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Foreword

The stark reality is many poorer people pay more for everyday essentials
such as energy, food and transport. As the cost of these everyday essentials
continues to rise and household incomes fall, the results can be devastating
for many households including families, older people and people who are
unemployed.

The focus for this report and the related work programme which we aim to
take forward is to demonstrate that we all share responsibility for ensuring
there is no extra disadvantage or cost added to consumers living in poverty.
We call on our partners and all those with a responsibility to improve the lives
of Northern Ireland citizens to work together with us to deliver real benefits
for people most in need.

To shape this report, approximately 50 organisations from the private, public
and voluntary and community sectors met at Clifton House – the Poor House
– in December 2010 to discuss the key issues and help identify a set of
recommendations. We were delighted to have the support of both Junior
Ministers, who gave their commitment to this work. We are also grateful to
everyone who took part in those discussions.

The Consumer Council, in recognising the inequalities of poverty has
drawn from a wide range of sources, including research, specialist partner
organisations, government, consumers and our own research to highlight the
need for practical interventions that can help prevent and break the cycle
of poverty.

As our new Executive finalises and begins to deliver the next Programme for
Government in a highly challenging public expenditure context, we have an
opportunity to re-think and reflect where consumers and citizens are and
deliver what they need.

This report reflects the Consumer Council’s purpose to give consumers a
voice and make it count. We look forward to working with you so that the
most vulnerable consumers in our communities see the tangible results of
our joint work.

Antoinette McKeown
Chief Executive
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The Consumer Council is an independent consumer organisation working to bring
about change to benefit Northern Ireland’s consumers. Our aim is to make the
consumer voice heard and make it count.

The Price of Being Poor is an ongoing focus for of the Consumer Council’s work
across a range of cost of living issues. The rising cost of everyday essentials
impacts on everyone but in particular low income households.

The Price of Being Poor can mean having to pay more for some goods or services
or not being able to access the best deals available, for example, 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.

This report highlights five key areas of concern for the Consumer Council. Each
section will highlight the problem and outline key actions needed in order to make
a practical difference to the everyday lives of people on low incomes. These five
key areas include:

1. Financial Exclusion

2. Transport

3. Fuel Poverty

4. Shoppers’ Rights and Responsibilities

5. The Cost of Complaining

Each area of concern is summarised and a key recommendation included below.
A full list of recommendations are included at the end of each section.

1. Financial Exclusion
In 2004 the UK Government and the banks agreed a shared goal to reduce the
number of adults living in households in the UK without access to a bank account
by half. The following year HM Treasury established the Financial Inclusion
Taskforce. In Northern Ireland, financial inclusion is a devolved matter. In 2008,
the Northern Ireland Executive published an anti-poverty and social inclusion
strategy, the Lifetime Opportunities Strategy which commits to ensuring that by
2020 ‘no one in Northern Ireland is denied the opportunities they are owed’.

There is evidence to confirm that some consumers are currently financially
excluded from a range of key financial services and products. The Consumer

Executive Summary
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Council has therefore strongly urged the Northern Ireland Executive to recognise
financial inclusion and develop a financial capability strategy as a key priority
within the next Programme for Government.

Recommendation
A financial inclusion and capability strategy must be developed and cross
departmental support is required to ensure that incomes are maximised and
accessibility to affordable and appropriate financial products is improved.

2. Transport
People on low incomes are often restricted because they do not own a car or do
not have access to affordable public transport. This can mean that travelling and
accessing everyday services such as employment, education, healthcare and
recreational activities can be difficult and expensive. Unemployed people
often need to travel to find work as suitable employment opportunities may not be
close to where they live. Many existing bus routes are concentrated on main
routes or within town centres and do not cater for people who are seeking
employment in rural locations.

Recommendation
Public transport providers and organisations providing transport for the education
and health services need to work together to improve the range of services
available and maximise resources.

3. Fuel Poverty
Fuel poverty is a complex issue and is driven by a number of factors: low
household income; high energy prices; poor energy efficiency of the home; under-
occupancy; climate; and personal circumstances.

Northern Ireland has one of the highest levels of fuel poverty in Western Europe.
With around one in two households facing fuel poverty, a large number of
households are required to make difficult decisions about how to spend their
household budget. The consequences of fuel poverty for households can be
extreme. In the most severe cases fuel poverty can contribute to the loss of life for
individuals.

Over two thirds of households here (eight in ten in rural communities) rely on
home heating oil to heat their homes. The volatility of wholesale prices and the
£1,180.541 annual cost of home heating oil makes it very difficult for many
households to budget for home heating oil, which can result in fuel poverty. The
Fuel Poverty Coalition in Northern Ireland has called for an examination of the
home heating oil industry to better support consumers in getting a fair deal.

1 Based on an average price for 900 litres of oil at £404.98 (Average May 2010 - May 2011) and total annual consumption of 2628
litres or 2.92 900 litre fills of oil. The average annual consumption is taken from the Sutherland tables statistics.
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Recommendation
A co-ordinated and united approach to tackling fuel poverty must be developed in
Northern Ireland. In the meantime support should be given to all fuel poor
households to stay warm until fuel poverty is eradicated.

4. Shoppers’ Rights and Responsibilities
Empowering people with the knowledge, skills and confidence they need to
function effectively as consumers is one of the most sustainable ways to ensure
consumer protection. Our research shows that having a sound knowledge of
consumer rights can save an individual over £200 a year and make them less
vulnerable to scams and ill-advised purchasing decisions.

Although important progress has been made in raising levels of consumer
proficiency, many people still lack the basic knowledge and skills necessary to
function effectively as consumers. While all consumers suffer some detriment
through lack of consumer skills, the consequences for low income consumers from
disadvantaged groups have the potential to be more damaging and far reaching.

Recommendation
The Executive should help all consumers to know their rights and responsibilities
so that they can make well informed choices and get a fair deal when buying
goods and services.

5. The Cost of Complaining
Consumers recognise things can go wrong but when they do, they want their
complaint to be dealt with quickly and effectively.

Consumers want to be informed clearly about a complaint process: how to submit
a complaint, the timescale involved and what redress system is in place.

In terms of access to customer services, many companies have high cost
customer service telephone numbers, for example, air passengers who do not
have internet access have no choice but to ring these expensive numbers.

Recommendation
All companies should have a visible and accessible complaints process. This
process should allow the consumer to complain in the manner and medium which
suits them. Consumers should not incur additional expense or wait for long
periods of time to have their complaint resolved.
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2 Financial services provision and prevention of financial exclusion, European Commission, March 2008.
3 ‘Increasingly [consumers without a bank account] will find it difficult to be paid for work - it is estimated that by 2018 only two per cent

of employees will be paid in cash.’ Consumer Focus press release, June 2010, http://www.consumerfocus.org.uk/news/reforms-have-
to-deliver-for-those-at-the-margins-of-mainstream-banking.

4 Managing Money: How does Northern Ireland add up? The Consumer Council, (A research report based on the Financial Services
Authority (FSA) UK Baseline Survey), 2007.

1. Financial Exclusion
A consumer is financially excluded if they can not get or do not want
to use mainstream financial services such as a bank account or
insurance products.

What is Financial Exclusion?
The European Commission defines financial exclusion as the ‘process whereby
people encounter difficulties accessing and/or using financial services and
products in the mainstream market that are appropriate to their needs and enable
them to lead a normal social life in the society in which they belong’2.

How are consumers excluded?
Consumers may choose not to take up a financial service because it doesn’t meet
their needs or it is not clear how it would benefit them. Alternatively, consumers feel
they have no choice because it costs too much or is too complicated to access.

It is clear from research that not taking up a financial service or product may cost
consumers money, leave them unprotected against risk and limit some job
opportunities3. For example, this could mean not having a bank account for wages
or having no home contents insurance when your house has flooded. It is
therefore vital that financial services and products are accessible to all consumers.
Consumers must also have the opportunity to gain the skills and confidence or
take appropriate money advice to make the best decisions.

Financial capability
Being financially capable means having the skills and confidence to manage
money wisely and it plays an important role in tackling financial exclusion.
It means being prepared for a rainy day, saving in a safe place, getting all the
financial help that you are entitled to, having the appropriate insurance cover,
being prepared for retirement and knowing how to get independent financial or
debt advice when it is needed. Consumers in Northern Ireland have lower levels
of financial capability than consumers elsewhere in the UK.

Our analysis of the Financial Services Authority’s Baseline Survey4 found:

� Almost a third of people here believed they were only one month away from
hardship if anything unexpected should happen;

� Half had no insurance for loss of income or property; and
� More than a quarter didn’t get any independent information or help before

choosing a financial service, like a mortgage.
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The research also showed that consumers on a low income had lower than
average levels of financial capability in some respects and higher than average in
other respects. For example, consumers on a low income were more likely than
consumers on a higher income to keep track of how much money they have,
possibly because they are more likely to be using cash only. However, consumers
on a low income did not do as well as consumers with higher incomes at planning
ahead for an unexpected expense or drop in income and choosing a financial
product by comparing and getting advice.

