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Consumer landscape and quicker switching – call for evidence team 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

Consumer and Competition Policy 

Victoria 357 

1, Victoria Street 

London 

SW1H OET 

 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

HELPING CONSUMERS GET A BETTER DEAL 

 

The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland welcomes the opportunity to 

input to BIS’s consideration of changes to the consumer landscape and 

switching arrangements for possible inclusion in the forthcoming Better 

Markets Bill.  

 

The Consumer Council is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) 

established through the General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1984. Our principle statutory duty is to promote and safeguard the 

interests of consumers in Northern Ireland.  

 

The Consumer Council has specific statutory duties in relation to energy, 

postal services, transport, and water and sewerage. These include 

considering consumer complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and 



 

 

educating and informing consumers. 

 

While consumer protection is devolved in Northern Ireland (NI), and there 

are differences in the NI consumer landscape and in regulated markets, a 

number of the issues being considered by this review are adopted here or 

have UK-wide coverage. Therefore, where there are similarities in 

approach or direct read-across of arrangements to ensure consistency 

across the UK as a whole, it is important that the NI experience and 

situation are taken into account.  

 

Consumer Advice 

 

We note in the call for evidence document that, “there is a risk that roles 

overlap, with scope for confusion and inconsistency in the advice 

consumers are being given.” This was a risk identified in the Ministerial 

review of the Consumer Council, which concluded in 2014.1 The outcome 

of this review was to retain all the core functions of consumer 

empowerment, representation, and protection housed in one 

organisation. This enables a ‘virtuous circle’ whereby individual complaints 

inform wider policy development and advocacy, which shapes consumer 

education to raise awareness of rights and leads to other issues being 

raised by consumers, and so on. 

 

However, the review also recognised the need for greater collaboration 

between the consumer and advice sectors. As a result, we have been 

developing a partnership with the advice sector in NI to train advice 

workers on consumer rights and complaints mechanisms, develop effective 

referral arrangements, and sharing of intelligence on emerging consumer 

issues. This partnership is covered by a Memorandum of Understanding, 

                                                           
1
 See https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/consultations/future-consumer-representation-arrangements-0 

for further information. 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/consultations/future-consumer-representation-arrangements-0


 

 

which was agreed in 2015.2 

 

While this partnership is still in its infancy, it is clear that, given the breadth 

of potential consumer issues and the complexity of markets and their 

regulation, effective collaboration between all organisations working in 

this field is the key to effective consumer protection and empowerment. 

Therefore, the more that Government can do to encourage and strengthen 

partnerships across sectors and devolved nations to collaborate in the 

interests of consumers the better. The Consumer Protection Partnership is 

a good way of facilitating this at the UK level; such collaborative working 

needs to be encouraged at local levels as well. 

 

 

Consumer Empowerment  
 
For consumers to be empowered it is essential that they have information 
about their rights and are able to understand how to use this to prevent or 
resolve problems in buying goods and services.  
 
Such a system creates confident consumers who feel empowered to make 
good choices, which in turn will increase consumer trust in business and 
public services. Empowered consumers help to drive competition by 
shopping around and demanding more of businesses. In turn businesses 
must work harder to win and retain custom by offering higher standards of 
customer care, better products, innovation, and reducing costs. This 
increases productivity and drives economic growth.  
 
Genuinely competitive markets rely on consumers to drive competition by 
making the best choices for their circumstances. Consumers therefore 
need to be in a position where they can easily judge and compare issues 
such as price, quality, value and service.  
 

                                                           
2
 See http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/news/consumer-council-signs-menorandum-of-

understanding-with-advice-sector/.  

http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/news/consumer-council-signs-menorandum-of-understanding-with-advice-sector/
http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/news/consumer-council-signs-menorandum-of-understanding-with-advice-sector/


 

 

Empowered consumers will be able to resolve complaints, shop around 
more effectively, exhibit safer pre-purchase behaviours and therefore be 
better able to take control and independently maximise their own welfare. 
The Consumer Council works to provide:  
 

 Consumer information (for consumers who are capable of choosing 
effectively and asserting their rights if pointed to the right material);  

 

 Consumer advice (for consumers who need help to interpret or 
apply information); and  

 

 Consumer education (for consumers who may not be aware of the 
risks in relevant markets, or the importance of exercising choice 
carefully, or that they have particular rights as consumers).  

 
A successful economy requires informed, protected and empowered 
consumers. To achieve this, the Consumer Council has worked to provide a 
framework that educates consumers about their rights, whilst 
simultaneously campaigning on their behalf and protecting them from 
unfair and unscrupulous practices.  
 
This integrated approach is key to the Consumer Council’s ability to 
effectively identify consumer issues and trends that span each area of our 
work, and respond in the most effective manner; whether this is through 
advocacy, redress or empowerment. Each function supports and informs 
the other to develop the integral strength of the organisation.  
 
