
The Consumer Council's Third Annual 

Consumer Parliament

8 March 2019

Consumer 
Parliament

The Guildhall, Derry/Londonderry
Friday 23 March 2018, 10.00am – 3.30pm 
(Registration from 9:00am)

Your chance to raise your consumer issues with the 
people who can help!

Learn about your consumer rights, how to reduce 
your bills, and what to do when things go wrong.

Breakout sessions will focus on flooding, energy, 
transport, postal services, broadband and telecoms.

FREE EVENT
Refreshments and lunch provided.

Spaces are limited so book your place today! 

www.consumercouncil.org.uk/ 
consumerparliament

Or telephone: 0800 121 6022

Supported by
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Executive Summary  
Over 200 consumers and partner organisations attended The Consumer Council’s Consumer Parliament, 
which was held at Spires Conference Centre, Belfast on 8 March 2019. 

The half day event consisted of presentations from The Consumer Council, an expert panel session on the 
topic of Brexit and Northern Ireland Consumers, followed by an audience Q&A. Throughout the day, there 
were information stalls manned by organisations from across Northern Ireland. 

Overall, attendees rated their satisfaction with the event at 91%, and 95% of attendees found the event to 
be informative. 

Based on the success of the Consumer Parliament, we intend to deliver this event again in Belfast in 2020, 
and also to deliver three additional regional consumer parliaments across Northern Ireland as well. We will 
provide an update on our website over the summer with plans for our annual Belfast conference and three 
new regional parliaments. Please visit our website www.consumercouncil.org.uk for further updates. 

In addition to this report, we also have a video summarising the event available online at the following link: 
www.youtube.com/channel/UCQyNAym6dLC6HOUqgR-7XmA    
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1. Overview of  2019 Consumer Parliament 
The third annual Consumer Parliament, held by The Consumer Council, took place on Friday 8 March 2019 at 
Spires, Belfast. The master of ceremonies was Linda McAuley MBE, from BBC Radio Ulster’s On Your Behalf. 
Linda started the event around 10am asking all 200 people in the room to find their seats. 

Linda proceeded to run through an overview of consumer changes in recent decades in Northern Ireland. A 
summary of Linda’s speech is below. 

“Welcome to the third Consumer Parliament. 

I'm Linda McAuley and if you'd been listening to Radio Ulster a few moments ago, you'd have heard me 
telling Steven Nolan where I am, why I'm here, and that part of the day's proceedings, the panel discussion, 
will be broadcast On Your Behalf tomorrow morning and there’ll also be a video of it on-line.

This time last year we were in the Guildhall in Derry/Londonderry and today the surroundings are just as 
elegant. This building was known as Church House, then the Spires Centre and now the Assembly Buildings, 
it's a 21st century conferencing complex that blends the historic with the latest technology and modern 
facilities. 

Which sounds a bit like the world of the consumer – blending the old with the new,  but many people find 
that managing the latest technology can be a step too far.

Many of the problems today have been created by technology, and our lack of understanding of it and 
knowledge of how to stay safe.

However, in spite of the changing type of problems, people have remained the same, and both On Your 
Behalf, and The Consumer Council deal with people and their problems, of whatever kind. From energy and 
transport to postal services, broadband and telecoms.

Later this morning I'll be chairing a panel discussion on 'Brexit and the Consumer' and The Consumer Council 
is not the only organisation to be thinking about the future.

Recent BBC Audience Research asked the question, "How are you currently feeling about Brexit?" and asked 
people to tick all that apply from a list. Top of the list was "frustrated", followed by "worried", "angry" 
and "confused".  Then came "bored", "sad", "tired" and "uninterested". Bottom of the list were "relaxed", 
"happy", "passionate", "proud", "excited" and "confident".

In comparison to the UK survey: More people UK-wide were "hopeful", and more people in Northern Ireland 
were "frustrated".

In October 2018, 57% of people were interested in the news about recent developments about Brexit; by 
early 2019 it was up to 69%. However, while interest has been increasing, confusion is on the rise.

As we near 29 March 2019, understanding at a UK-wide level has fallen. In September 2018, 27% said they 
had a "good" understanding but that dropped to 16% in February 2019.

The BBC Audience Research also found that unlike other parts of the UK, the potential effects of Brexit felt 
far more tangible, real and dangerous for audiences in Northern Ireland. 
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And when people in GB were asked to describe the extent of their knowledge, these are a few replies
"I looked up backstop last night. I didn't understand fully what it was." 

What's the backstop? That's the border issue and getting a border, isn't it?" 

"I mean, I consider myself to be a reasonably intelligent person who's reasonably well read … that Northern 
Ireland thing completely threw me." 

