
Genera l  Consumer Counci l  for Northern Ire land Annual  Repor t 2002 -  2003

â

Annual  Repor t 2002 -  2003

NIA 3\03

GCC ann report 14  5/2/04  3:14 PM  Page 1



Genera l  Consumer Counci l  for Northern Ire land Annual  Repor t 2002 -  2003

GCC ann report 14  5/2/04  3:14 PM  Page 2



Annual Report for 2002 | 2003

Contents

Genera l  Consumer Counci l  for Northern Ire land Annual  Repor t 2002 -  2003 1

â

Chairman’s Introduction 2

Chief Executive’s Report 3

About the Council 4 - 5

Consumer Information 6 - 8
and Education

Energy 9 - 14

Consumer Affairs 15 - 19

Council Members 20 - 21

Staff Members 22

Statement of Accounts 23 - 46

GCC ann report 14  5/2/04  3:14 PM  Page 3



This year has seen unprecedented growth
for the General Consumer Council. We are
now better equipped than ever to
represent local consumers and give them a
voice at the heart of local decision-making.

This growth did not happen overnight; it is
the result of a sustained campaign to give
consumers a voice. This is due in no small

part to Joan Whiteside,
my predecessor, who
retired last year. Her
hard work and
dedication to the job
means a better deal for
all of us.

The Government’s
Consumer Strategy
puts the consumer
firmly at the heart of
decision-making here
and we have taken

great strides to make the
strategy work for consumers where it
really matters.

Our corporate plan lays out how we will
make an impact. This has already started in
earnest with the introduction of a major
education programme – Consumer Skills
for All. The scheme is designed to educate

communities, younger and older people
about their consumer rights and give them
the confidence to make their own voice
heard. We are also working closely with the
business community to promote corporate
social responsibility and improve customer
care.

The Energy Order came into force in April
2003 and once again, we are the voice of
local electricity consumers. This, added to
our existing responsibility for natural gas
and coal customers means that there is
now a one-stop-shop with a dedicated team
working for all of Northern Ireland’s energy
consumers.

Work with our sponsor body, the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment is contributing to joined-up
government and making a difference for
consumers. We are working with the
Consumer Affairs Branch on a joint
telephone and online advice service to offer
the public one central source for all their
consumer problems. This is a unique and
innovative project and will deliver real
benefits for consumers.

My first few months as Chairman of the
General Consumer Council have been
educational, challenging and extremely
rewarding. No doubt, the year ahead holds
many more opportunities for us. I am
grateful to my colleagues on the Council
and staff for their support and guidance
over the past year and in the future. We are
all committed to making the consumer
voice heard and making it count.

Stephen Costello, MBE
Chairman

Welcome

Chairman’s Introduction
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“This growth did not happen
overnight; it is the result of a
sustained campaign to give
consumers a voice.”
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It has been a year of change, challenge and
expansion for the General Consumer
Council. We have:

• Taken on additional statutory 
responsibilities in relation to energy;

• Secured Executive Programme Funds for
an ambitious Consumer Skills for All 
Programme; and

• Extended our staff complement.

Throughout this period, the Council has
continued to deliver on its targets and bring
about benefits for consumers through
effective representation.

We have embarked on a three-year
programme to bring consumer skills to the
community, concentrating on improving
knowledge, skills and confidence. It will
include lobbying to bring consumer
education into the core school curriculum,
encouraging improved customer care by
businesses and reaching ethnic minority and
disadvantaged groups.

A new dedicated energy section with
additional staff has been established. The
team was trained and ready to go in time
for the target date of 1 April 2003, when the
Council took on additional statutory
responsibilities for energy consumers.

Our highly significant report on financial
exclusion, Short Changed, was published.The
report has been widely quoted by Ministers
and leading commentators.We are working
to have financial literacy included in the
curriculum in schools and FE colleges.

For the first time, the official representative
consumer organisations in Northern
Ireland came together. We held three
business meetings and a seminar on
improved complaint handling.

We represented the consumer interest on
a wide variety of issues including transport,
food safety, the reform of legal aid, the
proposed de-regulation of pharmacies, cuts
in air services and a variety of other issues.

Maeve Bell
Chief Executive

Highlights for 2002 | 2003

Chief Executive’s Report

“Throughout this period the
Council continued to deliver on its
targets and make the consumer
voice heard.”
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The General Consumer Council’s task is to
make the consumer voice heard and make
it count. The Council was set up by statute
in 1985 and is mainly funded by the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment.

We carry out research, promote awareness
of consumer rights, seek to influence both
the public and private sectors, and campaign
for a fair deal. In addition to some specific
duties in relation to energy, transport and
food, we investigate and speak out on the
important consumer issues of the day. We
also take up individual complaints about
passenger transport, coal, natural gas and
electricity.

Accountability

We are committed to being open in the way
we work.

• Minutes of Council meetings are available
on request. Registers of interests and of 
gifts and hospitality are open for public 
inspection. The Council has adopted a 
code of practice for members and staff.

• We publish an annual report giving details
of our activities and achievements. The 
report also contains the statement of 
accounts which are subject to independent
external audit and to scrutiny by the 
Comptroller and Auditor General.

• We have an Audit Committee to help 
promote the highest standards of 
propriety in our use of public funds and 
have internal audit arrangements to 
scrutinise our systems of control.

• Our standards of service are published in
a Charter Statement; it is available in a 
large print format and on tape.

• We have a formal written complaints 
procedure and come within the ambit of 
the Ombudsman.

Commitment to Equality

The Council is committed to paying
particular attention to the needs of the most
disadvantaged in our community and targets
efforts towards those in greatest need.

We are fully committed to the fulfilment of
the Section 75 obligations regarding the
promotion of equality of opportunity and
good relations. We will meet our obligations
in a timely, open and inclusive manner in
order to ensure the highest level of
participation in our policy decision-making.

Consumer Network Volunteers

Our expanding volunteer network, which
works throughout Northern Ireland, helped
our research by taking part in a number of
surveys. These included surveys on public

4
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About the Council

“The Council is committed to paying particular attention to
the needs of the most disadvantaged in our community.”
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toilets, water and the cost of formals. These
volunteers help us to keep in touch with
consumer concerns at a local level and bring
added value to our work.

Yellow Pages and BT Directory

The Council continued to take the lead in
co-ordinating the consumer organisations’
advertisement in the Yellow Pages and the
BT Directory. This joint advertisement is an
important way of raising awareness of the
role of the different consumer organisations
in Northern Ireland. Feedback suggests that
many more complainants are contacting the
organisations involved as a result of the
advertisement.

Consumer Councils’ Forum

As part of the Government’s Consumer
Strategy, the Council was tasked to establish
a forum for bodies representing consumers
to share experience and best practice and
to promote collaboration. During the year,
the Forum was established with
representatives from the statutory
consumer bodies. The Group met three
times and also held a seminar on Effective
Complaints Handling. The Minister, Sir Reg
Empey, took the opportunity at the seminar
to officially launch the Consumer Strategy.

Other issues 

Our first ever draft Equality Impact
Assessment (EQIA) on our Communications
and Consumer Education Policies was issued
for consultation. We published the final
EQIA after considering responses.

The Council attended the Annual Assembly
of Consumer Organisations in Brussels with

the theme of The Internal Market:
Delivering the Promise. The EU
Commissioner for Health and Consumer
Protection, David Byrne, used the
opportunity to formally launch the
Commission’s Consumer Policy Strategy
2002-06.

