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Chairsô foreword 

When Consumer Focus was established in October 2008, we had an 18-month start-up 

plan. This was designed to take us from the foundations built by our predecessor 

organisations to a fully-functioning organisation with an unprecedentedly wide remit, able 

to achieve a fair deal for consumers across the whole economy.  

We also made a commitment to develop and champion creative solutions which really 

help people, especially those who are more vulnerable.  

We have made real progress towards those aims and now need to look ahead to 

maximise our impact on consumersô lives in the next period of our organisation's 

development.  

This document is the first annual plan in our corporate planning cycle for 2010-13. Our 

corporate plan explains who we are, sets out the challenges we face (especially in light of 

the recession), and our strategic aims over the next three years.  

This annual plan sets out our key work areas for 2010-11 and our proposed forward work 

programme for each part of Consumer Focus:  

¶ Consumer Focus 

¶ Consumer Focus Scotland 

¶ Consumer Focus Wales 

¶ Consumer Focus Post (Northern Ireland) 

We invite you to let us know about any areas you think weôve missed or could improve 

upon. Our consultation period runs from 9 November to 9 February 2010 and includes 

stakeholder events in Cardiff, Glasgow and London. 

For more details see óHow to respond and the way forwardô and a list of consultation 

questions at the back of this document.    

We would welcome your contribution so that we can ensure our annual plan is as robust 

as possible in order that consumers increasingly receive a fair deal.  
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Our annual plan 

In October 2008, the creation of Consumer Focus coincided with the emergence of the 

most testing conditions for consumers in recent times. We approach the coming year 

determined to design and deliver a programme of work that will stand up to these 

conditions and address the key challenges facing consumers. 

In preparing this draft Annual Plan we have set out to take full advantage of our ability to 

work across different markets and services, across different regulatory regimes and 

across different national and international jurisdictions. 

We have a responsibility to safeguard and empower consumers, in line with our statutory 

obligations. We have a specific responsibility to identify areas of detriment for vulnerable 

and disadvantaged consumers. As well as undertaking work that benefits all consumers, 

our proposed work for 2010-11 includes projects targeted at various disadvantaged and 

vulnerable groups. 

Consumer Focus is also concerned with the interests of consumers in the future. 

Sustainability is one of our key duties; issues such as resource efficiency, waste 

minimisation and mitigation of, and adaption to, climate change form part of our mission.  

We strive to embed sustainability as an essential component in everything we do. This 

involves both policies for changing the behaviour of companies and the priorities of 

regulators and measures to encourage (and make easier) sustainable behaviour by 

consumers themselves.  

One of our four strategic aims (set out in our Corporate Plan) is to harness the appetite of 

consumers to adopt more sustainable lifestyles. We therefore will also pursue specific 

projects that tackle waste, climate change and public health, and projects to provide 

clearer signals to consumers on sustainable choices. The extent to which we realise this 

is a key test of how successful we are as an organisation.  

Throughout this Annual Plan we have addressed the need for strong consumer research, 

for high quality and detailed responses to regulatory and legislative developments and to 

increasingly empower consumers to act. 

Our proposed work for 2010-11 

Consumer Focus champions the needs of consumers across England, Wales and 

Scotland and, for postal services, Northern Ireland. We are able to combine powerful 

advocacy at the European, UK and GB level, while delivering full and ambitious work 

programmes in each nation.   

The 2010-11 work programmes fully reflect Consumer Focusôs statutory responsibilities, 

evidence and our criteria for work planning. It ensures that our investments are 

proportionate to the impact we can achieve in delivering a fair deal for consumers. 
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Work area summaries 

A. A fair deal for energy consumers 

Energy prices remain high and scenarios from Ofgem and others indicate that they may 

rise more steeply yet as environmental and renewable obligations are reflected in 

consumer bills. Energy remains the lowest-rated sector in the Consumer Confidence 

Index1. Our Extra Help Unit continues to receive thousands of distressing cases from 

consumers forced to cope with the threat, or the harsh reality of, disconnection from an 

essential service. 

The thrust of our proposals is to highlight inefficient market structures, tackle poor 

corporate behaviour and resolve quality of service issues that operate to the detriment of 

energy consumers in general and vulnerable and disadvantaged consumers in particular.  

We aim to improve the customer service in the sector, maintain the commitment of 

Government and others to ending fuel poverty and maximise the opportunities for 

consumers to use energy in a more sustainable way while ensuring a fair recovery of 

costs associated with a low carbon energy industry.  

The low carbon agenda is critical to our work for energy consumers. We will advance 

arguments for consumers to benefit from smarter metering, clearer billing, tariffs that 

encourage more efficient energy use, the promotion of domestic renewables and ówhole 

houseô solutions for those in fuel poverty. 

B. A fair deal for postal consumers 

The past year has seen both the Post Office network and Royal Mail going through an 

extended and painful process of restructuring, with immediate impacts on consumers and 

small businesses in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

Our statutory responsibilities cover both postal services and post offices. We will focus 

our efforts on understanding the impact on consumers of significant changes to both 

sectors. We will provide the evidence for a revitalised and innovative Post Office network 

that meets consumer needs. We will also continue to work towards an effective and 

efficient postal service that is affordable and meets the collection and delivery needs of 

domestic and micro-enterprise postal consumers. 

We will ensure that the process of transformation in both areas will be informed not only 

by a powerful evidence base of consumer experience and expectation but also by an 

agenda for innovation and change that meets consumer needs. 

C. A fair deal in the financial services 

The financial crisis and economic recession has removed access to affordable credit for 

many consumers, certainly for those who need it most. It has put peopleôs homes in 

jeopardy and plunged many consumers into serious debt. Financial services are another 

sector that performs poorly according to the Consumer Confidence Index. 

Our experience across different markets and services and our understanding of 

consumer-centred policy making means that we will have an important contribution to 

make to a successful reform agenda for the financial services markets.  

                                                 
1
 The Consumer Conditions Survey is a major piece of research examining consumer experience 

in the UK which asks consumers about their experience in 45 private sector markets. Consumer 
responses are aggregated and used to compile an overall Consumer Confidence Index, which 
provides the basis for comparing how consumers perceive the performance of a particular market 
against all others. 
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We will focus on a consumer agenda for regulatory reform and the impact of high cost 

credit products on low income households. 

To be successful we will need to work with stakeholders to understand and champion 

ways in which the consumer interest can drive necessary changes to regulation and can 

tackle the worst excesses of the high cost credit market. 

D. Consumers and public services 

In the context of severe pressure on the public purse and the current debates about the 

reform of key public services, Consumer Focus will provide a clear perspective on how 

consumers understand, navigate and benefit from public service provision.  

With severe pressure on the public purse, there will continue to be important debates 

about the reform of key public services. Consumer Focus will provide a clear perspective 

on how consumers understand, navigate and benefit from well-designed public service 

provision. We will seek to show how a focus on users' needs and experiences can be the 

best way of maximising public value and facing up to hard choices. 

Of course, this focus on public services will have a distinct national character in different 

areas of Consumer Focus. We aim not only to drive improvements in each national 

context but to learn and apply the lessons and examples of best practice that emerge 

across public services in Britain. 

