of living continuing to increase consumers are worried about 
the price for necessities and these concerns are even more severe among 
those less well off. Consumer Council research reveals that only four in ten 
consumers keep up with bills and credit without difficulties.  

In June 2011 the Consumer Council published ‘The Price of Being Poor’8 
report which confirmed the stark reality that many poorer people pay more 
for everyday essentials such as energy, food and transport. This can mean 
having to buy smaller amounts of home heating oil at a higher cost per litre 
or not being able to access credit at an affordable rate.  

 
The cost of energy is the number one concern for consumers. The draft 
Programme for Government contains a number of measures to tackle fuel 
poverty but it must be comprehensively addressed with clear prioritisation, 
focus and targets.  
 
It is difficult to determine what the commitment ‘to introduce and support a 
range of initiatives aimed at reducing fuel poverty across Northern Ireland´ 
will actually provide. With fuel poverty levels at 44 per cent (see below) it is 

                                                
8 The Price of Being Poor Report, Consumer Council 2010 

SUPPORTS: CREATING OPPORTUNITIES, TACKLING DISADVANTAGE AND 
IMPROVING HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
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clear fuel poverty is a critical issue which must be effectively addressed 
over the Programme for Government period.  
 
There is limited information on the action, initiatives or outcomes to be 
achieved in relation to fuel poverty within the Programme for Government.  
Targets, initiatives to be developed, financial support and outcomes must 
be clearly presented in order to assess whether the commitments will 
make a lasting difference to people living in cold homes. 
 
Given the levels of fuel poverty (and extreme fuel poverty) Northern Ireland 
currently experiences it is essential this issues receives the 
comprehensive emphasis it needs.  
 
 % of households in Fuel 

Poverty 
% of households in 
Extreme Fuel Poverty 

England  18 3 
Wales 26 5 
Scotland 33 10 
Northern Ireland  44 13 
Republic of Ireland9 19 Not Available 
 
 
Northern Ireland has the highest energy bills in the UK and recent statistics 
show the highest average energy Great Britain bill is around £1,000 
cheaper than the average combined oil and electricity bill in Northern 
Ireland10. The increasing cost of energy is affecting nearly everyone in our 
society. Around 302,000 households11 in Northern Ireland are struggling to 
heat their homes to an adequate level12.  

 
This Programme for Government period is crucial in ensuring a successful 
and sustainable response to the fuel poverty crisis that Northern Ireland is 
currently experiencing.  It is essential that fuel poverty is comprehensively 
tackled in the short to medium term before keeping warm becomes simply 
unaffordable for the vast majority of households in Northern Ireland.  

 
The cost of energy, the reliability of supply, and the sustainability of its 
generation and use, are all key energy policy issues in Northern Ireland 
the Programme for Government should address. 

 
The Programme for Government must commit to:   
 

                                                
9 Scott, S. et al. Fuel poverty in Ireland: extent, affected groups and policy issues. Working Paper. ESRI. October 
2008   
10 Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) 2011 report showed that the highest energy bill in 
Great Britain was in Cardiff where the average dual fuel bill was £1100pa. This compares to the majority 
of households in Northern Ireland having an average energy bill as at 16 December 2011 of £2310. The 
majority of households in Northern Ireland (67 per cent of households here (82 per cent in rural areas) 
use oil to heat their homes, whereas 87 per cent of GB households use gas. 
11 Housing Conditions Survey 2009, Northern Ireland Housing Executive 2010. 
12 The World Health Organisation defines a satisfactory heating regime as 21oC in the living room and 
18oC in other areas.  
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(i) the development of a detailed and costed action-plan which sets 
out how and when fuel poverty will be eradicated in Northern 
Ireland and  
 

(ii) the provision of support to all fuel poor households to stay warm 
until fuel poverty is eradicated. 

