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Message from the Chairman and Director

"Making the consumer voice heard – and making it count"

The General Consumer Council is heartened to be setting out the strategic direction of the Council at a
time when the importance of consumer affairs has received endorsement at the highest level through the
Programme for Government.  

Our Minister and sponsor Department, Enterprise, Trade and Investment, are looking to the Council to
take the lead in delivering several elements of the new Consumer Strategy.  These include:

consumer representation so that policy and decision making in the public and private sectors takes 
full account of consumer interests, and
consumer education resulting in measurably improved consumer skills for Northern Ireland citizens.  

The Council will also play a key role in consumer information and in helping business improve its focus on
customers.  

A further significant change during the period of our plan will be to bring the representation of all energy
consumers together within the Council.

The challenge for all of us working in consumer affairs is to respond to the new opportunities in a way
which brings benefit to consumers -  especially those most in need - in their everyday lives.  The Council is
fully committed to making the consumer voice heard and making it count.

Joan Whiteside Maeve Bell
Chairman Director



1.Introduction

1.1 This is the General Consumer Council’s third corporate plan. It builds on and develops the 
direction set out in the preceding plan but also envisages very significant new developments. 

1.2 Set up by statute in 1985, the General Consumer Council’s formal role has been defined as 
promoting and safeguarding the interests of consumers in Northern Ireland.  In addition to this 
wide general remit, the Council has certain specific responsibilities in relation to energy including 
natural gas, passenger transport and food. The Council is one of four non-departmental public 
bodies (NDPB’s) sponsored by the Department of Enterprise Trade and Investment.  

1.3 The Council’s job is to represent consumers, to give them a voice, and to campaign for a fair deal 
on their behalf.  We carry out research, publish reports and seek to influence both the public and 
private sectors. We investigate and speak out on the important consumer issues of the day. We 
also investigate complaints from members of the public about transport, coal and natural gas.

1.4 Proposals from the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) will give the Council an 
enhanced remit for energy by transferring responsibility for representing electricity consumers from
the Northern Ireland Consumer Committee for Electricity (NICCE) and the Office for the Regulation 
of Electricity (Ofreg) to us. Following legislation this is planned to come into effect in 2003.

1.5 Members of the Council oversee operations and provide strategic guidance. The Council consists of
a Chair, Deputy Chair and currently 16 members. Appointed by the Minister for Enterprise, Trade 
and Investment following open advertisement, members serve in an individual capacity.

1.6 There is a Director, Assistant Director and nine other staff, one of who is part time, bringing a 
mixture of professional and administrative expertise and experience.

1.7 The Council is mainly funded through grant-in-aid from DETI. In 2001/2002 this amounted to 
£611,000 of which £239,000 was available for programmes. Detailed accounts are published each
year in the Annual Report.

5

Corporate Plan      
2002-2005



1.8 Some of the main achievements reflecting the diversity of our work in representing consumers 
during the past four years have been to:

• Campaign successfully for increased funding for public transport pointing out that, 
compared with Britain, NI received less than half the amount of public funding; 

• Reject the first version of the Phoenix Natural Gas customer contract as legally 
unenforceable and reach agreement on a substantially more customer-friendly one;

• Create the climate of opinion in which one of the core values of the newly-established Food
Standards Agency is to ’put the consumer first’;

• Publish an influential series of papers ‘The Price of Being Poor’ initiating a debate on the 
problems of less well off consumers;

• Create Consumerline - a national award winning information website;

• Negotiate an introductory package of customer standards with Phoenix Natural Gas;

• Issue guidelines on student housing which have since led to the Housing Executive setting 
up a voluntary licensing scheme for landlords;

• Co-ordinate large scale advertisements in both the Yellow Pages and Phone Book for 
consumer protection organisations to help raise awareness among the public of the help 
available;

• Achieve an increase to £2000 as the limit of the Small Claims Court while continuing to 
call for much greater publicity to help consumers assert their rights;

• Distribute a fuel safety card to over 150,000 homes to help prevent death and injury;

• Call for house buying to be made cheaper and easier especially through the introduction of
a seller’s pack;

• Achieve a 93% satisfaction rating from those who approached us with a complaint about 
coal, gas and public transport.  

More detailed information about activities, achievements and performance against key targets is 
contained in our Annual Reports.
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2 The Context

2.1 The Council has invested considerable time in developing its third Corporate Plan at a time of rapid
change.  Through consultation with members, staff and some key stakeholders, we have attempted
to map out the environment, the key policy and operational influences as a backdrop to guide our 
future activities.
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SOCIETAL
• Demand for consumer representation by decision makers
• Gap between rich and poor
• Technological change, e-commerce
• Credit, debt, money management
• Consumer – Citizen spectrum
• Ageing population,urbanisation,lifestyle
• Increasingly litigious nature of society 
• New consumer focused bodies 
• Equality and social exclusion
• Consumers and the environment

INTERNAL ISSUES FOR GENERAL CONSUMER COUNCIL
Succession and growth
Human resources
Workload                                     
Agenda – responding to external agendas