"That news came on about Northern Ireland and I listened and then I started to walk to work and I thought, 
"What was all that about? Was I being really stupid or did I just not understand it?" 

I’d like to thank The Consumer Council for making this event possible. You will have the chance to ask 
questions of the experts at the Panel Discussion later this morning. I hope you will take the opportunity to 
ask the questions that will affect you as a consumer in Northern Ireland.”

Linda McAuley MBE, from BBC Radio Ulster's On Your Behalf, 
welcoming attendees to the Consumer Parliament 2019 
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2. Overview of  Exhibitors and Contributions
Following introductions, Linda welcomed the Chair of The Consumer Council, Sheila McClelland, to the stage. 
Sheila thanked all attendees and everyone who participated in making the event happen. Sheila highlighted 
the number of outreach events completed in the last year: 126 events, reaching 3,643 consumers and 
businesses. This year we have already completed 129 events in 29 towns and cities, and have appeared at 
many large forums such as the Disability Action Exhibition, the Portrush Airshow, and Balmoral Show. We 
have carried out a range of employer workplace talks and many water bill health checks. 

Sheila encouraged attendees to visit the 14 exhibition stalls around the room and asked for each stall holder 
to give a quick overview of what they do and what they can offer consumers. A list of exhibition stall holders 
is below. 

1. The Consumer Council's Consumer Clinic
2. Stop Loan Sharks NI
3. Northern Ireland Housing Executive 
4. Christians Against Poverty
5. Patient and Client Council 
6. Alzheimer’s Society 
7. Power NI
8. Click Energy 
9. Northern Ireland Water 
10. Firmus Energy 
11. Electric Ireland 
12. Translink
13. NIE Networks
14. SSE Airtricity

[Clockwise from top] Sheila McClelland (Chair of The Consumer Council) discussing The Consumer Council's 
outreach work, Translink staff giving an overview of what they can offer consumers, exhibitors from NIE 

Networks and Phoenix Natural Gas staff meeting consumers
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3. Overview of  The Consumer Council and Northern 
Ireland Consumers
Chief Executive of The Consumer Council, John French, was welcomed on stage and ran through the role, 
remit and work of the organisation. John highlighted that the organisation was set up in 1984 to safeguard 
and protect the interests of consumers in Northern Ireland. John emphasises that The Consumer Council can 
only do this if we hear the voice of Northern Ireland consumers. 

In particular, John focused on how Northern Ireland is different as a region in comparison to the rest of 
the UK. John referred to the recent Family Spending UK Survey as evidence of some of the many ways in 
which consumers in Northern Ireland face greater detriment. Northern Ireland consumers spend more on 
electricity, clothing, food and heating oil than their UK counterpart, all while disposable income is much 
lower than in the rest of the UK. John emphasised the importance of shopping around and getting the best 
deal. Please see Appendix 1 for a summary of some of the information presented. 

John also launched The Consumer Council’s new 'Consumer Guide to Brexit Related Issues', 
highlighting that there is a copy available for every attendee. The pack is available on our website                                                                                       
(www.consumercouncil.org.uk), and will be regularly updated for Northern Ireland consumers. 

John French, Chief Executive of The Consumer Council, 
gives an overview of the role of The Consumer Council to attendees 
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4. Overview of  Consumer Insight 
Interim Director of Consumer Insight, Empowerment and Protection, Dervla Kearney, was welcomed on 
stage. Dervla ran through the findings of two recent surveys: the Annual Consumer Insight Survey 2019 and 
interim findings from a Brexit Survey with Northern Ireland Consumers 2019. 

Dervla highlighted the following key findings from the Consumer Insight Survey 2019: 

• Are you aware of the Consumer Rights Act? 42% awareness
• Do you know where to report a scam? 52% do not know
• Do you think your financial position is better than 12 months ago? Agree: 27%; Disagree: 38%
• Do you think your financial position will be better in 12 months’ time? Agree: 27%; Disagree: 29%
• Keeping up with bills without any difficulty? Agree 53%; Disagree 19%
• Weekly expenditure item worry about most? Home energy (oil/gas/electricity) 13%

Dervla highlighted the following from the Brexit Survey 2019 – please note that these were preliminary results 
as the survey was still live in the field, hence why no percentages have been given, results are indicative only. 
Full results will be available on our website soon. 

Almost 500 consumers in Northern Ireland were asked what impact they felt Brexit would have in Northern 
Ireland on the following areas. The top answers were ‘negative impact’ or ‘no impact’. 