“Consumer network
volunteers help us to keep in
touch with consumer
concerns and bring added
value to our work.”
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Consumer Skills for All Programme 

Half of consumers here do not feel well
informed about their basic consumer rights.
Northern Ireland is crying out for better
consumer information and this year, the
Council took action to tackle this situation.
We received Executive Programme Funding
to roll out Consumer Skills for All (CSFA) -
a new three-year programme to bring
consumer skills to the community. The
programme is the largest ever consumer
education initiative and was announced on
World Consumer Rights Day.

The Consumer Skills for All Programme
(CSFA) aims to give people the skills,
knowledge and confidence they need to
make wise choices. It includes plans to:

• Work with ethnic, minority and 
vulnerable groups to tailor information 
to their needs;

• Promote and develop the Consumerline
information website;

• Build consumer concepts and skills into
the core school curriculum and 

• Encourage improved customer care 
among retailers and businesses.

The programme provides a tremendous
opportunity to transform how local people
buy goods and services. There are also

advantages for businesses as better-informed
consumers help to raise standards and
promote a healthy and competitive economy.
This year a dedicated team was recruited
to start work on developing and
implementing the first phase of the CSFA
programme. As part of this work, contacts
have been developed with community
and disadvantaged groups to identify
partnership opportunities and the needs of
target groups.

Consumer Proficiency  

This year, the Council appointed
PricewaterhouseCoopers to undertake a
major consumer proficiency study. The
research is designed to provide a
benchmark to measure consumer
awareness, the contribution of the CSFA
programme and the Government’s
Consumer Strategy. It will also be used to
update our previous Consumers in the Dark
research of 1998.

Young Consumers Competition

This year we attracted the biggest ever entry
to the Young Consumers Competition.

6
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Consumer Information and Education

“We very much hope the revised
curriculum will help to make our
pupils better skilled and more
informed consumers in the future."
Council for Curriculum, Examinations
and Assessments.

Frank Mitchell presents first prize in the Special Schools’
Poster Competition to Alan Gamble, Sandelford School.
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Preliminary heats rose from three to four
and we continued to co-operate with
Trading Standards Service to encourage
participation from new Targeting Social
Needs areas by producing a promotional
video and broadcasting the competition on
the Internet.

Northern Ireland Curriculum
Review

In our response to the Council for the
Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment
(CCEA) consultation on the school
curriculum, the Council expressed fears
that the opportunity to give schools the
tools to prepare young people for everyday
life was being missed.

We called for consumer skills to become a
core element of the school curriculum and
welcomed the proposed inclusion of
citizenship in the statutory curriculum. We
also called for a consumer-related element
to be developed further. The Council

offered to work with the CCEA in
developing a consumer skills package for
the school curriculum and called for plain
language in the proposals and guidance
notes to help involve parents and pupils
more in the review.

It is our belief that the CCEA cannot afford
to let this opportunity to develop a new
generation of confident consumers slip
through their fingers. Our evidence suggests
that a lack of consumer know-how when
leaving school can often result in bad
decisions that can lead to problems
including future debt. We indicated that we
would work in partnership with the CCEA
to help give young people the skills to cope
with everyday life.

As well as arguing for the inclusion of
consumer skills in CCEA’s curriculum
review, we promoted the Council’s views
widely to encourage other consumer and
voluntary organisations to support our
case.
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Money Matters for Young People Conference, March 2003.
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Consumer Information and Education

The Council further demonstrated its
commitment to achieve change through
practical partnership by working in
collaboration with the CCEA and the
Financial Services Authority to organise a
Money Matters conference for schools,
education authorities and the voluntary
sector.

Promoting Consumer Skills in
Schools

For the first time, the Council organised a
Food Safety Poster Competition for Special
Schools. Pupils in special schools submitted
posters and poems to highlight important
food safety messages on hand washing,
storing food safely and food germs.

More than half of the special schools in
Northern Ireland took part in the
competition, which attracted more than 700
entries. We sent copies of the ten winning
posters to every school in Northern
Ireland, local environmental health

departments and UK and ROI food safety
bodies to help promote this innovative
approach to highlighting these important
messages.

European Young Consumers
Competition 

The Council promoted the European Young
Consumers Competition by awarding a
trophy for the best Northern Ireland entry.
This year, the trophy went to pupils from
Loreto Grammar School in Omagh. Their
consumer website was also placed in the
top three UK entries.

Website

The Council launched a major advertising
campaign to promote its award-winning
website, www.consumerline.org. The
website is a one-stop-shop for consumer
information and contains everything from
knowing your rights to making a complaint
and taking legal action.

General Consumer Council and Trading Standards Service joint advertising campaign.
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Energy
Once again, energy has been at the forefront
of government policy and featured regularly
in the media throughout the year. The most
significant development was the Energy
(Northern Ireland) Order 2003. This
legislation will reform regulation and change
the way energy matters are managed here.
As the first piece of Northern Ireland energy
legislation, the Council believes the Order
will strengthen the consumer voice by
bringing representation on electricity under
the same roof as gas, coal and other energy
matters. It will also give the Council
extended powers, strengthening its ability to
represent and protect consumers effectively.

However, the Council is disappointed that the
Order did not apply the Regulator’s principal
objective to provide the same levels of
protection of consumer interests to the gas
industry as it has to the electricity industry. It
is our firm belief that emphasising the
protection of consumer interests powerfully
enhances the industry's viability in terms of
satisfied customers.

As we move ahead with our new
responsibilities, the Council is committed to
working co-operatively and in partnership
with all of our key stakeholders in order to
bring about benefits for consumers.

Energy Strategy

In 2002, DETI consulted on a new energy
strategy for Northern Ireland. We were
pleased to see that the interests of
consumers were recognised in the
development of the strategy with our former
Chairman, Joan Whiteside, being invited to
join the Energy Strategy Steering Group.

While we appreciate that tackling the high
costs of electricity here is difficult, it is our
belief that any solutions must be fully

examined to ensure that consumers do not
suffer further. We look forward to the next
stage in the development of the strategy.

Fuel Poverty

The Council is fully committed to reducing
fuel poverty and published a report,
Frozen Out, in 2001. In line with our
recommendations, the Department for Social
Development is currently developing a Fuel
Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland for
consultation during 2003. The Council is
represented on the Fuel Poverty Partnership
Forum facilitated by the Energy Saving Trust.

Customer Levy

Last year the levy on electricity customers was
raised from £2.00 to £5.00 and the focus on
how it would be spent changed from energy
efficiency to fuel poverty. In responding to the
Regulator's consultation on the proposed
increase, we argued that before any increase,
the existing procedures for administration and
management must be reviewed. A proposed
framework setting out the operation of the
levy was consulted on widely. The new
framework addressed some of our concerns.
However, it is still our view that more
emphasis should be placed on telling
consumers how their money is used, for
example, by referring to it on electricity bills.

Energy Efficiency and 
Renewable Energy

We continued to develop relationships with
organisations involved in energy efficiency
work. In particular, we value our links with
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive
through membership of their Home Energy
Conservation Act (HECA) Advisory Panel. A
warm welcome was extended to the range of
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initiatives and grants aimed at encouraging
energy efficiency in homes and businesses.

Continued research into renewables and
other alternative fuel sources is also
welcomed. Renewable energy has a
significant contribution to make to the
diversity of energy supply and a cleaner
environment. Rural communities in
particular, where gas may not be an option,
may be able to benefit given their limited
choice of fuels. However, the cost should be

examined to establish if renewables would
impose an additional burden on consumers.
The Council stayed close to the debate by
meeting renewable energy developers and
attending renewable events. We will be
developing further policies on this and
related topics.

