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Welcome to the General
Consumer Council Annual
Report for 2004 - 2005.

We’re always keen to hear
your feedback, so keep in
touch with us and our work
on www.gccni.org.uk

Annual Report 3

Welcome and Contents

Consumer Council Board and Staff 4

Foreword 5

Part one Consumer Affairs 6

Part two Energy 9

Part three Education 13

Part four Corporate Services 17
Part 
Part five Financial Statements 20



The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland4

Council Members and Staff



We are delighted to present
the Consumer Council’s
Annual Report for 2004 -
2005.  We strive to be an
open, accountable and value
for money organisation
aiming to put the consumer
first.  For the first time the
Consumer Council is
reporting to our stakeholders
through two documents, the
Annual Report and
Complaints Report.  

This report aims to
demonstrate how the
Consumer Council has
worked to bring about real
benefits for consumers across
a broad range of issues
affecting people’s lives
particularly reflecting the
needs of those disadvantaged
or vulnerable.  We trust that
it reflects the power of the
consumer’s voice with policy
and decision makers,
regulators and business.

This year, our focus has been
on putting the consumer
viewpoint and achieving
impact at the centre of
society’s key debates and
decisions.  We have played a
key role in the debate on
water reform, based on
rigorous research and
connecting with consumers,
political parties, Trade Unions
and other stakeholders.  

The first ever Northern
Ireland super-complaint on
personal current accounts
demonstrates a powerful new
tool available to consumer
organisations to bring about
change. We have learned a
lot which we can apply to all
our work in bringing change
for consumers.

The Consumer Council
consulted extensively on our
new Corporate Plan for 2005
- 2008.  This engagement
allowed us to match our
vision, values and
responsibilities with the
expectations of stakeholders
to produce a strong and
vibrant plan for action.

The members and staff of the
Consumer Council provide
great strength to our work.
This is ably matched by all
our partners who we work
with across the private, public
and voluntary sector.  We
thank our staff and members
for their dedication and
commitment and our
partners for their generosity
of time, insight and energy.

On the following pages,
you’ll see how our work and
partnership with others is
making a real difference for
consumers in Northern
Ireland.

We hope you find this report
helpful and interesting.

Stephen Costello
Chairman

Eleanor Gill
Chief Executive
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Credit and Debt
A local picture

Our publication - Taking the
Credit - highlighted the £3
billion scale of credit and
debt in Northern Ireland.  It
resulted in an invitation to
represent Northern Ireland
consumers on the UK
Government’s Advisory Group
for its Over-Indebtedness
Strategy.  The Consumer
Council’s research influenced
the development of the
Strategy so that differences
between the Northern Ireland
and Great Britain markets will
be taken into account. 

Banking
Super-complaint
New powers to benefit
consumers

In November 2004 Which?,
in conjunction with the
Consumer Council, submitted
a super-complaint to the
Office of Fair Trading because
there was evidence that the
£1.9 billion personal current
account market in Northern
Ireland was not working for
consumers.  The Office of Fair
Trading accepted that there
was a problem regarding
bank charges and interest
rates and said it would
consider referring the market
to the Competition
Commission.

Water
Campaigning for a fair
deal

The Consumer Council was
proposed as the new
consumer representative body
for water users in Northern
Ireland.  Water – A Clear Way
Forward (November 2004)
highlighted our concerns,
called for a delay in the April
2006 implementation date
and outlined our proposals to
ensure that any new charging
regime would be fair,
affordable and sustainable.
Continuing to play a leading
role in this debate, the
Consumer Council worked
closely with Government,
political representatives and
stakeholder organisations and
took part in public meetings
across Northern Ireland.  It
also conducted two
independent consumer
research studies into
householders’ views on
paying for water.
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Transport Challenge
Out and about with MLAs

The Consumer Council
worked with Age Concern to
challenge 17 Assembly
Members (MLAs) to make
everyday journeys without a
car.  The results showed
where access to public
transport worked well and
also highlighted areas for
improvement.  The
Department for Regional
Development welcomed this
initiative and used the
information to develop its
Accessible Transport Strategy.

Metro, Buses and
Trains
A new start for public
transport

Translink launched the Metro
network in Greater Belfast to
replace Citybus.  It was the
biggest change in bus
services in a generation and
Translink agreed to work with
the Consumer Council to
review its impact and
consider other developments
to the Metro network.

The Consumer Council called
for more investment in buses
and trains in the
development of the Regional
Transportation Strategy.  We
were pleased to see the first
new trains enter service and
continued investment of
almost £50 million in new
buses.  This will benefit
passengers through more
comfortable, reliable and
hopefully more punctual bus
and rail fleets.  
We also called for a break in
the cycle of above inflation
fare increases alongside
service reductions.  This year,
the average bus fare
increased by less than
inflation (two per cent).
However, average rail fares
increased by slightly more
than inflation (five per cent).  

Air Access
Maintaining our links

The Consumer Council has
consistently campaigned for
more direct international
flights from Northern Ireland
along with Government
action to secure access to
Heathrow. 

Over the past two years more
than a dozen routes have
come into operation or are
about to start, but our link to
Heathrow remains essential.
We received widespread
support in highlighting the
issue and calling for
Government action.
Following an Aviation Inquiry,
the Northern Ireland Affairs
Committee in Westminster
supported our position.
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Food Promotion
You are what you eat

The Consumer Council
worked with organisations
across the United Kingdom
and Europe to press for
clearer labelling and more
controls on food advertising
to children.  The Food
Standards Agency is now
taking these issues forward
with us and other
stakeholders to press for the
necessary changes.

Learning for the future

• We will assess the
super-complaint process
for suitability in other
markets that do not
appear to be working for
consumers.

• To reduce consumer
detriment, the Consumer
Council will ensure that
financial inclusion is
addressed as part of the
Government’s developing
anti-poverty strategy.

• We will continue to lead
the debate on water to
press for necessary
changes to achieve a fair
price for all and give
adequate protection for
those who cannot afford
to pay.

• Using our experience of
developing the water
debate, we will work with
partners to raise other
issues of concern to
consumers and to
influence policies.

• The Consumer Council will
continue to monitor the
performance of public
transport and bring
forward areas for
improvement.