• Negative Impact
 τ Price of Consumer Goods 
 τ Consumer choice, rights and standards
 τ Price of energy
 τ Buying and running a car
 τ Going on holidays abroad
 τ Food price/availability/choice

• No Impact
 τ Using a mobile phone
 τ Food standards and safety
 τ Socialising 

Which consumer matters are of most importance to you? (Top answers)

• Maintaining financial stability in household
• Stable prices
• Ease of travel between NI and RoI

What information would be useful to you in relation to Brexit? (Top answers) 

• Travel information
• Utilities/energy information
• Consumer rights/protection information 
• Goods services information 
• Information on border matters
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Information from Which? Brexit Tracker:

• 59% of Northern Ireland consumers think the UK economy will be worse off after the UK leaves the EU, 
only 23% think it will be better off

• Half (48%) of Northern Ireland consumers talk about Brexit with friends and family at least once a fortnight

Dervla went on to explain that there is a vast array of information on our website for both consumers and 
businesses: 

• Resources such as comparison tools
• Switch and save advice
• Money saving tips and budgeting advice 
• Travel, energy, postal services and water information and advice 
• Insight products such as survey reports, infographics and information about consumers in Northern 

Ireland 

Dervla encouraged all attendees to visit The Consumer Council website: www.consumercouncil.org.uk 

Dervla Kearney, Interim Director of Consumer Insight, Empowerment and Protection at The Consumer 
Council, presenting the results of two recent consumer surveys 
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5. Expert Panel Session: Brexit and Northern Ireland 
Consumers 
Following a tea-break at midday, the expert panel session took place, facilitated by Linda McAuley MBE. The 
panel session, on the topic of Brexit and Northern Ireland consumers, consisted of:  

• Aodhán Connolly, from Northern Ireland Retail Consortium
• Conor Lambe, from Danske Bank
• Damien Doherty, from Trading Standard Services Northern Ireland
• Professor David Phinnemore, from Queens University 
• John French, from The Consumer Council

The audience were encouraged to submit questions throughout the day via an online app called Sli.do. These 
submissions informed Linda’s choice of questions to the panel. A full list of Sli.do questions are appended to 
this report. Below is an outline of the topics raised and discussed during the panel discussion. 

• Consumer pricing and choice, and activities such as stockpiling
• Passports and travel
• Consumer/living changes 
• Spending power and goods
• Northern Ireland’s voice in GB
• Travel and students studying in Northern Ireland 
• Debt and consumer confidence

Panel members discussing Brexit and Northern Ireland consumers. [L-R] Conor Lambe, Aodhán Connolly, 
Linda McAuley MBE, John French, Professor David Phinnemore and Damien Doherty 
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The panel explored the above themes and highlighted their respective opinions on the matters raised. 
Overall, they highlighted that there are numerous organisations and representative bodies who are working 
hard to ensure that Northern Ireland consumer and business voices are being represented and heard. Advice 
was given on matters such as avoiding scams, and, as previously mentioned, The Consumer Council’s Guide 
to Brexit was available free of charge as a source of reliable information in relation to Northern Ireland 
consumers and Brexit. 

Please note this Guide is available online on our website: www.consumercouncil.org.uk.
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6. Audience Q&A
Following the expert panel on Brexit, there was time for an audience Q&A. This is outlined below.
Consumers in the audience raised questions along the areas of:

• Positives/benefits (if any) for Northern Ireland consumers
• Obligation to pay into the European Union
• Implications of a ‘backstop’ and queries around a referendum
• Online privacy 
• Ex-pats and pensions abroad
• Passports and rights when travelling
• Prices and affordability of shopping
• Food standards and trade deals

Panel members discussed the above matters and encouraged consumers to access reliable online 
information about Brexit, scams and their consumer rights; such as accessing the dedicated Government 
website (www.gov.uk/prepare-eu-exit), as well as The Consumer Council’s Guide on Brexit, available at                                                          
www.consumercouncil.org.uk.

 

Audience raising questions as part of the Q&A session
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7. Feedback on the event 
The day ended at 2pm and attendees were asked to complete feedback questionnaires over lunch. In total, 
65 questionnaires were fully completed – which equates to approximately 30% of consumers in attendance. 

Satisfaction: Overall, 91% of attendees were satisfied/very satisfied with the event. 

Feeling Informed: Overall, 95% of attendees felt that the event was informative/very informative.
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Recommend: Most attendees would recommend the event to family/friends/colleagues, with 63% very likely 
to recommend. Net Promoter Score score was 49.231. 

Feedback about the event included the following comments from attendees:

• Acoustics excellent, as everything else. And all arrangements of highest standards. Most helpful 
imaginative in structure to highest degree. Everyone most friendly, courteous and full of consideration. 
Venue most convenient in every way. 

