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1.  Introduction 
 

The Consumer Council is an independent consumer organisation, working to 

bring about change to benefit Northern Ireland (NI) consumers.  Our aim is to 

make the consumer voice heard and make it count. 

 

We have a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the interests of 

consumers in NI and we have specific functions in relation to energy, water, 

transport and food1.  These include considering consumer complaints and 

enquiries, carrying out research and educating and informing consumers2. 

 

The Consumer Council is also a designated body for the purposes of 

supercomplaints3, which means that we can refer any consumer affairs goods 

and services issue to the Office of Fair Trading4, where we feel that the 

market may be harming consumers’ best interests. 

 

In taking forward our broad statutory remit we are informed by and 

representative of consumers in NI.  We work to bring about change to benefit 

consumers by making their voice heard and making it count.  To represent 

consumers in the best way we can, we listen to them and produce robust 

evidence to put their priorities at the heart of all we do. 

 

 

 

 

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



2. Views on the current consultation proposals 
 

"Do you agree with our ‘vulnerable consumers and consumers 
challenged by the adverse economic climate’ theme? Are there any 
issues on which you think we should particularly focus?" 
 
The Consumer Council welcomes the OFT focus of protecting consumers 

considered to be vulnerable and supports the definitions of 'individual 

vulnerability' as well as 'situational or transactional vulnerability'.  

 

The findings from our Consumer Proficiency research 20125 identified the 

following groups as being less proficient:  

 

 Consumers aged 16-24 

 Consumers aged 45–54  

 Consumers aged 65 and over; and 

 Consumers living on a low income (socio-economic group DE).  

 

The above groups are more likely to put up with faulty goods or poor service; 

are more susceptible to scams; are less aware of where to go for expert 

consumer advice and are least aware of the types of pre-purchase activities 

they could undertake to protect themselves when making expensive 

purchases.   

 

The same research found that 47 per cent of consumers are concerned about 

their ability to make ends meet.  This was highest amongst those aged 45-54 

and socio-economic group DE.  In other words, those consumers already 

struggling financially were also more likely to suffer detriment as a result of 

having less consumer skills and confidence. 

 
                                                        
5 Canny Consumers, Progress report on consumer proficiency levels in 2012. The Consumer Council 
undertakes consumer proficiency research every four years to assess Northern Ireland consumers’ 
understanding of their consumer rights; their confidence and skills in making a complaint; pre-
purchase behaviour and their knowledge of where to go for expert consumer advice.   
 



We asked how consumers’ pre-purchase behaviour had changed as a result 

of the economic downturn and 89 per cent reported they now make a greater 

effort to compare prices before making an expensive purchase.  However, 

very few checked previous customer feedback or refunds policy (11 per cent 

respectively), only 8 per cent checked if there was a secure payment facility 

for online purchases and just 6 per cent of consumers reported checking 

terms and conditions before they buy.    

 

The research also used a series of test questions which have demonstrated 

worrying gaps in awareness, even amongst consumers who considered 

themselves well-informed of their consumer rights.  The four key areas of 

concern are a lack of awareness regarding:  

 

 The law regarding the return of goods which aren’t faulty (excluding 

online sales); 

 Levels of protection offered by different methods of payment (in 

particular joint liability); 

 The law regarding the display of ‘no refund’ signs; and 

 Misconceptions regarding warranty periods – i.e. believing a retailer is 

not required to do anything about faulty goods when a warranty period 

has expired.  

 

Consumers were asked who they would turn to for expert advice in the event 

of a problem with goods or services they had purchased.  More than two-fifths 

(43 per cent) said they would ask the supplier/retailer.  This causes us 

concern in the context of more recent research we’ve undertaken to measure 

businesses’ understanding of consumer law (due for publication in March 

2013).  We found that only 64 per cent of businesses believed a customer 

was entitled to a refund for faulty goods which had been used, 42 per cent 

thought it legal to display a ‘no refunds’ sign and 45 per cent believed they 

weren’t obliged to do anything about a computer which had developed a fault 

outside of the warranty period.   

 



The Consumer Council will use these findings to target our consumer 

education messages and resources at specific groups and to influence the 

provision of consumer law training for businesses.  We commend the OFT for 

developing resources such as the SOGA and DSR hub and will continue to 

promote these wherever appropriate.  We would also urge a continued 

emphasis on consumer and business education as key elements in helping to 

reduce consumer detriment.  

 

In terms of ‘individual vulnerability’, the Consumer Council believes it is 

important that the OFT has due regard to consumers with low levels of 

Financial Capability.  This is particularly important in Northern Ireland as 

research has shown that consumers here traditionally have lower levels of 

financial capability than consumers elsewhere in the UK.  Consumers with low 

levels of financial capability often do not have the knowledge, skills or 

confidence to manage and take responsibility for their financial affairs and this 

may make them susceptible to being mis-sold products or services or being 

otherwise exploited. 