 
 
 
The key components of the action plan should contain a commitment to 
delivering seven key actions: 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
 
 
6 
 
 
 
 
 
7 

 
Establish a Ministerial Task Force with a duty to eradicate Fuel 
Poverty in Northern Ireland: the task force must focus on delivery and 
bring coherence to achieving clear targets to tackle fuel poverty. 
 
Area Based Insulation Programme: the Warm Home Scheme should 
adopt an area based approach (similar to that of Kirkless Warm Zone) 
which helped three times as many homes as the Warm Homes Scheme 
with the same budget 
 
Energy Brokering: use the purchasing power of the Government’s 
estate and industry to negotiate lower heating oil, natural gas and 
electricity tariffs/prices for fuel poor households.  
 
Energy Regulation: re-examine what further interventions can be 
made to reduce energy bills in Northern Ireland 
 
Oil Regulation:  Develop a strategy to significantly reduce NI’s reliance 
on HHO and in the interim examine whether there is a model of 
regulation which could provide households with safeguards and 
standards on price, customer service standards and safe HHO 
systems.13 
 
Examine incentives and schemes to encourage fuel poor 
households move to natural gas: Consumer Council research shows 
that it costs a household £92514 per year more to heat a home with oil 
as compared to gas. 
 
Winter Fuel Payments:  Ahead of winter 2012, the NI Executive needs 
to examine the best use of additional public funds (e.g. SPF/SIF) to 
support people in fuel poverty. 
  

                                                
13 Off Grid Energy, October 2011, OFT stated that it wan oddity of the NI market that the most common 
used heating fuel (heating oil) is unregulated whilst the less common natural gas is fully regulated. 
14 Using average annual natural gas bill for Northern Ireland of £601 and average annual home heating 
oil bill of £1,526. The gas bill uses a weighting of the number of customers in the Belfast licence area 
and the 10 Towns licence area, and of the gas consumption levels between different payment types and 
applies from the 1st October 2011. The home heating oil bill is based on the CCNI home heating oil 
survey using 5.25 fills of 500 litres on the spot price at week commencing 3rd October 2011. 
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CONSUMER PROFICIENCY 

 
Improving the income and living conditions for the most disadvantaged, 
including access to goods and services, is vitally important. There is a 
clear need for the PfG to focus on improving educational attainment, 
confidence and empowerment.    

 
The Programme for Government can provide a strong lead supporting and 
educating consumers, especially the most disadvantaged, which can 
contribute to enhanced skills, confidence and competence.  
 
So what else is needed? 

 
Consumer Proficiency describes an individual’s knowledge about their 
consumer rights and their confidence to express these rights and speak up 
when things go wrong. It also deals with a consumer’s awareness of where 
to go for expert consumer help and advice and their ability to proactively 
protect themselves from scams and ill-advised purchases. 

 
Confident consumers can shop around for the best value for money on the 
high street and online.  They are also more likely to switch suppliers to get 
the best deals on personal current accounts, electricity, gas, home heating 
oil and insurance products. Empowered customers can drive up business 
performance and profits and stimulate competition which benefits 
individual consumers, business and the economy as a whole. 

 
Recent research by the Consumer Council’s shows a decrease in 
consumers’ awareness of their rights and of their confidence in expressing 
them15.  A clear focus is required to help vulnerable consumer groups 
have the skills to exercise their rights and avoid scams both online and on 
the high street. 
 
A clear baseline (2007, 2011) exists which measures the level of 
consumer proficiency amongst Northern Ireland consumers. This can be 
used to provide a clear indication of progress and impacts toward 
improving the levels of consumer proficiency during this Programme for 
Government period. 

 
How can consumer proficiency be developed? 

 
It is essential the Programme for Government supports efforts to raise 
consumer proficiency levels to help people to cope through this difficult 
economic period.  Consumer proficiency can be developed and improved 
through sustained information campaigns, direct engagement with 

                                                
15 Consumer Proficiency Research 2012, CCNI – due to be published March 2012 

SUPPORTS: CREATING OPPORTUNITIES, TACKLING DISADVANTAGE AND 
IMPROVING HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
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consumers and developing the expertise of teachers and frontline workers 
in the advice, community and voluntary sectors.   