MARKET
• Over production of food within EU
• Increased globalisation
• Changes to farming/food
• Relevance in a changing global climate
• Economic conditions
• Production processes
• Dealing with large multi nationals 
• Sustainability
• Risk aversion

GOVERNANCE
• Assembly – Programme for 

Government
• Consumer Strategy 
• All island perspective on 

consumer affairs
• Change in legislation particularly 

Equality legislation
• EU enlargement – NI Objective II
• UK regionalisation/ peripherality
• Proposed reform of local 

government



2.2 It is clear that the role, views and influence of consumers will have a greater impact than 
previously on government, business and society in general.   This is recognised and reflected in 
the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government, in the Department of Enterprise 
Trade and Investment’s first Corporate Plan 2002-2005, and in the Department’s Consumer and 
Energy strategies.

2.3 Taken together, there is now an official commitment to establishing "A strong consumer voice at 
the heart of government in Northern Ireland".  To achieve this it is recognised by Government that 
a strategic, integrated approach is needed which has a number of inter-related and inter-dependent
elements including research, information, education, advocacy and lobbying. In turn this work 
needs to embrace the private, statutory and community sectors.

2.4 In determining our contribution to delivering the above aim the Council has been guided by a 
number of factors:
• our statutory requirements, current and planned;
• building upon success and expertise; 
• the opportunity to add value and make a distinctive contribution;
• resources.

2.5 Through discussion, consultation and debate it is clear that the Council’s audience, areas of work 
and functions are likely to expand. As illustrated below, there is a logical cycle to Council activities 
which recognises the relationship between research, policy, information, education, representation 
and advocacy.

2.6 In carrying out our role we will maintain our commitment to equality of opportunity and contribute 
to tackling the problems of the most disadvantaged in society through new Targeting Social Need 
(TSN).
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Networking
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2.7 Assumptions
This plan has been prepared on the basis of two critical assumptions:

The enactment of legislation to transfer the responsibility for representing electricity consumers will
be completed within the first half of 2003;

Additional resources will be available for 

• The new energy remit, and

• The enhanced responsibilities under the Executive’s Consumer Strategy.
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Vision,Aim and Values

3.1 Vision:
The Council’s vision for Northern Ireland is to see:

Confident consumers with access to information and advice when and where 
they need it, able to rely on a fair deal backed by effective consumer protection,
and supported by strong well-informed representative organisations whose voice
is taken into account by decision makers.

3.2 Aim
Our aim is to make the consumer voice heard and make it count.

3.3 Values:
In serving our principal customer – consumers who buy or use goods and services – and in its 
day-to-day operations, the Council will:

• Make our judgements on the basis of evidence and systematic principles focusing solely on the 
consumer interest;

• Work with others where this will help us achieve greater benefits for 
consumers;

• Pay particular attention to the needs of disadvantaged and vulnerable groups in our community 
and target efforts towards those in greatest need;

• Be fully committed to promoting equality of opportunity;

• Conduct our dealings in an open, responsible and sensitive way.
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Key Themes 2002 to 2005

4.1 Themes:
To fulfil the above vision the Council has established 6 key themes for the period 2002-2005.  

• Consumer representation - Give consumers a representative voice having first consulted;

• Consumer advocacy - Build a strong cohesive consumer voice at the heart of policy and 
decision making;

• Energy & Utilities - Devote particular attention to energy consumers and utilities generally;

• Consumer education - Raise awareness of rights by promoting knowledge, skills and 
information;

• Consumer Protection - Encourage choice, competition and a fair deal backed by effective 
protection;

• Effectiveness - Be a well- informed, focused organisation giving value for money.

Theme 1: Consumer Representation
Give consumers a representative voice having first consulted

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Identify consumer concerns, priorities and trends through high quality research; 
• Enhance our customer focus by monitoring consumer expectations;
• Build on our role of setting the agenda for consumers and defending their interests;
• Strengthen our connections with other consumer organisations, enforcement bodies and 

organisations representing disadvantaged consumers and seek opportunities to work in 
partnership with them;

• Increase public understanding of consumer issues.

Target
By March 2003 to have established a new consumer forum, made arrangements for its support, 
and, by December 2003, to have developed an agreed programme which will strengthen consumer
representation arrangements.
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Theme 2: Consumer Advocacy
Build a strong cohesive consumer voice at the heart of policy and decision making

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Continue to provide a strong policy basis which is fully reflective of the consumer interest;
• Articulate the consumer perspective across all Government departments in relation to policy 

and legislation. Contribute to joined up thinking on consumer affairs and to the delivery of the 
Government’s Consumer Strategy;

• Provide systematic, evidence based arguments to Government, public and private sectors to 
ensure a consumer perspective is both represented and taken into account;

• Build relationships with the Assembly, its committees and MLAs and respond to significant 
policy reviews and consultation exercises on a priority basis;

• Be represented on key committees and bodies in NI, GB and Europe.

Target
By March 2005 80% of those to whom the Council has addressed proposals or recommendations 
to agree that our input has influenced their policy making and/or decisions.