Financial inclusion policy in Northern Ireland
In 2004 the UK Government and the banks agreed a shared goal to reduce by half
the number of adults living in households in the UK without access to a bank
account. In 2005, HM Treasury established the Financial Inclusion Taskforce with
a remit covering the Government’s strategic priorities to improve access to
banking, affordable credit, free face-to-face money advice, savings and insurance.

In Northern Ireland, financial inclusion is a devolved matter. In 2008, the Northern
Ireland Executive published an anti-poverty and social inclusion strategy, the
Lifetime Opportunities strategy, which commits to ensuring that by 2020 ‘no one in
Northern Ireland is denied the opportunities they are owed’5. The Consumer
Council has strongly urged the Northern Ireland Assembly to recognise financial
inclusion and financial capability as a key priority within the next Programme for
Government.

The Consumer Council believes consumers are currently being financially
excluded from a range of key financial services and products. These are
outlined below:

1.1 Bank accounts for managing day to day money
In general, households in Northern Ireland are less likely to have a bank account
than households elsewhere in the UK. Twelve per cent of households in Northern
Ireland do not have an account which allows money to be paid in and direct debits
to be paid out, compared to five per cent in the UK as a whole6.

Importance of bank accounts
Consumers who do not manage their day to day money by using a bank account
miss out on the convenience of having a choice of ways to pay and as a result,
may pay more or miss out on opportunities to save money.

Consumer Council research7 shows that consumers in social class DE (see
definition of social grades on page 42) are more likely to say they do not have
payment methods available to them (see Figure 1).

5 Lifetime Opportunities: Government’s anti-poverty and social inclusion strategy for Northern Ireland, OFMDFM, 2008.
6 The Family Resources Survey 2008 – 2009, Department for Work and Pensions.
7 Omnibus survey conducted by Millward Brown Ulster for the Consumer Council, October 2009.
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8 For example, BT will charge a consumer £1.50 per month if they pay their bill by cheque or cash.
9 If you use a Visa credit, debit or Electron card for goods costing under £100, your card provider can use the ‘Chargeback’ process to

claim money back for you in cases where goods don’t arrive, arrive damaged, don’t match the description given or where the business
has gone bust. Safer Ways to Pay, The Consumer Council, January 2010.

10 On the margins: Society’s most vulnerable people and banking exclusion, Consumer Focus, June 2010.

Figure 1: Proportion of consumers who say they do not have the payment
facility when asked how they feel about paying regular household bills by
each method, by social class.

Social class
Total ABC1 C2 DE

Direct debit 16% 10% 11% 27%
Cheque 23% 16% 19% 35%
Debit card 17% 11% 15% 28%
Online transfer 37% 27% 38% 52%

Some companies apply a charge8 or offer a discount to encourage consumers to
pay their bills by direct debit and other companies offer deals that are conditional
on paying by direct debit only. In this way, a bank account can be regarded as a
gateway product to both financial and other products.

Working with cash only can be riskier for the consumer’s personal safety and
they also miss out on additional protection provided by a credit card or Visa’s
‘Chargeback’ scheme9.

It is important to note that these risks and costs also apply to consumers who have
a bank account but who do not use all the functions of the account as they prefer
to withdraw their money in full each week or month.

Why some consumers do not have a bank account
Over the past decade, the Government has been committed to encouraging
consumers to open a bank account. The Government persuaded the high street
banks to develop a basic bank account product that allows money to be paid in,
payments to be made by direct debit and the use of cash machines to check the
balance and withdraw money. The basic bank account is designed so that the
consumer can not go overdrawn, although some allow for a £10 buffer zone. The
Government also began a process to modernise the benefit system so benefits
would no longer be paid by giro or payment book but directly into the individual’s
bank account or Post Office Card Account (POCA). This is known as Direct
Payment and a phased implementation in Northern Ireland began in April 2003.

Research10 into the banking needs of marginalised groups without bank accounts
identified a number of reasons why consumers may not have an account:

� Practical reasons such as: not having identification that met the requirements of
the bank; language barriers (especially for migrants); literacy problems; low
levels of understanding of the banking system; and applications being rejected
by banks because of outstanding debt or poor credit ratings.
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� Negative experiences and attitudes based on concerns that they would be
pressed into taking up expensive or unsuitable products.

� Previous experience of bank staff not being sensitive to and flexible with them,
resistance to unfamiliar technology and fear of being a victim of fraud or identity
theft.

� The design of the products which do not meet consumer’s needs, for example,
the inflexibility of direct debits or the charges applied for not having enough
money in the account to pay bills. Consumers can run the risk of getting into a
spiral of debt if they lose track of their money, even for only a short while.

� The Financial Inclusion Taskforce quoted research among low income
consumers that showed a strong preference for paying a small regular fee for a
bank account to avoid the higher charges for not having enough money in the
account to pay bills11.

1.2 Prepayments
OFT (2006) defines prepayments as “any advance payment made by a consumer
to a trader for goods or services which are not to be supplied immediately”.

When the hamper savings company Farepak collapsed in October 2006, more
than 1,200 people in Northern Ireland lost £480,000. It was a bitter blow and
caused hardship and misery for many low income families at Christmas time.
Farepak savers were unaware of the risks of paying up front for goods. Their
savings were not covered under the Financial Services Compensation Scheme12.
Despite their best efforts to avoid getting into Christmas debt by planning ahead
and saving regularly, they were punished because their savings (pre-payments)
were not secure. They had to cover their losses by taking on debt and loans,
using their savings and working extra hours13.

Farepak savers were more likely to be female, socio-economic groups D and E
(see definition of social grades on page 42), live in social housing and live on low
incomes. For example, HM Treasury14 found that 44 per cent of home credit
customers had a household income of less than £13,000 compared to 22 per cent
of the population.

Prepayments are regarded as a deposit on goods and not savings and fall outside
the regulatory framework of Financial Services Authority regulation. Therefore,
Farepak savers could not access the Financial Services Compensation Scheme –
a scheme which provides limited compensation to consumers in the event of a
regulated firm being unable to meet its liabilities.

In the recent tough economic conditions, companies such as Wrapit and MFI also
went into administration taking consumers prepayments. Under Company law
regulation, consumers are the last to receive a distribution of company’s assets.

11 Fourth Annual Report on progress towards the shared goal for banking, Financial Inclusion Taskforce, October 2009.
12 Farepak: Review of the Regulatory Framework: Advice, Office of Fair Trading, January 2006.
13 The Farepak Collapse, Northern Ireland Savers’ Stories, Consumer Council, 2007.
14 Review of Christmas Saving Schemes, HM Treasury, 2007.
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The Consumer Council has continuously campaigned to educate and protect
consumers in Northern Ireland on the risks associated with prepayments15. Often
consumers are unaware of the risks of paying in advance for goods and certainly
would not have been expected to know about Company law regulation.

Prepayments are common in many business transactions and consumers are often
asked to make a deposit or full payment on goods that are not held in stock or need to
be custom made, for example, paying for a deposit on a washing machine, sofa or
new windows. All business models which require the use of prepayments in this way
will carry some risk of failure although the level of risk varies.

Low income consumers are proportionately most likely to have lost prepayments than
better off consumers. Thus, the financial impact of lost prepayments is more severe
on people with low incomes and those excluded from mainstream credit provision16.

1.3 Short term savings schemes
Most people on lower incomes save in some form. The attractions of saving
informally include being able to save small and varying amounts conveniently and
the ability to save directly towards a particular purpose. Research suggests there
is a heavy reliance on informal saving methods, such as saving cash at home and
buying saving stamps17. Consumers can hold as many saving stamp cards as
they wish and there is no limit on the amount they can save. Often supermarkets
operating the schemes that do not keep consumers’ personal details and therefore
the consumer bears all the risk if they are lost, stolen or damaged.

There is a lack of understanding of how much money is held in stamp savings
schemes. However, ASDA supermarket informed HM Treasury’s (2007) Review of
Christmas Saving Schemes that there were 293,000 cards in issue with savings of
around £29 million in the UK.

The Consumer Council has advocated strongly the need for retailers to keep a
record of customers’ savings to avoid them losing out should they lose, damage or
have their savings card stolen. Likewise, savers who use Christmas Savings
Schemes provided by big supermarkets have been urged by the Consumer
Council to treat their savings cards like cash through cost of living campaigns18.

Supermarket Christmas Savings Schemes
The Consumer Council carried out research19 to learn more about low income
consumers’ use of other Christmas savings products and loans, determine
consumer proficiency gaps on pre-payment protection and seek opinions on ways
in which the Government and business could improve protection.