Electricity

Representing Electricity Consumers

DETI took the lead in bringing together
Ofreg and the Council to make the necessary
arrangements to transfer responsibility for
representing electricity consumers from the
Northern Ireland Consumer Committee for
Electricity and Ofreg to the Council. The aim
was to ensure a smooth transition and that
consumers were not inconvenienced. We
intend to be effective and accessible in
representing electricity consumers' interests.

Coal

The Council was critical of the coal trade's
price increase in September 2002. We
estimate that the average household burning
two bags of coal each week could face an
annual bill increase of £20-£30. Again,
pensioners and those on low incomes are
the hardest hit. In order to ease the cost
increase burden, consumers were urged to
consider ways to make their homes more
energy efficient and to shop around.

Heating Oil

It is essential that consumers have an
adequate choice of payment methods to suit
their budgets and needs. The Council
welcomed the introduction of Paypoint by
more than 30 oil suppliers last year. We hope
that other suppliers will see the benefits of
this service to their customers and
follow suit.

Oil consumers are inadequately protected
when it comes to the safety of their oil
installations. Unlike gas installations, anyone
can install an oil central heating system,
which leaves considerable scope for
disreputable tradesmen. The results of the
Housing Executive's House Condition Survey
2001 will provide the evidence needed to
tackle the problems and provide better
protection for consumers.

Natural Gas

With more than 55,000 customers using
natural gas by March 2003 and two gas
pipelines on the way, for the first time many
consumers will have a real choice of
heating fuels.

Energy
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“The cost of energy is the
single, most important
issue for any new strategy.”
Ian Pearson, MP
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Gas Pipelines

Natural gas is currently restricted to the
greater Belfast area and parts of Counties
Antrim and Down. Since natural gas was
introduced to Northern Ireland in 1996 the
Council has called for the network to be
expanded to other areas. Therefore, we are
pleased two new gas pipelines are planned:
the South North Pipeline (Republic of
Ireland's gas network to Northern Ireland's
gas network) and the North West Pipeline

(Northern Ireland's gas network to
Coolkeeragh Power Station). These have the
potential to make natural gas available to
three-quarters of the Northern Ireland
population and increase their fuel choices.
The North West Pipeline should be
operational by 31 December 2004. The
South North Pipeline, two years later. We
look forward to working with the gas supply
companies to ensure customers receive
good service at an affordable price.

Representing Gas Consumers

Gas Watch

We published our first independent report  -
Gas Watch - into consumers' experiences of
natural gas. The report reflected the findings
of surveys carried out in 2000 and 2002, and
contained 19 recommendations mostly
directed towards Phoenix Natural Gas as the

sole gas supplier in Northern Ireland, and the
installation industry.

In general, the report painted a mainly
positive picture with consumers satisfied
with many aspects of their natural gas
experience. Overall, almost 80 per cent of
consumers found their gas costs to be as
expected or lower than expected.

However, there were two specific areas
where consumers were not satisfied:

• the process of having gas installed in their 
homes; and

• dissatisfaction with the supplier’s 
complaint handling.

The Council is committed to working with
the gas industry to improve the consumer
experience and to ensure the further
implementation of the report's remaining
recommendations.

Gas Installers

In response to the number of installer-
related complaints we developed an installer
pack for these consumers. The pack contains
details of who to contact and what help can
be expected. We will continue to use our
membership on the Gas Installers' Forum
and Gas Industry Training Advisory Group to
voice consumer concerns and to seek
improvements in the current service offered.

Standards of Performance

The gas licence requires Phoenix Natural
Gas to set up and monitor performance
standards in areas such as attending gas
escapes and dealing with requests for
connection. We were pleased that Phoenix
achieved the required level of performance

Energy
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“We are pleased that two new
gas pipelines are planned.”
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for each of the standards for 2001. The
standards in 2002 will differ from previous
years and become more challenging for
Phoenix Natural Gas as a result of the review
carried out in 2001-2002. For example, a new
standard relating to response time for
complaints was introduced and performance
levels were increased for four of the
standards. On the Council's recommendation,
all customers will now receive a
leaflet highlighting Phoenix Natural Gas’s
performance against the standards each year.

Other actions included:
• Three formal trilateral meetings with the 

Director General of Gas and Phoenix 
Natural Gas;

• Representing consumers on committees 
including HECA (Home Energy 
Conservation Agency), FREA (Foyle 
Regional Energy Agency) Management 
Forum, Fuel Poverty Partnership Group,
Gas Installers' Forum and Gas Industry 
Training Advisory Group; National Energy 
Action (NEA) Policy Forum;

• Responding to a number of consultation 
documents including DETI's Initial 
Consultation on an Energy Strategy for 
Northern Ireland,Draft Energy Bill,Ofreg's
Draft Framework Document for the 
Operation of the Customer Levy; and

• Highlighting our complaints role by 
distributing posters to libraries,
constituency offices, CABx, Independent 
Advisory Centres and community groups.

Energy Representations

Natural Gas

First stage complaints are those where the

consumer has not contacted Phoenix
Natural Gas or given them sufficient
opportunity to respond. These complainants
are referred directly to Phoenix Natural Gas.

Second stage complaints are cases where the
consumer has not obtained a satisfactory
response from Phoenix Natural Gas. In
these cases, the Council takes up the
complaint on the customer's behalf.

Enquiries include requests for information or
contact details and installer complaints. The
Council dealt with 196 Natural Gas
representations during the year 2002-2003:
75 were enquiries; 54 were first stage
complaints and 67 were second stage
complaints. Three of the 67 second stage
complaints were found to be unsubstantiated
following an investigation which concluded
that Phoenix Natural Gas was not at fault.

The increase in enquiries and decrease in
stage one complaints is primarily due to a
change in the Council's categorisation of
complaints. Installer complaints are now
categorised as enquiries. All first and second
stage complaints are those made against the
energy supply company, Phoenix Natural Gas.

Energy
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working with the gas
industry to improve
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experience.”
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Energy

Natural Gas Representations compared with
previous year

Second Stage Natural Gas Complaints
2002/03

Billing

It is vital that consumers receive accurate
bills that are timely and clearly understood.
In many instances this bill is the only contact
that Phoenix Natural Gas has with many of
its 55,000 customers. This year, almost three-
quarters of second stage complaints
concerned billing. A recurring problem
related to Direct Debit customers whose
payments did not reflect their consumption.
This can mean that customers build up debt
because the discrepancy has not been
identified early enough. In our view this is

largely due to Phoenix Natural Gas' billing
system which produces statements only once
a year to Direct Debit customers.

Inaccurate billing can cause stress and
inconvenience, often plunging customers into
debt. Although Phoenix Natural Gas have
taken steps to deal with this problem we
believe more is needed. As a first step we
have asked Phoenix Natural Gas to provide
six-monthly statements to their Direct Debit
customers and we welcome their decision to
investigate this by carrying out a cost-benefit
analysis.

Low User Tariff

The Council received a number of
complaints about Phoenix Natural Gas' Low
User Tariff. This is a payment of a set amount
for up to 5000 kWh of gas consumption.
Complainants told us that Phoenix Natural
Gas’s sales personnel did not explain the
terms and conditions of the tariff clearly. This
contributed to customers straying over the
5000 kWh limit and facing sizeable gas bill
increases.

At the Council’s request, Phoenix Natural
Gas wrote to customers on the tariff to
remind them of the terms and conditions,
particularly the 5000 kWh limit.