E. Rights, regulation and redress  

Consumer Focus will look across a range of markets to assess where consumer 

detriment is greatest. In markets where competition has not delivered effective choice 

and value or where consumer action has been unable to condition the behaviour of 

market players, proportionate regulation and effective redress are critical to maintaining a 

good level of consumer protection.  

We propose to build on our óRating the Regulatorsô report to provide a positive and expert 

perspective on how well-formed regulation - the right intervention but no more - can 

enhance consumer welfare and provide broader economic benefits.  

We propose a number of projects that address issues of digital inclusion and digital 

rights. Our projects promote a fairer digital society. We will seek to maximise the benefits, 

and minimise the risks, for consumers of the information society in which we live, 

assessing and identifying issues of consumer detriment. We will work to reduce the 

impact of the digital divide. 

We will influence the large scale reforms of consumer law and civil justice systems at 

home and in Europe to improve consumer protection and provide easier access to 

dispute resolution and civil justice. 



 

Draft Annual Plan 2010-11 for consultation  7 

Responding to change 

We will be strong advocates for consumers, using compelling evidence to make our case. 

With limited resources and a wide remit, Consumer Focus must maintain a rigorous 

process for prioritising work in order to deliver a fair deal for consumers in the most 

effective and efficient manner.  

The environment in which we operate is a challenging one. However, just because it is 

challenging does not mean that those challenges will not change or grow. We recognise 

the need to maintain flexibility in our approach so that we can effectively respond to 

changes in the consumer environment across the nations that may occur throughout the 

financial year.  

If new or unexpected events occur, we will re-evaluate and balance our workload, 

adopting new projects where necessary and discontinuing or postponing work that is no 

longer relevant or deemed a lesser priority.   

As well as todayôs consumers, we are concerned with the interests, rights and 

responsibilities of the consumers of tomorrow. In the face of the growing challenges of 

climate change, resource scarcity and the threat to social cohesion, Consumer Focus is 

working to ensure that consumer choice and behaviour increasingly reflect sustainable 

patterns of consumption.  

Sustainability in all respects ï environmental, economic and social ï is a particularly 

important feature in our work on energy and significant in other areas such as food.  

The sustainability dimension needs to feed into all our work; the aim being that both 

business offers and consumer preferences make it easier for consumers to make more 

sustainable choices. 

As an organisation we are committed to operating in a manner that promotes sustainable 

practices and will review regularly how we operate. 
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Work programmes for 2010-11 

Consumer Focus; Consumer Focus Scotland; Consumer 
Focus Wales and Consumer Focus Post (Northern Ireland) 

 

Work programmes for 2010-11 

We set out the projects we think will have the most impact for consumers in 2010-11.  

They are separated into four distinct programmes:  

¶ Consumer Focus 

¶ Consumer Focus Scotland 

¶ Consumer Focus Wales 

¶ Consumer Focus Post (Northern Ireland) 

This is the main area on which we would like your comments. Please tell us where you 

think we can improve this draft plan, whether by adding new projects or removing or 

changing proposed ones. 
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Consumer Focus 

A. A fair deal for energy consumers  

1. Vulnerable energy consumers 

The number of households struggling to pay their energy bills has grown considerably 

over the past five years. Current projections on energy prices raise the prospect of this 

situation worsening. Consumer Focus will continue to champion the interests of 

consumers who are in, or at risk of falling into, fuel poverty. 

To mitigate some of the most serious consequences we have worked closely with Ofgem 

on a fast track review of disconnection of vulnerable consumers and have begun a joint 

review of supplier debt and disconnection policy and process. 

For the coming year we propose to monitor closely the implementation of those debt and 

disconnection recommendations, and of the levels and types of debt-related calls to 

Consumer Direct and our dedicated Extra Help Unit. 

We also propose producing consumer surveys, personal video testimony and research 

on the consumer experience of relevant advisory services to give voice to the experience 

of households in fuel poverty and maintain the commitment of Government and others to 

a coherent strategy to tackle fuel poverty. 

We aim to:  

¶ provide an authentic consumer voice to inform the continuing development of a 
coherent fuel poverty strategy 

¶ play a leading role among stakeholders in making the case for policies that deliver 
fairness in pricing, income and energy efficiency for fuel poor households 

¶ produce clear evidence of any material improvement in suppliersô debt and 
disconnection practices 

¶ achieve improvements to the self-regulatory framework for vulnerable 
disconnections (ERA Safetynet) 

Achieving these goals will help us to:  

¶ work towards an end to the disconnection of vulnerable consumers 

¶ ensure energy consumer debt is addressed at an earlier stage 

¶ provide better information for consumers at a disadvantage and advice providers 

¶ reduce the numbers of households suffering in fuel poverty 
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2. The structure of energy markets 

There are stubborn questions about whether wholesale and retail energy markets are 

sufficiently transparent and whether they function in the interests of consumers. 

Consumer Focus will continue to monitor a number of key indicators of healthy 

competition including the relationship between wholesale and retail energy prices and 

levels of market transparency. We will also identify and pursue potential consumer 

benefits within the various market governance and code mechanisms.  

Given the relevance of various European legislative and regulatory initiatives, we will 

work with the European Commission and other stakeholders to ensure a UK consumer 

voice is heard during the implementation of new European policies, particularly in relation 

to the third EU energy liberalisation package and the third EU Energy Security and 

Solidarity Action Plan. 

Within this work area we propose a specific project on consumer welfare within the Liquid 

Petroleum Gas and Heating Oil markets. These are markets of limited choice and rising 

consumer prices. We intend to build on scoping work in these unregulated markets to 

translate market and stakeholder research into an advocacy project that would champion 

the interests of consumers dependent on these fuels to heat their homes. 

We aim to: 

¶ respond with authority to a range of competition and regulatory investigations and 
reviews into the operation of energy markets  

¶ provide a strong and clear consumer voice at all levels of industry rules and policy 
development 

¶ achieve changes to EU legislation and policy that reflect UK consumersô needs and 
concerns 

¶ articulate a strong case for any appropriate regulatory and/or voluntary changes to 
reduce the cost of heating fuels for consumers and improve the energy efficiency of 
their homes 

By contributing to key regulatory and market reviews we can promote: 

¶ greater market transparency and a reduction in barriers to entry  

¶ a healthily traded wholesale energy market 

¶ a reduction in the costs passed on to consumers 

¶ strong and proportionate regulation to prevent abuses of market power 

¶ the creation of a more competitive market for domestic heating fuels  

3. Energy company performance 

A critical role for Consumer Focus is to monitor and report on the quality of customer 

service, the effectiveness of complaint handling and redress arrangements and the 

provision of transparent pricing information. We will continue to interrogate other areas of 

consumer detriment such as complex tariff structures, mis-selling and billing errors. We 

will participate in public consultations to effectively implement the consumer protection 

provisions in the third EU energy liberalisation package into national law. We propose to 

work with industry and the regulator to identify best practice and encourage the industry 

to improve existing policies and practices to drive up standards. 
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We aim to improve the functioning of energy retail markets for all consumers by enabling 

them to use timely and accurate information to access the best deals and payment 

methods, to use performance league tables and other means of comparing customer 

service levels. We will build on this activity to develop an effective new consumer 

empowerment model for energy consumers, drawing on work by predecessor bodies and 

exploring existing practice in the wider advice provision community.   