We also looked in depth at supermarket Christmas savings schemes because of
the issues raised with Farepak savers in earlier research. Tesco, Sainsbury’s,

15 Protect your pound – think before you pay Christmas Campaign and Safer Ways to Pay, Consumer Council, 2009.
16 Pay Now, Pay Later, Consumer Prepayments and How to Protect Them, Consumer Focus, 2009.
17 Saving in lower-income households: A review of the evidence: Personal Finance Research Centre. University of Bristol Kempson &

Finney, 2009.
18 Consumer Council Says Treat Savings Cards Like Cash press release Consumer Council, 2009.
19 40 consumers in socio-economic groups C2DE participated in three consumer panels in 2009 and 2010. Panel members were

predominately women on low income and many were lone parents.
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Iceland and ASDA all operate informal Christmas savings schemes. Customers
can save money on to a plastic swipe card20 or buy £1 stamps and attach these to
a savings card21.

The consumer panels showed that the maximum saving limit on supermarket
Christmas savings schemes was £200. The average savings ranged from £50 -
£100. Saving patterns varied; with some people saving year long and others
saving from September to Christmas. Overall, panelists gave positive opinions
about using supermarket Christmas savings schemes. Their reasons for using the
schemes were:

� Reassurance that Christmas food and presents would be paid for in advance –
either partially or fully;

� Attractiveness of a bonus system linked to the amount saved;

� Convenience of being able to put spare change from weekly grocery shopping
towards saving for Christmas; and

� Helped them budget better because they didn’t have significant savings in a
bank account to meet the cost of Christmas.

1.4 Access to free-to-use cash machines
Nearly two thirds of consumers (63 per cent) say that paying by cash helps them
keep control of their spending22. Consumers in social class D and E (see definition
of social grades on page 42) were more likely to say they prefer to pay in cash
(70 per cent) than consumers in social class ABC1 (56 per cent). This means
consumers often need to access their money from their bank or a cash machine.

There are more than 1,700 cash machines in Northern Ireland with the vast
majority being free-to-use. Free-to-use cash machines are important because a
£2 fee applied per transaction to pay to use cash machines is very expensive for
consumers who may only be able to afford to take out small amounts of cash in
one transaction.

In 2006, the ATM Working Group, established by HM Treasury, identified that a
significant number of relatively deprived areas throughout the UK did not have
convenient access to free-to-use cash machines. In September 2009 there were
37 Super Output Areas in Northern Ireland identified as being deprived and in
need of a free-to-use cash machine. In collaboration with members of the
Northern Ireland Assembly and LINK (the UK cash machine network operator)
the Consumer Council identified potential sites for free-to-use cash machines in all
these areas. This has resulted in the installation of 14 new free-to-use cash
machines into lower-income areas both urban and rural across the province in the
past 12 months. We are continuing to work with LINK to identify suitable new

20 ASDA Christmas Savings Scheme.
21 Tesco, Iceland and Sainsbury’s.
22 Omnibus survey conducted by Millward Brown Ulster for the Consumer Council, October 2009.
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locations or if possible to convert pay-to-use machines to free-to-use in the
remaining areas.

1.5 Lower denomination notes in cash machines
Pension, benefits and salaries are increasingly paid directly into peoples bank
accounts. Many of those on low incomes tend to withdraw smaller amounts of
money on a more regular basis. Consumer Council research shows that seven in
ten consumers (70 per cent) here would be happy if they got £5 notes in their
cash withdrawal and that nearly four in ten (38 per cent) would be dissatisfied if
they could only get £20 notes from the cash machine23.

We compared our research to research conducted in Great Britain by LINK24 and
found that consumers here were more likely to want £5 notes from the cash
machine than consumers elsewhere. The Consumer Council strongly
recommends that all banks and cash machine providers make more smaller
denomination notes available in Northern Ireland, such as £5 notes.

1.6 Affordable credit
Many low income consumers can neither afford to pay for items up front nor do
they have access to affordable credit at a reasonable rate of interest.

Illegal money lending
Published data indicates that loans taken from loan sharks is less than one per
cent of the total debt in Northern Ireland.

However, there is anecdotal evidence from organisations working in parts of
Northern Ireland where illegal money lenders are operating. These organisations
are reporting an increase in the number of people that are confiding in them
about debt problems caused by illegal lending.

High Cost Loans
The high cost credit market comprises of pawnbroking, payday loan, home credit
and rent-to-buy credit markets. A recent OFT Report25 found that when it comes
to accessing credit:

� many consumers are unaware of the options open to them and availability of
advice is limited;

� consumers tend to focus on how quickly and easily they can access credit and
the affordability of the repayments rather than the total cost compared to other
products; and

� there was a lack of competition on price in some high-cost credit markets.

23 Omnibus survey conducted by Millward Brown Ulster for the Consumer Council, October 2009.
24 LINK and You Gov survey, January 2009.
25 High Cost of Credit, Office of Fair Trading, June 2010.
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However, using high cost loans means that those who can least afford it, end up
paying more in the long run. For example, a doorstep loan of £500 from Provident
Personal Credit (which has 60 per cent of the market) would cost £825 based on a
55-week payment plan. This compares to £539 – the cost of borrowing £500 for a
typical credit card with a 15 per cent APR.

Preventing Possession Initiative
In February 2009, Housing Rights Service launched the Preventing Possession
Initiative. The aim of this three year project is to tackle the growing issue of
homelessness as a consequence of debt in Northern Ireland. Part of this project
focuses on promoting financial inclusion by promoting responsible lending and
affordable credit options. This includes developing and implementing a pilot
affordable credit service in partnership with housing providers and credit unions.

Affordable Credit Project
The Consumer Council is working with Ulster Bank and the Community
Foundation to deliver an Affordable Credit pilot project with local partners in
Ballymena. The objective of the project is to make consumers more financially
capable and proficient by helping them manage their money better and to choose
financial products which best suit their needs.

The project adopts a range of approaches including:

� Community based money information events;

� Bespoke financial capability training for young people;

� One-on-one money guidance sessions;

� Credit union and advice agency outreach seminars;

� Adult financial capability training sessions;

� Training seminars for credit union and community association staff; and

� Access to loans through the credit union.

The pilot will run from the end of November 2010 through to Summer 2011.
An evaluation report will then be produced.

Credit unions
The credit union movement is well established in Northern Ireland with 50 per cent
of the adult population members compared to just two per cent in Great Britain26.
Credit unions have a particular role to play in financial inclusion, for example,
encouraging savings and providing an affordable alternative to ‘doorstep’ credit for
those who may not have access to a bank or building society.

26 Proposals for regulatory reform of credit unions in Northern Ireland, HM Treasury, March 2010.
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27 Quote…Unquote: The cost of insurance in Northern Ireland, The Consumer Council, March 2009.
28 Car, contents and buildings insurance.

The Consumer Council has pressed for legislative change to extend the powers of
credit unions to offer the products and services that credit unions in Great Britain
can offer.

Allowing credit unions flexibility to extend their range of financial services would
meet members’ needs and encourage further progress towards universal banking.
Credit unions are well placed to offer additional services including:

� Equitable access to the range of basic financial accounts via outside agencies;

� Direct payment of social security benefits into accounts and personal current
accounts;

� Bill payment service through PayPoint;

� Direct debits; and

� Home contents insurance products.

1.7 Insurance
The Consumer Council’s 2009 report27 into the cost of insurance in Northern
Ireland showed that households in low income areas pay more for insurance28

than they would if they lived in similar areas in Great Britain.

The majority of consumers on a low income do not have insurance that pays out in
the event of their death or the loss of a salary (Figure 2). Over two thirds (72 per
cent) of respondents on low incomes said they don’t have life insurance and 88
per cent don’t have income protection.

Figure 2: Proportion of consumers with insurance by household income
All Low Medium High
respondents income income income

(under £11,500 (£11,500 – (more than
per annum) £25,000) £25,000)

Car 75% 58% 86% 93%

Contents 70% 57% 78% 87%

Buildings 64% 44% 73% 85%

Life 53% 28% 66% 79%

Income Protection 21% 3% 24% 40%



Implications for consumers
Low income households are less likely to have money left aside for emergencies29
or have an insurance policy to fall back on if they are affected by the loss of a main
earners income or had household goods damaged or stolen. This may lead to the
householder having to borrow money and possibly getting into unmanageable debt.

Research suggests that consumers on low incomes face much higher risks than
consumers on medium and higher incomes. Detailed information on the risks
faced by vulnerable communities in Northern Ireland is not available but research
from England and Wales suggests that low income households are more likely
to be burgled30 and that vulnerable consumers are more likely to be victims of
arson attacks31.

In the future, it is expected that fewer people will be able to get insurance as
insurers use increasingly sophisticated risk based pricing techniques to divide
consumers into categories with a lesser degree of cross subsidy32. Moreover,
there are concerns that in response to the recession insurers may become more
risk averse and be less willing to offer insurance to consumers who are considered
a higher risk. The overall effect is that vulnerable consumers may become even
more marginalised. They may pay relatively higher prices for insurance or be
denied access altogether.