• The Consumer Council will
define and help to
encourage responsible
consumer choices that
provide benefit now and
in the future.

• The Consumer Council will
press for more responsible
food advertising to
children and young people
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Natural Gas
Restoring consumer
confidence

The Consumer Council
considered that the one-off
20 per cent price increase
proposed by Phoenix Natural
Gas (PNG) in March 2004
was unjustified and would
damage some 61,250
customers and the gas
industry here.  After months
of campaigning and working
closely with the Northern
Ireland Authority for Energy
Regulation (NIAER), the
Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (DETI)
and PNG, the 20 per cent
increase was removed, saving
each gas consumer an
average of £80 and injecting
much needed confidence
back into the gas industry.
The price review in October
2004 related to the long-term
sustainability of the gas
industry.  Following a detailed
examination of the annual
price review, we concluded
that the 11.3 per cent
increase would have the least
impact on consumers in the
circumstances.  

Dealing with customers

The Consumer Council and
PNG set up a Gas Working
Group primarily to press for
changes to practice relating
to the frequency of
customers’ bills and financial
remedies for complainants.
While some progress has
been made, overall resolution
on both issues has not been
achieved.

Gas Pipeline Transfer
Looking out for
consumers’ interests

The transfer of the Scotland
to Northern Ireland gas
pipeline (SNIP) to a not-for-
profit company, announced in
November 2004, should
provide real benefits to
energy consumers.  We
impressed on NIAER the need
for robust governance
including a transparent
selection process for
members of this new
company. The additional
safeguards put in place will
be critical in providing
accountability and protecting
the consumer interest.
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Electricity
Keeping price increases to
a minimum

In line with inflation,
Northern Ireland Electricity
(NIE) increased its prices for
most domestic consumers by
an average of 3.2 per cent.
In the weeks before the
announcement there were
signs that the increase could
be well into double figures –
close to the 15 per cent
average increase in Great
Britain.  The Consumer
Council worked closely with
NIE and NIAER to ensure that
any increase would be as
close to the current rate of
inflation as possible.  This
produced a positive result
with NIE and NIAER working
hard to limit the potential
impact of the increase and
engaging the Consumer
Council at all stages in the
negotiations.

Severe winter storms battered
Northern Ireland in January
2005.  We liaised with NIE
who responded well to
power supply interruptions.
The Consumer Council was
partially successful in its
request for goodwill
payments to be made to
customers who faced
significant disruption.

Market Opening
Opportunities for local
business

March 2005 saw the opening
of the electricity market to
allow businesses to choose
their electricity supplier.  The
Consumer Council provided
an independent resource for
businesses to make informed
decisions about their
electricity supply.  Detailed
information was developed
for the Consumer Council’s
website - www.gccni.org.uk
- and this will be promoted to
local businesses to help them
to reduce costs.

Energy Challenge
Reducing energy use

The Consumer Council
worked with UTV and the
Energy Efficiency Advice
Centres to challenge three
households to save money by
being energy efficient.  The
winners reduced their
electricity use by a staggering
28 per cent and noticed
general improvements in their
home.  By presenting energy
efficiency simply and
practically, more households
can get the energy efficiency
message of warmer homes
for less money. 
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Northern Ireland
Renewables
Obligation (NIRO)
Changes ahead

DETI introduced the Northern
Ireland Renewables
Obligation which was
established to stimulate the
renewable industry over the
next 10 to 20 years.  The
Government’s aim is to
increase the amount of
electricity generated by
renewable sources by 2012.

The Consumer Council
welcomed NIRO in principle,
but was concerned about
possible detrimental impacts
on electricity prices in
Northern Ireland.  Together
with NIAER, we highlighted
our shared concerns to DETI
and as a result, consumers
now have extra protection.

Coal and Oil
Safety, efficiency and
protection

The Consumer Council
handles complaints and
enquiries about coal in
Northern Ireland – a shrinking
but still significant market.
We also continued the
important work of promoting
our “Safe as Houses”
campaign , aimed at
improving the safety and
energy efficiency of domestic
oil installations.

Complaints and
Enquiries
Prevention and cure

In 2004-2005 the Consumer
Council handled more than
1,800 calls about gas,
electricity, coal and passenger
transport.  In addition to
dealing with individual cases,
our intervention had the
following results:  

• Additional and more
targeted training to
improve call handling by
energy suppliers.

• Customers getting better
bills from new electricity
suppliers because we
identified faults in billing
systems. 

• Customers receiving
goodwill payments from
their gas supplier more
quickly.
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Learning for the future

• Early intervention and
discussion with suppliers,
the Government and the
Regulator will be
developed further in order
to anticipate, inform and
influence energy policies
that affect consumers. 

• Following the success of
the energy challenge, an
interactive web-based tool
will be designed for
consumers to test their
energy efficiency habits
and show where savings
can be made.

• With the onset of market
opening, work will be
undertaken with NIAER
and the Federation of
Small Businesses to
identify further
opportunities to promote
choice for businesses in
the electricity market. 

• Effective debt prevention
and management is key
for suppliers.  The findings
of research on the level of
self-disconnection among
prepayment customers
and an examination of
companies’ disconnection
polices will enable the
Consumer Council to work
with companies on areas
for improvement.
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Consumer Advice
Handbook
The A to Z of consumer
information

We marked National
Consumer Week by
distributing 12,000 copies of
the Consumer Advice
Handbook.  The handbook is
a quick reference for anyone
who needs consumer rights
information at their
fingertips.  The guide was so
successful that a bigger,
updated version is underway. 

Consumer Proficiency
Reports
What do we know?

The findings of our research
into levels of consumer
knowledge and awareness
were published in a series of
four reports.  They identified
those on low incomes, the
young and the elderly as
vulnerable consumer groups.
Internet shopping was
identified as a growing area
where consumers need
particular skills.  Businesses
could also benefit by being
more customer-led.  This
research is helping us to work
with groups representing
vulnerable consumers and
businesses and target their
needs effectively.

