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The Citizens Advice Service in Northern Ireland 
 
 Citizens Advice is the largest advice charity in Northern Ireland working against 

poverty. In 2013-14, our offices handled 332,766 enquiries from 93,900 clients by 

email, phone and face to face, an increase of over 4% from last year.  

 Online information has grown exponentially over recent years.  In 2013-14, 

318,000 Northern Ireland users accessed over 2 million items from our self-help 

advice service Adviceguide. This is double the numbers of users than in 2012-13 

and double the number of information items used. 

 Citizens Advice has unmatched brand awareness with 98% of people in Northern 

Ireland aware of Citizens Advice (IpsosMORI, June 2011).  

 The service is delivered through an unrivalled network of 28 local offices and 100 

other outlets.  

 The increasingly complex nature of work undertaken reflects the effects of 

welfare changes, squeezing of household budgets and reductions in working 

hours on our clients during the current economic crisis.  

 Citizens Advice works in partnership with a number of statutory, voluntary and 

community bodies on a range of programmes and projects. Some of our major 

partnerships include:   

o HM Treasury: Pension wise. Delivery of face-to-face pension guidance. 

o NIAMH learning and development programme for those with chronic 

mental health conditions and those that work with them 

o Extern intensive support service for vulnerable families 

o Macmillan CAB Welfare Advice Service (some bureaux) 

 These are in addition to a range of local initiatives undertaken by our member 

bureaux. This extensive service is delivered within a budget of £6 million. It is in 

part funded by our social economy arm, Citizens Advice Services Ltd.  

 Citizens Advice Northern Ireland has formal links to Citizens Advice in England 

and Wales and a close working relationship with Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS). 

Together the three associations constitute the largest advice network in Europe, 

with over 60 years experience of providing advice and information to the public.  

 Citizens Advice also works in partnership with the Citizens Information Board in 

the Republic of Ireland to provide cross border advice and information.  

 The CAB network is tuned to targeting social need with regional spread, modern 

integrated IT infrastructure and skilled staff. We provide an efficient and cost 
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effective channel for the delivery of information and advice to the most socially 

vulnerable people in Northern Ireland.  

 

Introduction 
 
1.1 Citizens Advice welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Utility Regulator Draft 

Forward Work Programme 2015-2016 which is the second business plan of the five 

year corporate plan. It is an ambitious and robust plan encompassing 28 projects 

with 9 major flagship projects. 

 
1.2  We welcome the ongoing work to protect consumers particularly the issuing and 

monitoring of licences that allow gas, electricity and water companies to operate in 

NI. We also welcome the implementation of new supply codes of practice and 

proposed close monitoring of compliance. 

 
1.3  With the imminent closure of the Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme 

(NISEP) we welcome the commitment of the Regulator to work with Government 

departments in relation to alternative energy saving schemes. The NISEP grant 

needs to be replaced with an alternative scheme that will still target fuel poverty for 

vulnerable and low income households, especially those in rural and non-gas 

network areas. We would like to see an emphasis placed on insulating homes too. 

 

2.0  Annex 1: Additional Projects 

 

2.1 Citizens Advice recognises that the additional projects listed in Annex 1 are 

aspirational and can only be progressed if resources permit. However if 

resources do become available we would welcome priority being given to the 

following five of the additional projects. 

 

2.2 Project reference No 8: Tariff comparison website. The implementation of a 

new switching/tariff consumer-focused website. The recent Cornwall report 1 

highlighted that although awareness of switching is relatively high in Northern 

Ireland, that those on lower incomes (particularly those with incumbent 

suppliers) were less likely to switch and as a result are on the worst deals. A 

dedicated site which gives consumers clear and transparent information on 

tariffs, highlighting cost benefits and ease of switching could help and educate 

low income households who have never switched to avail of the potential cost 
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benefits. Indeed a comparison site where consumers could switch directly 

through the site would be particularly beneficial at a time when tariffs may 

start falling following a reduction in wholesale energy prices and if new 

suppliers enter the market over the next few years. We are aware of the 

Consumer Council’s work in this area, particularly the web site content and 

recent road show events.  We would suggest that the Regulator consider 

scoping options for maximizing awareness of and access to future online 

tools used by Northern Ireland consumers, including the Citizens Advice 

Adviceguide platform. 

 

 

2.3  Project Reference No 10: Amend switching practices for domestic customers 

in debt. This would allow vulnerable clients, particularly from low income 

households whom we work with in terms of financial capability to benefit from 

the reduced costs of switching and subsequently deal with resultant debt in a 

manageable way. 

 

2.4  Project Reference No 4: Assist DETI with the development of plans for smart 

meters in Northern Ireland. We understand that in Northern Ireland we are a 

small economy and at the end of a long supply change -  however given the 

proliferation of meter tampering in Northern Ireland and temptation for 

vulnerable clients to participate in these practices we would like to see a 

robust smart metering programme implemented. Citizens Advice is strongly 

against the practice of meter tampering. Our main concern is safety and 

ultimately meter tampering is dangerous, not only for the household but for 

the community as a whole.   Secondly, we also realise that all consumers pay 

for any loss of revenue associated with the practice of meter tampering.  It is 

estimated that this practice costs the consumer at least £1m per year and we 

support any reasonable measures to stop this practice. The cost implications 

of such a project will indeed be significant, however   given the recent fall in 

the cost of energy some of the savings could be redirected to this area.  

 
2.5  Project Reference No 6: Develop Codes of Practice on Energy  theft (to 

include meter tampering).As referred to above, meter tampering is a huge 

issue and we understand that there are plans to introduce and install new 

magnet-proof electricity keypads. Citizens Advice however has experienced 
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an increase in the number of clients presenting who have been involved in 

this practice and who are subsequently being penalised with high recovery 

rates sometimes as high as 80%. We fully understand that debt related to 

theft is generally treated differently. However given that a high proportion of 

these clients are on low or benefit income, we would welcome the 

development of a code of practice which would ensure that vulnerable clients 

can avail of an affordable repayment plan. 

 

2.6  Project Reference No 9: Energy consumer education programmes – deliver 

key consumer information to improve understanding and engagement in the 

energy markets. As part of our Money and debt advice programme we find 

that low income and vulnerable consumers who for factors such as health, 

location, income and computer literacy might not always be well placed to 

take advantage of competitive products and access the best deals. Due to 

limited cash flow, lack of bank accounts, fear of taking risks due to having 

little or no savings can cause a reluctance to engage. For example many 

have reluctance in using direct debits and thereby pay a higher charge as a 

result of their payment method, others who have low levels of computer 

literacy have difficultly understanding and navigating market information. We 

welcome any education programmes that can improve understanding and 

engagement -  particularly programmes that are targeted directly to those on 

low incomes. 

 
 

1 Review of the Effectiveness of Competition in the Northern Ireland Energy Retail Market (Nov 2014) 

 

 