Meters

Progress was made during the year on
addressing gas metering complaints. In 2002-
2003, the Council received eight complaints
on this subject. The majority of these were
because customers were incorrectly
connected to their neighbour's meter
resulting in inaccurate billing. Although this is
partly the responsibility of third parties,
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Energy

Phoenix Natural Gas took the welcome step
of putting measures in place to prevent such
mistakes in future. Phoenix Natural Gas will
not now install a meter unless the outlet
supply from the property is fully installed.

Some customers are fitted with re-used
meters (reconditioned meters from other
properties). This means that the meter is not
set to zero as is the case in new meters. On
the Council’s request Phoenix Natural Gas
has changed its policy and now advises
customers that they have a re-used meter.
Reconditioned gas meters are now labelled
and given an opening reading.

Complaint Handling Procedures

During the year the Council raised concerns
with Phoenix Natural Gas about delays in
handling and providing information
on complaints. Following a marked
improvement, this was not always sustained.
We will continue to monitor complaint
handling to ensure the situation improves.

The Council intends to review its own
complaints handling, classification and
processes in light of our new responsibilities
under the Energy Order, Northern Ireland.
This review will be taken forward in
consultation with the companies concerned
and will look at best practice elsewhere in
order to provide the most effective
complaints handling procedure.

Coal

Coal complaints have continued to decline.
The Council received seven coal
representations during the year - a drop of
53 per cent from last year. This reflects the
declining coal market here.

Subject Matter Total 2001/02 Total 2002/03

Appliance Related Problems 5 2

Quality 3 3

Fumes 3 0

Price 2 1

Miscellaneous 2 1

Total 15 7

Genera l  Consumer Counci l  for Northern Ire land Annual  Repor t 2002 -  200314

â

GCC ann report 14  5/2/04  3:15 PM  Page 16



Genera l  Consumer Counci l  for Northern Ire land Annual  Repor t 2002 -  2003 15
â

Regional Transportation Strategy

The Regional Transportation Strategy (RTS)
provides a foundation for a better transport
infrastructure over the next ten years.
While much work on delivering the strategy
remains to be done, the positive
developments so far include:

• Translink’s £80 million order for 23 new
three-car train sets, the first of which 
will enter service in 2004;

• 190 new buses for Translink over the 
next two years;

• Introduction of smartcard ticketing for 
senior citizens and Citybus passengers;

• New and improved station facilities at 
Central Station and Ballyclare; and

• Publication of the Northern Ireland 
Walking Strategy.

The Council made the passenger voice
heard in the ongoing consideration of the
Belfast Metropolitan Transport Plan as the
implementation of the RTS starts under
three area transportation plans.

New Start for Public Transport

The Government consultation, New Start for
Public Transport in Northern Ireland, provides a
unique opportunity to modernise public
transport, bus licensing and regulatory
arrangements. The Council organised a
successful seminar in conjunction with the
Transport Research Institute at Queen’s
University where we presented our
research paper, Buses – The Future, which
looks at potential for using controlled
competition in Northern Ireland bus
services. Our paper highlighted that any
new arrangements must ensure that

services improve and that socially necessary
and rural services are protected.

Timetable for Change

The publication of Timetable for Change
highlighted the importance of information
for passengers. This joint project with the
Northern Ireland Transport Holding
Company identified best practice in
passenger information provision. A steering
group involving the Council, the
Department for Regional Development and
Translink was established to implement the
recommendations. This resulted in new
sector timetables for Citybus services, a
new colour coded Citybus network map
and the introduction of a pilot
information project on the CentreLink and
Newtownabbey Express services. Translink
also developed its call centre and website to
improve its services to passengers.

Public Transport Improves but
Fares Still Rise

After years of decline, the Council
welcomed a significant improvement in how

Consumer Affairs

Transport

“The importance of the RTS cannot be
underestimated; the implementation of the
strategy will mean that we are now in a
position to set about the task of modernising
and improving the bus and rail network across
the Province. The RTS is a new and dynamic
transport strategy, for a new and dynamic
public transportation system and we at
Translink intend to play our part to the full.”
Keith Moffatt, Chief Executive,Translink
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passengers feel about public transport.
Passengers welcomed the efforts Translink
made to address previous concerns raised
by the Council on punctuality, cleanliness
and passenger comfort.

After this welcome turnaround, the
Council was disappointed when Translink
announced yet another fare increase above
the rate of inflation in March 2003.

Air

Since October 2001, the number of
services from Belfast to Heathrow has been
cut from fifteen to just eight a day. Our
location and lack of direct air services to
destinations outside the UK make
Heathrow an essential gateway to the
world for local passengers and businesses.
Therefore, Government needs to take
action to protect access to Heathrow and
secure the long-term future of our air link.

In what is the largest debate about air
services in the last twenty years, the Council
has represented the views of local
passengers to the Department for Regional
Development, the UK Government
Consultation on Air Services and in giving
evidence to the House of Commons
Transport Select Committee’s Inquiry on
Aviation. The Council also represented
Northern Ireland at the annual meeting of
Airport Users’ Consultative Committees and
at a Westminster seminar on the importance
of regional air services in the UK.

Other developments in air travel:

• The opening of a new £21 million 
terminal at Belfast City Airport.

• Our call for both Belfast airports to 
remain in separate ownership following 
Bombardier’s decision to sell Belfast 

City Airport.
• We submitted comments to the Office 

of Fair Trading on easyJet’s takeover of 
Go and the impact on Northern Ireland
passengers.

• Welcomed new routes by easyJet,
MyTravelLite and FlyBe but were 
disappointed by more British Airways 
withdrawals and easyJet’s withdrawal of 
former Go services to Edinburgh 
and Glasgow.

• Welcomed new European proposals to 
increase compensation to passengers 
who are ‘bumped’ from flights and the 
proposed extension of compensation to
cover delays within an airline’s control.

Transport Complaints

The Council received 153 representations
about transport - 20 per cent more than
last year. We welcome Translink’s decision
to put complaint information on all vehicles
to tell passengers what to do when
problems occur. This started with Citybus
services and will roll out to NIR and
Ulsterbus over the next year.

In interpreting these figures it is helpful to
note that the various providers differ in the
scale of their operations and the number of
passengers carried.

In 2002/03 one rail complaint
was non-Translink
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Forty of the complaints about buses and 29
about trains were classified as first stage
(they had not been put to the company
before approaching the Council). We
normally refer such cases directly to the
operator.

The continued poor performance of the
Enterprise service from Belfast to Dublin
continued to frustrate passengers. The
Council remains concerned that what is a
flagship service is not giving passengers
satisfactory service. Translink and Irish Rail
need to eradicate the problems
surrounding punctuality, toilet and on board
catering that have dogged this service since
its launch.

Recurring problems with Citybus delays
caused complaints. There were also a
number of complaints about problems with
processing Translink’s Senior SmartPasses.
We welcomed Translink’s flexibility in
allowing senior citizens to use their old
cards until the problems were solved.

The increase in airline complaints
continued. The withdrawal of air services
caused problems for many British Airways
and easyJet/Go customers. The Council
was pleased at how easyJet worked to
resolve complaints to ensure that
passengers suffered minimum
inconvenience when their flights were
cancelled.

The Council expressed concern at Seacat’s
handling of passengers on its problematic
Belfast-Heysham service. Many customers,
whose holiday plans were badly disrupted by
the continuing problems, contacted us.
The Council shared passenger disappointment
at the inconsistent levels of redress.