• Convenient venue for public transport used by all of old aged pensioners. Talks and sliders informative. 
Staff helpful. Lots of information on display by various organisations. 

• Very informative and relevant for the general public, who are quite often not aware of their consumer 
rights. 

• Enjoyed the event - hopefully next year the whole Brexit issue will be done and dusted. 
• Well organised and informative event. Parliament should be held on a more frequent basis, especially 

after decision made on Brexit! 

One improvement/focus we will make is to ensure even greater facilities are in place for partially sighted and 
hard of hearing attendees. 

1 Net Promoter Score is calculated by subtracting the percentage of "detractors" (ie score 1-6) from the percentage of "promoters" 
(ie score 9-10). 

Consumer Parliament 2019

15



8. Further Information 
We at The Consumer Council are very grateful to all who attended and participated. 

The Consumer Council encourages all consumers to please visit our website www.consumercouncil.org.uk to 
stay on top of all consumer advice and information, as well as information about Brexit. 

Staff of The Consumer Council 
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Appendix 1: Agenda  

9.00am: Registrati on, refreshments

10.00am: 

Welcome and introducti ons
• Linda McAuley MBE (MC) 
• Sheila McClelland, Chair, 
 The Consumer Council

Overview of The Consumer Council
• John French, Chief Executi ve, 
 The Consumer Council

Consumer Insight  
• Dervla Kearney, Interim Director of 

Consumer Insight, Empowerment 
and Protecti on, The Consumer 
Council

11.40am: Tea/coff ee break 

12.00pm: Panel session and audience 
Q&A - Brexit and Northern Ireland 
Consumers

MC: Linda McAuley MBE 

Panel: 
• Aodhán Connolly, Northern Ireland 

Retail Consorti um 
• Conor Lambe, Danske Bank
• Damien Doherty, Trading Standards 

Service Northern Ireland 
• Prof David Phinnemore, Queen’s 

University
• John French, Chief Executi ve, The 

Consumer Council 

Audience Q&A 

2.00pm: Lunch and networking 

Friday 8 March 2019 | Spires Conference and Exhibiti on Centre, Belfast

Agenda
www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/consumer-parliament-registrati on-54845263660
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Appendix 2: Overview of  key points from the ONS Family 
Expenditure Survey  
A recent household expenditure report published by Office of National Statistics (ONS) shows a detailed 
review of household expenditure by countries and regions throughout the United Kingdom (UK), during 
2017/18 financial year.

The average UK household total weekly expenditure is £551.90 per week, Northern Ireland household 
expenditure falls bellows the national average for the fourth year at £488.50 per week. 

ONS household expenditure reported Northern Ireland spends more on items which are considered essential 
compared to the average UK household. 

The average Northern Ireland household spends £63.10 per week on food and non-alcoholic drinks, £4.60 
per week (or £239.20 annually) more than UK counterparts. 

When this is broken down further, Northern Ireland spends significantly more on basic food items such as 
bread, biscuits, beef, chicken, milk, butter, and potatoes. 

Similarly, clothing and footwear expenditure in Northern Ireland is £30.90 per week, 21% (or £343.20 per 
year) more than the UK average. 

Other essential expenditure include home energy, electricity is the most popular form and Northern Ireland 
households are no exception spending £12.60 per week, which is £1.30 per week more than the UK average. 
The second most popular household energy in the UK is gas. However, Northern Ireland households do not 
follow this trend and disproportionally favour other fuels, such as oil. Northern Ireland households spend 
£10.10 per week on other fuels compared to UK spending almost a tenth (£1.20 per week) of that. Northern 
Ireland spends a total £26.30 per week on energy and fuel, we are the highest paying region in the UK for 
household fuel, while around 20% of Northern Ireland households are in fuel poverty.
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Appendix 3: Presentation slides from Dervla Kearney 
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Appendix 4: Sli.do questions submitted by consumers
1. How will Brexit affect my monthly outgoings?
2. I would suggest that a lot of people in the hall and across NI are paying a lot for TV either as standalone 

or as part of a package. Can CC help.
3. Disability vehicles require a special waiver to allow the driver to take the vehicle outside UK will this apply 

to travellers to Ireland when we leave on 29th
4. Do I need a Visa for each separate country in the EU?
5. What are the criteria for membership of The Consumer Council Board?
6. How will money laundering reporting be effected by uk bring outside of the EU.
7. Will Irish passport holders have less chance of getting a mortgage or finance
8. Will Northern Ireland be more effected than the rest of the UK by Brexit?
9. How do I work out best electric deal with different companies having different price and some giving 