Our process maximises consumer benefit and redress and also leads to 
positive policy changes by service providers. In 2015/16 alone the 
Consumer Council helped over 1,500 consumers get back £897k in 
compensation, refunds and gestures of good will 
 

Alternative Dispute Resolution 

 

In the Consumer Council’s submission to BIS in response to the 

consultation on implementation of the Alternative Dispute Resolution 



 

 

Directive,3 we highlighted concerns that a ‘one size fits all’ approach risked 

undermining pre-existing protections for consumers in NI.  

 

The Consumer Council was concerned that implementation of the 

Directive might weaken the current arrangements regarding energy, public 

transport, and water complaints which are set out in legislation 

 

In addition, under EC Regulation No 1107/2006 the Consumer Council has 

been designated to handle passenger complaints relating to an airport in 

NI or a flight departing from an in NI by the Civil Aviation (Access to Air 

Travel for Disabled Persons and Persons with Reduced Mobility) 

Regulations 2007 (SI 2007/1895).  We also have an agreement with the 

Civil Aviation Authority that the Consumer Council handles NI passenger 

complaints regarding delays and cancellations to or from NI airports under 

EU Regulation 261/2004.   

 

The Consumer Council is the voluntary complaint handling body for 

maritime passengers under EU Regulation 1177/2010 which provides 

passengers with rights when services are disrupted resulting in delays or 

cancellations.  This regulation also provides passengers with a disability or 

reduced mobility the right to special assistance. 

 

We believe a particular strength of the arrangements in NI is that service 

providers are required to engage with the Consumer Council where a 

consumer is not satisfied with the outcome of their complaint. We were 

also concerned that the introduction of new complaints handling bodies 

might further complicate an already complex consumer protection 

landscape.  

 

Following the implementation of the Directive, there is an agreement in NI 

                                                           
3
  See http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/filestore/documents/Consultation_Response_-

_ADR_Directive.pdf.  

http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/filestore/documents/Consultation_Response_-_ADR_Directive.pdf
http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/filestore/documents/Consultation_Response_-_ADR_Directive.pdf


 

 

that the current complaints handling arrangements should be retained. 

Therefore, it is important that BIS remains cognisant of the different 

arrangements in NI when considering further changes to ADR. Moreover, 

guidance from BIS and other GB bodies on ADR should make it clear that 

separate arrangements exist in NI and signpost these appropriately.  

A key issue in respect of ADR, and complaints handling generally, is 

ensuring consumers know who to contact about a complaint. The most 

recent round of research conducted on consumer proficiency in NI4 has 

shown a significant decrease in consumers not knowing where to go for 

advice and help.  

 

This shows that just 8% of consumers in 2015 did not know who to contact 

for help and advice on a consumer issue, compared to 22% in 2011. 

However, the most cited source for such help are Citizens Advice and 

independent advice centres (29%), followed by the traders themselves 

(24%). Further work could be done to highlight the role of designated 

consumer protection bodies such as Trading Standards and ourselves. 

 

One issue that might help facilitate this is the ability for consumer 

protection bodies to identify traders who provide poor service. To this end, 

BIS might wish to review the requirements of Part 9 of the Enterprise Act 

2002. This requires consumer protection bodies such as the Consumer 

Council to obtain the consent of both the trader and consumer before we 

can disclose certain information. We have found that publicising the 

outcome of complaints without being able to identify the trader a 

constraint. Without the identity of both parties being disclosed we find the 

newsworthiness of consumer complaints is much reduced. And yet, such 

publicity is essential is raise awareness of consumer issues and who to 

contact to resolve these. 

 

                                                           
4
  Consumers in Control? Are we a society of informed discerning consumers?, Consumer Council for 

Northern Ireland, June 2016. 



 

 

Switching  

 

The Consumer Council applauds the efforts made by Government and 

regulators to encourage switching as a means of securing better deals for 

consumers and driving competition. 

 

The Consumer Council, with the support of the NI Department of the 

Economy and energy suppliers, has recently developed and launched an 

interactive energy price comparison website: 

 www.consumercouncil.org.uk/energy/electricity-gas-price-comparison/ 

 

 

We were concerned that consumers did not necessarily trust private sector 

price comparison websites to give accurate information. By operating a 

fully independent site, which we understand is the first of its kind in the 

EU; we hope to further drive competition in the NI domestic energy 

market. 

 

The Consumer Council agrees wholeheartedly with the view and aspiration 

expressed in the call for evidence document that: 

 

“Active and assertive consumers are key to creating competitive and 

dynamic markets. They incentivise businesses to be agile and 

responsive, to innovate and be more efficient and to improve their 

competitive offer. However, to fulfil this role effectively, consumers 

need to be well informed, unencumbered in pursuing the best deal 

and sufficiently protected when things go wrong.” 

 

We will monitor with interest the outcome of this current review and any 

legislative proposals that flow from this. We will work with NI Government 

Departments to consider the adoption of these for consumers here to 

realise this aspiration. 

http://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/energy/electricity-gas-price-comparison/


 

 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 

 

Kathy Graham 

Interim Director of Policy 

 

Copy: Dennis Cunningham, Department for the Economy 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