Satisfaction with the Council’s
Complaints Handling

We strive to provide a satisfactory service
to all complainants and continually look at
ways to improve our service. We have set
ourselves a tough target of satisfying 90 per
cent of complaints. During the past year we
exceeded the target with 96 per cent of
those who contacted us for help satisfied
with how we handled their complaint.

Food and Consumer Affairs

Water Charging

Water Charging was the major consumer
issue of the year. Following the
Government’s decision that water and
sewerage services in Northern Ireland must
be self-financing,Angela Smith, Parliamentary
Under-Secretary of State, launched a public
consultation on water reform in Northern
Ireland. The Council commissioned research
into consumer opinion on the issue to help
us prepare a paper to inform debate and
present the consumer perspective to other
stakeholders. Feedback shows that many
organisations and individuals received this
paper and found it useful in identifying issues.

Caravans

Following our concerns about the
imbalance of rights between caravan
owners and park owners, we met
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representatives of the caravan trade
associations to discuss caravanners’ rights.
The Council called for written agreements
for all caravan owners as a matter of
urgency and recommended that the
Caravan’s Code of Practice be rewritten in
accordance with the Office of Fair Trading’s
(OFT) new guidance on codes of practice.

We remain concerned about the conditions
imposed by some park owners and will
continue to work with Trading Standards
Service to investigate the issues.

Low-Income Consumers 

The Council launched Short Changed, the
fifth and final report in our Price of Being
Poor series. The report took a co-ordinated
approach involving Government and
financial institutions, to try and make
banking easy, affordable and accessible for
all consumers. This followed the revelation
that one in four people in Northern Ireland
does not have a bank account.

Bank accounts are a gateway to other
financial services and are more important
now as the Government rolls out plans to
pay benefits directly to bank and post office
accounts. They offer the chance to spread
regular payments and allow access to
cheaper credit facilities. They also help to
prevent people from turning to illegal or
extortionate moneylenders.

Pharmacies

Following OFT’s report on pharmacies, the
Council responded saying that while some
changes were necessary to the future
provision of pharmacies, the case for
deregulation proposed by OFT had not
been made. More information on the

operation and location of pharmacies in
Northern Ireland is needed and any future
changes must take account of other
strategies and policies involving pharmacy
services.

Des Browne, Minister with responsibility for
Health, Social Services and Public
Safety, subsequently rejected the OFT’s
recommendation on similar grounds saying
the issue would be taken forward as part of
the Community Pharmacies Strategy for
Northern Ireland.

Retail Planning

The Department for Regional Development
announced plans to undertake a review of
retail planning policy. We gauged consumer
views on edge-of-town and town centre
retail developments to inform the review.
The results helped the Council prepare a
briefing paper to inform the debate on
future retail planning policy.

Consumer Affairs
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“Bank accounts are
a gateway to other
financial services.”
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Legal Matters

The Council gained agreement from the
Northern Ireland Court Service to stop
charging consumers probate fees for
personal applications. As a result of the
Council highlighting the unfairness of this
practice, the Court Service will undertake a
review of all court fees and the review will
be subject to a full consultation process.

Food

We ensured the consumer voice was
represented on the Over Thirty Month
Rule Review team; UK-wide Nutrition
Forum; Food Standards Agency Consumer
Committee; Foodaware; Food Safety
Promotion Board Scientific Committee;
Food Standards Agency NI Advisory
Committee and the Rural Stakeholder
Forum. We made written responses about a
variety of food and related issues including
food assurance schemes and the common
agricultural policy.

Following the outbreak of Foot and Mouth
disease in 2001, the Council contributed to
the Assembly Committee on Agriculture
and Rural Development’s Inquiry on the
lessons to be learned should an outbreak
ever recur.

We gave advice to the Food Standards
Agency and reinforced our views on the
proposed Food Hygiene Award Scheme for
Northern Ireland and were represented on
the scheme’s implementation group.

We participated in the UK initiative to
improve the clarity of food labels,
contributed to the debate and made
recommendations.

Safeway Takeover

The Council made a written submission to
the Competition Commission’s inquiry into
the Safeway merger. This highlighted our
concerns about the potential market
concentration in Northern Ireland’s
grocery market and reduction in choice or
competition. We would also be concerned
that closure of stores following any merger
could potentially reduce local choice and
competition and could create further local
monopolies.

Consumer Affairs
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“The Council
gained
agreement to
stop charging
consumers
probate fees for
personal
applications.”
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Back row, left to right

Jill Girvan
Jill is a Training Officer in the Law Centre for
Northern Ireland. She is responsible for
planning and implementing courses on Social
Welfare Law. She was a member of the
Northern Ireland Consumer Committee for
Electricity from 1995 to 2003. Jill is the
Council’s Energy Group Convener.

John Collinson
A Chartered Accountant, John has retired
from running his own practice and is now
involved in personal business interests.

Maria McGuinness 
Maria is Community Pharmacist in Belleek.
She is a governor of Mount Lourdes
Grammar School in Enniskillen; chairman of
Tyrone and Fermanagh Chemists’
Association; member of the Food Standards
Agency Northern Ireland Advisory
Committee, past president of the local
Chamber of Commerce; past chairman of
the Western Area Pharmaceutical Advisory
Committee and former member of the
Northern Ireland Committee for Electricity.
She is also a Justice of the Peace.

Eleanor Gill
Eleanor leads the Armagh and Dungannon
Health Action Zone. She was former Head
of Commissioning, Information, Management
and Technology within the Southern Health
and Social Service Board area.

Brendan Bonner
Brendan is the Manager of the Western
Investing for Health Partnership. He has
served on numerous committees
representing a broad range of economic,
social, and health issues affecting rural life.
He is former chairman of Foyle Connect

Rural Community transport scheme. He is
convener of the Council's Transport
Committee and also sits on the Energy,
Audit and General Purposes sub-groups.

David Moore
David is a retired Lecturer in Law at Queen's
University of Belfast. He is the chairman of
the Northern Ireland Water Council and is
currently the General Commissioner of
Income Tax in Ards and Newry. As well as
being a member of the Youth and Family
Proceedings Court (Fermanagh and Tyrone
Division) he is a member of the Northern
Ireland Lay Panel Training Committee; the
Agricultural Appeals Panel; the Criminal
Injuries Compensation Appeals Panel for
Northern Ireland and is also a member of
the Board of BIH Housing Association Ltd.

Michael Walker
Michael is the resident NI Public Analyst and
a partner in a Belfast firm of consulting
chemists. He is a board member of the Food
Standards Agency and chairs its Northern
Ireland Advisory Committee. He was a
member of the Advisory Board of the Food
Safety Promotion Board between 2000 and
2002. He is the convener of the Council's
Food and Consumer Affairs Group.

John Dobson
John owns a legal practice. He is a former
member and chairman of Banbridge District
Council. He is also a former NI Housing
Executive Board member. He is chairman of
Banbridge District Arts Committee and an
executive committee member of Banbridge
Town Football Club.

Penny McNeill
Penny was closely involved in developing two
major disability charities. She now
concentrates on home-based personal and

Council Members
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professional skills. She is a governor of Cedar
Lodge Special School and retains a keen
interest and involvement in disability issues.

Front row, left to right

Bill Osborne, Deputy Chairman
Bill is the Director of Voluntary Service
Belfast. He is also a Trustee of the Sydney
Stewart Memorial Trust, a Committee
Member of the Northern Ireland Prince's
Trust, Northern Ireland Advisor for The
Esmee Fairbairn Foundation and a member
of the Old Museum Arts Centre Board. Bill
is the convener of the Council's Consumer
Skills Group.