Within this work area we propose a specific project to investigate how well micro-

enterprises are served as energy consumers in relation to price, contact terms, customer 

service and redress arrangements.  

We aim to: 

¶ raise awareness of the Ofgem retail market remedies, the Consumer Focus 
óConfidence Codeô and óKnowledge Baseô 

¶ target online empowerment resources for consumers and for other agencies 

¶ ensure consumers have access to up-to-date, meaningful and impartial 
performance information on their energy suppliers to allow them to make informed 
choice  

This will help us to ensure that: 

¶ companies feel a real incentive to improve their complaint handling processes 

¶ redress arrangements are understood by consumers and advice agencies and work 
effectively  

¶ standards of customer service improve across the energy sector 

¶ consumers make better switching decisions and access the most appropriate 
energy deal available 

4. Carbon transition and consumers 

To achieve carbon reduction targets will require much greater investment in demand-side 

solutions. This is likely to involve the installation of expensive energy efficiency products, 

district heating and micro-renewables in existing homes and communities. Policy 

solutions to the global challenge of climate change are being developed in European and 

international forums, as well as through national programmes. We will engage with 

relevant third sector stakeholders to develop and promote effective solutions for 

consumers, including complementary measures that support adaptation to climate 

change. 

The scale of the changes proposed for energy use in British homes means that, 

alongside the long-term benefits, there is significant scope for consumer detriment in 

terms of cost, time, privacy, and safety. Working with our National Social Marketing 

Centre, we propose gathering evidence on consumer attitudes to, and public acceptability 

for the changes, in order to identify the obstacles to, and opportunities for, public 

engagement in the low carbon transition, high cost energy efficiency measures and 

household and community level renewable energy. 

Consumer Focus will also work to limit disproportionate payments for people on low 

incomes or in hard-to-heat homes. The work will involve assessing the size and incidence 

of increases in energy costs and identifying the impact for different types of household. 

The work will propose and test alternatives to the 'energy customer pays' model, taking 

into account fairness, affordability and administrative simplicity. It will also look at different 

sources eg 'beneficiary pays', 'tax-payer pays' and 'shareholder pays'. 
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We aim to: 

¶ challenge and test the orthodox arguments for cost-reflective charges on customers 
towards equity based charging for utilities 

¶ influence policy development in order to limit disproportionate disturbance and 
expense, especially in terms of payments for people on low incomes or in hard-to-
heat homes 

¶ ensure relevant programmes are informed by real consumer attitudes and 
experience 

¶ ensure consumersô needs are incorporated into planning for inevitable climate 
change 

Over the longer term this work will enable: 

¶ a sound basis for an energy services market that delivers affordable energy services 
to all consumers 

¶ Government and agencies to better promote the uptake of carbon efficient and 
climate resilient homes 

 

B. A fair deal for postal consumers 

5. Universal Postal Service fit for consumers 

The Universal Postal Service (UPS), and specifically the uniform pricing element, 

provides a clear benefit for consumers, especially for rural and remote consumers. 

Protecting the UPS has a distinct benefit for all consumers, particularly those who are 

vulnerable or at a disadvantage. 

We will represent postal consumersô views so they are properly considered and 

incorporated in policies or regulatory changes resulting from market reviews undertaken 

by the postal regulator. This will include input into reviews of Price Controls. This work will 

review existing procedures with regard to delivery and collection exceptions, and will 

monitor the Universal Service Provider to ensure that quality of service, mail integrity and 

complaint details are being kept to the required level. 

We aim to deliver: 

¶ a strong evidence-based submission to the 2010 Price Control that encapsulates 
the views and experiences of postal consumers 

¶ a detailed review of existing procedures with regard to delivery and collection 
exceptions and ensuring that the system is fair for consumers 

The longer term benefit will be: 

¶ a strengthened universal postal service which reflects market trends and, most 
importantly, the needs of postal consumers 
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6. Fair postal services outside the universal service obligation 

This project will undertake research into those postal services which do not fall within the 

definition of the UPS. 

Specifically we will consider areas such as the levying of surcharges on orders by some 

online and mail-order retailers and their couriers. It will examine the delivery convenience 

schemes run by non-licensed operators and other companies which provide deliveries, 

and highlight delivery convenience schemes which could be used by licensed operators.  

We aim to deliver: 

¶ detailed interrogation of company justification for practice of surcharging 

¶ significant improvements in operator/consumer communication to ensure that 
charges are highlighted for consumers 

¶ improved customer understanding and awareness of mail opt-out schemes  

This will lead to:  

¶ improved convenience and consistency of delivery for customers  

¶ an end to unjustified delivery surcharges 

¶ the ability for consumers to more easily opt out of receiving direct mail 

7. A strong Post Office network  

Consumer Focus has a statutory responsibility to monitor the number and location of post 

offices. We also have a responsibility to operate a code of practice with Post Office Ltd 

(POL) on closures, relocations and conversion to outreach facilities.  

As part of the Post Office network change programme (NCP) an initial 500 outreach 

services were established to maintain services, predominantly in smaller and remote rural 

locations that could no longer support full-time branches. 

We propose to use tracker surveys and impact studies to evaluate the impact of changes 

to the Post Office network, including the long-term impact of the NCP on quality of service 

at branches, changes in service provision and access to community services. 

We also propose an advocacy programme to influence Government and POL decision-

making on the future of the network. We will promote new products and services which 

consumers want and which could be offered through the Post Office network, and 

promote the financial viability of the network while supporting specific consumer 

objectives. 

We also propose a specific project in this area. We will build on our work in 2009-10 to 

increase understanding of the consumer detriment caused by problems in accessing the 

post office and essential community services. We intend to use a specific example of a 

community in transition, such as a market town. Recommendations will be made to 

promote improved access to essential community services, taking account of common 

and specific barriers to access and service provision.   

We aim to ensure that: 

¶ there is a greater awareness of the code of practice and improvements in the 
capacity of local authorities to meet the needs of local consumers 

¶ decisions on changes to the network are properly informed by consumer 
engagement 
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¶ we have a sound evidence base for an awareness campaign on the impact of 
closures on quality of service and community provision 

¶ improvements to outreach services and the potential rollout of the óessentialsô 
model, meet consumersô needs 

¶ there is an increased awareness among relevant stakeholders of best practice 
examples of innovative provision of services, including co-location 

These outcomes will help us to achieve: 

¶ a stronger code of practice providing an effective set of consumer protections 

¶ greater community resilience in the event of future changes in service provision 

¶ an improvement agenda for quality of service, queuing and other areas of detriment 
for Post Office consumers 

¶ increased and more innovative service offerings, including more Government and 
financial services offered through post offices 

¶ better understanding of the capability of social enterprise organisations to offer post 
office services through innovative means 

8. Empowering postal consumers 

Consumers need accurate and useful information, giving them the knowledge, tools and 

skills to effectively advocate on their own behalf. Consumer Focus has a depth of 

experience in the postal services and other sectors. 

