
 

 

Annual Plan Team 
Strategy, 3rd Floor  
OFCOM 
Riverside House 
2A Southwark Bridge Road 
LONDON 
SE1 9HA 
 
26th February 2015  
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
Response to Ofcom’s Draft Annual Plan 2015/16 

We are pleased to be able to offer comments on Ofcom’s Draft Annual Plan for 

2015/16.  

The Consumer Council has a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the 

interests of consumers and have specific functions in relation to energy, water, 

transport, food and postal services. These include considering consumer 

complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and educating and informing 

consumers.  Therefore, we are pleased to be able to offer comments on 

Ofcom’s Draft Annual Plan as the statutory representative for Northern Ireland 

consumers generally and postal consumers specifically.  

Priority Area 1: Promote effective competition and informed choice 

Improve the process of switching providers for consumers 



 

 

The Consumer Council notes that Ofcom found consumers experience or 

anticipate difficulties when switching, with 28 per cent of consumers 

considering switching their fixed broadband provider but had not yet done so 

due to the perceived hassle (in the 12 months prior July/August 2014).  

We are aware that Ofcom plans to focus on simplifying the processes but are 

also interested in the mention (p24) of non-process barriers to switching. Given 

our significant work on encouraging and promoting switching in terms of 

energy and banking service providers, this may be an area where the Consumer 

Council can share learning and work in partnership with Ofcom. 

Concerns about quality of service received from communications providers 

Ofcom cite issues concerning installation and repair times for fixed line 

services, and also Ethernet services.   

These are issues are often raised by Northern Ireland consumers when we ask 

what types of problems they’ve experienced and/or additional topics they’d 

like us to cover. Furthermore, our Consumer Support team has taken 96 

enquiry calls about telecoms in the past 12 months.  This is one of the highest 

complaint referral categories for our complaint handling team.  Putting this into 

context – we have only dealt with 48 banking and 53 package holiday referrals 

calls over the same timeframe.  

Priority Area 3: Promote opportunities to participate 

Review the factors that potentially affect the sustainability of the universal 

postal service.  

Overall we are supportive of the continuous monitoring and projects Ofcom 

has proposed given the dynamic nature of the postal industry and importance 

of the financial sustainability of the universal service.  

 

 Complete reviews of the postal common operational procedures (PICOP), 
mail integrity code of practice (MICOP) and complaint handling and 
redress schemes  

 
The Consumer Council welcome Ofcom’s commitment to review the postal 

common operational procedures (PICOP) and mail integrity codes (PICOP).  We 



 

 

are aware our predecessor body (Consumer Futures) responded previously to 

Ofcom’s ‘call for input’ in April 2013.   

 

In a changing market the integrity of mail for postal operators plays an 

increasingly important role for consumers. This is against the back drop of a 

rapidly growing parcel market, where often consumers cannot distinguish 

which operator is responsible for delivering their mail. We are also aware from 

the European Commission work on integrated parcel delivery there may be an 

appetite within the Commission to explore the potential for increased 

regulation for parcel operators. On the other hand however, we recognise that 

full regulation and standardisation of mail integrity across all operators may be 

unfair to some operators and place an undue monitoring burden on Ofcom.  

 

Therefore, we expect Ofcom may wish to consider that other solutions to 

ensuring the integrity of mail may be found in addition to regulation, such as a 

robust complaints handling and redress service or consideration of existing 

legislation (e.g. Consumer Contracts Regulations) or the roles of enforcement 

bodies (e.g. Trading Standards). These may seek to protect the consumer more 

successfully without distorting or creating uncertainty in the market.  

 
Furthermore, we are pleased to see Ofcom will review the Postal complaint 

handling and redress schemes.  Since the introduction of the consumer 

complaints standards in 2008 there has been no formal review of postal 

complaint handling. In 2014, the Consumer Council for Northern Ireland and 

the UK Consumer Advocacy bodies1 undertook a number of streams of research 

to review this area, including statutory information requests2, desk research 

and operator meetings, which culminated in our report ‘Delivering 

Satisfaction3’. The overall conclusions reached were that the current system for 

regulated operators appears to capture the fundamental attributes of good 

complaint handling, but there are key actions that can be taken by regulated 

operators, the redress scheme and Ofcom to strengthen it for the benefit of 

consumers and industry. 

