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About the Consumer Council  

 

The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to 

this consultation.  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 food (the Consumer Council and the Food 

Standards Agency (FSA) have a memorandum of understanding and the 

Council's strategic focus on food is primarily in relation to food prices 

and customer experience). These include considering consumer 

complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and educating and 

informing consumers. 

 

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. 
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Introduction  

 

While we welcome the outcome focused consultation document, we 

believe that there are key issues that are potentially missing or that 

could be dealt with in a more joined up way.  

 

1. Economic Climate 

2. Financial Capability 

3. Consumer rights and responsibilities  

4. Perceived cost of a healthy balanced diet 

5. Public Transport 

 

1 Economic Climate 

 

Outcome 1: Families have adequate income and work that pays; 

 

Unfortunately the consultation fails to clearly set out the current 

economic climate consumers are facing in Northern Ireland and the 

impacts that this is having or will have on households or children in the 

future.  

A report published in February 2014 suggests that Northern Ireland (NI) 

suffered the steepest fall in living standards during the recession, 

compared to all other regions of the UK1.  Although the NI economy is 

set to grow at its fastest rate since 2007 households will continue to 

struggle.  The benefits may be beginning to be felt in the general 

                                                        
1 The research by the Resolution Foundation, February 2014 
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economy but there is a definite lag before consumers see this translated 

to their household budget or pocket.2 

Since the recession hit the UK, the Consumer Council has been involved 

in various strands of work regarding the cost of living.  In 2010 and again 

in 2011 the Consumer Council surveyed consumers to gain an insight 

into how consumers were coping financially.  With reports in the news 

that the economy is beginning to recover, but yet food and energy prices 

continuing to grow, the Consumer Council commissioned a small survey 

to gain an insight into how consumers are coping.   

 

The Consumer Councils’ latest cost of living research has revealed that 

almost half (49 per cent) of consumers are worried about their ability to 

make ends meet, with 56 per cent worried about their ability to make 

ends meet in the future.   

 

Less than half of NI consumers (47 per cent) are keeping up with bills 

and financial commitments without difficulty, and 15 per cent state it is 

a constant struggle or have fallen behind with some or all financial 

commitments. 

 

Middle Aged Consumers 

Consumers aged 35-54 are particularly worried about their ability to 

make ends meet right now (58 per cent compared to NI average of 49 

per cent), in the future (65 per cent compared to NI average of 56 per 

cent) and are more worried about the cost of food (74 per cent 

                                                        
2 UK Economic Outlook November 2013, PWC 
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compared to NI average of 62 per cent) compared to any other age 

grouping.  The 35-54 year olds are more likely to have families, so 

childcare costs are likely to factor and also rent or mortgages.   

 

 

2 Financial Capability  

 

Outcome 1: Families have adequate income and work that pays; 

The previous Child Poverty Strategy set out a key priority to Increase the 

level of financial competency in Northern Ireland.  We feel that this has 

not been captured in this current drafting of the updated Strategy. There 

is no mention of the current Draft Financial Capability Strategy which is 

also a NI Executive Strategy. 

Being financially capable means having the skills and confidence to 

manage your money and use it wisely.  It means being prepared for a 

rainy day, saving in a safe place, maximising your income by getting all 

the financial help to which you are entitled, having the appropriate 

insurance cover, being prepared for your retirement and knowing how 

to get independent financial or debt advice when it is needed. 

If people become more financially capable, they can make their incomes 

go further by choosing more suitable financial products or by spending 

less on interest on credit. Also making better decisions about money and 

taking action at an early stage can help protect people from spiralling 

debt and financial hardship. This very much links to outcome one of the 

draft Strategy. 
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It is key that all Departments including Office of First Minister and 

Deputy First Minister OFMDFM recognise the need to ensure financial 

capability and inclusion initiatives are delivered in a joined up and 

meaningful way and how these can contribute to the vision and 

outcomes listed under this Strategy.  The Department of Enterprise 

Trade and Investment are currently developing the monitoring 

framework for this Strategy.  

3  Consumer rights and responsibilities 

 Outcome 6: Children and young people live in a society which respects 

their rights 

We support the overarching vision statement and agree that children 

need “...the skills to gain employment and fulfil their potential as active, 

engaged citizens.”  In addition,  we believe it is important that children 

and young people have the knowledge, skills and confidence to make 

informed decisions as consumers.  

Children and young people are constantly bombarded with advertising 

messages from a very young age in a market estimated in 2009 to be 

worth £99.12 billion3.   

“Children inhabit a seamless, branded world where celebrities, toys, TV 

shows and electronics are almost indistinguishable.”4  

Research the Consumer Council repeats every four years shows that less 

than half (42 per cent) of young people aged 16-24 feel well informed 

                                                        
3 Consumer Kids: How Big Business is Grooming Our Children For Profit, Ed Mayo and Agnes Nairn 
4 Agnes Nairn, Christine Griffin, Patricia Gaya Wicks, The Simpsons are Cool but Barbie’s a Minger: The 
Role of brands in the everyday lives of Junior School Children, University of Bath, 2005 
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about their consumer rights and only 38 per cent feel confident about 

expressing these rights if they encounter a problem with goods or 

services they’ve bought5. This is despite every post-primary school pupil 

learning about consumer awareness as part of the home economics 

curriculum.  