Harnessing the power of consumer action will place clear incentives on postal service 

providers to drive up overall standards of service in the industry.  

We propose to develop an effective new consumer empowerment model for postal 

consumers, drawing on work by predecessor bodies and harnessing existing structures in 

the wider advice provision community.   

We will use our expertise to develop targeted online empowerment resources for 

consumers and for other agencies (via the Partnersô site and Knowledge Base).  

The impact will be: 

¶ unbiased consumer information that is accessible, factually correct and up to date 

¶ continued development of relationships and partnerships with advice agencies 

Over the longer term this will drive: 

¶ improved overall service standards, and performance in the postal industry, as 
consumers are made more aware of their rights and put pressure on industry to 
deliver them 

C. A fair deal in financial services 

9. Regulation of financial services markets 

The financial crisis of 2008 had many causes, but flaws in the design and operation of the 

regulatory framework played their part. Our óFocus on Financeô series asked important 

questions about the banking crisis and the future shape and regulation of financial 

services markets.  
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We propose to develop a strand of work that will enable us to contribute to the design and 

delivery of future reforms so that the interests of consumers remain centre-stage. We will 

contribute a consumer perspective on how a regulatory framework which is more 

responsive to the consumer interest would generate greater competition, enhanced 

financial capability, increased engagement by consumers with financial services and 

reduced mis-selling of financial products. 

Proactive, affirmative consumer protection is essential for the safety and stability of the 

financial system. Consumer Focus will engage and collaborate in initiatives being 

undertaken by the EU and international institutions aimed at restoring confidence and 

improving financial markets which are likely to affect consumers in the UK.   

Within this work area we propose a specific project to consider the impact of 

consolidation in the personal banking sector. A perceived lack of competition raises 

concerns about the ability of consumers to exercise real choice and thereby influence 

market behaviour. 

This project will develop interventions on both market structure and consumer behaviour. 

In particular it would draw upon our cross-cutting work on behavioural economics to gain 

insights on how to improve market function for consumers. 

We aim to achieve: 

¶ a clear statement of the regulatory reforms that are necessary to protect consumers 

¶ a mechanism for consumer-centred public debate on the future regulation of 
financial services 

¶ strengthened consumer protection policies at the centre of European and 
international reforms for financial services regulation 

The longer term benefits will be: 

¶ financial services regulation that is able to help rebuild consumer confidence 

¶ greater levels of informed switching among all groups of consumers 

¶ market reforms that bring greater levels of consumer power to bear on the personal 
banking sector 

10. Consumers at a disadvantage in financial services markets 

The consequence of the financial crisis and economic recession on consumers has been 

profound. Access to affordable credit has dried up, levels of indebtedness are rising and 

the pressure on many homeowners has become unbearable. 

We propose to monitor the effectiveness of measures taken on secured and unsecured 

lending. Our work will examine the practices of lenders, landlords, debt collection 

agencies and debt management companies to ensure they are fair, reasonable and 

proportionate, and do not cause undue harm and distress to vulnerable consumers. 

Within this work area we will also focus on some of the manifestations of high cost credit. 

Approximately 2.3 million people use home credit. Many of these are from the most 

disadvantaged groups. Provision of lower-cost options is piecemeal and there is 

insufficient capacity to meet the needs of the poorest group.  

We will identify and evaluate viable alternatives of affordable lending in order for 

Consumer Focus to formulate a coherent and authoritative response to the growth and 

impact of high cost credit such as home credit and payday lending.  
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We aim to promote: 

¶ safeguards to prevent the recurrence of over-indebtedness 

¶ strengthened measures to prevent unscrupulous lending 

¶ raised public awareness of debt problems faced by disadvantaged groups 

Over the longer term these will enable us to achieve: 

¶ increased protection for those at risk of losing their homes or unable to make ends 
meet under the burden of debt 

¶ improved access to affordable credit  

¶ more effective regulation of high cost credit 

 

D. Consumers and public services 

11. Understanding the consumer experience of public services 

Our work on public services will have a distinct national character in each part of 

Consumer Focus. The impact of it will be not only to drive improvements in each national 

context but for Consumer Focus to learn and apply the lessons and examples of best 

practice that emerge across public services in Britain. 

We propose developing more effective ways of collecting data regarding consumer 

experiences of public services, a focus on navigating public services and how digital 

delivery might increase levels of consumer engagement.  

There is an information gap about consumer detriment in public services. Using desk 

research and stakeholder input we will identify and assess the current mechanisms for 

recording data, and explore what value they have in revealing consumer experiences. 

The findings will inform a project to develop more comprehensive, coherent and uniform 

ways of collecting data on consumer experiences of public services.  

Navigating public services and Government support can prove difficult for many 

consumers, often more so for groups which have the greatest reliance on them. We 

intend to undertake detailed research into the experiences of a specific user group in 

accessing the key services they require. We will use the research to establish a model for 

helping consumers get the information and services they need. 

The latest Digital Britain plan promises to put all public services online. There is also a 

growing focus on electronic management of peopleôs personal data, especially in 

healthcare. Using research and workshops with consumers and stakeholders, we will 

evaluate how the inherent potential of digital technologies can give consumers ï including 

those in marginalised communities - more voice and influence.  

We aim to: 

¶ achieve a stronger understanding of consumer detriment in public services  

¶ gather compelling evidence of user experience in accessing and navigating public 
services 

¶ deliver a mechanism to provide open data on consumer experiences of public 
services 

¶ use the opportunity for stakeholders to assess the consumer benefits of increased 
engagement through digital delivery 
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This will help us to promote: 

¶ improvements to national and local digital public service policy and practice which 
make services easier to use 

¶ consumers who are empowered through new ways of online participation with public 
services 

¶ local authority and community led responses to essential service provision 

¶ improved data collection and management policies  

 

E. Rights, regulation and redress 

12. Digital rights and digital inclusion 

The Government aims to enable all consumers to benefit from using digital technology as 

part of their daily lives and to have access to online provision of services, including public 

services. Consumer Focus aims to ensure that a universal service commitment in 

broadband will avoid creating a 'digital divide' through unfair differential access. 

We propose an area of work that argues for a universal service obligation that recognises 

affordability, accessibility and ease of use as being key issues for consumers. This work 

will identify adverse impacts or exclusion issues and highlight them to Government.   

We propose continuing our work to create an awareness of a coherent concept of 

consumer digital rights, in the United Kingdom and across relevant European and 

international jurisdictions. We will seek support for this approach from Government, 

industry and consumer organisations. We will also examine each of the consumer rights 

areas and appropriate regulatory frameworks and redress mechanisms, but will focus on 

issues related to privacy and data security aspects of new technology. We will also 

continue our work to achieve a fair balance between consumers and intellectual property 

rights' holders. 