Stephen Costello MBE, Chairman
Stephen was appointed chairman of the
General Consumer Council in January 2003.
He is also chairman of Business in the
Community Ireland, the Northern Ireland
Blood Transfusion Service and the
Foundation for Investing in Communities.
Stephen is a board member of the Northern
Ireland Centre for Competitiveness and
former chair of the Northern Ireland
Business Education Partnership. He is
currently chairing the post-primary
education working group on developing
future post-primary arrangements. He was
also an executive and council member of
Dublin Chamber of Commerce.

Fionnuala Cook, OBE
Fionnuala was chairwoman of the Southern
Health and Social Services Council until
November 2001. Since April 2001, she has
been a member of the General Osteopathic
Council.

Not pictured

Grace Bennett
Working in the education sector, Grace
specialises in the primary school sector with
particular focus on schools located in areas
of high deprivation and unemployment. She
is chairperson of the City of Belfast
Youth Orchestra and was a member of the
Eastern Health and Social Services Council
for seven years.

Siubhan Grant
Siubhan is a qualified barrister. She has been
a Director of the Translink Board and is
chairman of the Ulster Community and
Hospitals Trust.

Council Members
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Back row, left to right
James Donnelly,Administration Officer,
Stephen Moore, Consumer Support
Officer, Sinead Furey, Senior Consumer
Affairs Officer, Paul O’Connor, Consumer
Skills for All Development Officer, Eddie
Lynch, Consumer Skills for All
Development Officer, Chris Jackson,
Consumer Support Officer, Pat McNally,
Team Leader, Consumer Skills for All,
Heather Hamilton,Administration
Assistant, Geraldine Boyd, Consumer Skills
for All Support Officer.

Middle row, left to right
Alison Hawthorne, Finance Officer, Helen
O’Connor, Corporate Services Officer,
Claire Toner, Student Placement, Joanne
Crothers, Consumer Affairs Officer,
Michelle Bagnall, Consumer Affairs Officer,

Martin Kerr, Consumer Affairs Officer,
Fiona Burke, Consumer Support Officer,
Rhonda Allen, Personal Assistant, Christine
Stafford,Administration Officer.

Front row, left to right
David Babington, Interim Corporate
Services Manager, Carol Edwards, Head of
Consumer Education,Alan Walker, Head of
Consumer Affairs, Maeve Bell, Chief
Executive,Wesley Henderson, Director,
Energy and Corporate Services, Joanne
Stevenson, Head of Energy, Susie Brown,
Communications Manager.

Staff Members
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Foreword
The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland presents its annual report and the
audited accounts for the year ended 31 March 2003.

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). A copy of the accounts direction can be found on page 46.

History of the Council

The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (the 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 Council in relation to electricity matters
were transferred to the Office of Electricity Regulation for Northern Ireland (Ofreg N.I.).
However, the 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.

Statutory background

The Council was established under the General Consumer Council (NI) Order 1984. The
legislation confers a statutory obligation on the Council to promote and safeguard the
interests of consumers including specific responsibilities for energy, food and transport. The
Gas (NI) Order 1996 gave the 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.

Review of activities

The Council has actively campaigned to bring about change which 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 Council’s operation in 2002 / 2003 are set out in detail on page
32 of these accounts. The deficit for the year for operational costs was £7,556.

Fixed assets

The Council carried out a major refurbishment programme in the year 2002 / 2003.

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

Prompt payment practice

The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland 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% of bills were paid within this standard.

Statement of Accounts
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Research and development

The Council is committed to an ongoing programme of research in order to develop and
improve service provision. During the year the Council underwent a significant process of
change to meet new statutory commitments in relation to energy.

Charitable donations

There were no charitable donations made during 2002 / 2003.

Business review

The Council prepares a strategic level Work Programme every year, this being drawn from the
Council’s three year Corporate Plan. 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 Council’s activities for the year are provided in
the annual report.

Important events occurring after the year end

As a result of the Energy (NI) Order 2003 the Council took over new responsibilities for
electricity on 1 April 2003. The consequence of this has been a significant increase in staff and
office space.

There has been no change in the financial status of the Council since 31 March 2003.

Equality Scheme

In pursuance of Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, the Council has prepared an
Equality Scheme, which was approved by the Equality Commission in 2001. This scheme sets
out in detail the 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 Council is committed to the involvement of employees in the decision making process
and to their development in order to prove the highest standards in the delivery of services.
In 2001 the Council gained the Investors in People accreditation and continues to integrate
the general principles of this standard into its personnel policies and daily operation.

Future development

The Council will continue to represent the interests of consumers in line with the Corporate
Plan, which identifies strategic areas for action. Responsibilities have widened to include the
representation of electricity consumers.

Statement of Accounts
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Council members

The names of persons serving during the year ended 31 March 2003 were:

Name First Appointed

Mr Stephen Costello Chairman 1 January 2003
Mr Bill Osborne Deputy Chairman 1 August 2000 

(council member to 31 July 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 Eleanor Gill Council Member 1 January 2002 

(resigned as member 21 May 2003 and appointed CEO on 21 August 2003)
Mrs Jill Girvan Council Member 1 January 2002
Mrs Siubhan Grant Council Member 1 January 2002
Ms Maria McGuinness Council member 1 January 2003
Mrs Penny McNeill Council Member 1 February 2000
Mr David Moore Council Member 1 January 2002
Mr Michael Walker Council Member 8 February 1999

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

Name Date of Leaving

Mrs Joan Whiteside Chairman 31 December 2002
Mrs Ann Collins Council Member 30 June 2002
Mr Daniel Corr Council Member 31 December 2002
Mr Mark Gavin Council Member 30 June 2002
Mrs Patricia Mallon Council Member 31 December 2002

Stephen Costello
Chairman

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

Statement of Accounts
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Statement of Council’s and Chief Executive’s responsibilities

Under paragraph 12 (3) of Schedule 1 to the General Consumer Council (NI) Order 1984,
the 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 loses and cash
flows for the financial year.

In preparing the accounts the 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; and

• 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 Eleanor Gill
Chairman Chief Executive

Statement of Accounts
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Statement on the system of internal control

As Accounting Officer, I have responsibility for maintaining a sound system of internal control
that supports the achievement of Council policies, aims and objectives, whilst 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.

The system of internal control is designed to manage 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 Council policies, aims and objectives, to evaluate the
nature and extent of those risks and to manage them efficiently, effectively and economically.
During the 2002 / 2003 financial year I established and improved the robustness of the
procedures necessary to implement the Department of Finance and Personnel guidance

We are carrying out appropriate procedures to ensure that we identify the 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 has:

• complied with the implementation of enhanced Corporate Governance processes
directed by the Department;

• developed a risk management process in consultation with the Department;

• delivered risk management training for relevant staff during the summer of 2002;

• from October 2002 onwards produced the Council’s risk register;

• instituted a system of quarterly risk reporting via stewardship statements commencing
with the quarter ended 31 December 2002; and

• instituted a formal system of risk reporting to the Senior Mangement Team, the Council’s
Audit Committee and General Purposes Committee from the quarter ended 31
December 2002.

The 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 Council. Appropriate steps are being taken to manage risks in significant areas of
responsibility and monitor progress on key projects.

Following the identification of the Council’s key objectives and risks, they will be regularly
assessed to ensure consistency of treatment.

Statement of Accounts
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The Department has an Internal Audit programme run by the Southern Health and Social
Services Board, which operates to 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 Council’s system of internal
control together with recommendations for improvement.