1.8 Recommendations

For Government
� The Northern Ireland Executive should make financial inclusion and financial

capability a priority. Objectives for a financial inclusion and capability strategy
should include:

- Income maximisation including benefit uptake strategies;
- Cross departmental support for financial capability work;
- Increase access to affordable and appropriate financial products

such as bank accounts, credit, savings and insurance; and
- Improve access to and knowledge of free and impartial financial and

debt advice.
� The Northern Ireland Assembly should investigate why consumers here pay

more for insurance than consumers elsewhere in the UK.

� The Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister should work with the
members of the Financial Capability Partnership NI to develop a coordinated
programme to increase the uptake of appropriate insurance cover and to
increase the levels of shopping around and switching of products.

� The UK Government and regulators should continue to work with financial
services providers and other stakeholders to design products and structures that
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29 44 per cent of Northern Ireland consumers have no savings, while a further 16 per cent have less than £1,500. This is particularly the
case for households on a low income. Family Resources Survey, 2007, NISRA.

30 Crime in England & Wales 2005/6, Home Office, July 2006.
31 Tackling Arson, Home Office, 2006.
32 Service Not Included: Social Implications of Private Sector Restructuring in Marginalised Neighbourhoods, Graham and Speak, 2000.
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help consumers on a low income to benefit from financial products such as bank
accounts and insurance. This would also include targeted support by frontline
staff for those customers who are new to financial services.

� The UK Government should introduce legislation to ensure that consumers are
adequately protected from unfair bank charges, for example, the charges applied
when consumers slip into the red.

� The UK Government should consider a flexible and sustainable regulatory
framework to protect consumers using short term savings products. This would
look at the interest and instalments paid back on high interest loans. It should
also look at informal saving products eg Christmas saving schemes and the
amount of money held in these schemes.

� The UK Government should ensure improved information about Christmas
savings products is available to consumers. This would include saving for all
short-term occasions and emergencies and how to improve credit ratings.

For industry
� Financial services providers should work with Government agencies, regulators

and other stakeholders to design products and structures that help consumers on
a low income to benefit from financial products such as bank accounts and
insurance.

� Staff working in financial services should receive training on the particular needs
of financially excluded consumers, consumers who are new to using financial
products and consumers with low levels of financial capability.

� Staff training should also help staff to identify consumers in or at risk of being in
financial difficulties so that they can provide the support needed to help those
consumers.

� Banks and cash machine providers should continue to provide free-to-use cash
machines, especially in deprived areas. All other options should be considered
before removing free-to-use cash machines.

� Banks and cash machine providers should make more smaller denomination
notes available in Northern Ireland such as £5 notes in order that consumers
have more choice in how they manage their money.

� Providers should promote their savings products to low income consumers. This
would remove barriers and encourage low income consumers to save securely
for emergencies and not just for Christmas. It would also allow consumers
choice in being able to shop around for the best savings products.

� Retailers should record every penny that a customer saves on booklets and
cards so that their money is protected if they lose, damage or have their savings
card stolen.
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Restricted choice of transport
There has been a significant growth in car ownership over the past five years.
Rates of car ownership in Northern Ireland have traditionally been considerably
lower than in Great Britain, although the gap has narrowed in recent years.

Figure 3: Car33 ownership levels per 1000 population34 aged 17 years and
over NI/GB comparison, 2004-200835.

33 Private and Light Goods vehicles.
34 Based on mid-year population estimates.
35 Northern Ireland Transport Statistics 2008-2009: NI – NISRA, DVA; GB – ONS, DfT.
36 Department for Regional Development’s (DRD) Regional Transportation Strategy Review Discussion Document, November 2009.
37 Review of low income research completed by Paddy Hillyard and Demi Patsios for Consumer Council, July 2010.

Despite the increase in car ownership, 26 per cent of households do not own a car
and this figure rises to over 50 per cent in some urban areas36. Research shows
that some of the highest rates of poverty are experienced by those who do not have
access to a car37. This reinforces the need for affordable and accessible public
transport to ensure access to employment opportunities, education and other
services.
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2. Transport
People on low incomes are often restricted because they do not own
a car or have access to affordable public transport. This can mean
that travelling and accessing everyday services such as employment,
education, healthcare and recreational activities can be difficult
and expensive.
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In the last five years the total number of passenger journeys made using public
transport has grown by almost 6 million to 78.18 million in 2009/1038. Many of
these journeys will have been made by people living in more deprived areas who
do not have access to their own vehicle.

2.1 High transport costs
The high cost of public transport can be a barrier to travelling, both for those with
access to a car or for those who rely on public transport. Many consumers will
compare the cost of petrol or diesel required for their journey to the cost of the
same journey using public transport. However, when a group of people make a
journey together by car the cost of fuel remains largely unaffected whilst on public
transport each person will usually pay a separate fare.

In some cases the cost of fuel for a journey will be lower than the public transport
fare, this fails to take into consideration the many other costs of car ownership
such as tax, insurance, MOT and maintenance and repair costs. According to
Consumer Council research in May 200839 value for money was identified as the
top concern for passengers. Low cost fares were seen as being the main factor
that would encourage more people to use public transport.

The research also showed that although there are a range of promotional fares
available to help passengers save money such as the Translink Smartlink card,40
knowledge and awareness of these are low. Despite some ticketing options
providing passengers with savings of up to 32 per cent on the normal cash fare,
only 30 per cent of people had heard of multi-journey cards and only three per
cent used a multi-journey card regularly. Even among frequent bus and train
users, fewer than 10 per cent of passengers regularly used multi-journey cards.

2.2 Limited opportunities
Some people on low incomes are not able to travel as much as those on higher
incomes, partly because of cost or availability of transport. This can mean that
opportunities to increase their income, as well as to make it go further are
restricted. Adequate transport provision is an important factor in overcoming
social isolation for those on a low income.

2.3 Employment
Unemployed people often need to travel to find work as suitable employment
opportunities may not be available close to where they live. Many existing bus
routes are concentrated on main routes or within town centres and do not cater for
people who are seeking employment in rural locations. Public transport is frequently
regarded as unpunctual, slow and infrequent. Consumer Council research41 has
shown that only 53 per cent of passengers are satisfied with the frequency of
services and only 56 per cent are satisfied with the punctuality of services.

38 Provided by Translink.
39 Ipsos MORI report on Stakeholder Views on the Regional Transportation Strategy for Northern Ireland. Research prepared for

the Consumer Council for Public Transport – on the right track? Report, May 2008.
40 Smartlink is a plastic card which allows passengers to buy either a certain number of journeys in advance (Multi-Journey) or to

buy a week or a month’s worth of travel (Travel Card).
41 Ipsos MORI report on Stakeholder Views on the Regional Transportation Strategy for Northern Ireland. Research prepared for

the Consumer Council for Public Transport – on the right track? Report, May 2008.
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2.4 Shopping
Due to restricted transport opportunities some consumers on low incomes may
face constraints in terms of where they can shop, resulting in less choice and
reduced ability to shop around for the best deals on offer. Large supermarket
chains are often located on the outskirts of towns and are not as accessible to
people who don’t own a vehicle.

2.5 Social Outings
Many public transport services stop or have reduced frequency during evenings
and weekends. This means the ability of people on low incomes to take part in
leisure activities, evening classes, church groups or other activities during these
times can be reduced due to lack of transport. The limited services at these times
also has a negative impact on people who work part-time or shift-work42. This may
mean they have to pay higher costs to use a taxi or may not be able to undertake
employment due to travel costs.

2.6 Rural consumers
People on low incomes living in rural areas who do not own a vehicle are often
more reliant on public transport. The Consumer Council’s ‘Public transport-on the
right track?’ report notes that more work is needed to meet the needs of rural and
isolated communities. People living in rural areas were dissatisfied with choice,
convenience and frequency of services.

The report also highlighted that many rural passengers were unable to access
transport due to the distance to their nearest bus stop. This is another deterrent
preventing consumers using public transport and therefore limiting the
opportunities of travel available to them.

2.7 Disabled Access
Latest statistics show that one in five of adults in Northern Ireland have at least
one disability43. Disabled working-age adults in Northern Ireland are one and a
half times as likely to live in low income households as non-disabled adults44.

People with a disability who live on a low income can be further affected by
difficulties surrounding transport. The Northern Ireland Activity Limitation and
Disability survey of those with a disability or mobility impairment shows that 83 per
cent of those included said they rarely or never used public transport and of those
that do 16 per cent said they had experienced difficulties in the 12 months prior to
being interviewed.

42 One in five employees in Northern Ireland working part time, Department for Employment and Learning, Labour Market Bulletin
22. Based on the total number of persons in employment at October – December 2008. 21 per cent of employees worked part time,
June 2009.