Schools Poster
Competition
Young designers

A staggering 2,000 children
from 158 primary and special
schools submitted entries in
the schools poster
competition.  These were so
effective at highlighting food
safety messages that we
produced a calendar from the
posters and distributed 7,000
to schools across Northern
Ireland.     
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Schools’ Booklets
Help for students

The Consumer Council
launched two booklets for
GCSE and “A” Level Home
Economics students.  As well
as a guide to the main
consumer organisations, the
booklets provide a summary
of consumer law. We
distributed 7,000 booklets
across Northern Ireland and
demand for these booklets
was such that a revised
version will be produced and
distributed in 2005.

Shop Around Quiz
Pack
Essential answers to
important questions

The Consumer Council’s Shop
Around Quiz Pack was
launched at the BBC’s On
Your Behalf Celebrity
Christmas Quiz.  Copies are
available from local libraries
and are being widely used by
community, voluntary and
education groups.

Young Consumers
Competition
The ultimate consumer
quiz

More than 60 schools
entered the Young
Consumers Competition.  We
were delighted that the
competition, organised jointly
with Trading Standards
Service, attracted support
from the Financial Services
Authority and the Food
Standards Agency Northern
Ireland.  Cool FM presenter,
Sonya Mac, presented the
Lagan College team with first
prize for their newsletter.
Abbey Grammar School,
Newry held on to the title of
Northern Ireland Young
Consumers of the Year. 
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Consumer Skills for
All Programme
A major success

A Queen’s University
independent evaluation team
gave the thumbs up for the
Consumer Skills for All
Programme (CSFA).  The
evaluation showed evidence
of the widespread impact of
CSFA activities across the
community. The results also
showed that the Programme
influenced key stakeholders
in Northern Ireland and
beyond.  

Consumerline
Website and Helpline
One-stop-shop for
consumers

Website
Hits to the award-winning
website –
www.consumerline.org
rose by 46 per cent.  The
website runs alongside DETI’s
Consumerline telephone
helpline and both have made
a real difference to
consumers and retailers. 
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Telephone Helpline

The telephone helpline
handled 20,076 calls this year
- mostly problems with
second hand cars and
furniture.  Highly trained
advisers provide advice or
information, which generally
allows consumers to resolve
the situation.  If specialist
advice or face-to-face
assistance is needed, callers
are referred to the Trading
Standards Service or another
agency.

The joint website and
telephone Consumerline
service is a real step forward
for local consumers.
However, as the marketplace
is becoming more
complicated, both will need
continual development to
take account of
developments in
telecommunications like text
messaging and digital TV. 

Learning for the Future

• The commitment to
consumer education will
be developed in order to
give consumers the power
to make choices by
improving their skills and
confidence.  

• The theme of responsible
consumer behaviour will
be developed through
education initiatives with
young consumers and
through the voluntary and
community sectors for
adults.

• Work with the Financial
Services Authority will
continue to promote
financial capability,
especially among young
consumers and those on a
low income. 

• More information and
advice will be available to
consumers, businesses and
the education sector
through e-consumer
initiatives including
websites, digital TV and
multimedia resources. 

• Future work with schools
will develop the theme of
responsible consumer
choices especially Using
Water Wisely.
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Fit for purpose

In 2004/05 the Consumer
Council received funding of
£1.6 million (including
£254,000 Energy Licence
money).  Full details of how
this was spent are attached in
the financial statements.

The Consumer Council’s staff
and members are its prime
resource.  A staff survey in
April 2004 assessed
organisational development
needs and showed high levels
of motivation and enthusiasm
throughout the year.  An
organisational development
action plan is now in place to
address the other findings
from the survey.

Together with the Health
Promotion Agency, a “Work
Well” programme was
established to create a
healthier workplace and
increase awareness of health
issues among staff.  Staff
receive monthly information
and guidance on specific
health and wellbeing issues.
As part of this initiative, the
Chest Heart and Stroke
Association also carried out
health and fitness tests with
Consumer Council staff.

Organisational development
will be a priority as the
Consumer Council addresses
its new corporate theme of
Fit for Purpose and Delivering
Value for Money. The
performance management
system has been reviewed
and a Balanced Scorecard is
being prepared.  This will
provide an additional
measure of our organisational
performance.
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The General Consumer
Council for Northern Ireland
presents its annual report and
the audited accounts for the
year ended 31 March 2005.

These accounts have been
prepared in accordance with
paragraph 12(3) of Schedule
1 to the General Consumer
Council (NI) Order 1984 in a
form directed by the
Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment (DETI)
with the approval of the
Department of Finance and
Personnel (DFP).

History of the Consumer
Council

The General Consumer
Council for Northern Ireland
(the Consumer Council) was
established in 1985.  It
replaced the Northern Ireland
Consumer Council, the
Northern Ireland Electricity
Consumers’ Council and the
Transport Users' Committee.

In 1992 the functions
previously exercised by the
Consumer Council in relation
to electricity matters were
transferred to the Office of
Electricity Regulation for
Northern Ireland (Ofreg NI).
However, the Consumer
Council’s role in energy
matters was enhanced by
taking over responsibility for
representing coal consumers
in 1995 and consumers of

natural gas in 1996. In April
2003 the Consumer Council
once again took over the
responsibility for representing
electricity consumers.

Statutory background

The Consumer Council was
established under the General
Consumer Council (NI) Order
1984.  The legislation confers
a statutory obligation to
promote and safeguard the
interests of consumers
including specific
responsibilities for energy,
food and transport.  The Gas
(NI) Order 1996 gave the
Consumer Council new
responsibilities to represent
consumers of natural gas and
a duty to advise the Director
General of Gas and report to
him on certain matters. The
Energy (NI) Order 2003
provided additional powers
and representation
responsibilities for electricity
consumers.

Review of activities

The Consumer Council has
actively campaigned to bring
about change that benefits
consumers.  This has included
carrying out research,
disseminating information,
making representations on
behalf of Northern Ireland’s
consumers and campaigning
for a fair deal.

Results for the year

The financial results of the
Consumer Council’s
operation in 2004 - 2005 are
set out in detail on page 10
of these accounts.  The
surplus for the year for
operational costs was
£14,944 (2003 - 2004
£3,583).

Fixed assets

Details of the movement of
fixed assets are set out in
note 11 to the financial
statements.