 
It is also important to develop businesses awareness on consumer law 
and best practice in customer care as this benefits both consumers and 
business performance. 

  
 

Importance of PFG supporting action to raise consumer proficiency   
 

While all consumers suffer some detriment through lack of consumer skills, 
the consequences for vulnerable consumers have the potential to be more 
damaging and far reaching.  Addressing this issue in the PFG could 
empower consumers particularly those in the most deprived areas and in 
vulnerable groups to know their rights and responsibilities so that they can 
make well informed choices and get a fair deal when buying goods and 
services. 

 
 
 
 

 FINANCIAL CAPABILITY  

 
It is no surprise that the economy remains the primary focus within the 
Programme for Government given the current uncertainty and difficulties. 
The current economic challenges facing consumers are well known, as is 
consumers’ uncertainty and declining confidence.   

 
The economic downturn has already hit many of Northern Ireland 
consumers hard and there is genuine fear that we are on the brink of a 
second dip into recession. Evidence that the recession is taking its toll on 
the Northern Ireland consumer is clear when 52 per cent of Northern 
Ireland’s adult population are worried about making ends meet now and 64 
per cent state they are worried about making ends meet in the future. 

Many consumers are experiencing financial difficulties and face significant 
challenges that will require long term solutions. But it must be recognised 
that consumers are central to revitalising our economy and our region.  

 
Consumer confidence has a huge effect on the economy, with consumer 
spending accounting for over 60 per cent of UK GDP16.  Consumer 
sensitivity to price and quality promotes efficiency, lowers prices and 
moderates the behaviour of firms.   

 

                                                
16 ‘Through Consumers Eyes’,  Consumer Focus Report, December 2011 

SUPPORTS: GROWING A SUSTAINABLE ECONOMY AND INVESTING IN THE 
FUTURE  
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Empowered and informed consumers are therefore central to the 
economic recovery of Northern Ireland.  It is essential the PfG faces both 
ways – toward supporting business and the labour market but also to 
consumers who drive the economy and demand. Co-ordinated action is 
essential to support effective change to empower consumers, improve 
confidence and make a real difference to the cost of living.   

 
 

So what else is needed? 
 

Given the current economic climate, it is essential that Financial 
Capability skills are developed to improve consumer resilience and 
decision making.  

 
Supporting consumers to become more financially capable is an essential 
objective the Executive should advance which would provide long-term 
sustainable improvements for Northern Ireland.  

 
Being financially capable means having the skills and confidence to 
manage your money and use it wisely. It means being prepared for a rainy 
day, saving in a safe place, maximising your income by getting all the 
financial help to which you are entitled, having the appropriate insurance 
cover, being prepared for your retirement and knowing how to get 
independent financial or debt advice when it is needed.  

 
Enabling consumers to get the most from their money by being able to 
manage it and make sound financial decisions is a vital part of improving 
the economy. Having the skills to manage your money, plan ahead and 
make sound financial decisions will make a difference to individuals, the 
community and the economy.  

 
Northern Ireland in the only region of the UK not to have developed a 
Financial Capability Strategy despite consumers in Northern Ireland having 
the lowest levels of financial capability than consumers elsewhere in the 
UK17.  

 
 How would the Economy and Consumers benefit? 

 
Developing a strategic framework to improve financial capability would 
help individual personal finances and quality of life and ensure consumers 
can manage better in difficult financial times. This can help reduce levels 
of problem debt in Northern Ireland and on a broader level help mitigate 
the impact of reduced public spending on consumers. It will contribute to 
boosting consumer confidence whose spending is essential to supporting 
and strengthening the economy. 
 