43 One in five persons (1911), aged 16-64, in NI described themselves as having a current long-term disability. Labour Force Survey,
DFP, May 2011.

44 Households Below Average Income (HBAI).
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The OFMDFM report of the Promoting Social Inclusion Working Group on
Disability45 in 2009 found that a third of respondents had noticed an improvement
in physical access to public transport vehicles and facilities within the last five
years. These included improvements such as new accessible buses and trains
and the expansion of the door to door service in urban areas.

Northern Ireland is the only region of the UK that does not offer free concessionary
travel to all disabled people. This can create financial barriers for disabled
passengers who rely on public transport.

2.8 Use of taxis
Consumer Council research found that those on low incomes who lack access to
a car can be more reliant on the use of taxis for daily tasks due to a lack of public
transport in their area or at the times they require. It is important that taxi services
are reliable and provide value for money. The report found that over half (51 per
cent) of those who used public hire taxis and 37 per cent of private hire taxi
customers perceived that they had been overcharged. Nearly three quarters (73
per cent) of consumers who had used private hire taxis thought taxis arrived later
than promised every time, most times or occasionally. Over a third (39 per cent) of
consumers had also experienced a pre-booked taxi failing to turn up at all.

2.9 Fuel costs
People living on a low income with access to a vehicle have been hit badly with
the increases in petrol and diesel prices in recent times. In May 201146 it cost
£8.25 more to fill a car with petrol and £8.73 for diesel than in 201047. This meant
fuel was costing the average family £198 more per year for petrol and £210 for
diesel compared to a year earlier48.

Although increases in the cost of fuel have an impact on all consumers, low
income drivers are hit hardest as it accounts for a higher proportion of their overall
income. High fuel prices mean low income drivers may reduce the number of car
journeys, effecting the extent to which they can access employment, shops,
medical and leisure facilities.

2.10 Airline online booking
An increase in the number of routes operated by “no-frills” airlines from Northern
Ireland in recent years has opened up air travel to many consumers on low
incomes. However, many airlines offer cheaper fares online than by telephone
whilst others exclusively sell flights online. Therefore, consumers without access
to the internet face difficulties booking flights with some airlines and can miss out
on lower fares which are only available online.

45 Promoting Social Inclusion Working Group on Disability Report, OFMDFM 2009.
46 Based on figures obtained weekly through the Consumer Council Fuel Survey.
47 Based on an average 50L tank.
48 Based on an average of two 50L fills a month.
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Consumers who do not have a credit or debit card may be unable to book flights
online directly, incurring further costs if they have to book through a travel agent.
Research shows 12 per cent of Northern Ireland consumers are without a current
account49. Therefore, there could be significant numbers of consumers for whom
the use of credit/debit cards for payment may be a barrier to booking.

Those consumers on a low income with access to the internet to book flights
online face additional charges for paying by credit/debit card. This may prove to
be an additional barrier to accessing a flight at the advertised price. A £5 credit
card payment charge added to each leg of the journey may make the flight
unaffordable.

2.11 Recommendations
� Public transport providers and organisations providing transport for the

education and health services need to work together to improve the range of
services available and maximise resources.

� More services in rural areas are needed which enable people to connect with
the main public transport routes and the wider public transport network.

� Further promotion of multi-journey cards and other fare promotions is required
to highlight the savings that can made on the cost of public transport.

� Anyone eligible should be encouraged to use the Concessionary Fares
Scheme50 to allow them to avail of free or reduced fare travel on trains and
buses.

� Consideration should be given to extending the Concessionary Fares Scheme
to provide free transport to all those with a disability, in line with all other
regions in the UK.

� The frequency of public transport services outside of peak commuting times
needs to be improved, particularly in rural areas.

49 Ipsos MORI (Quarter 1 2010) Financial Tracking Study in Northern Ireland.
50 The Northern Ireland Concessionary Fares Scheme provides free and half fare travel on public transport for several groups of

people, including children, senior citizens and some people with disabilities.
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What is Fuel Poverty?
Fuel Poverty exists when a household has to spend 10 per cent or more of its
income on heating the home to a satisfactory level51.

The number of households affected by fuel poverty in Northern Ireland has
increased significantly in recent years. In 2006, research showed that 34 per
cent (226,000) of households in Northern Ireland were in Fuel Poverty52. This
figure rose to 300,000 households (44 per cent) in 2009. It is now believed with
rising fuel prices and the current economic climate that fuel poverty levels here
have risen above 50 per cent.

Effects of Fuel Poverty
In the most severe cases Fuel Poverty can lead to the loss of life for individuals.
Excess winter deaths measure the number of deaths during the winter months,
as compared to those deaths experienced throughout the rest of the year.
In 2008-09 there were over 1,000 excess winter deaths in Northern Ireland,
almost double the previous year. In 2009-10 the number still remained high at
just under 950 excess winter deaths; of these excess winter deaths over 80 per
cent were 65 years old and over.

Other consequences of Fuel Poverty
Fuel Poverty can have many other negative impacts on the wellbeing of
households. These include:

� Feeling cold – this can have a serious impact for older people and the very
young in households who may develop health problems as a result of the
house being under heated.

� Exaggerating underlying health conditions – poor living conditions and low
household temperatures could have serious consequences for individuals who
already suffer from a serious illness or condition.

51 World Health Organisation, 2009.
52 Northern Ireland Housing Association Survey, Northern Ireland Housing Executive, 2006.

3. Fuel Poverty
Northern Ireland has one of the highest levels of Fuel Poverty in
Western Europe. With around one in two households facing Fuel
Poverty, a large number of households are being asked to make
difficult decisions about their household budget.
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� Stress (financial problems) – households in fuel poverty need to make difficult
financial decisions. The increasing costs of energy especially over recent
months could push many households into financial difficulty.

� Social exclusion – without being able to heat the home to an acceptable level,
households may feel they cannot receive visits from friends and family and may
become embarrassed due to their situation. This can lead to households cutting
themselves off from the outside world which can have negative consequences.

The consequences of fuel poverty for households can be extreme, the above
examples are only a snapshot of how wide reaching the impacts of fuel poverty
can be.

3.1 Causes of fuel poverty
Fuel Poverty is a complex issue and is driven by a number of factors:

3.1.1 Low household income

3.1.2 High energy prices

3.1.3 Poor energy efficiency of the home

3.1.4 Under-occupancy

3.1.5 Climate

3.1.6 Personal circumstances

3.1.1 Low household income
Income levels in Northern Ireland are the lowest in the UK. Figure 4 shows that in
2009 average wages in Northern Ireland were only £357.60 per week, £39 a week
less than the UK average.
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53 Before tax.
54 ASHE, 2009.
55 An anatomy of economic inequality in the UK, Report of the National Equality Panel, 2010.
56 Family Expenditure Survey, 2010.

Figure 4: Median gross53weekly wages 200954

Further to this, a recent report55 suggests that the income gap between the ‘rich’
and the ‘poor’ is at its highest level in 40 years. It is important to note that the
severity of the income gaps could vary across different regions in the UK.

3.1.2 High energy prices
On average, consumers in Northern Ireland spend more on energy than the rest
of the UK. We can see from Figure 5 that the average Northern Ireland
household spend on energy is much higher than the UK average. On average
households here spend around £350 more a year on energy than households in
the UK56. This can be largely attributed to our increased reliance on home
heating oil, which accounts for more than half of the average household spend
on energy, whereas in Great Britain, the majority of consumers are connected to
the gas network and therefore benefit from lower bills. High expenditure on
energy accompanied with low income levels exacerbates the high levels of fuel
poverty here.
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Average household energy expenditure is collected from the Family Expenditure
Survey. In Northern Ireland a smaller percentage of households use gas and
therefore the average annual expenditure figure is much lower as it accounts for
expenditure on gas in all households in Northern Ireland, including those not using
gas. The opposite is true of other fuels. Figure 6 figures differ as this is based on
average household consumption of energy.

Figure 5: Annual average household energy expenditure (2009)
UK NI Difference

Electricity £478.40 £525.20 £46.80

Gas £442.00 £98.80 -£343.20

Other fuels (oil, coal, LPG, etc) £72.80 £717.60 £644.80

Total £993.20 £1,341.60 £348.40

Source: Family expenditure survey, 2010.

Heating source Heating Electricity Total Bill after
Cost (3,300kWh Fuel WFP (aged

per annum) Bill 60-79yrs)
Gas (Ave consumption
12,377kWh) £491.72 £496.00 £987.72 £737.72

Oil (Ave 900L x 2.92) £1,574.25 £496.00 £2,070.25 £1,820.25

Source: NIEE, Phoenix Natural Gas, firmus energy, Sutherland tables and Consumer Council.
Note: Gas heating cost based on average between suppliers in Greater Belfast and Larne.
(The figures used in Figure 6 are correct as of 12 May 2011)

Figure 6 identifies the large gap between households here who rely on oil and
those who rely on gas. Based on average consumption figures a household
using oil will spend over £1,000 more a year on energy than a household which
uses gas.

