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charges.
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Advice NI welcome the opportunity to respond to the consultation paper on
the review of additional charges. Section 1 includes background information
on Advice NI and a general statement on our view of additional charges
imposed on customers. Section 2 then responds to the specific questions set

out in the consultation document.

1.1 Background:

Advice NI is a membership organisation which exists to provide leadership,
representation and support for independent advice organisations to facilitate
the delivery of high quality, sustainable advice services. Advice NI provides its
members with the capacity and tools to ensure the delivery of effective advice
services. This includes: advice and information management systems, funding
and planning, quality assurance support, NVQs in advice and guidance, social

policy co-ordination and ICT development.

Membership of Advice NI is normally for organisations that provide significant
advice and information services to the public. Advice NI has over 70 member
organisations operating throughout Northern Ireland, providing information
and advocacy services to over 150,000 people each year and dealing with
over 237,000 enquiries on an extensive range of matters including: social
security, housing, debt, customer and employment issues. For further

information, please visit www.adviceni.net.



Overview:

We endorse Ofcom’s view in the consultation paper that, suppliers of
communication services need to do more to ensure customers are properly
informed and understand any additional charges they may incur. From our
experience it is often the vulnerable sections of our society and those on low

incomes that lose out and end up paying more through hidden charges.

Northern Ireland has higher levels of poverty and social disadvantage
compared with other parts of the UK. Research indicates that there is a higher
level of unemployment in Northern Ireland with 14% of households (aged 18-
59) without jobs in Northern Ireland, compared with 11% for the UK. The level
of reliance on means tested benefits is also higher in Northern Ireland than
the UK. There are 678,524 people in receipt of benefits in Northern Ireland.
19% of the working age adults in Northern Ireland are receiving at least one
key benefit compared to the UK average which is 13%. (DSD Northern Ireland
client group analysis Feb 2006/ Monitoring poverty and social exclusion in NI
2006)

Advice NI therefore consider additional charges imposed by communication
services on their customers could affect more people in Northern Ireland
compared with other parts of UK, as there are higher disadvantaged areas
and a higher percentage of the population in Northern Ireland in receipt on
benefits. This is likely to add to the ongoing debt and poverty issues that

currently exist.



Section 2 -Responses to specific consultation questions:

Q1. Do you agree that it is helpful and appropriate for Ofcom to issue
guidance on the application of the Regulations to customer contracts

for communications services?

Advice NI considers it is pivotal that Ofcom issue guidance on the application
of the Regulations. The consultation paper implies that the Guidance will
encourage companies to be more open and transparent particularly in relation
to additional charges and how/when they should be applied. As this guidance
will contribute to how customers are treated and hopefully result in improved
customer protection it is vital that the guidance is comprehensive. We
consider it of utmost importance that Ofcom ensures the guidance is adhered

to by all providers.

Q2. Do you agree with Ofcom’s proposed guidance regarding core

terms and transparency?

Whilst we agree with the core terms on transparency we would welcome a
further breakdown of how Ofcom intends to implement and ensure service
providers of communications are transparent. For example in figure 1.1
Summary of Ofcom’s guidance it states that the provider will do more to
ensure customers properly understand the charges they are paying.
Advice NI would welcome clarification on how Ofcom intends to monitor this

and ensure it is adhered to by communication services.

There appears to be a lack of knowledge and complexity amongst members
of the public regarding additional charges and how/when they are applied.
From our experience customers only seem to become aware of additional
charges after they get into financial difficulties. We feel at the initial stage of a
contract being taken out the communication provider should verbally inform
the customer on levels of charges and the circumstances in which they may

incur these fees.



There is currently a poor level of both financial literacy and financial capability
in Northern Ireland particularly for the most vulnerable groups. A 2004
Consumer Council report entitled “Taking the Credit” highlighted that only
43% of people knew that APR stands for Annual Percentage Rate. From our
experience quite often the language used to describe charges on mobile or
landline bills is often complex and in small print. We therefore recommend
that language should reflect people’s understanding of the products, and be
clear, concise and easy to understand.

To ensure the language used is easy to understand for all customers we
would suggest that a pilot study be conducted on various groups of people in
society especially those on low incomes, older people and those with learning

disabilities to assess their understanding of the language used.

This could include initiatives such as posters, television and radio, advert
campaign, leaflets/flyers and linking with various voluntary and community

groups such as Advice NI, Post Offices and Health Centres.

Q3 Do you agree with Ofcom’s proposed guidance (including any
administrative thresholds we have set) on non-core terms to which we

apply the test of fairness?

Advice NI has concerns that some areas listed in figure 1.1: Summary of

Ofcom’s guidance in relation to fairness are unclear.

The reference to the figure 1.1 to late payment charges states that these
charges can be assessed for fairness. They should be directly related to
costs incurred. We do not consider this can include additional costs
relating to bad debt. Advice NI would like further clarification on this area

and assurance that bad debt costs can not incur late payment charges.



Q4 Are there any other issues that are covered by the Regulations which

Ofcom should give guidance on?

In Northern Ireland research indicates that 21% of adults do not have a bank
current account for personal use, compared with only 11% of adults in the UK
indicating higher levels of financial exclusion in Northern Ireland. This means
people can®take advantage of discounts available for telephone and mobile
phone bills as most of these offers involves the customer paying by direct
debit.

In addition to this options around payment methods are declining as the
National Payments Plan Consultation paper recently highlighted that the
Payments Council is to develop a proactive industry plan to manage what it
sees as the irreversible decline in cheques. Also the Post Office Ltd Network
Change Programme will see a reduction in the number of Post Offices
throughout Northern Ireland. This will have a significant impact on vulnerable
groups of our society who would utilise this service to make payments. We
hope Ofcom will consider the needs of vulnerable groups and that payment

method’s reflects accessibility for people with disabilities and their families.

In considering fairness Ofcom might benefit from the approach adopted by the
Office of Fair Trading for the recent Bank Charges Test Case which dealt with
the issue of unfair bank charges. We believe Ofcom could apply a similar

process for customers who have received unfair additional charges in the past

by communication providers.
Q5 Do you agree that three months is an appropriate period during
which suppliers can adjust their terms ad marketing practices to ensure

they are in line with Ofcom guidance?

Yes we consider 3 months is a sufficient length of time.



Advice NI is keen to engage with Ofcom on future developments of additional
charges. In terms of consultation, Advice NI would ask Ofcom to consider
using the tried and tested Advice NI e Consultation service as a means by
which targeted organisations (and the individuals whom they provide a service
to) are included in this process. Further information on the Advice NI e
Consultation Service can be found at:

http://www.adviceni.net/econsultation/default.asp
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