Many households are facing uncertain times and have limited security in 
terms of income or steady employment. Financial Capability can help build 

                                                
17 Managing Money: How does Northern Ireland add up? 2007, The Consumer Council, (A research report based 
on the Financial Services Authority (FSA) UK Baseline Survey).   
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resilience by proving the skills and confidence to manage finances during 
uncertain or changing times. It is an important support skill and ensures 
people are supported at times when they are vulnerable and facing difficult 
financial pressures. 

 
 

It is essential the Programme for Government contains a commitment 
to developing and implementing a Financial Capability Strategy or 
Framework which provides a clear focus on improving the levels of 
financial capability of Northern Ireland citizens. 
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SECTION TWO  
 
There are a number of commitments contained with the draft Programme for 
Government which cut across several areas of interest to the Consumer 
Council. Additionally many of the commitments impact or have the potential to 
impact on the statutory role of the Consumer Council to represent consumers.  
 
Section 2 provides in table format comment on a range of the commitments 
contained in the consultation document. These focus on the proposed action, 
the detail provided and other considerations the Consumer Council believe 
should be examined as part of finalising the final Programme for Government 
document. 
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Priority One: Growing a Sustainable Economy and Investing in the Future  
 
 
Air Passenger 
Duty 

 
Aviation is key to the recovery and development of Northern Ireland’s economy.  As an island region Northern Ireland 
consumers are more dependent on air links than the rest of the UK.  
 
The PfG contains a commitment to eliminate Air Passenger Duty on direct long haul flights (Band B). This will see the current 
levy reduce from £12 per person to zero. The Executive are to be commended for their work in securing a reduction in the 
current rate of APD for direct long haul flights. However, the vast majority of flights to and from Northern Ireland are on Band A 
(short haul flights) to other UK airports.  Approximately 75% of journeys to and from Northern Ireland are to other UK airports, 
compared with 18% for the rest of the UK18.  
 
The PfG does not consider the burden of APD on the vast majority of consumers or indeed its relevance as a barrier to the 
development of further links to the UK and other short haul destinations. Positive action on APD at the Band A level would 
benefit the vast majority of air passengers. It would increase the affordability of flights for passengers and remove a barrier to 
the development of further links to the UK and other short haul destinations 
 

 
Renewable 
Energy 
Generation 
 

 
Northern Ireland is dependent on imported fossil fuels for around 98 per cent of its energy needs, and spends around 10 per 
cent of its GDP on energy19. This dependency on fossil fuels and exposure to international fuel prices has been acutely 
highlighted highlight over the last year with significant increases in the prices Northern Ireland’s consumers have to pay for 
electricity, gas and oil: 
 

 Electricity prices have risen by up to 18.6 per cent. 
 Gas prices have risen by up to 39.1 per cent. 
 Heating Oil prices have risen by 31 per cent  

 
The high proportion of fossil fuels in Northern Ireland’s energy mix plays a significant role in our carbon emission levels, which 
in turn contributes to global climate change. Significant investment in our energy infrastructure is needed so that Northern 
Ireland can be more sustainable economically and environmentally in its energy supply. However, it is important that this 

                                                
18 Civil Aviation Authority 2010 passenger statistics 
19 DETI, Strategic Energy Framework, 2010 
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investment is consumer focused as with significant levels of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland, it remains important that the 
energy policy and regulation are focused on providing consumers with this infrastructure at the best possible price. 
 
DETI’s Strategic Energy Framework sets a target that 40 per cent of electricity consumption by 2020 should come from 
renewables. This will only be achieved in a cost effective manner to consumers if the planning process supports and prioritises 
the development of renewable energy deployment and a focus on: 
 

 Encouraging households to move to switch from oil to gas - as heating oil is considerably more expensive and produces 
more carbon emissions than gas; 

 Increased and coherent emphasis on energy efficiency measures in Northern Ireland; and 
 Investment is needed in Northern Ireland’s electricity grid to accommodate a significant growth in renewables. 

