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Dear Richard
Inspection, Audit and Regulation in Wales: Policy Statement

Thank you for the invitation to comment on the policy statement Inspection, Audit and
Regulation in Wales. On 1°* October 2008, the Welsh Consumer Council, Postwatch
Wales and Energywatch Wales merged to form a new stronger advocacy body for
consumers known as Consumer Focus Wales. The predecessor organisations had a
history of being the authoritative voice of consumers in Wales, working with
consumers and related organisations to present their interests and needs to industry

and government in order to generate beneficial change.

One of Consumer Focus Wales’ predecessor bodies, the Welsh Consumer Council
(WCC), was regularly involved in the Welsh Assembly Government’s ‘Making the
Connections’ programme at both working group and board level, committed to putting

the citizen centre stage.
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We welcome the strong commitment to promoting citizen interests and putting the
citizen at the heart of the service. This needs to be supported by a comprehensive
citizen engagement strategy that works alongside all engagement strategies for public
services, in order to promote cohesion and prevent duplication or over-consultation of
citizens on what they want to see or how they want to be engaged. This requires co-
ordination and joint working with service providers and their regulators, not separately
developed arrangements for citizen engagement. Our detailed comments on the policy

statement are below.

How can external review bodies demonstrate their accountability to those they
represent and those they serve, and how can they best demonstrate the progress
they have already made and intend to make in the future in line with this policy
statement?

Inspection, audit and review bodies can increase citizen interest in their progress by
incorporating it into one long term programme of involvement. Our colleagues in
Consumer Focus Scotland were heavily involved in the Crerar Review which considered
similar issues. The review recommended that agencies develop a common reporting

language to help public audiences understand complex information.

The review also suggested an external scrutiny website, which would collate
information on all external scrutiny activity. This should also use simple language and
be available in a number of formats, such as large font options. This would enable the

public to easily and readily access the information they wanted. The website should

Llais Defnyddwyr Cymru Consumer Focus Wales t 02920787100
3ydd Llawr, Twr y Brifddina 3rd Floor, Capital Tower f 02920787101
areyfriars Roa Greyfriars Road e contact@consumerfocus.org.uk

I CF10 3AG Cardiff CF10 3AG www.consumerfocus-wales.org.uk



Llais Defnyddwyr (K% Consumer Focus
Cymru Wales

Cyngor Newydd Defnyddwyr Cymru The new Consumer Council for Wales

also be backed with alternative information sources, such as newsletters, in order that

it does not exclude those who choose or are unable to use the internet.

However, the method by which information is conveyed should be timely, allow for
feedback from the public and be part of a long term engagement strategy that involves

citizens and service users in its design.

How can links between external review bodies and the citizens whose interests they
represent best be enhanced?

In order to engage people, sustain relationships and dialogue and prevent
disaffection, the following lessons are important to remember. Scrutiny organisations

wishing to engage with services users should bear in mind the following points.

* Make sure feedback is accessible

* Have a clear purpose

» Be aware of context (historical, political and social)

* Be flexible and accessible — aim to suit participants not yourself

e Build the capacity for future engagement

* Be realistic about what can and can’t be delivered and should not mislead
participants

* Be aware of what can exclude people from participation, such as the digital divide;
¢ Evaluate and monitor processes to see what did and didn’t work

e Work with partner organisations to avoid duplication and over-consulting

participants
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Disadvantaged Citizens

The consultation paper also mentions a particular regard for disadvantaged individuals
and groups, a principle strongly aligned to our own thinking. However, there is always
a danger of overlooking some of the quieter voices within some of the groups you have
listed in paragraph 2.3. For example, BME communities are often treated as if they are
homogenous, when in reality they comprise of a variety of cultures and faiths as well
as differing attitudes of the younger and older generations. If you chose only to
consult community leaders, you should be aware their viewpoints may differ from that

of younger people.

Proportionality

Under section 5, we agree that inspection, audit and regulation should be
proportionate to the benefit of using scrutiny processes. As discussed in the Crerar
review, there can be duplication of scrutiny exercises and unnecessary costs. As long
as citizens concerns are still addressed satisfactorily, scrutiny is not the only option.
Good feedback processes and strong relationships between regulators and the public

will provide channels for feedback for citizen and service user concerns.

Evaluation

You mention under paragraph 4.8 that you will be piloting area or regional evaluations
of public services. We feel it is essential that the evaluation criteria are based on
citizen-centred principles and are transparent, comparable and accessible. Itis
important to consider what the service users and wider public feel worked well and

why, not simply what service providers feel worked well.
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Enforcement Priorities

In terms of priority areas for enforcement proposed in the Rogers review, we feel
consumer credit is an area that needs particular attention. At a time of particular
financial hardship, consumers are likely to require credit. As a result, control of
unscrupulous lenders needs to be strongly enforced, as well as a need for consumer

protection through visible, accessible information in relation to credit agreements.

Overall, we welcome a strongly citizen driven inspection, audit and regulation regime
in Wales that must be underpinned by a comprehensive citizen engagement strategy
the monitoring and improvement of public services are shaped and driven by citizens

themselves.

Yours sincerely

Rhys Evans
Deputy Senior Director / Diprwy Uwch Cyfarwyddwr

Consumer Focus Wales / Llais Defnyddwyr Cymru
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