 

Consumer Credit 
 
The Consumer Council believes the transition of consumer credit to the new 

Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) must be an opportunity to improve the way 

consumer credit is regulated and enable the creation of a simpler, more 

responsive financial regulation regime.  We also believe work must be 

continued and built upon by OFT in the interim to ensure consumer detriment 

is identified and action taken.  For example, the plans to give FCA specific 

powers to impose a cap on the cost of credit must not deter OFT from its 

current work with the Payday loan sector.  The Consumer Council believes 

stricter rules and enforcement are needed and is currently awaiting OFT’S 

final findings in this area.  We therefore welcome OFT’s commitment in its 

Annual Plan that debt management and compliance within the payday lending 

sector will remain a priority areas of focus. 

 

 



Insurance 
 
We welcomed the Market investigation reference to the Competition 

Commission earlier this year. The high cost of car insurance and the 

differential between NI & GB remains a high priority for the Consumer 

Council.  We will continue to work with the Competition Commission on this 

but urge the OFT to maintain a watchful brief over this issue. 

 

The OFT report on the High Cost of Private Motor Insurance in December 

2011 found that premiums in rural areas in NI could up to 70 per cent more 

expensive than in the rest of the UK.  We would welcome further investigation 

in to this particular aspect to determine why this is so.  What are the 

differences between rural GB and rural NI which explain why costs are up to 

70 percent more? 

 
Northern Ireland Ferry Services  
 
With regard to issues on which the OFT should focus, the Consumer Council 

requests that the OFT reviews the ferry industry in Northern Ireland with a 

view to establishing whether the pricing practices of the two main service 

providers are fair and transparent.  

 

In December 2011, we published Ferry Travel – A Consumer Council report 

on the perceptions and experiences of ferry passengers in Northern Ireland.  

 

In particular, the issue of cost brought a mixed response from research 

participants.  The majority of omnibus survey respondents (75%) were 

satisfied with the cost of travel, however, the majority of focus group 

participants felt the cost of travel with a car was too high and believe there is 

no plausible explanation as to why there is such a difference in cost between 

Northern Ireland – Scotland services and English Channel services of a 

similar journey time. 

 



This issue of price disparity is one that consumers and elected 

representatives have raised with the Consumer Council.  Our fare monitoring 

shows the average cost for a family of four travelling with a car on P&O’s 

Larne to Cairnryan route is £277.446 and on Stena Line’s Belfast to Cairnryan 

service is £293.72.  

By comparison the fare for the same number of people travelling on the DFDS 

Dover to Dunkirk service is £70.33; approximately a quarter of the price of the 

Irish Sea services.   

The Consumer Council recognises there are significant differences between 

the Irish Sea and English Channel passenger ferry markets, with greater 

numbers of passengers and more companies operating services on the 

English Channel.   

However, there is still a lack of clarity on why there is such a disparity. The 

Consumer Council therefore requests that the OFT assess whether the ferry 

industry in Northern Ireland is operating in a fair and transparent manner for 

consumers. 

 

 
  

                                                        
6 Fares were recorded from ferry company websites in November and December 2012 and 
January 2013. Fares are for a family of four travelling with a car and are averaged for the 
price of sailings booked two, four and eight weeks in advance for midweek travel (Wednesday 
– Wednesday) and weekend travel (Saturday – Saturday) and are based on a one week lag 
time between departure and return dates. 



"Do you agree with our ‘pricing used as a barrier to fair choice and 
competition’ theme?  Are there any issues on which you think we 
should particularly focus?" 
 
Airline Charges 
 
The Consumer Council welcomes the work of the OFT with regard to 

improvements made by airlines on payment surcharges.  However, a number 

of airlines have removed payment surcharges and now charge consumers an 

administration fee.  

 

The OFT must ensure that any charges levied for payment surcharges or 

administration are cost reflective and transparent for consumers. 

Administration charges should be cost reflective and not viewed as an income 

source.  

 
Banking 
 

The OFT report on personal current accounts published in January 2013 

highlights the need for banks to do more for consumers.  The report found 

that despite key recommendations made in an OFT market study report in 

2008, banks continue to drag their heels on implementing more transparency 

and removing barriers to switching banks,  causing ongoing detriment to 

consumers and ‘major impediment’ to effective competition.  The Consumer 

Council believes the work outlined by the OFT must deliver timely 

improvements for consumers or else further regulatory intervention may be 

required.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Food 
The Consumer Council recently published a report looking at the impact of 

rising food costs for NI consumers7.   Almost 9 in 10 consumers (87 per cent) 

reported being worried about the cost of food8.  The research uncovered a 

high degree of mistrust and confusion amongst consumers about special 

offers and promotions, unit pricing and price establishment activities which 

were felt to be deliberately misleading.  This contributed to negative feelings 

towards supermarkets whereby 61 per cent of consumers felt supermarkets 

could do more to only charge a fair price.  

 

The Consumer Council welcomes the OFT’s set of principles issued recently 

which constitute ‘clear, meaningful and principled activity relating to the 

advertising and promotion of prices’, aimed at providing greater clarity on 

CPRs.  We hope these prove effective in addressing the types of issues 

outlined in the OFT’s guidance.  However, in cases where this doesn’t 

succeed, we would call on the OFT to use its enforcement powers in tackling 

practices that prevent consumers being able to choose and seek out the best 

deal.  