 
 
Regional 
Connectivity  

 
Connectivity to the UK and further afield is essential for consumer, tourism and the economy. The PfG fails to consider in 
sufficient detail access to Northern Ireland, whether consumers currently face disadvantage and opportunities to improve 
connections.  
 
Issues relating to air connectivity have been detailed above but the PfG does not make reference to the importance of our sea 
routes or how the Executive will seek to ensure that our ports and harbours will play a vital role in supporting the recovery and 
development of the Northern Ireland economy.  
 
Consumer Council research20found that when compared with English Channel crossings, many consumers felt the cost of ferry 
travel from Northern Ireland to Scotland was too high and could see no plausible explanation as to why there is such a 
difference. In our report we highlighted that during July, August and September 2011 the average fare for a family of four 
travelling with a car between Northern Ireland and Scotland with Stena Line is £261.06 and with P&O is £268.58. By 
comparison the average cost of travel between Dover and Dunkirk with DFDS is £67.57.21  
 
A commitment from the Executive to investigate options for making ferry travel more affordable for consumers would have the 

                                                
20 Ferry Travel – A Consumer Council Report on the perceptions and experiences of ferry passengers in Northern Ireland. December 2010  
21 The fares are for a family of 4 travelling with a car. The fares are averaged for the price of sailings booked 2, 4 and 8 weeks in advance for midweek travel 
(Wednesday – Wednesday) and weekend travel (Saturday – Saturday) and are based on a one week lag time between departure and return dates.  
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potential to increase visitor numbers and tourist revenue and support the economy.  
 

 
Priority Two: Creating Opportunities, Tackling Disadvantage and Improving Health and Wellbeing  
 
 
Water and 
Sewage 
Services 
 

 
The NI Executive has committed to no domestic water charges before 2015.  This provides the opportunity to look at the long-
term financing of this vital public health service.   The PfG should commit to a longer strategic view which examines issues such 
as: 
 

 Affordable water and sewerage services 
 Security of supply 
 Drinking water quality, supply and demand 
 Sustainable wastewater collection and treatment 
 Protecting and improving the water environment 
 Flood risk and flood risk management 
 Proposed development of a regional strategy for water 
 Long-term arrangements for water funding, regulation and governance 

 
The dPfG milestones/outputs for this commitment are to “apply policy”.  We feel that an opportunity will have been lost if this 
period, while policy is being applied, is not taken to look in depth at different structural options and examine the long-term 
sustainable future of water and sewerage services able to secure consumer confidence.   
 
 

 
Affordable 
Homes 

 
The Consumer Council welcomes the commitment to build 800 more social and affordable homes.  All new buildings should 
encapsulate the highest level of energy efficiency standard.  
 
It is important the energy efficiency and energy usage problems of Northern Ireland’s existing housing stock are not 
exacerbated. Poorly designed buildings can lead to many consumers to paying energy bills that are unnecessarily high - which 
can ultimately lead to them suffering from fuel poverty. It is in the long-term interests of Northern Ireland’s Building industry that 
Building Regulations reflect the best standards in Europe, so that that they can develop the necessary skills to compete with 
their counterparts elsewhere. 
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Thermal 
efficiency of 
Housing 
Executive 
stock 

 
Poor energy efficiency within a home is one of the main influences in a household becoming fuel poor. The Consumer Council 
would question if the commitment to provide double glazing is the best use of a limited budget, and whether more households 
in fuel poverty could be helped by ensuring all social housing properties were installed with cavity wall and loft insulation, 
before being provided with energy efficient glazing and doors. 
 
According to analysis undertaken by Accenture22 the cost of providing energy efficient glazing and doors is around £3,096 per 
property. This investment provides savings of £211.45 per year off their energy bill. A similar saving can be made by installing 
either cavity or wall insulation for a twelfth of the cost (£250 per property). If both measures were installed a household could 
make savings of around £313.24 per year off their energy bill.   
  