We aim to achieve: 

¶ clear guidance to Government regarding possible unintended consequences of its 
digital strategy 

¶ stronger partnerships and cross-sector working 

¶ a coherent proposal to Government and industry for a digital rights charter  

¶ improvements to the European regulatory framework, and where relevant 
international agreements 

These will help us to promote:  

¶ a fairer process in rolling out digital technology 

¶ increased protection for consumers and a decrease in any digital divide 

¶ a data protection regime that meets consumer needs 

¶ better public awareness and consumer empowerment in relation to their own digital 
rights 

¶ a fair balance between consumers and holders of intellectual property rights 
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13. Mobile and fixed line phones 

We propose to continue and develop our current programme of advocacy around 

identified areas of consumer detriment in the telecommunications sectors. This work will 

be designed to complement and support the work programme of the Communications 

Consumer Panel. 

Additionally, we will address new and emerging issues of consumer detriment in the 

mobile phone sector, identified through established stakeholder relationships and 

intelligence and through our own expertise of customer service and switching issues in 

other markets. In particular we will focus on complex tariffs, consumer information, ease 

of switching provider, levels of customer service and complaint handling. 

We aim to achieve: 

¶ a sound comparative basis to assess improvements in telecommunications 
providers on quality of customer service, tariff complexity and switching 

¶ greater level of consumer and advice agency awareness of hidden charges and 
tariff characteristics 

By working with key stakeholders, we will promote: 

¶ measurable improvement in company performance in areas of greatest consumer 
detriment 

¶ consumers who are better informed, more active and able to identify the right deal 
for them 

14. Consumer law 

The European Commission published a draft Consumer Rights Directive (CRD) in 2008 

to simplify, update and harmonise existing EU consumer protection legislation. In July 

2009, the UK Government published a Consumer White Paper which aims to modernise 

UK consumer law.  

This work area will consider the gaps and weaknesses in our current domestic consumer 

protection framework, building on work in relation to the CRD. We will also examine and 

consider rights which are not adequately protected and will build on our previous work on 

consumer collective redress to explore the best approach for embedding collective 

redress in the Consumer Rights Bill.  

We also propose to respond to the Civil Justice Council review of Lord Woolfôs Civil 

Procedure Reforms. We will promote the interest of court users to the Civil Justice 

Council and ensure that consumersô interests are at the heart of the proposed reforms. 

In particular we intend to explore regulatory gaps in our civil justice system and examine 

the growing mediation market. We will also look at the lack of regulation of the third party 

insurer market and the take-up and the use of legal expenses insurance.  

We aim to: 

¶ radically improve the draft CRD to improve consumer rights 

¶ win the argument for the closure of the loophole which outlaws unfair commercial 
practices but does not give consumers a direct right of redress under the regulations 

¶ achieve clarity about whether Legal Expense Insurance is useful as a viable means 
of widening access for those who otherwise would not be able to afford mediation 
services 
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This will enable us to: 

¶ strengthen consumer protection law in the UK 

¶ provide consistent rights and redress protection across the goods and services 
consumers purchase 

¶ strengthen mediation industry standards to provide quality assurance and a 
complaint mechanism for consumers who are being encouraged to use it 

¶ achieve guidelines or regulations put in place to prevent third party insurers from 
undervaluing claims, particularly when there is an imbalance of power and no 
independent oversight  

15. Regulation and redress 

Consumer Focus's experience across a range of markets and services has shown that 

well-formed regulation can maximise consumer interests and provide wider economic 

benefits. In cases of market failure or detriment caused by market wide behaviours it is a 

necessary way of protecting consumers from unfair treatment or poor standards of 

company performance. 

We propose to continue our work putting consumer interests at the heart of regulatory 

practice, by building on our 'Rating the Regulators' work to identify good and bad practice 

in regulatory design and delivery. 

We will provide effective consumer input to public policy debate on the future direction for 

regulation and specific regulatory reform initiatives. 

At a basic level, consumers want their complaints dealt with efficiently, transparently and 

fairly by those whom they complain about. We propose a specific project to benchmark 

complaint handling across different markets and to identify why consumers give up on 

complaints before they get a satisfactory resolution. 

We aim to: 

¶ input to BISôs new regulatory policy committee 

¶ engage with regulators with regard to their level of performance against key 
consumer criteria 

¶ ensure that Consumer Focus and others have a sound cross-market evidence base 
on complaint handling standards 

¶ ensure that Consumer Focus is better able to respond to how consumers actually 
engage with company redress procedures 

This level of engagement will enable us to promote: 

¶ improved complaints service and redress schemes in poor performing sectors 

¶ improved approaches to better regulation 
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Consumer Focus Scotland 

A. A fair deal for energy consumers  

S1. Evaluating the effectiveness of the Energy Assistance Package for 
rural, remote and island consumers  

The Energy Assistance Package (EAP) was launched by the Scottish Government in 

April 2009, with the aim of reducing fuel poverty in Scotland. Successful delivery of the 

EAP is critical to reducing fuel poverty in Scotland in general, and because households in 

rural, remote and island Scotland face particular issues in this respect.  

The number of households experiencing fuel poverty is influenced by the cost of energy, 

household income and the energy efficiency of the building, as well as the circumstances 

of the household itself. Long-term rises in the cost of energy, together with the current 

recession, are expected to increase the numbers of households in fuel poverty. Rates of 

fuel poverty are higher in rural areas than in urban parts of the country, because 

households without access to mains gas generally have higher heating costs. In addition, 

rural houses tend to be less easy to treat in terms of energy efficiency, and, especially in 

northern Scotland, are located in areas where weather conditions increase the need for 

heating. 

The EAP provides a service for consumers in four stages: 

1. energy efficiency advice is available to everyone 

2. depending on household circumstances, a benefits check is provided. If appropriate, 
consumers are also made aware of the availability of social tariffs offered by their 
current energy supplier 

3. consumers who are likely to be eligible for physical energy efficiency assistance 
measures from energy suppliers under the CERT (Carbon Emissions Reduction 
Target) scheme are referred to suppliers who provide that service 

4. additional public sector funded measures are provided, such as new heating 
systems, and potentially include microgeneration for households where mains gas is 
not available 

Consumer Focus Scotland intends to carry out this research to improve understanding of 

issues around the delivery of solutions to fuel poverty in rural areas in Scotland, with the 

aim, in line with our membership of the Fuel Poverty Forum, of improving the delivery of 

the EAP in those areas. 

The research report will have two elements:   

1. focus groups on the delivery of services from the perspective of consumers who 
have benefited from assistance 

2. looking at the effectiveness of promotion and delivery from the perspective of local 
agencies 
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We aim to:  

¶ Improve the quality of service provided by the Energy Assistance Package to 
vulnerable consumers in rural, remote and island areas, in line with the findings of 
the research. We anticipate that the study will highlight both successes and areas 
for improvement in addressing fuel poverty in rural, remote and island communities. 
Consumer Focus Scotland will then campaign for any identified improvements to be 
delivered as part of the package 

S2. Empowering consumers in Scotland to make informed decisions on 
their options to get a better deal on their energy supply 

Consumer Focus data shows clearly that energy prices have effectively doubled between 

2003 and 2009. This trend is expected to continue. There are clear strategic challenges 

in the structure and operation of the energy market that have a fundamental impact on 

consumers across Great Britain. In the devolved context, measures by the Scottish 

Government and energy suppliers to address energy efficiency will reduce individual 

consumerôs fuel bills. 