 
 
  

                                                        
7 Hard to Stomach – the impact of rising food costs for Northern Ireland consumers, January 2013 
8 This should be seen in the context of higher household bills in general for NI consumers who at the 
same time have an average household income of just £77 a week compared to an average £144 for 
GB households.  



"Do you agree with our ‘novel and developing markets and 
business practices’ theme?  Are there any issues on which you think we 
should particularly focus?" 
 
Online shopping continues to rise amongst NI consumers with one in three 

(37 per cent) now shopping online at least once per month.  This represents a 

21 per cent increase since 20079.  The number of NI businesses trading 

online has also risen to 30 per cent, double the figure in 2003 when we last 

undertook business proficiency research.  When we asked businesses trading 

online how aware they were of the laws that apply to internet shopping, 35 per 

cent reported being ‘very aware’, 26 per cent were ‘aware’, 17 per cent were 

‘slightly aware’ and 13 per cent said they were ‘not aware’.  The Consumer 

Council therefore supports the OFT’s ‘novel and developing markets and 

business practices’  theme as it’s clear that more needs to be done to 

promote awareness amongst consumers of their rights and the potential 

pitfalls when buying online and to ensure businesses comply with Distance 

Selling Regulations.   

 

The Consumer Council would support any attempts that could be made by the 

OFT to promote the standardisation of wording and positioning on retailers’ 

websites in relation to cancellation rights and returns information.  We believe 

this information should be made more upfront and accessible to consumers.  

 

"Are there any areas on which we should focus to support economic 
growth?" 
 

The findings from our Business Proficiency research showed that 47 per cent 

of businesses could potentially be losing out because they incorrectly believed 

by law they had to offer refunds in cases where the consumer had simply 

changed their mind about a purchase.   

                                                        
9 Canny Consumers – progress report on consumer proficiency levels in 2012. 



We also found that mid-sized businesses (10-49 staff) were the most critical 

of their standards in customer care and smaller businesses (1-9 staff) were 

less likely to offer training in consumer law and customer care.  

 

The Consumer Council would support innovative approaches aimed at 

tailoring and promoting consumer law and customer care resources for SMEs 

to boost their understanding of consumer law and raise standards in customer 

care.  Businesses would benefit by having clear, consistent redress 

procedures, would build customer loyalty and would become more 

competitive.  In this way, we feel economic growth would be stimulated.   

 

 

"Are there any other areas that you think we should look at in 
2013-14?" 
 

The Northern Ireland energy market has only recently seen the emergence of 

competition unlike our GB counterparts who have had the benefits of 

competition for a number of years.  The Consumer Council welcomes 

competition in the market as it has the potential to deliver lower prices and 

more choice to consumers.  However, to be viable competition must improve 

the customer experience for all consumers, including the vulnerable.  To get 

the most from competition consumers also need to have information that they 

can use to make the best decisions possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on the OFT 

Annual Plan for 2013/14.  

 

Northern Ireland consumers continue to struggle with the cost of living with 47 

per cent saying they are concerned about their ability to make ends meet and 

44 per cent finding it difficult to keep up with bills and credit commitments. 

Events such as the withdrawal of bmibaby from Northern Ireland and the 

temporary collapse of Ulster Bank’s IT systems demonstrates that the 

Consumer Council's role as an advocate for consumers, challenging unfair 

practices and championing a fair deal for consumers is essential.  The 

Consumer Council will continue to work in partnership with the OFT to ensure 

that consumers are aware of their rights and that service providers are 

meeting their obligations. 

As outlined in this response there are a number of key actions that the 

Consumer Council believes the OFT should take forward during 2013/14 as 

outlined in the recommendations below:  

 

 
  



Recommendations   
 

 The Consumer Council request the OFT review the ferry industry in 

Northern Ireland with a view to establishing whether the pricing 

practices of the two main service providers are fair and transparent.  

 

 The OFT must ensure that any charges levied for payment surcharges 

or administration must be cost reflective and transparent for 

consumers. 

 

 The Consumer Council would urge a continued emphasis on consumer 

and business education strategies as key elements in helping to 

reduce consumer detriment and stimulate economic growth.  

 

 We would encourage the OFT to use its enforcement powers in 

tackling food retailers who use complicated price promotions which 

prevent consumers being able to seek out and choose the best deal. 

 

 The Consumer Council would encourage the OFT to promote the 

standardisation of wording and positioning on retail websites in relation 

to cancellation rights and returns information.  We believe this 

information should be made more upfront and accessible to 

consumers.  

 

 We believe work must be continued by OFT on Consumer Credit in the 

interim to ensure consumer detriment is identified and action taken.  

For example, the Payday loan sector.   

 
 We would welcome further investigation into rural car insurance issues 

and why costs are up to 70 percent more in NI compared to GB. 

 
 The Consumer Council believes the work outlined by the OFT on 

personal banking must deliver timely improvements for consumers or 

else further regulatory intervention may be required.  
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