The 2009 House Conditions Survey shows that 6140 (5.6 per cent) of social housing had no wall insulation and that 67,530 (74 
per cent) of social houses did not have adequate loft insulation. This compares to 31,120 (28.2 per cent) of social houses which 
did not have full double glazing. By prioritising the more cost effective and energy saving measures of loft and cavity wall 
insulation over double glazing measures significantly more households could be helped with lowering their energy bills. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Northern Ireland House Conditions Survey showed that housing within the Private Rented sector had significantly lower 
levels of energy efficiency measures than Social Housing properties. In addition the levels of fuel poverty were higher in the 
private rented sector than households in social housing. Therefore, whilst this measure is welcome greater focus needs to be 
placed on how the energy efficiency levels within the private rented sector can be improved 
 

Measure Cost per Property1 Annual Saving on 
Energy Bill1 

No. of Households23  Approx. Overall Cost 
to NI Executive 

Double Glazing £3096 £211.45 31,120 £96M 
Loft Insulation £250 £140.96 67,530 £17M 
Cavity Wall £250 £172.28 6,140 £1.5M 

                                                
22 Achieving High Performance in the Home Energy Services Market, Accenture, November 2011 
23 2009 House Conditions Survey, NIHE 2010.  
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Rural Poverty 
and Social 
Exclusion 

 
Approximately 35% of the population of Northern Ireland live in rural areas (roughly 630,000 people24. Poverty and social 
exclusion are key issues facing in rural communities but are often hidden and difficult to reach. The PfG does commit £13 
million to tackling poverty and isolation in rural areas which is welcome – details on the measures to be undertaken will be 
developed over the first year and it is essential this is carried out with rural communities, key stakeholders and other 
departments. 
 
The PfG must also focus on access to services and the issue of transport and safety on rural roads. The key issues include the 
lack of public transport, the impact of rising fuel prices, and the high cost of motor insurance in rural areas. Whilst it is an 
accepted fact that mobility is an essential requirement in modern day living, the challenge for many living in rural areas is that 
around 20% of people living in these communities do not have access to a car which provides them with the challenges of 
accessing transport to employment and essential services. 
 

 
Social 
Protection 
Fund 

 
The Social Protection Fund (SPF) must be used as a strategic approach to providing long term sustainable response to poverty 
and social exclusion across Northern Ireland.  
 
The Consumer Council welcomed the announcement in December 2011 that £23 million was to be paid to fuel poor 
households. The additional fuel payment, made to almost 250,000 households, helped cover the costs of heating their home 
during this winter. This was a necessary and immediate response to the heating crisis many homes faced. 
 
However it was a one-off payment and the Executive must focus on preventative measures which have a long-term focus on 
reducing poverty and social exclusion as opposed to reactive approaches. For example investing elements of the Social 
Protection Fund now in measures such as energy brokering, energy efficiency and incentives to encourage fuel poor 
households to move to natural gas could all help tackle poverty and support people to keep warm throughout the year.  
 

 
Social 
Investment 
Fund 
 

 
The Consumer Council welcomes the aim of the fund which is to encourage communities to work together with statutory 
agencies, business and departments in a co-ordinated way to reduce poverty and enhance existing provisions.  We believe the 
key themes could be strengthened by encouraging and enabling communities to address: 
 

 Financial capability and inclusion 
                                                
24 Statistical Review of NI Agriculture 2010 
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 Transport provision 
 Consumer proficiency  
 Cost of Living  

 
It is essential clear criteria and rationale is provided for focusing on the zones identified and the actions to be delivered. Many 
rural communities are already concerned that poverty and social exclusion issues are missed or underreported due to current 
deprivation measures. 
 