Research undertaken by Consumer Focus Scotland demonstrates that many consumers 

would like additional targeted assistance and assurance to reduce their bills by switching 

supplier or gaining access to a social tariff. Therefore, a key element of the work is a 

programme which will build capacity among frontline advice service providers so they are 

better able to support and empower Scottish energy consumers to overcome the 

perceived and real barriers to making informed choices. There will also be a targeted 

campaign highlighting the opportunity for consumers to make these decisions with expert 

help.   

This work will learn from, and build on, the successful Energy Best Deal campaign 

undertaken in England and Wales by Ofgem and Citizens Advice Bureaux.  

We aim to ensure: 

¶ a more effective switching advice and support service is added to the range of 

financial and energy advice provided at local level for disadvantaged consumers 

¶ reductions in fuel bills for individual consumers 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ increased confidence to take advantage of their power as consumers to seek 

better terms of supply of energy 

¶ reduced energy bills for those who choose to change tariff 

¶ improved capacity among support agencies will widen the range of consumers 

who are able to access these benefits 

¶ consumer demand changes in suppliersô behaviour will benefit all consumers in 

the longer term by motivating energy suppliers to become more responsive to 

consumersô needs 
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B. A fair deal for postal consumers 

S3. Research into Post Office Business as Usual (BAU) closures in 
Scotland 

There is concern about the impact of BAU closures on consumers in the short-term while 

their local post office is closed ï particularly in remote rural areas in Scotland where the 

Post Office fulfils a vital social function, where small businesses are reliant on the Post 

Office and its services, and where the local Post Office is often based in óthe last shop in 

the villageô. There are also concerns about the impact that such closures might have on 

longer-term viability of the Post Office network in Scotland. 

There are two main elements to the proposed work:  

1. data analysis to determine the pattern of BAU closures 

2. qualitative research in selected areas to ódig deeperô behind the statistics and 
examine the impact of BUC on consumers ï with a particular focus on those 
vulnerable consumers most reliant on Post Office services 

BAU closures will always happen; however, through this research we will seek to 

enhance the consumer interest in this area, and bring about improvements in how Royal 

Mail prepares for and manages these closures to reduce the impact on consumers.   

The benefit to consumers:  

¶ over time BAU closures will become less prevalent and new measures will be put in 
place to minimise the impact of these closures on consumers 

S4. Mapping of Government services in Scottish Post Offices 

The Post Office network in Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, recognises that it needs to 

reform and modernise, if it is to be sustainable and offer an attractive range of high 

quality services and products to consumers. There is general consensus among policy 

makers that one way in which this development can take place is through the Post Office 

widening the range of services it offers to customers. One of the core services that should 

be delivered to consumers is an increased number of Scottish Government and local 

authority services. This would increase awareness among these consumers of a range of 

other Post Office products and services. This would support the sustainability of the Post 

Office network by encouraging new or returning customers, and would help to improve 

access to public services for consumers. 

We aim to commission a mapping exercise that will: 

¶ provide comprehensive, robust information about the services that the Scottish 
Government and each of the 32 local authorities in Scotland offers through Post 
Offices 

¶ identify the different outlets and provision points that local authorities currently use 
to deliver relevant services within their area  

¶ produce case studies of good practice where the Scottish Government or Scottish 
local authorities are using Post Offices for the delivery of services 

¶ explore the challenges/barriers that the Scottish Government and local authorities 
face in using Post Offices to support service delivery 

¶ highlight relevant examples of good practice from abroad that might be used to 
inform improvements in this area in Scotland 
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The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ consumers will benefit as they will be able to access an increased range of services 
through their local Post Office, and will have a more sustainable Post Office network 
to access services through in the future 

 

C.  A fair deal in financial services 

Consumer Focus Scotland has no separate plans in this area.  

 

D. Consumers and public services 

S5. Food services for older people in the community 

Older people living in the community are one of the specific vulnerable groups highlighted 

in the national food policy óRecipe for Successô and in the óHealthy Eating Active Living 

Action Planô. 

Consumer Focus will undertake research on food services for older people living in the 

community via questionnaires sent to all local authorities and selected consumers. The 

main objectives are to assess current policies and services that focus more on the 

community rather than on institutions for the long-term care for older people, and to 

establish any gaps in this provision. 

There has been little work in this area in Scotland. The findings of this work will be used 

to inform government policy in this area and the approaches adopted by local authorities 

and the voluntary sector.  

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ depending on the findings of the research, it could ensure improved food services 
for older people in Scotland 

S6. Service user involvement at national level in relation to social care policy 

The involvement of consumers of services, or of people able to advocate for particular 
groups of consumers, is one of the main ways in which service planners and service 
providers can ensure that services meet peopleôs needs. While this kind of involvement 
has developed in different settings and to different extents, Consumer Focus Scotland 
has a concern that in some policy areas this is done less effectively at national level.  

This work will map the extent to which the voice of service users is heard in the 

development of policy at national level in relation to social care services. It may be useful 

to look at models for how this is done in other countries. 

If it appears necessary to lobby for more effective representation of service users at 

national level, this policy paper will provide the basis for such lobbying. 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ more effective representation of the consumer interest at national level, and a 
greater awareness of this representation and its impact   
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S7. User Focus: How well are scrutiny bodies performing? 

In April 2009 Scottish Ministers directed the bodies that inspect, regulate and audit 

Scottish public services to improve their óuser focusô. This was followed by a duty to 

promote continuous improvement in user focus, contained within the Public Services 

Reform Bill, published in mid-2009. 

This project will establish to what extent scrutiny bodies are meeting these tests.   

The project proposes to cover eight scrutiny bodies: 

¶ NHS QIS 

¶ Social Work Inspection Agency 

¶ Care Commission  

¶ Scottish Housing Regulator 

¶ Audit Scotland 

¶ HM Inspectorate of Education 

¶ HM Inspectorate of Constabulary for Scotland 

¶ HM Fire Inspectorate for Scotland  

The project will take place during a period of change for three of the scrutiny bodies 

identified. The Public Services Reform Bill, currently before Parliament, will create 

Healthcare Improvement Scotland (a new body taking on powers from NHS QIS) and the 

Social Work and Social Care Inspectorate (a merger of the current Social Work 

Inspection Agency and the Care Commission). The project will therefore not start until 

late 2010 to allow for this bill to have been passed but before the new organisations are 

formed (expected in 2011/12). Publishing the findings during the development of these 

new organisations will help ensure that user focus is embedded in their processes. 

This work will examine how far public services scrutiny bodies have come in developing 

user focus, and rate their performance according to the seven tests of user focus, 

identified by the User Focus Action Group in 2008 and developed by Consumer Focus 

Scotland in 2009. Scrutiny bodies will be sent requests for information on their user focus 

strategies and interviews will be carried out with senior managers in each of the bodies. 

This project will support the development of a culture of óuser focusô in scrutiny bodies by 

improving awareness of good practice. 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ in the longer term, user focus in scrutiny will contribute to the development of 
consumer-focused public services 

S8. The consumer perspective on public sector performance reporting 

In recent years there has been an international trend towards using outcomes to measure 

the performance of public services (OECD, 2005, Modernising Government: The way 

forward). This follows widespread criticisms of input and process measurements for their 

lack of relevance to consumers and citizens.  

