
 

 

 

Helen Stockton 

Campaigns, Policy, Research & Information Team 

National Energy Action 

St Andrew’s House 

90-92 Pilgrim Street 

Newcastle upon Tyne 

NE1 6SG 

 

21 January 2010 

 

WHAT SCOPE IS THERE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW FUEL 
PAYMENT METHOD IN THE UK? A SOLUTION FOR VULNERABLE 
ENERGY CONSUMERS CONSULTATION 
 

Dear Helen, 

 

The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland welcomes the opportunity to 

comment on the National Energy Action’s (NEA) consultation paper ‘What 

scope is there for the development of a new fuel payment method in the UK? 

A solution for vulnerable energy consumers’. 

 

The Consumer Council’s role is to give consumers a voice - and to make sure 

that voice is heard by those who make decisions that affect consumers. The 

Consumer Council was set up by statute in 1985, as a Non-Departmental 



Public Body, to promote and safeguard the interests of all consumers in 

Northern Ireland.  

 

The Consumer Council has certain specific responsibilities for energy, 

passenger transport, and water.  

 

A key feature of the Consumer Council’s work is to carry out research to 

determine consumer concerns and to campaign for the best possible 

standards of service and protection. The Consumer Council has a major role 

to play in educating consumers so that they will have the skills and confidence 

to meet the challenges of the future.  

 

Northern Ireland is characterised by high levels of fuel poverty. There are a 

number of reasons why fuel poverty in Northern Ireland is high: 

 

• Lower income levels 

• Increasing fuel and energy costs 

• Large proportion of households in rural areas 

• Low levels of energy efficiency 

 

Unlike the rest of the UK the Northern Ireland home heating market is 

dominated by heating oil. Heating oil is used to heat over 70% of homes in 

Northern Ireland.  

 

Consumer education in Northern Ireland is also lower with a large proportion 

of consumers less well educated on the different payment methods and 

banking practices. 

 

Fuel poverty in Northern Ireland is still a major issue and the Consumer 

Council welcomes any initiatives which will aid in tackling fuel poverty. One 

concern is that households in fuel poverty may be required to forego other 

necessities or under-heat their home in order to afford fuel payments. The 
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Consumer Council is agreed with the NEA on the dangers facing those in fuel 

poverty.  

 

The Consumer Council is satisfied that a new fuel payment method will have 

benefits to consumers in Northern Ireland. However there is some concern to 

the extent to which these benefits will be realised. It is also a concern that any 

benefits from a new fuel payment method may be offset by future price 

increases as a result of carbon policies. The Consumer Council also would 

express concerns to the extent of saving from moving from a pre-payment 

meter to a new fuel payment method. In Northern Ireland there is only a very 

small difference between fuel bills paid by direct debits and those paid using a 

pre-payment meter, and in fact electricity consumers in Northern Ireland 

receive a 2.5% discount for using pre-payment meters. 

 

With household in Northern Ireland heavily reliant on heating oil to heat their 

homes there is less use of pre-payment meters for fuel in Northern Ireland 

than across the rest of the UK. As a result a new fuel payment method will 

have a limited impact in tackling fuel poverty in Northern Ireland due to the 

lower proportion of natural gas customers in the region. The Consumer 

Council would state its concern that a new fuel payment method in Northern 

Ireland would not reach to the most vulnerable or ‘at-risk’ consumers. 

 

Though a new payment method may allow consumers increased access to 

discounted tariffs when moving from pre-payment meters, there is a possibility 

that it may result in higher costs being incurred by consumers. There is a 

greater incentive for some consumers using pre-payment meters to become 

more fuel efficient in order to extent the lifespan of any pre-payment. A new 

fuel payment may provide the consumer with access to discounts however the 

Consumer Council would be concerned that these discounts will be offset by 

additional fuel consumption resulting in increased fuel bills. 

 

The Consumer Council suggests any new payment method could also be 

expanded to include electricity payments. 

 

 3



The Consumer Council supports proposals to assist with improving budgeting 

and increase financial inclusion for consumers.  

 

Implementation of a new fuel payment method should not result in any extra 

cost to new or existing consumers regardless of their tariff. 

 

There is a risk that in limiting the new payment method to consumers who are 

in or ‘at-risk’ of debt and are in receipt of means-tested benefits may exclude 

some of the most vulnerable consumers. Particularly in Northern Ireland 

vulnerable consumers or the working fuel poor may not collect any benefits or 

may not receive the correct benefits. A new fuel payment method which 

targets those on means-tested benefits may exclude the consumers who are 

most vulnerable or ‘at-risk’. 

 

The Consumer Council encourages the provision of a third party to provide an 

impartial and quality advice service. This is a necessary component of the 

scheme and will be particularly important given low levels of consumer 

financial education throughout the UK but especially in Northern Ireland. This 

should also aim to provide advice on budgeting practices and also provide 

information on banking practices with the aim of improving financial inclusion. 

 

A new fuel payment method should offer consumers a choice and assist in 

providing them with all the relevant cost information so they can make an 

informed decision on their method of fuel payment. 

 

Further consultations with banks, financial institutions and the Post Office 

should be carried with the view that banking institutions can assist in evolving 

a new fuel payment system.  

 

The Consumer Council concludes by welcoming the option of a new fuel 

payment for vulnerable and ‘at-risk’ consumers. However its potential impact 

on reducing fuel poverty in Northern Ireland may be limited, by a number of 

other factors which drive fuel poverty here: 
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• Large proportion of households use heating oil to heat their homes 

• Higher proportion of households on low incomes 

• Lack of consumer education 

• Inefficient home heating systems 

• Large rural population 

 

If the scheme can become wide reaching and provide the vulnerable and ‘at-

risk’ households with a new fuel payment option, which will reduce household 

bills, this is a positive step in tackling fuel poverty.  

 

I trust you find this useful. If you require any further information please do not 

hesitate to contact me. 

 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Andrew Murray 

Senior Consumer Affairs Officer 
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