 
Extend Age 
Discrimination 
legislation on 
provision of 
goods, 
facilities & 
services 
 

 
The CC believes that the consumer principles of choice, access, information, redress, safety, fairness and representation 
should be reflected in proposals to extend age discrimination on the provision of goods, facilities and services.  This legislation 
will effect consumers who use public transport, utilities, financial and retail services.  The Consumer Council is willing to share 
research carried out directly with NI consumers and assist OFMDFM in shaping this important piece of legislation.  
 

 
 
 

 
Priority Three: Protecting our People, the Environment and Creating Safer Communities  
 
 
Responsible 
Consumerism 
 
 

 
The Consumer Council welcomes the draft Programme for Government commitment to continue to work towards a reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions by at least 35 per cent on 1990 levels by 2025.  The Consumer Council believes, however, that 
Northern Ireland should have a long-term target for reduction of greenhouse gas emissions mirroring the commitment for an 80 
per cent reduction in emissions by 2050 as set by the UK Climate Change Act.  This target would help guide transition to a 
sustainable future, informing government, industry and consumers of the changes sustainable development will require in the 
long-term. 
 
It is important that Government engages with consumers to provide simple, easily understandable information regarding the 
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financial and environmental costs of different consumption choices if they are to make changes to their consumption behaviour. 
Consumer Council research25 indicates the majority of consumers have a very limited understanding of issues relating to 
sustainable production and consumption.  
 

 
Justice and 
offenders 
 
 

The Consumer Council is committed to empowering consumers so they can make the best decisions about their money.  We 
believe money management skills are key in helping overcome and address many factors which may contribute to offending.  
 
Offenders often experience difficulty managing their money, budgeting and making sound financial decisions. There can also be 
uncertainty and low confidence in applying for financial services such as bank accounts and accessing affordable credit. It is 
important that they develop skills in relation to financial capability. This will support them to achieve a sustainable transition out 
of the criminal justice system, and enhance broader life skills and employability.  
 
The Consumer Council is working to learn more about a settings-based approach to inform the development of a financial 
capability strategy for NI which engages persistent hard to reach groups, for example offenders and victims. We believe further 
consideration should be given to financial capability training and advice within the Justice system. This could include benefit 
maximisation, budgeting and making sure they are getting the best deal in relation to utilities and insurance. 
 

 
Sustainable 
modes of travel 
 

 
The PfG commits to investing £500 million in sustainable forms of transport and there is a commitment within the Economic 
Strategy which seeks to ‘invest to improve our transport infrastructure and to do so in a smarter and more sustainable way.’  
The Consumer Council supports this commitment; however, when considered against the budgets already allocated to 
Translink, the investment figure of £500 million does not appear to have much scope for further improvement. 
 
The Economic Strategy confirms that over £500 million will be invested in a programme of measures to secure more 
sustainable modes of travel and achieve an annual average of 77 million journeys by public transport. This target of 77 million 
journeys has been in place since at least 2008 and was contained in the Public Service Agreement 2008-11 between DRD and 
Translink.   
 
Translink have been achieving this target since 2007/08.  Therefore, the investment of £500 million will at best keep pace with 
what has been happening since at least 2008 and it could be argued that the investment will not ‘secure MORE sustainable 
modes’, it will simply maintain the status quo. It will not improve investment in public transport and the fact that the target for 

                                                
25 Data taken from a series of CCNI focus groups conducted in December 2010. 
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public transport passenger journeys will be the same in 2015 as it was in 2008 confirms that there is no expectation to improve 
modal shift which has been a key aim of the Regional Transportation Strategy since 2002. 
 
The programme for government should therefore contain a commitment to rebalance the Regional Development Transport 
budget and achieve the 65:35 funding split between roads and public transport as set out in the Regional Transportation 
Strategy 2002 

 
Active Travel  

 
The draft programme for government contains a commitment to create the conditions to facilitate at least 36% of primary school 
pupils and 22% of secondary school pupils to walk or cycle to school as their main mode of transport. The Consumer Council 
welcomes this but feel more should be done across a range of journey types such as the commute to work. This should also 
include the role of public transport and CCNI believes that in addition to this commitment all government departments should 
develop travel plans to educate their staff about more sustainable options for undertaking work related journeys.  
 