money off?
10. How will Brexit effect my statutory rights?
11. What is translink going to do abt the atrocious service on donegall rd Tate's ave area?
12. How do we deal with fears about a cashless society and the closure of high street banks?
13. Will there be any change to terms and conditions to mobile phone users following Brexit
14. Can consumer council do anything abt state of road in Olympia Dr & donegall ave as a result of storm 

drain being put In after new Windsor pk stadium was built?
15. Can dept of infrastructure do anything abt state of tactile access on footpaths lot of them have broken 

tiles?
16. Why if I have worked all my life and now receive state pension am I entitled to less benefit than others 

who have worked less but receive pension credit?
17. Why is it still legal in NI to discriminate in the field of goods, facilities and services on the grounds of age? 

i.e. insurance. It is illegal in GB and ROI.
18. How do you sign ‘Brexit’?
19. Why on earth did the Government not already have information and plans prepared and in place regarding 

the EU. Surely should plan before signed in!
20. What would you advise consumers in NI to do now to prepare for Brexit? What should we be doing?
21. What additional security will be provided by Danske Bank for business and consumer accounts?
22. How will Brexit affect our NHS service?
23. ?Health ? Medication
24. Will we be able to view the discussion footage after the conference?
25. Will my electricity bill go up?
26. Will I need a Visa to travel from Northern Ireland to the EU?
27. Will getting an Irish passport make it easier to travel to the EU?
28. Will there be delays if flying from Dublin with A uk passport?
29. What way will car insurance be affected on trips to Donegal etc.?
30. How will Brexit impact on the movement of animals?
31. My son works for a company that has business both sides of the border. He is worried he will lose 

accounts and his job. Should he be worried?
32. What is perceived to be the likely impact of Brexit in the event of a 'No Deal'.
33. What are our options for electricity and gas companies?
34. What more can be done to protect us from scams?
35. What is your opinion, on how Brexit will affect the UK and Good Friday Agreement?
36. We have bank accounts north and south of the border, both Ulster Bank. Will there be an impact on our 

ability to move money between the two.
37. Cold Callers - what can be done for genuine cold callers like banks and other service providers to be 

differentiated from scammers
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38. For me the Glider service is a failure at peak times 40+ seats 60+ standing buggy and wheel chair areas 
blocked by standing passengers

39. Why is the machine for bus pass holders outside the bus shelter while pay machine is inside bus shelter.
40. Where can seniors get the best advice about making a will?
41. Why if we're leaving on 29th was there such a rush to remove the RHI subsidy as it would have broken 

EU subsidy regulations on 1st April
42. I can believe that Brexit is beneficial both for immigration and work we are able to control are borders 

but yet again I reckon we will be going back to the 30s
43. What is the impact on the diverse workforce in NI before and after Brexit, as they are contributors and 

consumers here?
44. Why don’t disabled toilets have mirrors in them?
45. HOW will Brexit affect petrol prices?
46. I have holidays booked for this year to Europe. Will it be difficult to get through customs without an Irish 

passport?
47. Will we still be able to claim compensation for delayed flights after we leave the EU?
48. What should we be doing to prepare for holidays in EU this summer? Should we be waiting to book 

flights until after 29th? What about travel insurance and EHIC?
49. Will Brexit effect foreign investment in Northern Ireland?
50. Conor pointed out difficulties if Sterling weakens, NOT guaranteed, it should be pointed out exports 

would be cheaper...provided we have markets to export to!
51. May sound like turkeys voting for Christmas, but many Leave Voters voted on non-economic/financial 

grounds - to reduce bureaucracy, corruption, unaccountability
52. If we still have to pay in after leaving EU, what will we then still be getting out?
53. Happy International Women's Day 2019 of #BalanceforBetter How will you help make a difference?
54. If I fly from RoI on UK Passport, nobody knows if slower. If 10 gates for EU holders and one non-EU, and 

you're only non-EU holder there, you'll ease through!

Please note for the above questions, we encourage consumers to read our Consumer Guide to Brexit 
Related Issues, available for free on our website www.consumercouncil.org.uk/policy-research/publications/
consumer-guide-brexit-related-issues.
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Floor 3, Seatem House
28-32 Alfred Street
Belfast
BT2 8EN

 Complaints line:  0800 121 6022

 Tele/Textphone: 028 9025 1600

 Fax:   028 9025 1663

 Email:   info@consumercouncil.org.uk
    contact@consumercouncil.org.uk

 Website:  www.consumercouncil.org.uk

 Facebook:  Consumer Council Northern Ireland

 Twitter:  @ConsumerCouncil 

Date: 21 March 2019