Only through increasing household income, reducing the cost of energy and
improving the energy efficiency of the home will it be possible to tackle fuel
poverty effectively in Northern Ireland.

Many poor households may still use old and inefficient boilers, therefore using
more oil throughout the year to heat the home. The Energy Savings Trust has
estimated that a typical oil heated, three bedroom, semi-detached home in
Northern Ireland could save around £140 per year by replacing their old
inefficient boiler with a new A-rated condensing boiler.

For many vulnerable customers it may not be a simple option of accessing the
gas market or switching electricity supplier. The initial cost of installing gas
supply and a gas boiler in a house, may leave this option out of reach for many
households.
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Home Heating Oil
Oil is used in 68 per cent of households in Northern Ireland compared to around
four per cent of households in England. On the other hand gas accounts for
around 16 per cent of the home heating market in Northern Ireland compared to
around 82 per cent in England.

This reliance on oil creates two impacts. Firstly the price of oil is considerably
higher than gas, as shown in Figure 6. Secondly the price of oil is extremely
volatile making it harder for families to budget for their fuel expenditure. For
example, the Consumer Council’s oil price survey shows that the average price for
900 litres of oil has increased from £409 in 2010 to £525.84 in May 201157.

The Consumer Council oil survey shows that the best value (based on price per
litre) is obtained by ordering 900 litres of oil but the reality for many consumers in
fuel poverty is that they cannot afford to pay for 900 litres in one delivery. Also
some households will not have the money available to buy oil when the prices are
lower.

Another option, which many consumers are worryingly choosing, is to buy
emergency 20 litre oil drums. These emergency oil drums cost two to three times
more per litre than the price charged if purchasing 900 litres of oil.

Figures 7, 8 and 9 show the variation between oil prices across Northern Ireland
depending on the volume of oil purchased. Figure 7 shows that the highest
average prices for 300 litres of oil are experienced in the more rural regions of
Northern Ireland. Many of these rural areas are not on the gas network and
therefore rely on oil to heat their homes.

Figure 8 looks at the pricing variations based on 500 litres of oil. The highest
prices are still found in rural areas such as Enniskillen. However, Belfast also
experiences some of the highest prices for 500 litres of oil, with areas in Mid-Ulster
experiencing the lowest prices.

Figure 9 looks at the price of 900 litres of oil. This shows the other end of the
spectrum with the most expensive prices being found in the east of Northern
Ireland and in Belfast. There is no clear indication as to why prices differ by
volume across Northern Ireland. However, it may be the case that demand for
certain volumes of heating oil in different areas dictate the price charged by
suppliers.

57 Consumer Council oil survey is carried out twice a week: www.consumercouncil.org.uk/oil-price-watch
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Figure 8: Regional oil pricing 500 litres

Figure 7: Regional oil pricing 300 litres

Christine Liddell &
Paul McKenzie, 2010

Data source: Consumer Council
For Northern Ireland

• Towns
Oil Prices (18th January 2010)
Average price per 300 litres

High: £160

High: £130

• Towns
Oil Prices (18th January 2010)
Average price per 500 litres

High: £237

High: £214

Christine Liddell &
Paul McKenzie, 2010

Data source: Consumer Council
For Northern Ireland
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Figure 9: Regional oil pricing 900 litres

Oil savings stamps
Throughout Northern Ireland there are oil savings stamp schemes in operation.
These schemes are designed to allow consumers to budget better for their home
heating oil bill. Consumers buy £5 oil stamps and place them on a savings card
which they can then use towards paying for oil.

Oil savings stamp schemes currently run in 11 of 26 local Councils in Northern
Ireland and St Vincent de Paul also runs three schemes. Savings cards hold up to
£200 and stamps can be purchased through local retailers and from Council
offices. Though these schemes are welcome due to their ability to help consumers
budget for their home heating oil, they do not tackle the high cost of energy issue.
There is also concern that it is not possible to replace the savings card if it is lost,
stolen or damaged. (For more information on the risks involved with short term
savings scheme see page 13).

• Towns
Oil Prices (18th January 2010)
Average price per 900 litres

High: £414

High: £371

Christine Liddell &
Paul McKenzie, 2010

Data source: Consumer Council
For Northern Ireland
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58 Self-disconnection occurs when the consumer chooses not to top up the PAYG and goes without energy.
59 Cutting back, cutting down, cutting off ; Consumer Focus, July 2010.

Paying for gas and electricity
In the electricity and gas markets there are generally two types of meter, a credit
or Pay As You Go (PAYG) meter.

Credit meter - customers consume energy and pay at the end of the billing period.
Payments can be made via direct debit, cheque or bank transfer. Suppliers may
offer various discounts depending on the chosen payment method, the billing
frequency and the method of billing. Discounts are usually made available to
direct debit paying customers as these consumers represent the lowest level of
risk to suppliers.

PAYG meter - consumers top up their meter and pay for energy as they use it.
PAYG meters make up around a third of the electricity market here, much higher
than elsewhere in the UK and Ireland.

Those households who can switch electricity and gas suppliers can benefit from
discounts. However, the biggest discounts are offered to consumers who are able
to pay by direct debit and use a credit meter. Many poorer households may not
have access to a bank account and therefore cannot avail of direct debit discounts
and may be required to pay a deposit before they can switch.

PAYG meters represent a better form of budgeting for some consumers as they
can choose when and how much to spend on energy. Suppliers may install a
PAYG meter to help a credit meter customer manage debt accumulated on a credit
meter. The supplier can ensure debt cannot continue to escalate and recoup
existing debt through the PAYG meter.

One of the risks of PAYG meters is the possibility of running out of money or
self-disconnection58. Recent research from Consumer Focus shows that self
disconnection is a serious problem in Great Britain59. Given the higher proportion
of PAYGs in Northern Ireland the extent of self-disconnection could be significant.

Competition in both the electricity and gas markets is now available in Northern
Ireland and it is important that all consumers, especially those in fuel poverty, can
access cheaper energy. Due to technical constraints, new suppliers may not be
able to offer PAYGs to customers therefore forcing some customers to be
excluded from the benefits of competition and lower prices.
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3.1.3 Poor energy efficiency of the home
Households with poor energy efficiency are harder to heat and lose heat faster
making them expensive to run. Energy efficiency improvements are an additional
expense which many of the households especially those in fuel poverty cannot afford.

Housing conditions
Advances in technology mean new buildings have become more energy efficient.
Much of Northern Ireland’s private housing still remains outdated in terms of energy
efficiency. Heat retention is much lower in older housing. As a result, those living in
older housing may be required to spend more on energy and making their home
more energy efficient.

Almost 70 per cent of Northern Ireland’s housing stock was built prior to 1980 and 25
per cent of this housing was built before the end of the Second World War60. Older
homes generally do not possess the levels of insulation required by modern building
standards and therefore require a larger amount of fuel at a higher cost to heat the
household. It will also be more difficult to treat these households with the required
energy efficiency measures. Until a house is treated with the necessary energy
efficiency measures such as cavity wall, solid wall and loft insulation, it is difficult to
assist fuel poor households out of fuel poverty.

60 Northern Ireland Housing Conditions Survey 2006.

Figure 10: Fuel poverty by dwelling age 2009
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61 Fuel Poverty, Climate and Mortality in Northern Ireland 1980-2006. Belfast : Department for Social Development In Northern
Ireland, 2007.

62 Warmer, Healthier Homes: A Strategy for Northern Ireland, DSD, 2011.

As a result of older dwellings being harder to heat and also harder to treat it is no
surprise that 63 per cent of households living in a dwelling built before 1919 are in
fuel poverty. It is only in housing built after 1980 that the levels of fuel poverty drop
by any significant amount.

3.1.4 Under occupancy
Under occupancy occurs when the number of rooms in a house out weighs the
number of household members. This is a problem in Northern Ireland, particularly
in rural areas where large homes may be occupied by only one or two people, as a
result of deaths in the family or children moving out.

Larger houses with more rooms use more energy and therefore have increased
running costs. A single person living in a large family home may still use the same
amount of energy as they did when the home was fully occupied.

3.1.5 Climate
Northern Ireland has a colder climate than much of the rest of the UK. The climate
is generally one of the coldest, wettest and windiest in the UK. Meteorological
data indicates that in order to keep a home warm enough to meet World Health
Organisation standards, homes in Northern Ireland would need to have their
heating systems on for more than 310 days of the average year61.

3.1.6 Personal circumstances
Northern Ireland has an ageing population with a large proportion of residents
suffering from long-term illnesses. Older people, long-term ill or disabled people
may spend longer in their home during the day therefore consuming more energy
and paying higher bills.

