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Work plan for Water 2015/16

This document sets out the priorities for Citizens Advice Scotland in 2015/16 in exercising our role as the representative body for water consumers.  
Since Citizens Advice Scotland took on the responsibilities for representing, supporting and advocating for water consumers in 2014, we have worked closely and collaboratively with partners across the water industry.
This year Citizens Advice Scotland will build on those partnerships. We will also draw upon the evidence from the research we have conducted on topics such as consumers’ experience of water and sewerage debt; the experiences of small businesses in engaging with key markets; and the impact of welfare reform on consumers’ ability to pay for essential services. 
Citizen’s Advice Scotland’s focus this year is on achieving real change for consumers in the water industry. 
Our priority areas for the year to progress this are;

1)
Consumer representation and engagement in the Water Industry


2)
Paying for water: fair charges and debt management 


3)
Non-domestic water consumers
Consumer representation and engagement in the water industry
· Citizens Advice Scotland will continue to work with stakeholders to ensure that consumers have a strong voice in the water industry. This will help to provide that the interests of consumers are recognised, and acted upon, at the highest levels of decision making in the water industry.
· We will engage with SPSO and with others to improve the consumer experience, and to deliver better outcomes for consumers that more closely support their needs, by identifying areas where the consumer redress process can be improved for water customers. This will be progressed through commissioning research, and by contributing to the work of the SPSO Sounding Board representing consumers’ interests.
· We will empower consumers through working with Scottish Water and others to ensure consumer experiences, views and needs shape the industry's approach to quality and resilience and to broader strategic aims such as economic growth, tackling climate change and environmental protection.
· We will also seek to empower consumers by working with Scottish Water in areas that potentially impact on consumers such as capital investment works and renewable initiatives to ensure communities and customers have opportunities to influence outcomes, can benefit from available support, and are protected from potential detriment. This will be achieved by working with Scottish Water to develop effective community consultation practices that ensure community voices are heard.
· We will represent the interests of water consumers on key regulatory forums hosted by the Scottish Government, including the Outputs Monitoring Group, the Outputs Monitoring Group Working Group and the Project Management Group for future regulatory period, and by responding to future Scottish Government consultations on investing in and paying for water services from 2021. These activities will ensure that the consumer interest is at the heart of Scottish Water’s current and future investment programme leading to improved services for consumers.

· We will represent the interests of water consumers on government initiatives and industry working groups to ensure a fair deal for consumers, including the Lead in Water Action Group, the Rural Provisions Working Group and the CREW research working group focusing on private water supplies.
· Citizens Advice Scotland will exercise its statutory powers to ensure that the development of policy and practice, and the design and delivery of services, in the water industry takes into account, and is shaped by, consumers' interests

· We will also inform developments in policy and practice, and in the design and delivery of services, in the water industry to provide that they take into account consumers' interests by responding to consultations by the Scottish Government, the EU, Scottish Water, WICS, SEPA, the DWQR and other key agencies on policy areas and issues impacting upon consumers in the water industry.
· We will promote greater protection of consumers from scams by engaging Scottish Water's 'Bogus Caller' campaign in  CAS' Scams Awareness campaign, undertaking joint working on Scams Awareness Week campaign and working with other organisations across Scotland to safeguard consumers.
Paying for water: fair charges and debt management
· We will undertake research to raise awareness amongst key stakeholders of specific debt related issues, their drivers, and how they impact on vulnerable consumers, and to use evidence from research we have undertaken to advocate for additional, more targeted measures to be considered by industry partners and by the Scottish Government to prevent water and sewerage debt, and to more effectively help those in debt to recover from debt.
· We will seek to improve current debt recovery practice by engaging with key bodies to ensure that a balance is being struck between maximising revenues for water and sewerage charges and protecting vulnerable customers from detriment, and to develop best practice principles for the billing and collection of water and sewerage charges which achieve this balance.
· We will represent consumers as part of the Long Term Charging Review Group to ensure that water and sewerage charges are affordable to all consumers, and advocate for a longer term strategy for water and sewerage charges to alleviate issues of water and sewerage debt for consumers who find themselves in a vulnerable situation and are unable to pay.

· We will also raise stakeholder awareness of the impact that current debt recovery practice has on low income or situationally vulnerable consumers, and work with Scottish Water and other key stakeholders to identify gaps within the existing billing and collection framework.
· We will prevent further detriment to vulnerable consumers by working with the Scottish Government, the Water Direct Steering Group and local authorities to take on board the evidence from the Water Direct pilot, and to develop an approach to recovering water and sewerage debt that demonstrates a balance between maximising revenue and protecting customers that are experiencing hardship.

Non-domestic water consumers
· We will raise awareness amongst smaller organisations, including SMEs and charities, about retail competition for water; customer choice and switching and about enhanced customer services. This work will be progressed through research, and by engaging with licensed providers, government, the regulators, smaller organisations and other key stakeholders.

· We will work with licensed providers, Citizens Advice Scotland’s In-court Advisors and other stakeholders to advocate for fairer measures to be taken to address problem debt cases and to push for improved debt recovery procedures that balance income maximisation with protecting non-domestic consumers. Key aspects of our work in this area will be hosting stakeholder events, and working with stakeholders to develop best practice principles for the collection of water and sewerage charges for smaller organisations.
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