Prompt payment practice

The Consumer Council is
committed to the prompt
payment of bills for goods
and services received in
accordance with the
Confederation of British
Industry’s Prompt Payers
Code and Government
accounting rules.  Unless
otherwise stated in the
contract, payment is made no
later than 30 days from the
presentation of a valid invoice
or similar demand. 

During the year 100 per cent
of bills were paid within this
standard.
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Research and development

The Consumer Council is
committed to an ongoing
programme of research in
order to develop and improve
service provision.  

Charitable donations

There were no charitable
donations made during
2004 - 2005.

Business review

The Consumer Council
prepares a strategic level
three-year operational plan
drawn from the three-year
corporate plan. It also
prepares an annual work
programme.  Each area of
responsibility monitors
performance and reports
regularly to the senior
management team and on a
quarterly basis to the Council
on the achievement of
targets.  Full details of the
Consumer Council’s activities
for the year are provided in
the annual report.

Important events occurring
after the year-end

There has been no change in
the financial status of the
Consumer Council since 31
March 2005.

Equality Scheme

In pursuance of Section 75 of
the Northern Ireland Act
1998, the Consumer Council
has prepared an equality
scheme, which was approved
by the Equality Commission
in 2001.  This scheme sets
out in detail the Consumer
Council’s commitment to
ensuring equal opportunities
for all those seeking
employment irrespective of
gender, marital status, family
status, religious belief,
political opinion, disability,
age, racial group, nationality,
sexual orientation,
transexuality, trade union
membership or criminal
record.

Employee involvement

The Consumer Council is
committed to the
involvement of employees in
the decision making process
and to their development in
order to achieve the highest
standards in the delivery of
services.  In 2001 the
Consumer Council gained the
Investors in People award and
was re-accredited in 2003
and continues to integrate
the general principles of this
standard into its personnel
policies and daily operation.
In 2003 the Consumer
Council started a formal
organisational development
initiative known as Our Prime

Resource. Organisational
development will continue to
be a priority as the Consumer
Council addresses its new
corporate theme of Fit for
Purpose and delivering value
for money.

Future development

The Consumer Council will
continue to represent the
interests of consumers in line
with the corporate plan,
which identifies strategic
areas for action. We have
been proposed by the
Minister for Regional
Development as the
consumer representative on
water and sewerage services.
This new role, alongside our
existing responsibilities for
energy and transport, will
provide an opportunity to
build on and strengthen our
experience in representing
the consumer of public
utilities. 

Auditors

The financial statements are
audited by the Comptroller
and Auditor General for
Northern Ireland (C&AG) in
accordance with the
Government Resources and
Accounts Act (Northern
Ireland) 2001.  He is head of
the Northern Ireland Audit
Office and he and his staff
are wholly independent of



the Department/Agency and
reports his findings to
Parliament.

The audit of the financial
statements for 2004-05
resulted in an estimated audit
fee of £4,100 and is included
in the administration costs in
the operating cost statement.

Council members

The names of persons serving
during the year ended 31
March 2005 were:

The General Consumer
Council for Northern Ireland
Elizabeth House
116 Holywood Road
Belfast
BT4 1NY

Stephen Costello
Chairman
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Name First Appointed

Mr Stephen Costello Chairman 1 January 2003
Mr Bill Osborne Deputy Chairman 1 August 2000 
Mrs Grace Bennett Council Member 1 February 2000
Mr Brendan Bonner Council Member 1 February 2000
Mr John Collinson Council Member 1 January 2003
Mrs Fionnuala Cook Council Member 1 January 2002
Mr John Dobson Council Member 1 February 2000
Mrs Jill Girvan Council Member 1 January 2002
Mrs Siubhan Grant Council Member 1 January 2002
Mr David Mann Council Member 1 August 2003
Ms Maria McGuinness Council Member 1 January 2003
Mrs Penny McNeill Council Member 1 February 2000
Mr David Moore Council Member 1 January 2002

The names of persons who left the Council during the year were:

Mr Michael Walker Council Member 30 June 2004



Under paragraph 12(3) of
Schedule 1 to the General
Consumer Council (NI) Order
1984, the Consumer Council
is required to prepare
financial statements in the
form and on the basis
directed by the Department
of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment, with the approval
of the Department of Finance
and Personnel.  The accounts
are prepared on an accruals
basis and must give a true
and fair view of the General
Consumer Council for
Northern Ireland’s state of
affairs at the year-end and of
its income and expenditure,
total recognised gains and
losses and cash flows for the
financial year.

In preparing the accounts the
Consumer Council is required
to:

• observe the accounts
direction issued by the
Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment,
including the relevant
accounting and disclosure
requirements, and apply
suitable accounting
policies on a consistent
basis;

• make judgements and
estimates on a reasonable
basis;

• state whether applicable
accounting standards have
been followed, and
disclose and explain any
material departures in the
financial statements;

• prepare the financial
statements on a going
concern basis, unless it is
inappropriate to presume
that the entity will
continue in operation.

The Accounting Officer for
the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment has
designated the Chief
Executive as the Accounting
Officer for the General
Consumer Council for
Northern Ireland.  Her
relevant responsibilities as
Accounting Officer, including
her responsibility for the
propriety and regularity of
the public finances and for
the keeping of proper
records, are set out in the
Non-Departmental Public
Bodies' Accounting Officer
Memorandum, issued by the
Department of Finance and
Personnel.

By order of the board

Stephen Costello
Chairman

Eleanor Gill
Chief Executive
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1. Scope of responsibility

As Accounting Officer, I have
responsibility for maintaining
a sound system of internal
control that supports the
achievement of Cosumer
Council policies, aims and
objectives, while safeguarding
the public funds and Council
assets for which I am
personally responsible in
accordance with the
responsibilities assigned to
me in Government
Accounting Northern Ireland.

2. The purpose of the
system of internal control

The system of internal control
is designed to manage risk to
a reasonable level rather than
eliminate the risk of failure to
achieve policies, aims and
objectives.  It can therefore
only provide reasonable and
not absolute assurance of
effectiveness. The system of
internal control is based on
an ongoing process designed
to identify the principal risks
to the achievement of
Consumer Council policies,
aims and objectives, to
evaluate the likelihood of
those risks being realised and
the impact should they be
realised, and to manage them
efficiently, effectively and
economically.  The system of
internal control has been in
place in the Consumer
Council for the year ended
31 March 2005 and up to the

date of approval of the
annual report and accounts,
accords with DFP guidance.