3.2 Current situation in Northern Ireland
The Department of Social Development launched its new Fuel Poverty Strategy62

on 14 March 2011. The strategy covers the Comprehensive Spending Review
Period 2011-2015 and builds on the last Fuel Poverty Strategy that was published
in 2004.

The previous Strategy set a target of eradicating fuel poverty by 2016.
Unfortunately, while the aim of the new Strategy continues to be the eradication of
fuel poverty, it does not set any specific timescales.

What is needed now is a detailed and costed action plan that clearly states how
and when fuel poverty will be eradicated and in the meantime outlines the support
that will be given to households to stay warm until this is achieved.
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Winter fuel payments and cold weather payments
The winter fuel payment is paid directly by the government to everyone aged
60 and over. The payment is £250 for each eligible household. For those over
80 years of age, a payment of £400 is made to each household.

Cold weather payments are given between 1 November and 31 March when the
average temperature is or is forecast to be 0oC or below for seven consecutive
days. To receive the cold weather payment individuals must be receiving income
support, income based jobseekers allowance, income related employment and
support allowance and or be in receipt of one of a selected list of benefits63. The
payment is £25 for each period of cold weather.

Warm Homes Scheme
The Warm Homes Scheme was introduced in June 2001 and forms part of the
Government’s plans to tackle the high fuel poverty level in Northern Ireland.
Between 2001 and 2009 the original Warm Homes Scheme assisted over 70,000
households at a cost of £110 million. Though these numbers may seem
impressive they are far behind the targets set by the Department of Social
Development (DSD). The original milestones aimed to tackle 150,000 vulnerable
households by 2010, which could have helped to eliminate fuel poverty in all
vulnerable households in Northern Ireland (the target set by DSD). Figure 11
shows that by 2009 around half this total had been reached despite the £110
million spending on the scheme. Despite this spending fuel poverty levels
increased in 2006 to 34 per cent and again in 2009 to 44 per cent.

63 Pensioner premium; Enhanced pensioner premium; Higher pensioner premium; Disability pensioner premium; Disability premium;
Severe disability premium; Disabled child premium; Or have a child under the age of 5; Or receive Child Tax Credit which includes
an element for a child or young person who is disabled or severely disabled.

Figure 11: Warm Homes Scheme
Households Value

2001/02 3,826 £4,327,000

2002/03 7,484 £8,984,000

2003/04 7,124 £10,672,000

2004/05 8,557 £13,633,000

2005/06 11,320 £14,443,595

2006/07 12,815 £19,176,527

2007/08 12,541 £19,860,937

2008/09 11,781 £18,786,899

Total 75,448 £109,883,958
Source: DSD.
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The Warm Homes Scheme was revised in July 2009 with an annual budget of £20
million aimed at taking the fuel poverty strategy forward. To date around 9,000
homes (the annual target) have been assisted in 2009/10. If this annual target
remains, the Consumer Council estimates it would take approximately
30 years and cost £600 million to eradicate fuel poverty in Northern Ireland.

Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Coalition
The Fuel Poverty Coalition is made up of businesses, unions and charitable
organisations and believes no one should live in a cold home. The Coalition64 is
led by the Consumer Council and National Energy Agency (NEA) and consists of
over 75 members.

3.3 Recommendations

� The Executive should explore whether regulation of the heating oil industry
could provide consumers with the necessary confidence that they are paying a
fair price for heating oil and provide households with the safeguards that
regulation provides natural gas and electricity consumers.

� The current Warm Homes Scheme may fail to reach those most in need and
therefore should be better targeted to bring benefits to vulnerable households
who may be unaware of such schemes.

� A target should be set to increase the uptake of benefits for eligible households
not currently claiming what they are entitled to.

� A regional insulation retrofitting programme should offer free cavity wall and loft
insulation for all households that require it, along with a household benefit
check, prioritising localities in highest need.

� A detailed and costed action-plan should set out how and when fuel poverty will
be eradicated in Northern Ireland. This action plan must set ambitious but
realistic targets that can be easily benchmarked.

� Support should be given to all fuel poor households to stay warm until fuel
poverty is eradicated.

� A co-ordinated and united approach to tackling fuel poverty should be developed
across partners from the Government, statutory, private, voluntary and
community sectors in Northern Ireland.

64 The aim of the Coalition is to provide and promote a co-ordinated and collective response from a broad range of stakeholders
with a commitment to addressing the Fuel Poverty crisis in Northern Ireland.





Shoppers’ Rights
and Responsibilities
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A Consumer Council report65 shows low income consumers are less proficient on
their consumer rights and need extra support to become more confident and
knowledgeable.

Empowering people with the knowledge, skills and confidence they need to
function effectively as consumers is one of the most sustainable ways to ensure
consumer protection. A change in attitudes also means that where complaining
was once regarded by some as moaning - done properly and responsibly, it’s now
an effective way to drive up standards and help businesses and public services
focus on consumers.

What is the cost of not knowing your rights?
The Consumer Council’s research shows that having a sound knowledge of
consumer rights can save an individual over £200 a year66 and make them less
vulnerable to scams and ill-advised purchasing decisions67.

As consumers grow more knowledgeable and confident, their actions and
hopefully the outcomes, will inspire others to gain a better awareness of their
rights and their entitlements when buying goods and services.

Empowered consumers who have experienced the success of applying their skills
will not limit these to the purchase of goods and services. They are also more
likely to be proactive citizens, helping to benefit society and build a stronger
customer-driven culture, something that has significant implications for
Government and providers of public services. Increased levels of consumer
proficiency have been estimated to benefit the economy by £52 million in four
years68.

Informed and confident consumers are not only less vulnerable to bad commercial
practice, they are more likely to expect and if necessary, demand high quality
commercial practice from those who deliver goods and services.

4.1 How well do consumers on a low income know their rights?
Although important progress has been made in raising levels of consumer
proficiency throughout the population, many people still lack the basic knowledge
and skills necessary to function effectively as consumers. The Consumer

65 Well, what do consumers know now?, A Consumer Council Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003 – 2007, March 2008.
66 Well, what do consumers know now?, A Consumer Council Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003 – 2007, March 2008.
67 Consumer Detriment Report, Office of Fair Trading, 2000.
68 Well, what do consumers know now?, A Consumer Council Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003 – 2007, March 2008.

This figure is calculated using an index of consumers who were not proficient in 2003 compared to 2007.

4. Shoppers Rights
Consumer proficiency is a term used to describe an individual’s
knowledge about their consumer rights, responsibilities and
entitlements. It also encompasses their awareness of where to go for
expert consumer help and advice and their ability to deal confidently
with issues such as complaining about faulty goods, low quality
service and making their voice heard.
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While all consumers suffer some detriment through lack of consumer skills, the
consequences for low income consumers from disadvantaged groups have the
potential to be more damaging and far reaching.

Socio-economic group AB tend to be more proficient across nearly all of the key
indicators in the Consumer Council’s report69 but consumer skills and levels of
proficiency remain less well developed among those in low income groups.

Overall, there has been a 54 per cent increase in the number of people who
consider themselves to be very or quite well informed about their rights (63 per
cent in 2007 compared to just 41 per cent in 2003). However, feeling the least well
informed are socio-economic group DE (58 per cent). Those in socio-economic
group AB feel most informed (69 per cent).

How confident do low income consumers feel in expressing those rights?
Knowledge of consumer rights is not enough if consumers lack the confidence
to express those rights. Therefore, our research asked consumers to what extent
they agreed with the following statement “I feel confident in expressing my rights
as a consumer”.

Those who feel least confident are socio-economic group DE (65 per cent). Most
confident are those in socio-economic groups AB, C1 and C2 (78 per cent).

4.2 How satisfied are low income consumers with levels of services?

Reason to complain
Consumers are entitled to the highest possible standards of customer care and
protection when purchasing goods and services. Respondents70 were asked how
often they felt they had reason to complain in the past year.

Only 22 per cent of those in socio-economic group DE experienced reason for
complaint. This does not necessarily mean that they receive better service but
may instead be an indication of a greater tolerance of poor service or less
inclination to complain. However, 47 per cent of those in socio-economic group
AB felt they had reason to complain at least once in the last year. Again, this does
not necessarily mean that these groups receive poorer service but may be
indicative of higher expectations coupled with greater awareness of consumer
rights and confidence in complaining.

69 Well, what do consumers know now, A Consumer Council Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003 – 2007, March 2008
70 Well, what do consumers know now?, A Consumer Council Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003 – 2007, March 2008.

Definitions of Social Grades
A Upper middle class, higher managerial, administrative or professional.
B Middle class, intermediate managerial, administrative or professional.
C1 Lower middle class, supervisor or clerical and junior managerial, administrative or professional.
C2 Skilled working class, skilled manual workers.
D Working class, semi and unskilled manual workers.
E Those at the lowest level of subsistence, state pensioners etc with no other earnings.