My review of the effectiveness of the system of internal financial control is informed by the
work of the internal auditors and the managers with the Council, who have responsibility for
the development and maintenance of the financial control framework, and comments made
by the external auditors in their management letter and other reports.

As a result of recommendations made by the Public Accounts Committee regarding a number
of frauds the Council has:

• issued a revised fraud policy and fraud response plan; and

• provided training on fraud awareness to appropriate staff.

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;

• existing guidelines on staff travel, overnight subsistence and car hire have been reiterated;

• a new policy and guidelines on purchasing, economic appraisal, the acceptance of gifts and
hospitality by staff have been introduced; and

• the Council is aware of new guidance on responding to external audit
management letters.

Eleanor Gill
Accounting Officer

Statement of Accounts
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The Certificate and Report of the independent auditors
to the General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland

We certify that we have audited the financial statements on pages 32 to 45 under paragraph
12 (3) of Schedule 1 to the General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984. These
financial statements have been prepared under the historical cost convention as modified by
the revaluation of certain fixed assets and the accounting policies set out on page 36.

Respective responsibilities of the Council, the Chief Executive and Auditors

As described on page 27 the Council and Chief Executive are responsible for the preparation
of the financial statements in accordance with paragraph 12 (3) of Schedule 1 to the General
Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984 and the Department of Trade Enterprise
and Investment directions made thereunder with the approval of the Department of Finance
and Personnel and for ensuring the regularity of financial transactions. The Council and Chief
Executive are also responsible for the preparation of the Foreword. Our responsibilities as
independent auditors are established by statute and guided by the Auditing Practices Board
and the auditing profession’s ethical guidance.

We report our opinion as to whether the financial statements give a true and fair view and
are properly prepared in accordance with the General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland)
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 the Northern Ireland Assembly and Parliament and the
financial transactions conform to the authorities which govern them. We also report if, in our
opinion, the Foreword is not consistent with the financial statements, if the Council has not
kept proper accounting records, or if we have not received all the information and
explanations we require for our audit.

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

We review whether the statement on pages 28 and 29 reflects the Council’s compliance with
the Department of Finance and Personnel’s guidance ‘Corporate Governance: Statement of
Internal Control’. We 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 we are aware of from our audit of the financial statements.

Basis of audit opinion

We conducted our audit in accordance with United Kingdom Auditing Standards issued by
the Auditing Practices Board. An audit includes an examination, on a test basis, of evidence

Statement of Accounts
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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.

We planned and performed our audit so as to obtain all the information and explanations
which we considered necessary in order to provide us 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 the Northern
Ireland Assembly and Parliament and the financial transactions conform to the authorities
which govern them. In forming our opinion we have also evaluated the overall adequacy of
the presentation of information in the financial statements.

Opinion

In our opinion:

• the financial statements give a true and fair view of the state of affairs of the Council at
31 March 2003 and of the deficit, total recognised gains and losses and cash flows for the
year then ended and have been properly prepared in accordance with paragraph 12 (3)
of Schedule 1 to the General Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984 and
directions made thereunder by the Department of Enterprise,Trade and Investment.

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

Wilkinson Hegarty
Chartered Accountants
Registered Auditors
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Income and expenditure account
Year ended 31 March 2003

2003
Note £ £

Grants received from Department
of Enterprise,Trade and Investment 2 1,089,108

Operating receipts 3 263
Independent project income 4 10,986
OFREG contributions 5 67,565
Other operating income 15 103,636

1,271,558

Less:
Corporate programme 6 364,211
Salaries and wages 7 448,556
Other operating payments 9 285,194
OFREG contribution paid to DETI 5 67,565
Depreciation charge for year 11 103,636
Notional cost of capital 9,952

1,279,114

Deficit for the year (7,556)

Credit in respect of notional cost of capital 9,952

Amount transferred to reserves 15 2,396

The amounts set out above arise wholly from continuing operations.

The notes on pages 36 to 45 form part of the financial statements.

Statement of Accounts
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Statement of Accounts

Statement of total recognised gains and losses
Year ended 31 March 2003

2003
£

Deficit for the year (7,556)

Unrealised surplus on revaluation of fixed assets -

Total recognised losses (7,556)

The notes on pages 36 to 45 form part of the financial statements.
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Cash flow statement
Year ended 31 March 2003

2003
Note £ £

Net cash inflow from continuing 16 26,267
operating activities

Capital expenditure and financial investment
Payments to acquire tangible fixed assets 11 (386,107)
Receipts from sale of fixed assets 77

Net cash flow before financing (359,763)

Financing
Capital grant contributions

- DETI grant-in aid 315,005
- Executive Programme Funds 71,102

386,107

Increase in cash 26,344

The notes on pages 36 to 45 form part of the financial statements.
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Balance Sheet
31 March 2003

As restated
2003 2002

Note £ £ £ £

Fixed assets 11 301,988 19,517

Current assets
Debtors and prepayments 12 58,577 19,948
Cash at bank 26,922 578

85,499 20,526
Creditors – amounts falling 
due within one year 13 (50,194) (16,617)

Net current assets 35,305 3,909

Total assets less current liabilities 337,293 23,426

Provision for liabilities and charges 14 (29,000) -

Net assets 308,293 23,426

Capital and reserves
Government grant reserve 15 301,988 19,517
General fund 15 6,305 3,909

308,293 23,426

The notes on pages 36 to 45 form part of the financial statements.
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Notes
forming part of the financial statements

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.

The financial statements are in the form of accruals accounts. In previous years, the 
financial statements were in the form of a receipts and payments account.

(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 331/3% straight line

(iii) Grant recognition

Grants received for specific capital expenditure are credited to the government 
grant reserve and released to the income and expenditure account over the useful 
lives of the related asset.

(iv) Capital Charge

The income and expenditure account bears a notional non-cash charge for interest 
relating to the use of capital by the Council. The basis of the charge is 6% of the 
average capital employed by the Council during the year, defined as total assets less 
all liabilities.

(v) Pensions

The 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 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

Total DETI EPF
£ £

DETI request for Resource B 1,138,215 1,138,215 -
Executive Programme Funds 337,000 - 337,000
– Consumer Skills for All
Transfer to capital expenditure (386,107) (315,005) (71,102)

1,089,108 823,210 265,898

3 Operating receipts

2003
£

Media appearances 45
Conference attendance fee 141
Disposal of assets 77

263

4 Independent project income

2003
£

Contribution towards Yellow Pages/phone book 10,986

10,986

5 OFREG contributions

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

2003
£

Research 64,812
Consumer education and information 93,557
Consumer Skills for All 205,842

364,211

7 Staff numbers and costs

2003
£ £

(a) Council members’ remuneration
and allowances
Chairman’s salary - gross 22,267
Social security costs 2,020
Members’ fees 21,329

45,616

(b) Staff salaries
Salaries - gross 255,615
Social security costs 19,367
Superannuation 40,182
Consumer Skills for All - salaries 22,504

- social security costs 1,537
- superannuation 4,068

Contract Staff 30,667

373,940

(c) Early departure costs 29,000

448,556

The remuneration of the Chief Executive, including pension costs, was £54,973 
(2002: £48,416).
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The Chief Executive accepted a compulsory redundancy severance package as part of the
reorganisation of the Council and retired on 31 July 2003.

The full cost of early departure decisions taken during the year ended 31 March 2003 is
estimated to be £29,000. This cost will be met by the General Consumer Council for
Northern Ireland and therefore full provision has been made for this cost in the year
ended 31 March 2003.

The following, using actual figures, shows the pension entitlements of the most senior
managers of the General Consumer Council for the year ended 31 March 2003.