3. Capacity to handle risk

During the 2004 - 2005
financial year I have improved
the robustness of the
procedures necessary to
ensure that we identify the
Consumer Council’s
objectives and risks and
devise a control strategy for
each of the significant risks.
As a result, risk ownership
has been allocated to
appropriate staff.  More
specifically the Council;

• complied with the
implementation of
enhanced corporate
governance processes
directed by the
Department;

• continued to develop a
risk management process
in consultation with the
Department;

• continued to incorporate
risk management
awareness sessions in
senior management
meetings;

• reviewed the business
continuity and fraud plans;

• set up a process of
“planned” systems failures
on quarterly basis to test
the remote
back-up facility for our IT
infrastructure;

• incorporated
recommendations made
by the Department
subsequent to a review of
the Consumer Council’s
risk register by the
Department’s Internal
Audit Service;

• developed a three-year
internal audit plan
focussing on annual audits
of key systems and
tri-annual audits of
supporting systems;

• carried out a system of
quarterly risk reporting via
stewardship statements;
and

• have put in place a formal
system of risk reporting to
the Board.

The Consumer Council has
ensured that procedures are
in place for verifying that risk
management and internal
control are regularly reviewed
and reported on.  Risk
management is progressively
being incorporated more fully
into the corporate planning
and decision making
processes of the Consumer
Council.  Appropriate steps
are being taken to manage
risks in significant areas of
responsibility and monitor
progress on key projects.

In 2004 the Consumer
Council appointed McClure
Watters to run its internal
audit programme. This
programme operates to

The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland26

Statement on the system of
internal control



standards defined in the new
Government Internal Audit
Standards.  They submit
annual reports, which include
their head of internal audit’s
independent opinion on the
adequacy and effectiveness
of the Consumer Council’s
system of internal control
together with
recommendations for
improvement. The report for
the year ended 31 March
2005 reported that there are
sound processes and
procedures in place, with a
substantial level of control
overall.

4. The risk and control
framework

The Consumer Council has in
place a framework for risk
management which includes
arrangements to identify,
assess and manage risks
across all aspects of its
governance and business.

5. Review of effectiveness

As Accounting Officer, I have
the responsibility for
reviewing the effectiveness of
the system of internal
control. My review of the
effectiveness of the system of
internal control is informed
by the work of the internal
auditors and the managers
within the Consumer Council,
who have responsibility for
the development and
maintenance of the internal

control framework, and
comments made by the
external auditors in their
management letter and other
reports. I have been advised
on the implications of the
result of my review of the
effectiveness of the system of
internal control by the Board
and the Audit Committee
and a plan to address
weaknesses and ensure
continuous improvement of
the system is in place.

As part of the risk
management framework
which has been in operation
since September 2002 the
following arrangements now
apply:

• The Board through its
Audit Committee regularly
reviews the risk register;

• The senior management
team review and report on
the risks associated with
their operational areas on
a quarterly basis;

• The senior management
team have the
responsibility for
identifying any new areas
of risk, or significant
changes in risk, and
bringing these to the
attention of the Chief
Executive; and

• The Chief Executive
submits a formal report of
the Risk Register to the
Department on a quarterly
basis.

As a result of
recommendations made by
the Public Accounts
Committee relating to issues
concerning purchasing the
Department has directed
certain action to be taken.  I
can confirm that:

• processes where
Departmental and / or DFP
approval is required have
been clarified and
incorporated into
purchasing policy;

• existing guidelines on staff
travel and subsistence
have been reiterated;

• we annually review our
policy and guidelines on
purchasing, economic
appraisal and financial
procedures; and

• existing guidance on the
acceptance of gifts and
hospitality by staff have
been reiterated.

Eleanor Gill
Accounting Officer
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I certify that I have audited
the financial statements on
pages 30 to 40 under the
General Consumer Council
(NI) Order 1984. These
financial statements have
been prepared under the
historical cost convention and
the accounting policies set
out on page 14.

Respective responsibilities
of the Council, the Chief
Executive and Auditor

As described on page 4, the
General Consumer Council
(“the Council”) and Chief
Executive are responsible for
the preparation of the
financial statements in
accordance with the General
Consumer Council (NI) Order
1984 and Department of
Enterprise, Trade and
Investment directions made
thereunder and for ensuring
the regularity of financial
transactions. The Council and
Chief Executive are also
responsible for the
preparation of the other
contents of the Annual
Report. My responsibilities, as
independent auditor, are
established by statute and I
have regard to the standards
and guidance issued by the
Auditing Practices Board and
the ethical guidance
applicable to the auditing
profession.

I report my opinion as to
whether the financial
statements give a true and
fair view and are properly
prepared in accordance with
the General Consumer
Council (NI) Order 1984  and
Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment
directions made thereunder,
and whether in all material
respects the expenditure and
income have been applied to
the purposes intended by
Parliament and the financial
transactions conform to the
authorities which govern
them. I also report if, in my
opinion, the Forward is not
consistent with the financial
statements, if the Council has
not kept proper accounting
records, or if I have not
received all the information
and explanations I require for
my audit.

I read the other information
contained in the Annual
Report, and consider whether
it is consistent with the
audited financial statements. I
consider the implications for
my certificate if I become
aware of any apparent
misstatements or material
inconsistencies with the
financial statements. 

I review whether the
statement on page 25 to 27
reflects the Council's
compliance with the
Department of Finance and
Personnel’s guidance on the
Statement on Internal
Control. I report if it does not
meet the requirements
specified by the Department
of Finance and Personnel, or
if the statement is misleading
or inconsistent with other
information I am aware of
from my audit of the financial
statements.  I am not
required to consider, nor have
I considered whether the
Accounting Officer’s
Statement on Internal Control
covers all risks and controls.  I
am also not required to form
an opinion on the
effectiveness of the Council’s
corporate governance
procedures or its risk and
control procedures.
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Basis of audit opinion

I conducted my audit in
accordance with United
Kingdom Auditing Standards
issued by the Auditing
Practices Board. An audit
includes examination, on a
test basis, of evidence
relevant to the amounts,
disclosures and regularity of
financial transactions
included in the financial
statements. It also includes
an assessment of the
significant estimates and
judgements made by the
Council and Chief Executive
in the preparation of the
financial statements, and of
whether the accounting
policies are appropriate to the
Council’s circumstances,
consistently applied and
adequately disclosed.