Part of the explanation for this trend is that reporting on outcomes rather then inputs and 

processes may improve accountability to consumers by increasing the accessibility and 

relevance of performance information. The literature also suggests that the lack of 

consumer focus in performance measurement may explain the óperception gapô between 

consumers and service providers or government agencies. This suggests that reporting 

on outcomes of public services may impact on consumer perceptions of those services 

(see SCC, 2007, Literature Review on the Consumer Approach to Scrutiny).  
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This project will explore to what extent Scottish public services have moved towards 

outcome focused reporting of their performance.  

The work will include: 

¶ analysis of the extent of outcome focused reporting of public service performance 
through a review of current practice 

¶ discussions with stakeholders on current practice  

¶ exploration of the views of consumers on current practice through focus groups with 
consumers 

We aim to: 

¶ promote robust and outcome focused measurement of Scottish public services 

¶ improve reporting of public services performance to consumers and the public 

The benefit to consumers will be: 

¶ an improved outcome focus within Scottish public services. Services will be 
designed around their needs and expectations and by providing information to allow 
them to judge services delivery levels, consumers will be more able to challenge 
poor quality services 

 

E. Rights, regulation and redress 

S9. UK Nutritional Strategies Seminar 

A UK Nutritional Strategies seminar with representatives from Scotland, England, Wales 

and Northern Ireland will discuss how nutrition strategies have been created and applied 

and whether they are working in the consumer interest. Invitees will include Consumer 

Focus, Food Standards Agency and Government representatives from each country 

together with World Health Organisation (WHO), EU Commission, Community Food and 

Health Scotland, healthyliving award and BEUC. 

It is important that the consumer voice is heard in the development of nutritional 

strategies as a counter to the food industry. The UK Nutritional Strategies seminar would 

enable the exchange of ideas and focus on the consumer. 

We seek: 

¶ improved relationships, communications and understanding of different UK 
strategies together with knowledge of good practice that could be utilised 
elsewhere. A deeper appreciation of the consumer view by Governments 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ the development of nutritional strategies that reflect the consumer voice (particularly 
the disadvantaged) 

S10. Care preferences in old age 

Care services for older people have, in the past, been provided in ways which do not 

necessarily cater well for individual choices. Todayôs 50 and 60-year-olds are likely to 

have different expectations about the kind of care or support they would like if or when 

they are no longer able to live independently.   
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Current policy emphasises the desirability of providing personalised care services.  

However, economic pressures, and pressures associated with an ageing population may 

mean that it is harder to provide the diversity of service models which would be required 

by genuinely personalised services. There is evidence that policies such as Direct 

Payments, which are an example of allowing service users to purchase their own care 

ópackageô have a very low level of use. The reasons for this may be complex, but are 

likely to include local authorities not encouraging or facilitating uptake. 

For personalisation to be a reality, policy makers and service planners need evidence 

supporting the range of needs and preferences of future consumers in relation to care 

and support services. This may include things like housing preferences and alternative 

models of supported living. 

We aim to: 

¶ provide an evidence base which will influence policy and service provision in this 
area in the future. This should provide a greater range of options and choices for 
older people in need of support for independent living, based on evidence of what 
people want 

S11. Contributing a low-income consumer viewpoint to the sustainable 
development debate 

There is increasing clarity and agreement over long-term environmental and sustainability 

policy aims across a range of issues, many of which are now linked to the climate change 

agenda2.  

Debate is now focusing on the means by which these aims can be achieved, and change 

in consumer behaviour is frequently highlighted, explicitly or implicitly, as part of the 

overall solution. 

This work will define and represent a consistent low-income consumer viewpoint in 

debates around sustainable development as they progress in Scotland, taking forward 

the findings of 09/10 research on tensions and opportunities between the environmental 

and consumer perspectives, and building on existing work on climate change, recycling 

and microgeneration. 

We seek to ensure that: 

¶ low income consumer viewpoints are considered and represented as an integral 
part of all debates which involve changes in the goods and services people use 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ sustainable development strategies for Scotland to take account of the limited 
environmental impact of low-income consumers and emphasise the social and 
economic aspects of sustainable development 

                                                 
2
 An outline of the issues covered in the Act and links to the full text and associated strategies are 

available at http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Environment/climatechange/scotlands-
action/climatechangeact  
 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Environment/climatechange/scotlands-action/climatechangeact
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Environment/climatechange/scotlands-action/climatechangeact
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S12. Freedom of Information five years on: the impact on consumers 

The Scottish Consumer Council had a long history of work in relation to Freedom of 

Information and in 2007, in conjunction with the Scottish Information Commissioner, 

published a guide for consumers on their rights to access information under the Freedom 

of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 called óYour Right to Know.ô Having campaigned for 

the right of access to information for campaigners, we are keen to undertake work 

exploring the practical impact of this legislation on consumers.  

This research will explore the impact of this legislation on consumers, including for 

example: 

¶ are consumers making use of FOI provisions? If not, why not? 

¶ what are consumers using FOI for?  

¶ are consumers being provided with the information they request and within the 
appropriate timescales? 

¶ what do consumers think about the current processes? 

¶ do consumers want to obtain information from organisations that are not subject to 
FOI and are therefore unable to obtain such information?  

We will undertake research into the impact of the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 
2002 on consumers. 

We aim to ensure that: 

¶ organisations apply the legislation correctly and consistently. Consumers to make 
greater use of the process, confident in the quality of responses they receive 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶  receiving the full benefit of the legislation and having confidence in the process  

S13. Civil Justice 

We will undertake a range of activities under the broad principle of improving consumersô 

access to civil justice, including work on class actions, court users and administrative 

justice. The direction of our work on civil justice will depend largely on what 

recommendations emerge from the civil courts review, published on 30 September 2009, 

and the Scottish Government's response to the recommendations of the Administrative 

Justice Steering Group's recent reports. 

It is important that the civil justice system focuses on the needs of those who use it. The 

present court system is too focused on the needs of lawyers rather than on the needs of 

the ultimate users of the system, ie those who become involved in civil disputes. At 

present, court processes can be confusing, intimidating and even frightening for parties, 

particularly those who are unrepresented. In those cases where they actually get as far 

as the hearing, unrepresented litigants are very often faced with a solicitor representing 

the other side, within an intimidating and formal setting dominated by lawyers wearing 

formal dress and using legal language. We have long been concerned that this places 

unrepresented litigants at a potential disadvantage in court proceedings and indeed may 

deter people from pursuing legal action. 
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We seek: 

¶ To improve access to justice for consumers. We believe there is a need for a four 
step approach to remove the present barriers to access to justice within the civil 
justice system: 

¶ a public legal education strategy 

¶ coherent and appropriate advice services 

¶ an emphasis on informal means of resolving disputes 

¶ user-friendly formal dispute resolution mechanisms 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ The overall benefit to consumers of these strands of work is increased access to 
justice 

S14. Public Legal Education 

The Paths to Justice Scotland research found that one in four people in Scotland had 

experienced one or more justiciable problems during the previous five years, 

considerably fewer than the proportion of those who say they have had justice problems 

in other countries. If someone does not recognise they have a problem, they will not know 

they need to take steps to deal with that problem, let alone what steps they should take. 