We believe empowering consumers of all ages to know and exercise 

their consumer rights also enables consumers to hold to account the 

delivery of public sector service providers and engage more positively as 

citizens.    

We were gratified to see the Consumer Council’s Buy Rights – Have Your 

Say DVD referenced (Appendix 4 p.93) as this was developed for the 

informal education, youth and uniformed sectors.  The Consumer 

Council remains committed to producing and disseminating a range of 

resources and presentations aimed at boosting children and families’ 

awareness of their rights and also their responsibilities (e.g. how to shop 

safely, attain value for money and shop around).   

4 Perceived cost of a healthy balanced diet 

Outcome 3: Children and families thrive and have a healthy future 

In relation to the above outcome, the Consumer Council conducted 

research in January 20136 which found that many consumers, 

particularly those with young families, complained about the cost of 

providing healthy, balanced meals.  Overall, 9 in 10 consumers were 

                                                        
5 Canny Consumers? Are consumers standing up for their rights? A Consumer Council progress report 
on consumer proficiency levels in 2012.  
6 Hard to Stomach, The impact of rising food costs for Northern Ireland consumers, Consumer Council, 
January 2013 
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worried about the cost of food and there was a clear perception that the 

cost of fresh and healthier foods was often prohibitive. In one to one 

interviews and focus groups we heard from parents who chose to go 

without so that their children could have treats such as fresh 

strawberries and we also became aware of the guilt felt strongly by 

some about the types of food choices they had to make for their families 

in order to make their budget stretch.   

This Strategy should also link to the ‘Framework for Preventing and 

Addressing Overweight and Obesity in Northern Ireland 2012-2022: A 

Fitter Future for All’ strategy.  Key issues the strategy addresses are: 

• Increasing consumers’ knowledge and skills about food and its 

preparation; 

• Making sure how we live and where we live supports healthy eating 

and physical activity; 

• Encouraging and supporting more community support with these 

issues; and 

• Continuing to reformulate processed foods. 

In partnership with the Food Standards Agency NI, the Consumer Council 

will be carrying out research to determine the extent to which healthy 

and less healthy (high salt/fat/sugar content) offers are promoted 

respectively by major food retailers here in Northern Ireland.  We will 

then know if consumers are right in thinking offers seem to favour less 

healthy foods and can either address the reality or the perception.  
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Another issue relating to children and young people’s diet is the parents’ 

ability to cook a meal from scratch using ‘raw’ ingredients.  Cooking and 

meal planning skills play a vital part of managing a tight budget and can 

help contribute to a healthier diet. This is one of the topics that we 

acknowledged in the research as falling outside of the Consumer 

Council’s remit, but we strongly support initiatives such as the Cook-It 

programme and FRESH community-based programmes7.  

5 Public Transport 

 

Outcome 5: Children and young people contribute positively to 
community and society; 

 

The Consumer Council believe that development of public transport for 

young people should be a key priority for the NI Executive within this 

Strategy.  

 

In December 2010 the Consumer Council and YouthAction NI launched 

‘Transport Matters – Young people’s experiences, attitudes and ideas for 

improving public transport.’   The report found that the lack of available, 

accessible, affordable public transport impacted on young people’s 

ability to engage in social, education and employment opportunities.   

 

More recent Consumer Council research conducted in partnership with 

Youth Action8 examined the experiences of young people that use public 

transport highlighted the importance of public transport in enabling 

                                                        
7 http://www.belfasttrust.hscni.net/livewell/HowCanWeHelp.htm 
8 Transport matters (2011) the Consumer Council. 
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young people to access education, employment, leisure and health 

facilities.  It was noted that many young people have to organise their 

lives around the availability of public transport and, in rural areas in 

particular, poor provision of public transport results in high levels of 

dependence on family, friends and neighbours for transport.   

 

Of the young people surveyed by the Consumer Council, 70 per cent of 

those who used public transport explained they used public transport to 

travel to school or college.  Significantly, the research identified that 

many young people were unable to participate in after school activities 

as the only bus available that would enable them to travel home 

departed directly after school finished.  This finding is supported by 

further research conducted by the Consumer Council in 2014 which 

examined the travel patterns and types of journeys undertaken by 

consumers in the Cookstown and Dungannon areas9.   This research 

included focus groups comprising young people from the 

Dungannon/Cookstown areas and found that students used public 

transport more frequently than the other research participants. It again 

was explained that for many of the participants, the infrequency of bus 

services prohibited them staying for after school/college activities.  

 

If you wish to discuss this response further, or have any questions, 

please not not hesitate to contact Philippa McKeown-Brown on 

telephone number 028 9067 4834 or via email to 

pmckeown@consumercouncil.org.uk 

                                                        
9 Examining consumers’ travel patterns and transport needs in the Dungannon and Cookstown 
area (report forthcoming, publication expected May 2014). 
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Elizabeth House 
116 Holywood Road 
Belfast 
BT4 1NY 
 
Telephone: 0800 121 6022 
Textphone: 028 9067 2488 
Fax:  028 9065 7701 
E-mail: info@consumercouncil.org.uk 
Website: www.consumercouncil.org.uk 

Making the consumer voice 
heard and making it count 