I planned and performed my
audit so as to obtain all the
information and explanations
which I considered necessary
in order to provide me with
sufficient evidence to give
reasonable assurance that the
financial statements are free
from material misstatement,
whether caused by error, or
by fraud or other irregularity
and that, in all material
respects, the expenditure and
income have been applied to
the purposes intended by
Parliament and the financial
transactions conform to the
authorities which govern
them. In forming my opinion

I have also evaluated the
overall adequacy of the
presentation of information
in the financial statements.

Opinion

In my opinion: 

• the financial statements
give a true and fair view
of the state of affairs of
the General Consumer
Council at 31 March 2005
and of the surplus, total
recognised gains and
losses and cash flows for
the year then ended and
have been properly
prepared in accordance
with the General
Consumer Council (NI)
Order 1984 and directions
made thereunder by the
Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment; and 

• in all material respects the
expenditure and income
have been applied to the
purposes intended by
Parliament and the
financial transactions
conform to the authorities
which govern them. 

I have no observations to
make on these financial
statements.

J M DOWDALL
Comptroller and Auditor
General

28 June 2005

Northern Ireland Audit
Office
106 University Street
BELFAST
BT7 1EU
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2005 2004
Note £ £ £ £

Grants received from Department
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment 2 1,643,268 1,529,873

Operating receipts 3 7,358 343
Independent project income 4 19,877 16,338
OFREG contributions 5 254,457 269,383
Other operating income 15 113,657 115,169

2,038,617 1,931,106
Less:
Work programme 6 431,914 460,691
Salaries and wages 7 892,461 760,511
Other operating payments 9 323,140 311,525
OFREG contribution paid to DETI 5 254,457 269,383
Depreciation charge for year 11 113,657 115,169
Notional cost of capital 8,044 10,244

2,023,673 1,927,523

Surplus for the year 14,944 3,583

Credit in respect of notional cost of capital 8,044 10,244

Amount transferred to reserves 15 22,988 13,827

The amounts set out above arise wholly from continuing operations.
The notes on pages 32 to 40 form part of the financial statements.

Statement of total recognised gains and losses
Year ended 31 March 2005

2005 2004
£ £

Surplus for the year 14,944 3,583

Unrealised surplus on revaluation of fixed assets - -

Total recognised gain 14,944 3,583

The notes on pages 32 to 40 form part of the financial statements.
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2005 2004
Note £ £ £ £

Net cash inflow from continuing
operating activities 16 70,406 47,366

Capital expenditure and financial
investment

Payments to acquire tangible fixed assets (16,189) (50,127)
Receipts from sale of fixed assets 27 4

Net cash flow before financing 54,244 (2,757)

Financing
Capital grant contributions
- DETI 16,189 64,127
- EPF - 6,000

16,189 70,127

Increase in cash 17 70,433 67,370

The notes on pages 32 to 40 form part of the financial statements.

Balance Sheet
31 March 2005

2005 2004
Note £ £ £ £

Fixed assets 11 139,478 256,946

Current assets
Debtors and prepayments 12 20,195 27,546
Cash at bank 17 164,725 94,292

184,920 121,838
Creditors – amounts falling due within one year 13 (141,800) (101,190)

Net current assets 43,120 20,648

Total assets less current liabilities 182,598 277,594

Provision for liabilities and charges 14 - (516)

Net assets 182,598 277,078

Capital and reserves
Government grant reserve 15 139,478 256,946
General fund 15 43,120 20,132

182,598 277,078

The notes on pages 32 to 40 form part of the financial statements.
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1 Accounting policies

(i) Basis of accounting

The financial statements are drawn up in a form directed by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment with
the consent of the Department of Finance and Personnel and in accordance with applicable accounting standards.

(ii) Depreciation

Depreciation is calculated to write off the original cost of tangible fixed assets to their expected residual values by equal
annual instalments over their estimated useful lives as follows:

Alterations on a straight line basis over the remaining period
of lease.

Furniture and fittings 20% straight line
Office equipment 33 1/3% straight line

Depreciation is provided from the month of addition. 

(iii) Grant recognition

Grant income from DETI finances both revenue and capital expenditure. An amount equal to capital expenditure for
the year is credited to the government grant reserve and released to the income and expenditure account over the
useful lives of the related asset.

Revenue grant is recognised in the year to which it relates.

(iv) Capital Charge

The income and expenditure account bears a notional non-cash charge for interest relating to the use of capital by the
Consumer Council.  The basis of the charge is 3.5 per cent of the average capital employed by the Consumer Council
during the year, defined as total assets less all liabilities.

(v) Pensions

The Consumer Council participates in the Principle Civil Service Pension Scheme (PCSPS) for all of its employees.
Employer contributions are determined following a scheme valuation carried out every four years by the Government
Actuary.

(vi) Early Departure Costs

The practice adopted by the Consumer Council is to provide for the full cost of early departure of employees in the
year in which the early departure decision is made.
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2 Grants received from Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
2005 2004

£ £

DETI Grant-in-Aid 1,639,457 1,063,000
Executive Programme Funds – Consumer Skills for All - 537,000
Transfer to capital expenditure (16,189) (70,127)
Reversal of retention 20,000 -

1,643,268 1,529,873

3 Operating receipts
2005 2004

£ £

Conference attendance fee 368 288
Disposal of assets 27 4
Refund received 3,463 51
Research work 3,500 -

7,358 343

4 Independent project income
2005 2004

£ £

Contribution towards Yellow Pages / phone book 9,616 10,901
Contributions towards Young Consumer Competition 10,000 -
Contribution towards MLA Challenge Event 261 -
Contribution towards Direct Payment Leaflet - 5,437

19,877 16,338

5 OFREG contributions

Under its arrangements with the Office for the Regulation of Electricity and Gas for Northern Ireland (OFREG NI), the
General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland incurs expenditure on matters related to the electricity and gas industry
in Northern Ireland.  Such expenditure is reimbursed in full by OFREG and then forwarded to DETI.