Even among those who recognise they have a dispute, some take no action to resolve it. 

The available evidence suggests it is likely that people do not seek advice because they 

do not know where to go for help.  

The report of the SCCôs Civil Justice Advisory Group concluded that there is a need for 

improved public legal education about the civil justice system and basic social and legal 

rights and responsibilities, targeting hard-to-reach groups in particular. This has recently 

been supported by our research into the views and experiences of civil sheriff court 

users. From the research, there emerged a clear need for greater provision of practical 

and comprehensive information for litigants on what to expect during legal proceedings, 

and how litigants can best seek advice and progress their case effectively.  

This work will involve a quantitative survey to ascertain consumersô level of knowledge of 
their legal rights, responsibilities and means of redress in relation to a wide range of 
problems with a potentially legal solution. 

We seek to ensure that: 

¶ public legal education is seen as an important and integral part of the legal 
assistance given to consumers, with a strategic approach taken to this areaôs 
development 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ improved, targeted public legal education would empower consumers and ensure 
they are better informed about their rights and where to seek help and advice. This 
would ensure that consumers have better access to justice than at present 
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S15. Lunching out 

This work follows on the 2008 SCC research report óOut to Lunchô, which examined the 

lunchtime choices of pupils who regularly choose not to eat school dinners but instead 

prefer to purchase food out of school. This work will be based on the report 

recommendations and will promote links with other initiatives such as the healthyliving 

award and the neighbourhood shops project. It will involve working with young people, 

staff, retailers and the wider community. Scottish Government will be on the Advisory 

Group for the work and will be involved in issues and solutions as they arise. The final 

research report will inform their work in this area. Consumer Focus Scotland can use the 

findings to illustrate how to take this work forward.   

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ improved lunch time choices for pupils who do not eat school lunches and improved 
offerings from retailers for the local community 

S16. Test case on Land Owning Maintenance Companies 

Following a recommendation from the OFT in February 2009, this work will support a 

group of owners to test the provisions of the Title Conditions (Scotland) Act 2003 in 

regard to dismissing land-owning maintenance companies and appointing alternative 

providers. This work is likely to consist of both practical support to a group of owners and 

financial support to access legal services.   

The legal ruling will either: 

¶ empower consumers to use the provisions in the Title Conditions (Scotland) Act 
2003 to dismiss their existing provider of land maintenance and appoint an 
alternative provider 

¶ highlight a gap in existing legislation that Consumer Focus Scotland will use to 
campaign for a change in the law to enable owners to choose an alternative land-
owning maintenance company 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ in the longer term, the ability to choose their provider should increase competition 
for consumers and lead to better quality of service 

S17. Digital consumers in Scotland 

Communications markets, including those for broadband, television, radio and mobile 

phones, are of critical importance to Scotland particularly in relation to universal services 

and digital inclusion. Access to an effective communications network is an economic and 

social lifeline, and a clear necessity if people are to participate properly in modern 

society. Yet consumers in Scotland often face particular challenges and barriers that can 

hinder their ability to operate successfully in these markets.  

This applies in both rural and urban areas. The situation for Scottish consumers is further 

complicated by the fact that the Scottish Government has certain devolved powers in 

these areas, but many issues are taken forward at UK level. This work will look at how 

markets and policy can best function in this context to achieve the best outcomes for 

Scottish consumers. 

We will produce a strategic policy paper on the communications sector for consumers in 

Scotland. The strategy paper itself will identify the key changes that are required and will 

identify how these might be achieved.   
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The paper will also serve as a useful base for determining how Consumer Focus 

Scotland responds to new policy developments in different communications markets, and 

provide a valuable framework for identifying what changes might be required in relation to 

these developments.  

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ the strategy paper will benefit consumers as it will identify key issues and areas of 
detriment for Scottish consumers, and set out Consumer Focus Scotlandôs views on 
these issues. This will place Consumer Focus Scotland in a stronger position to 
work with stakeholders to achieve change for the benefit of consumers 

S18. Consumers and the economy in Scotland 

Many of the markets where policy responsibility is reserved are broadly similar across the 

UK. However there are often important differences between Scotland and other parts of 

the UK in these markets in relation to key consumer issues such as access, choice and 

fairness.  While policy may be the same throughout GB, the delivery mechanisms may be 

very different in Scotland ï for example while consumer protection laws may be broadly 

the same but the legal system and courts through which those laws might be enforced 

are entirely different, and policy responsibility for those institutions is devolved to the 

Scottish Government. Therefore there must be clear routes and mechanisms through 

which the specific interests and concerns of Scottish consumers in these markets are 

identified, responded to and addressed. 

This paper will build on Consumer Focus Scotlandôs previous work in this area and will 

promote the need for the consumer voice to be given an appropriate platform in all 

debates on policy and markets in Scotland.   

We seek: 

¶ we want the consumer interest to be embedded within all debates around policy and 
markets in Scotland, so that it is given equal weight to the legitimate interests of 
business and of organised labour 

The benefit to consumers will be:  

¶ the consumer interest will be given greater prominence and a more central role in 
the policy making process, leading to a reduction in consumer detriment across a 
range of different markets 
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Consumer Focus Wales 

In Wales, projects are represented within two strands:  

¶ Representing consumers 

¶ Empowering consumers  

 

W1.  Driving forward the fuel poverty agenda in Wales 

Representing consumers X 

There are now around 320,000 households in Wales (one in four) in fuel poverty, 

categorised by the combined effects of poor energy efficiency of homes, low incomes and 

high energy prices
3
.   

We will work in partnership with others to ensure that fuel poverty is kept high on the 

political agenda in Wales and campaign to see the policy priorities outlined in the Fuel 

Poverty Charter become a reality.   

We will achieve this via the Cross Party Group on Fuel Poverty; by driving forward policy 

calls in the Fuel Poverty Charter through the Wales Fuel Poverty Coalition; as part of the 

Ministerial Advisory Group on Fuel Poverty and by undertaking our own campaigning and 

lobbying on this issue. 

Impact  

¶ we want to see a fuel poverty strategy for Wales that is fit for purpose and provides 
a framework for removing vulnerable consumers in Wales from fuel poverty. Our 
Charter calls for action by the Welsh Assembly Government, UK Government, 
Ofgem, local authorities and energy companies 

¶ we will identify where and who consumers in fuel poverty are, so that they will 
receive appropriate, co-ordinated help and support to bring them out, and keep 
them out, of fuel poverty 

W2.  Impacts of fuel poverty and fuel debt for consumers in Wales 

Representing consumers X 

Fuel poverty contributes to a wide range of other detriments, including poor mental and 

physical health, reduced quality of life, restricted educational attainment, social isolation 

and indebtedness4.  

This project will highlight the impacts that living in fuel poverty has on individuals and 

households. We will follow the stories of people who are in this situation and record the 

personal impact. We will highlight the issues experienced by consumers, how suppliers 

respond to their needs and explore the impact that not being able to afford to pay for fuel 

has on consumers' health. 

                                                 
3
 NEA Cymru estimate, 2009   

4
 Research by NEA Cymru 

 