The postal complaint handling conditions laid down by Ofcom provide the 

                                                           
1
 Citizens Advice and Citizens Advice Scotland 

2
 Through our statutory powers under Section24 of the Consumer Estate Agents and Redress Act. 

3
 CCNI, CitA and CAS: Delivering satisfaction – A summary of complaint handling in the postal market October 

2014 [link] 



 

 

minimum requirements for regulated postal operators to build their complaint 

handling process upon.  We are aware that the complaint handling conditions 

require regulated postal operators to collate, categorize and publish data on 

the complaints received for specified time periods, however there is no 

requirement, for example to identify common service or operational issues and 

then subsequently demonstrate that these have been considered and possibly 

addressed.  

The Consumer Council would like Ofcom to examine the level of compliance by 

regulated postal operators with the consumer protection conditions and assess 

the suitability of the current complaint-handling framework for all operators in 

this vast and changing market. Furthermore, the Consumer Council is aware 

that during our investigation of this area, further consumer studies are required 

to more accurately reflect the consumer experience. We would recommend 

that Ofcom should consider the inclusion of consumer research investigating 

the consumer complaint experience of regulated postal operators as part of 

any review.  

 Complete broader review of the factors that could potentially affect Royal 

Mail’s ability to continue to provide the universal service in future 

Northern Ireland consumers have no experience of end-to-end competition 

but the existence of access competition in the mail market has provided wider 

benefits both directly and indirectly through choice, reduced cost and improved 

innovation. The Consumer Council welcomes Ofcom’s work on encouraging 

competition to help drive improvements for consumers. 

The growth in fulfillment mail and the parcel market in the UK is 

unprecedented, with a reported 14% growth in online sales in 2014, and this 

shows no signs of diminishing. This has had a related impact on the growth of 

parcels to fulfill these online orders sales. However, competition in the parcel 

market has not directly benefited Northern Ireland consumers. In many cases 

because of our rurality and peripheral location within the UK, Northern Ireland 

consumers experience significant detriment in terms of excess surcharging, no 

delivery or reduced delivery options. We are aware the majority of deliveries 

from online orders do not use Royal Mail’s universal service products; however, 

we welcome Ofcom work on assessing the impact of the changing parcel 

market on its future provision.  



 

 

We would encourage Ofcom to consider within its changes to the parcel 

market review, all parcel operators as well as different forms of competition 

such as pick up and drop off (PUDO) operators e.g. myhermes and Collectplus. 

We would also emphasise the importance of looking at the impact of 

competition by location, as our research shows this can differ significantly 

across the UK.  

The Consumer Council has undertaken significant research on the Northern 

Ireland consumer experience of the parcel market, and we are happy to share 

this with Ofcom and input into this area of its work. 

 

Work in the Nations: Ofcom Northern Ireland  

 Run industry fora in postal services, broadcasting and telecoms to allow 
local stakeholders and service providers to raise consumer and 
competition issues. 
 

We continue to work closely with our colleagues in Ofcom’s Northern Ireland 

office and are supportive of their work on postal services.  We are especially 

pleased to see plans to run a further industry forum on postal services as this 

provides an excellent platform for key stakeholders to come together and raise 

issues of concern and share research findings.  The industry forum held in 2015 

was a great success and provided operators and stakeholders with an 

opportunity to raise postal issues with a specific Northern Ireland focus directly 

with the regulator and key industry stakeholders.  

 

We look forward to continuing to work well with our Ofcom colleagues both 

locally and nationally in the year ahead.   

 

Kind regards 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 
Kellin McCloskey     Philippa McKeown-Brown 

Head of Policy (Postal Services)   Head of Policy (Consumer Skills) 

 