6 Work programme

2005 2004
£ £

Consumer education and skills 264,583 331,004
Energy 73,945 61,099
Consumer Affairs 44,079 25,080
Corporate Services 49,307 43,508

431,914 460,691

The work programme expenditure has been reclassified from 2004 annual report to allow easier reconciliation to
internal management reports.
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7 Staff numbers and pension costs

2005 2004
£ £ £ £

(a) Council members’ remuneration
and allowances
Chairman’s salary - gross 20,011 19,622
Social security costs 1,954 1,936
Members’ fees 22,161 20,330

44,126 41,888

(b) Staff salaries
Salaries - gross 559,196 455,127
Social security costs 42,768 33,666
Superannuation 72,085 58,274
Consumer Skills for All  
- salaries 91,684 110,693
- social security costs 6,932 7,778
- superannuation 11,902 13,859
Contract Staff 62,899 39,226

847,466 718,623

(c) Early departure costs 869 -

892,461 760,511

The remuneration of the Chief Executive’s position for the year, including pension costs, was £61,515 (2004: £58,663).

The number of persons employed by the Council as at 31 March 2005, excluding Council Members, is shown in the
table below. 

2005 2004

Management 8 8
Professional staff 11 12
Administrator (1 part time – 20hrs per week) 2 2
Clerical and secretarial 7 7

28 29

The average number of persons employed in 2004/05 was 28 (2003/04 27).
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Salary
“Salary” includes gross salary; performance pay or bonuses; overtime; and any other allowance to the extent that it is
subject to UK taxation. No benefits in kind were received by the Consumer Council’s Chief Executive during the year. 

Pension
The Principal Civil Service Pension Scheme (NI) (PCSPS (NI)) is an unfunded defined benefit scheme, which produces its
own resource accounts, but the Consumer Council is unable to identify its share of the underlying assets and liabilities.
The most up to date actuarial valuation was carried out as at 31 March 2003 and details of this valuation are available
in the PCSPS(NI) resource accounts.

For 2004 - 2005, employers’ contributions of £83,417 were payable to the PCSPS(NI) (2003 - 2004 £71,347) at one of
four rates in the range 12 to 18 per cent of pensionable pay, based on salary bands.  The Council has no employees
with pensionable pay in the highest salary band of 18 per cent.  From 1 April 2005 these rates have increased as a
result of the latest actuarial valuation to between 16.5 per cent and 23.5 per cent of pensionable pay. The contribution
rates reflect benefits as they are accrued, not when the costs are actually incurred, and reflect past experience of the
scheme.

Employees joining after 1 October 2002 could opt to open a partnership pension account, a stakeholder pension with
an employer contribution.  Employers’ contributions of £570 were paid to one or more of a panel of four appointed
stakeholder pension providers.  Employer contributions are age-related and range from 3 to 12.5 per cent of
pensionable pay.  Employers’ also match employee contributions up to 3 per cent of pensionable pay.

Contributions due to the partnership pension providers at the balance sheet date were £Nil.  Contributions prepaid at
that date were £Nil.

From 1 October 2002, civil servants may also be in one of three statutory based “final salary” defined benefit schemes
(classic, premium and classic plus).  

(a) Classic Scheme

Benefits accrue at the rate of 1/80th of pensionable salary for each year of service.  In addition, a lump sum equivalent
to three year’s pension is payable on retirement.  Members pay contributions of 1.5 per cent of pensionable earnings.
On death, pensions are payable to the surviving spouse at a rate of half the member’s pension.  On death in service,
the scheme pays a lump sum benefit of twice pensionable pay and also provides a service enhancement on computing
the spouse’s pension.  The enhancement depends on length of service and cannot exceed 10 years.  Medical retirement
is possible in the event of serious ill health.  In this case, pensions are brought into payment immediately without
actuarial reduction and with service enhanced as for widow(er) pensions.

(b) Premium Scheme

Benefits accrue at the rate of 1/60th of final pensionable earnings for each year of service.  Unlike classic, there is no
automatic lump sum, but members may commute some of their pension to provide a lump sum up to a maximum of
3/80th of final pensionable earnings for each year of service or 2.25 times pension if greater (the commutation rate is
£12 of lump sum for each £1 of pension given up).  For the purposes of pension disclosure the tables assume
maximum commutation.  Members pay contributions of 3.5 per cent of pensionable earnings.  On death, pensions are
payable to the surviving spouse or eligible partner at a rate of 3/8ths the member’s pension (before any commutation).
On death in service, the scheme pays a lump sum benefit of three times pensionable earnings and also provides a
service enhancement on computing the spouse’s pension.  The enhancement depends on length of service and cannot
exceed 10 years.  Medical retirement is possible in the event of serious ill health.  In this case, pensions are brought
into payment immediately without actuarial reduction.  Where the member’s ill health is such that it permanently
prevents them undertaking any gainful employment, service is enhanced to what they would have accrued at age 60.

(c) Classic Plus Scheme

This is essentially a variation of premium, but with benefits in respect of service before 1 October 2002 calculated
broadly as per classic.
All staff in service at 1 October 2002 will be given the option to join the premium or classic plus arrangements.

Pensions payable under classic, premium and classic plus are increased in line with the Retail Prices Index.
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(d) Partnership Pension Account

This is a stakeholder-type arrangement where the employer pays a basic contribution of between 3% and 12.5%
(depending on the age of the member) into a stakeholder pension product.  The employee does not have to contribute
but where they do make contributions, these will be matched by the employer up to a limit of 3% (in addition to the
employer’s basic contribution).  Employers also contribute a further 0.8% of pensionable salary to cover the cost of risk
benefit cover (death in service and ill health retirement).  The member may retire at any time between the ages of 50
and 75 and use the accumulated fund to purchase a pension.  The member may choose to take up 25% of the fund
as a lump sum.

In addition, no separate employer contributions were payable to the PCSPS (NI) to cover the cost of the future provision
of lump sum benefits on death in service and ill health retirement of these employees.

Contributions prepaid to the PCSPS (NI) at 31 March 2005 were £Nil.

Benefits in kind

The monetary value of benefits in kind covers any benefits provided by the employer and treated by the Inland Revenue
as a taxable emolument.