Total accrued pension
Salary including Real increase in at age 60 at

performance pay pension at age 60 31 March 2003
£ £ £

Mrs Maeve Bell 46,798 818 12,960
Chief Executive

"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 Council’s Chief Executive during the year.

Pension benefits are provided through the Principal Civil Service Pension Scheme (PCSPS).

The PCSPS (NI) is an unfunded defined benefit scheme which produces its own resource
accounts, but the General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland 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 1999 and an interim estimate of the scheme liability is
available at 31 March 2002. A full actuarial valuation of the scheme liability is currently
underway.

For 2002 / 2003 employer’s contributions of £40,182 were payable to the PCSPS (NI)
(2001 / 2002: £32,206) at one of the four rates in the range 12 to 17 percent of
pensionable pay, based on salary bands. The 2003 / 2004 rates are in the range 12 to 16
percent of pensionable pay, based on the revalorised salary bands.

Employer contributions are to be reviewed every four years following a full scheme valuation
by the Government Actuary. 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. No employer’s contributions were
paid in 2002 / 2003 to one or more of a panel of four appointed stakeholder pension
providers. Employer contributions range from 3 to 17 percent of pensionable pay.
Employers also match employee contributions up to 3 percent of pensionable pay.
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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 due to the partnership pension providers at the balance sheet date were
£Nil. Contributions prepaid at that date were £Nil.

No other employees received emoluments in excess of £40,000.

All of the employees (including the Chief Executive) contribute to the Principal Civil
Service Pension Scheme.

The numbers of persons employed by the Council as at 31 March 2003, excluding
Council Members, was as follows:

2003 2002
Number Number

Management 7 2
Professional staff 9 5
Administrator (1 part time – 20hrs per week) 2 1
Clerical and secretarial 5 3

23 11

8 Council members’ remuneration and allowances

The Council consists of a part-time chairman, a deputy chairman and up to 12 other
members. The emoluments of the chairman, who was also the highest paid Council
member, were £22,267 (2002: £22,718). The emoluments of the Council members
(including the Chairman) were within the following ranges:

2003 2002

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

17 16

In addition, Council members’ expenses amounting to £13,759 (2002: £11,197) have been
paid during the year and are reflected under other operating payments.
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9 Other operating payments

2003
£

Rent, rates and service charges 77,754
Maintenance and repairs 25,611
Insurance 3,625
Electricity 2,147
Telephone and postage 11,979
Printing and stationery 7,698
Office machinery - rentals and maintenance 7,217
Staff advertising and training 2,093
Recruitment and induction costs 83,185
Recruitment costs – Consumer Skills for All 31,947
Equality Scheme including advertising 1,622
Staff travel 5,787
Members' expenses 13,759
Hospitality, including catering 819
Audit fees – external audit 2,820

– internal audit 2,989
– energy audit 2,820

Health and Safety 64
Legal fees 1,175
Bank charges 83

285,194

10 Deficit for the financial year

Under section 9 of the Financial Memorandum drawn up with the Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment, the 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

Furniture Office 
Alterations and fittings equipment Total

£ £ £ £
Cost / valuation
At 1 April 2002 - 8,108 11,409 19,517
Additions 216,432 53,551 45,022 315,005
Additions – Consumer Skills for All 62,692 676 7,734 71,102

At 31 March 2003 279,124 62,335 64,165 405,624

Depreciation
At 1 April 2002 - - - -
Charge for year 69,781 12,467 21,388 103,636

At 31 March 2003 69,781 12,467 21,388 103,636

Net book value
At 31 March 2003 209,343 49,868 42,777 301,988

At 31 March 2002 - 8,108 11,409 19,517

At 1 April 2002 a detailed inventory of fixed assets was carried out. These have been
reflected in the financial statements at the lower of cost and recoverable amount.

12 Debtors

2003 2002
£ £

OFREG contributions 13,105 9,981
Contributions towards Yellow Pages / phone book 3,954 -
Debtors and Prepayments 41,518 9,967

58,577 19,948
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13 Creditors – amounts falling due within one year

2003 2002
£ £

Accruals 37,089 6,636
OFREG contributions paid to DETI 13,105 9,981

50,194 16,617

14 Provision for liabilities and charges

2003 2002
£ £

Early departure costs (see note 7) 29,000 -

15 Reconciliation of movement in reserves

Government
General grant 2003 2002

fund reserve Total Total
£ £ £ £

At 1 April 2002 3,909 19,517 23,426 23,426

Movements on reserve
Deficit for year (7,556) - (7,556) -
DETI Capital grant - 315,005 315,005 -
Executive Funds Programme 
capital grant - 71,102 71,102 -
Credit for notional cost 9,952 - 9,952 -
Release to income and 
expenditure - (103,636) (103,636) -

At 31 March 2003 6,305 301,988 308,293 23,426

Statement of Accounts - Notes (continued)
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15 Reconciliation of movement in reserves (continued)

Prior period adjustment

Due to the change in the presentation of the financial statements from a receipts and
payments basis to an income and expenditure basis, the opening reserves at 1 April 2002
have been restated to recognise the valuation of fixed assets and the amount of debtors,
prepayments and creditors at that date.

The cumulative effect of such adjustments is an increase of £3,331 in the reserves at 1
April 2002 as previously stated.

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

2003
£

Deficit for year (7,556)

Adjustments for non-cash transactions
Depreciation and other amounts written off tangible fixed assets 103,637
Release from Government Grant Reserve (103,637)
Profit on disposal of fixed assets (77)
Notional cost of capital 9,952

Adjustments for movements in working capital
(Increase) in debtors (38,629)
Increase in creditors 62,577

Net cash inflow from continuing operating activities 26,267

17 Reconciliation of net cash flow to movement in bank balance

2003
£

Increase in cash 26,344
Bank balance at 1 April 2002 578

Bank balance at 31 March 2003 26,922
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18 Comparative figures

Due to the change in the basis of preparation of the financial statements from a receipts
and payments basis to an income and expenditure basis, no comparative figures have been
included for the income and expenditure account in respect of the year ended 31
March 2002.

19 Capital commitments

There were no capital commitments at the balance sheet date.

20 Contingent liabilities

There were no contingent liabilities at the balance sheet date.

21 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 Council members, key management staff or other related
party has undertaken any material transactions with the General Consumer Council.

The financial statements on pages 32 to 45 were approved by the Council on 19
November and signed on its behalf:

By order of the board

Stephen Costello Eleanor Gill
Chairman Chief Executive
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Accounts Direction
The annual accounts shall give a true and fair view of the income and expenditure and cash
flows for the financial year, and the state of affairs as at the year end. Subject to this
requirement the General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland shall prepare accounts
for the financial year ended 31 March 2003 and subsequent financial years in accordance
with:

• Non-Departmental Public Bodies annual reports and accounts guidance;

• other guidance which the Department of Finance and Personnel may issue from time
to time in respect of accounts which are required to give a true and fair view; and

• any other specific disclosures required by the Department;

• except where agreed otherwise with the Department of Finance and Personnel, in 
which case the exception shall be described in the notes to the financial statements.

Signed by the authority of the Department of Enterprise,Trade and Investment.
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Elizabeth House
116 Holywood Road

Belfast BT4 1NY

Telephone/Textphone:
028 9067 2488

Fax:
028 9065 7701

Email:
info@gccni.org.uk

Websites
www.gccni.org.uk

www.consumerline.org

Please contact us if you would like an
executive summary of this report on disk,
in large type, in other accessible formats
or in minority ethnic languages.
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