Theme 3: Energy and utilities 
Devote particular attention to energy consumers and utilities generally

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Be a strong advocate on all matters relating to energy consumers;
• Make effective arrangements to carry out the new responsibilities regarding electricity;
• Continue to represent consumers of natural gas;
• Work on issues relating to oil, coal and fuel generally;
• Deal with complaints about natural gas, and other fuels and, in due course, electricity;
• Represent passengers;
• Deal with complaints about passenger transport;
• Develop policy on water issues;
• Develop and strengthen relationships with comparable consumer organisations in GB and as 

appropriate further a field to help implement best practice.

Target
By March 2003 to have in place a framework to allow for the transfer of functions from Ofreg and 
NICCE to GCC and to establish and maintain a new Energy Committee and Section within the 
Council to take forward the enhanced duties to be conferred by the forthcoming Energy Bill.

By 2005 to have fulfilled all statutory obligations in relation to passenger transport.
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Theme 4: Consumer Education 
Raise awareness of rights by promoting knowledge, skills and information

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Improve consumer knowledge and skills in schools and colleges;
• Promote partnerships to bring consumer skills to young people and adults in the whole 

community, particularly in disadvantaged areas;
• Contribute to the Government’s aim of having relevant consumer information free and widely 

available, matched to the needs of target audiences;
• Enhance and promote our Consumerline website to maintain its position as the leading website

for consumer information and a portal for Northern Ireland;
• Campaign for the provision of clear, reliable information by all service providers;
• Promote understanding of and support for the provision of independent advice;
• In all of the above, target our efforts to actively seek partnerships to enhance existing and 

planned provision while avoiding duplication.

Target
By December 2003,to have incorporated within the Council’s website a special section of suitable 
consumer education resources for schools in line with the Northern Ireland curriculum; to have 
promoted the resources to all NI schools by December 2004; and to achieve an annual uptake of 
not less than 25% of schools thereafter.

Theme 5: Consumer Protection: 
Encourage choice, competition and a fair deal backed by effective protection

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Promote better standards of customer care including the improvement of redress and 
complaints systems;

• Assess the adequacy of consumer protection arrangements and campaign where necessary 
for changes to the law;

• Highlight consumer detriment arising from monopoly provision, restrictive practices or other 
competition issues;

• Assess the provision and delivery of services;
• Work with business and other providers to develop better services for their customers;
• Encourage business competitiveness.

Target
To have provided a Northern Ireland consumer perspective to competition authorities in any 
relevant enquiry.
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Theme 6: Effectiveness 
Be a well informed, focused organisation giving value for money

Broad action areas throughout the period of the plan will be to:

• Manage the finances efficiently and effectively adhering to best financial practices;
• Fully realise the skills, experience and potential of staff and members;
• Maintain an inclusive, safe and healthy working environment;
• Actively promote fairness and equality;
• Be open, honest and transparent in all our dealings;
• Prioritise our work on the basis of what will have the greatest impact in favour of consumers 

and monitor our performance regularly;
• Seek to benchmark our performance against other comparable organisations.

Target
To fulfil all statutory requirements in a timely fashion and to operate to the highest standards of 
corporate governance consistent with the broader government policy framework.
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Appendix 1:

Consumer Principles
In deciding whether goods and services are meeting consumers’ needs, the Council judges them against a
number of principles.

AAcccceessss Consumers should have access to the goods and services they need or want.

CChhooiiccee    There should be choice so that, through their own decisions, consumers can affect
the way goods and services are provided.

Innffoorrmmaattiioonn There should be clear reliable information to help consumers make the 
best choices for themselves.

RReeddrreessss If something goes wrong, there should be an effective system for putting it right.

SSaaffeettyy Goods or services should not pose a danger to the health or welfare of consumers.

FFaaiirrnneessss Consumers should not be subject to arbitrary distinctions either as 
individuals or groups.

RReepprreesseennttaattiioonn Consumers have a right to be heard especially in situations where they cannot 
influence the supply of goods or services through their own decisions.   

Criteria for Guiding Decisions on Priorities
As resources are limited, the Council takes into account the following key criteria when setting priorities:

- Is it a consumer issue?

- Is there a particular Northern Ireland dimension or is it a national issue on which the 
Northern Ireland viewpoint needs to be articulated?

- How serious is it e.g. in terms of numbers involved, degree of detriment, urgency, 
or complexity of the issue?

- Is there a realistic opportunity to bring about change within available resources?

- Is it an issue which the Council is best qualified to pursue, or should another 
organisation take it up?

- Is it an issue which creates significant public expectation of action by the Council or one 
which although important would otherwise fail to be addressed?
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Appendix 2:

Members as at 31 May 2002

The Council comprises a Chairman, Deputy Chairman and fourteen members
appointed following ministerial approval.

Joan Whiteside Chairman

Bill Osborne Deputy Chairman

Grace Bennett

Brendan Bonner

Ann Collins

Fionnuala Cook

Dan Corr

John Dobson

Mark Gavin

Eleanor Gill

Jill Girvan

Siubhan Grant

Penny McNeill

Patricia Mallon

David Moore

Michael Walker
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