Senior Managers

The following, using actual figures, shows the pension entitlement of the most senior managers of the Consumer
Council for the year ended 31 March 2005.

Gross Salary Real Total Cash
Including increase accrued equivalent

Performance in pension pension at transfer
Pay (£’s) at 60 (£’s)  60 as at value (£’s)

March 2005
(£’s)

Mrs Eleanor Gill
(Chief Executive) Consent for disclosure withheld

Mr Wesley Henderson
(Director of Energy
and Corporate Services) Consent for disclosure withheld

The cash equivalent transfer value is the actuarially assessed capitalised value of the pension scheme benefits
accumulated by a scheme member at a particular point in time. The benefits valued are the scheme member’s
accumulated benefits and any contingent spouse’s pension payable from the scheme.
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8 Consumer Council members’ remuneration and allowances

The Consumer Council consists of a part-time chairman, a deputy chairman and up to 12 other members, plus co-
opted members, as required.  The emoluments of the chairman, who was also the highest paid Consumer Council
member, were £ 21,965 (2004: £21,558).  The emoluments of the Consumer Council members (including the
chairman) were within the following ranges:

2005 2004

£0 - £5,000 17 16
£10,001 - £15,000 - -
£15,001 - £20,000 - -
£20,001 - £25,000 1 1

18 17

In addition, Consumer Council members’ expenses amounting to £11,604 (2004: £11,294) have been paid during the
year and are reflected under other operating payments.

9 Other operating payments

2005 2004
£ £

Rent, rates and service charges 141,867 140,873
Maintenance, repairs and cleaning 18,132 12,881
Insurance 9,263 6,626
Electricity 5,375 5,303
Telephone and postage 17,945 17,176
Printing and stationery 18,610 17,864
Office machinery - rentals and maintenance 25,936 13,148
Staff training and development 26,784 24,822
Recruitment and induction costs 11,181 21,874
Recruitment costs – Consumer Skills for All - 2,635
Staff travel 22,012 19,000
Members' expenses 11,604 11,294
Hospitality, including catering 1,247 1,352
Audit fees – external audit 3,492 4,785
– internal audit 4,500 4,142
Health and safety 1,029 757
Legal fees 4,031 6,268
Sundry expenses 38 632
Bank charges 94 93

323,140 311,525

10 Surplus/(Deficit) for the financial year

Under section 9 of the Financial Memorandum drawn up with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, the
Consumer Council is permitted to carry over from one financial year to the next up to 2% of grant-in-aid, together
with any unspent receipts for application to specific purposes, with the agreement of the Department.
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11 Fixed assets

Alterations Furniture Office 
and fittings equipment Total

£ £ £ £
Cost / valuation
At 1 April 2004 306,099 67,958 101,694 475,751
Additions - 10,470 5,719 16,189
Reversal of retention (20,000) - - (20,000)

At 31 March 2005 286,099 78,428 107,413 471,940

Depreciation
At 1 April 2004 148,554 25,677 44,574 218,805
Charge for year 72,106 13,940 34,278 120,324
Depreciation written back
re retention (6,667) - - (6,667)

At 31 March 2005 213,993 39,617 78,852 332,462

Net book value
At 31 March 2005 72,106 38,811 28,561 139,478

At 31 March 2004 157,545 42,281 57,120 256,946

12 Debtors

2005 2004
£ £

Debtors and Prepayments 20,195 21,039
Contributions towards Yellow Pages / Phone Book - 1,070
Contributions towards Direct Payment Leaflet - 5,437

20,195 27,546

13 Creditors – amounts falling due within one year

2005 2004
£ £

Sundry Creditors and Accruals 141,800 101,190

141,800 101,190

14 Provision for liabilities and charges
2005

£
Opening provision – Early departure costs 516
Used during year (516)

Closing provision -
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15 Reconciliation of movement in reserves

Gov’ment
General grant 2005 2004

fund reserve Total Total
£ £ £ £

At 1 April 2004 20,132 256,946 277,078 308,293

Movements on reserve
Surplus/(Deficit) for year 14,944 - 14,944 3,583
DETI Capital grant - 16,189 16,189 64,127
Executive Funds Programme 
capital grant - - - 6,000
Credit for notional cost of capital 8,044 - 8,044 10,244
Release to income and 
expenditure - (113,657) (113,657) (115,169)
Waiver of retention fee (20,000) (20,000)

At 31 March 2005 43,120 139,478 182,598 277,078

16 Reconciliation of surplus for year to net cash inflow from continuing operating
activities

2005 2004
£ £

Surplus for year 14,944 3,583

Adjustments for non-cash transactions
Depreciation and other amounts written off tangible 
fixed assets 113,657 115,169
Release from Government Grant Reserve (133,657) (115,169)
Profit on disposal of fixed assets (27) (4)
Notional cost of capital 8,044 10,244

Adjustments for movements in working capital
Decrease/(Increase) in debtors 7,351 31,031
Increase in creditors 60,094 2,512

Net cash inflow from continuing operating activities 70,406 47,366

17 Reconciliation of net cash flow to movement in bank balance

2005 2004
£ £

Increase in cash 70,433 67,370
Bank balance at 1 April 2004 94,292 26,922

Bank balance at 31 March 2005 164,725 94,292

18 Capital commitments

There were no capital commitments at the balance sheet date.
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19 Contingent liabilities

Advice has been taken on a recruitment issue that may have the potential to lead to legal action against the Consumer
Council. We have been advised that if legal action does result the potential cost could be up to a maximum of
£10,000. Based on current developments the Consumer Council would consider this to be low risk and have not
included any provision for liability in the accounts.

20 Related party transactions

The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland is a Non-Departmental Public Body funded by the Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment for Northern Ireland.

The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment is regarded as a related party.  During the year the General
Consumer Council had no material transactions with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment other than
the receipt of grants.

During the year, none of the Consumer Council members, key management staff or other related party has undertaken
any material transactions with the General Consumer Council.

21 Approval of Accounts

The financial statements on pages 30 to 40 were approved by the Council on 15th June 2005 and signed on its behalf
by:

By order of the Council

Stephen Costello Eleanor Gill
Chairman Chief Executive
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