Council’s report applies the following definition of social grades: by social class
and occupation and chief income earner.
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Taking action
It is important that those with genuine cause for complaint take action. In this way,
standards are improved for everyone. Those who felt they had cause for complaint in
the past year were then asked if they had taken further action. Although those most
likely to take further action when necessary are socio-economic group AB (68 per
cent) almost as many (66 per cent) of socio-economic group DE also took action.

This finding demonstrates the need to address consumers’ reluctance to complain but
particularly those in socio-economic group DE where the effects of not seeking
redress are potentially more damaging than with better off consumers.

4.3 What has the Consumer Council done to help ‘low income’ consumers?
The Consumer Council’s approach has been to serve all consumers but target its work
towards areas of disadvantage and social deprivation. We have developed and
promoted partnerships with relevant agencies and organisations and where possible,
worked collaboratively with them to deliver consumer education programmes and
initiatives. This utilises the existing expertise and sharing of resources to help embed
consumer skills into the home, school, workplace and community. For example, we
organise ‘Train the Trainer’ events for those working in the community and voluntary
sector and advice workers.

A lot has been achieved to build consumer proficiency, however there is still a lot to be
done and we are committed to working with business, government, community and
voluntary organisations and consumers to improve standards on the high street, online
and in our public services.

It will require a co-ordinated effort, commitment and effective targeting of resources to
ensure that the current level of consumer proficiency is not only maintained, but raised
higher still among disadvantaged consumers.

4.4 Recommendations
� The Department of Employment and Learning should include consumer education

as a component in the skills agenda of the Revised Skills Strategy for Northern
Ireland71.

� The Executive should help all consumers, in particular those in the most deprived
areas, to know their rights and responsibilities so that they can make well informed
choices and get a fair deal when buying goods and services72.

� The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment should work with the
Consumer Council in providing businesses with training on consumer law and best
practice in customer care.

� The Office of the First and deputy First Minister should put consumers at the heart
of all sustainability issues and support them in making well informed, responsible
choices.

71 Revised Skills Strategy for Northern Ireland, ‘Success through Skills 2’,DEL June 2010.
72 Update of the NI Multiple Deprivation Measure, NISRA, 2005.
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What is a complaint?
A complaint has been defined as:

‘Any oral or written expression of dissatisfaction by any person, however made,
about the service, actions or inactions of a body or its officers which requires
a response’73.

It was evident at the Consumer Council’s ‘Price of Being Poor’ stakeholder
event74 in December 2010, that delegates needed clarification on what constitutes
a complaint and what does not. Many remarked that they were not sure if they
had grounds to complain or not.

The Consumer Council works to provide help and advice to consumers on
their rights and responsibilities including how to make a complaint effectively.
We provide information in a variety of formats including ‘easy read’ literature,
different language formats, brailing of documents on request and text type phones.
We believe that consumers should be able to communicate with companies in a
way which suits them best.

5.1 Methodology
To gain further information on the costs that consumers face when making
complaints, the Consumer Council contacted all companies within their remit for
complaint investigation - all companies providing buses, trains, planes, ferries,
natural gas, electricity and water.

The survey asked how the companies handled complaints, their methods of
contacting consumers and the costs associated with each. The focus of the
survey was to identify costs and other barriers that consumers face when making
a complaint. In those cases where companies did not directly provide the
information requested this was gained through our own desk based research.

73 NI Ombudsman, Mr Tom Frawley, Rights, Responsibilities and Redress, 2009.
74 Feedback from Consumer Council ‘Price of being Poor’ stakeholder event. Clifton House, Belfast, December 2010.

5. The Cost of Complaining
This section highlights the barriers those on a low income encounter
when wishing to complain to transport, water or energy companies.



46

5.2 Customer Service telephone numbers
Many airlines have high cost customer service telephone numbers. Passengers
who do not have internet access have no choice but to ring these expensive
numbers to make bookings or access information concerning scheduling changes.

The costs of these customer service telephone numbers ranged from 4p per
minute (Bmi and both Belfast Airports) to £1.00 per minute (Ryanair). Ryanair
apply a £1.00 per minute charge for Priority Assistance, this can effectively
penalise consumers who are likely to have the most difficulties with online booking.
Telephone hold times were supplied in one case (bmibaby), showing an average
of five minutes.

Telephone calls to Translink are charged at the local call rate and no freephone
numbers were available from the bus, rail or ferry operators.

All calls to utility companies were at low call rate and in the case of NI Water,
calls were either low call i.e. for ‘Waterline’ and billing enquiries or in the case of
‘Leakline’, calls were free.

5.3 Preferred method of contact
Airlines preferred method of contact from customers, whether complaining or
making an enquiry was the telephone, followed closely by written communication
and then email. 40 per cent of airlines and airports gave customers the
opportunity to fax them.

Aer Lingus want customers to contact them by fax or in writing. This can be a
barrier to those without access to fax machines and some consumers may see
writing a letter of complaint as a daunting and onerous task.

Stena Line and DFDS explained they prefer passengers to contact them by
telephone and email.

P&O and Translink preferred customers to contact them by email or letter.

All utility companies in Northern Ireland encourage use of phone, letter, email
or fax.

5.4 Complaints Process
Signposting towards a complaints process or useful information about how to
complain was difficult to locate or access on many airline or airport websites.
All the websites researched placed high emphasis on online booking and travel
information such as ‘frequently asked questions,’ rather than directing passengers
to a separately identifiable ‘complaints section’. However, easyJet had a clear
complaints process on their website.
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The Consumer Council asked utility companies how they advertised their
complaints procedures online. Airtricity have a well sign posted complaints
section on their website. All the other utility companies have ‘contact us’
signposting which allows for email feedback but there was no specific complaints
route.

Translink and P&O both have online complaints facilities. Translink also outlines
its process through the feedback section of their website. DFDS has a ‘live help’
facility where customers can type their queries to electronic ‘call handlers’ live
online. We were unable to easily locate a specific complaints process on
Stenaline’s website.

5.5 Complaint handling times
Handling times on passenger complaints for airlines, where given, varied
considerably. We believe airlines must ensure that there are sufficient resources
available to respond to complaints. It is also important that passengers are kept
informed of the progress of their complaint, particularly if there is a delay in the
investigation of the complaint.

Response times were on average 10-15 working days with Translink and between
1-6 working days and 21-30 working days with P&O, depending on the nature of
the enquiry or complaint.

The majority of utility companies have a 6-10 working days response time for
responding to complaints.

5.6 Digital Divide
Consumer behaviours have evolved in recent years to include accessing goods,
services and information online. Whilst this is undoubtedly convenient and popular
for many, it must be recognised that the digital world of internet access, social
networking sites and other web based arenas are not available to those
consumers who have limited or no access to the internet. Ofcom reports around
30 per cent of homes here do not have access to the internet.

5.7 Recommendations
� Customer complaints’ telephone lines should be free or low call rate. Whereas

the utilities sector performs well in terms of low call costs, this is not the case
with airlines.

� Consumers should be able to complain in the manner and medium which suits
them best.
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� Complaint’s handling processes should address the issue of people who do
not have access to internet. Alternative methods of customer communication
must be made available and these should be at no extra cost to consumers.

� When a consumer contacts a company to complain the complaints process
should be explained.

� All companies should make their complaints process visible and accessible.

� The mandatory Code of Practice on how to complain required of utility
companies should be easily accessible for all consumers.

� A complaints process should be clearly time-bound. Resolution times for
complaints should not be prolonged.

� Staff should all be fully aware of passenger rights and should be trained and
committed to providing passengers with information on how to make a
complaint or give guidance when things go wrong.

� Passengers should be aware of their consumer rights; businesses should
strive to be aware of their customers’ needs and continually assess how their
processes, systems and staff can meet these.
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Conclusion and next steps
Coping with the impact of the issues identified in this report can cause a serious
burden to consumers who are already under financial pressure. The report has
set out the real, everyday issues affecting consumers, many of whom are
struggling financially. It is clear that for many consumers, not being able to access
certain products or services or having to pay a higher price to do so means they
experience further disadvantage.

It is not acceptable that many households remain in situations where disadvantage
is sustained and exasperated by the very fact that they are living with poverty.

In an era of reduced public spending, many of the recommendations are not costly
and require a mindset change rather than significant financial investment. The
resulting benefits could be priceless – surely that’s worth working together for?

The Consumer Council is committed to working with Government, industry and a
wide range of organisations to ensure the recommendations listed in this report
are achieved. Together we can reduce the additional Price of Being Poor for many
consumers across Northern Ireland.

We will be taking forward a programme of work, aligned to our Corporate Plan
2011-15, to alleviate the impact of poverty and give consumers a fairer deal.
We look forward to working with you to achieve our goals.
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