The school journey and work journey are often linked and therefore it would require a comprehensive response to consider 
these issues together rather than in isolation. This would support our call for a high level, joined up approach to the provision of 
transport that links in with planning, education, health and other sectors to ensure that consumers have the option to use more 
sustainable forms of transport to undertake essential journeys and make the most efficient use of resources.  
 
 The programme for government should commit to fund the development of active travel, not just one isolated type of journey.  
 

 
Drinking water 
quality and 
investment in 
infrastructure 
 

 
£600m is a substantial investment over the dPfG period.  However, the Consumer Council has concerns that cuts in capital 
budget will create a gap in funding and that longer term funding levels are seriously inadequate.  
 
The draft Investment Strategy for Northern Ireland 2011-21 (dISNI) clearly explains that investment is needed and allocates 
£100m per year to water and sewerage services beyond 2015.  For 2010 – 2013 it has been determined via the Price Control 
process that NI Water requires around £200m per year to maintain and enhance its water and sewerage infrastructure to meet 
agreed targets.  The £100m per year would cover the costs of maintaining the existing infrastructure only.  It is unlikely to 
deliver the improvements necessary to meet the NI Executive’s EU targets, close the gap on existing commitments and provide 
for future development plans.   
 
The reality of restricted finances over the PfG and ISNI period require solutions that are more sophisticated than simply 
investing in capital projects and building more.  A catchment management approach is needed focused on outcomes.  A 25 
year strategic view will help facilitate this.  A commitment across Government to this strategic plan would be a welcome addition 
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to the final PfG and/or ISNI.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Priority Five: DELIVERING HIGH QUALITY AND EFFECTIVE PUBLIC SERVICES 
 
 
Public Services 
 

 
The Consumer Councils welcomes the PfG has provided a wider focus than simply structural reform (i.e. council, health and 
social care, education etc) by providing commitments in relation to improving access to public services and improving outcomes 
for consumers. 
 
It is essential any reform of public services, whether structural, operational or changing priority or focus has the consumer 
interest to the fore. The evidence locally and nationally clearly shows that the public wishes to have high quality, responsive, 
accessible, efficient, effective and accountable services which promote, maintain and enhance quality of life for all.  Consumers 
expect to be valued as individuals and to be treated with dignity, fairness and respect.   
 
The Consumer Empowerment Strategy26 envisages an environment where consumers are fully informed and empowered to 
make the better choices. It provides a challenge both to business and Government to improve the information, access and 
choice that is provided to consumers. Consumer expectation and understanding of public services have increased significantly 
over the last number of years 
 
It is essential all public services (and the professionals delivering them) are responsive to the needs and expectations of 
consumers. The PFG should commit to assess any proposed changes to how public services are designed or delivered are 
tested against a ‘Consumer Focused Framework’ which: 
 

                                                
26 Consumer Empowerment Strategy; Better Choices: Better Deals. Consumers Powering Growth', BIS 2011 
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a. Applies the ‘Consumer Principles’ (choice, access, information, redress, safety, fairness and representation) to all 
models and service delivery options 

 
b. Informs and Empowers consumers through information, support and advice 
 
c. Involves consumers in a meaningful way in designing, planning, delivering and assessing public services 
 
d. Develop the capacity and leadership of professionals to fully embrace a consumer focused culture and approach 
 
e. Finds new and better ways to work to improve the service for consumers 
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Elizabeth House 
116 Holywood Road 
Belfast 
BT4 1NY 
 
Telephone: 0800 121 6022 
Textphone: 028 9067 2488 
Fax:  028 9065 7701 
E-mail: info@consumercouncil.org.uk 
Website: www.consumercouncil.org.uk 

Making the consumer voice 
heard and making it count 


