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1. Citizens Advice Scotland and its CAB offices form Scotland's largest 

independent advice network.  Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) is the umbrella 
organisation for Scotland‟s network of 80 Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) 
offices. These bureaux deliver frontline advice services throughout nearly 
200 service points across the country, from the city centres of Glasgow and 
Edinburgh to the Highlands, Islands and rural Borders communities. 
 

2. There are citizens advice bureaux in 30 of the 32 local authorities in 
Scotland, making the network the only independent advice body in the 
country with truly national on the ground coverage.  

 

3. Bureaux helped clients deal with 545,715 new issues in 2009/10. That‟s 
nearly 1,500 new issues for every day of the year. Bureaux dealt with 22 new 
issues for every 100 households in Scotland in 2009/10. 

 
4. Citizens advice bureaux provide extensive and wide ranging advice on 

consumer issues, including consumer debt, goods and services, financial 
products, utilities, mobile phones, and many more. Bureaux helped clients 
with more than 128,000 consumer issues in 2009/10 – 350 for every day of 
the year. 

 

5. Research undertaken by Consumer Focus Scotland (Cause for Complaint? 
2010) found that citizens advice bureaux had a higher profile than other 
advice agencies on consumer issues. The survey found that 49% of 
respondents would approach a bureau for debt advice; 16% would use a 
bureau for credit agreement advice; and 10% would use a bureau for advice 
on a builder issue. 

 
6. Research undertaken by the Scottish Consumer Council in 2002 found that 

90% of consumers had heard of citizens advice bureaux and that 63% of 
consumers said they would use a bureau for a consumer complaint.   

 

7. A survey by Ipsos MORI in 2009 found that clients have a highly positive 
view of the services offered by citizens advice bureaux. The survey found 
that: 

 98% felt able to trust the service and were satisfied with the service 
provided 

 Nine out of ten would use the service again 

 85% agreed that the Scottish CAB service was the „leading advice 
agency in Scotland‟.  



Campaigning for Consumers  
 
8. As a frontline organisation, citizens advice bureaux see thousands of clients 

every day, with an average of 350 consumer issues each day of the year. 
Information is collected locally and nationally on each of these clients and 
their issues, making our evidence base second to none in Scotland.  
 

9. This evidence base is used to meet the twin aim of the service: to exercise a 
responsible influence on the development of social policies and services, 
both locally and nationally. 
 

10. Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) sits on a number of forums that look into 
policies and practices around consumer issues, including the Fuel Poverty 
Forum and the Scottish Consumer Forum. These forums consist of 
stakeholders from the public, private, and third sector discussing issues that 
affect people living in Scotland, particularly those who are vulnerable, and 
informing change and making recommendations to the Scottish and UK 
Governments and the private sector. 

 
11. CAS has lobbied the UK and Scottish Governments on fuel poverty, legal 

services, problems with banks, and consumer rights and representation, 
amongst other issues, particularly as these often have a disproportionate 
effect on vulnerable clients. CAS has also produced briefings and research 
reports over the past few years on the issues that affect people in Scotland. 

 

12. CAS has undertaken a number of research reports in recent years on 
consumer issues. These include: 

 

 Fully Charged (June 2010) which looks at the continuing impact of unfair 
and disproportionate overdraft charges on low income clients in Scotland, 
and the remedies that would mitigate against this impact. 
 

 Banking on the Basics (November 2010) looks at access to banking 
facilities for clients in Scotland, finding that clients who have been made 
bankrupt, who have a poor credit history, or existing debt, face substantial 
barriers to financial inclusion.  

 

 Drowning in Debt (June 2009) illustrates the growing problem of personal 
debt in Scotland. The report shows that average debt levels increased by 
over 50% in just five years while income levels increased much more 
slowly.  

 

 Growing Old Together (September 2008) shows that older clients are 
dealing with substantial personal debt as they reach and go past 
retirement.  



 
13. CAS has produced a number of briefing sheets detailing the impact  on 

consumer issues on bureau clients, including: 
 

 Payment Protection Insurance 

 Gas and Electricity 

 The Post Office Network 

 The Credit Crunch 

 Bank charges 
 

14. We respond regularly to consultations concerning consumer issues on behalf 
of our clients, including: 

 

 E-Consumer Protection (2010) 

 BIS Civil Sanctions Pilot (2010) 

 Consumer Advocate Consultation Response (2010) 

 OFT Consumer Credit Review (2010) 

 Post Office Banking (February 2010) 

 Credit Store Card Response (January 2010) 

 Scottish Affairs Committee inquiry into the banking crisis (November 2009) 
 
 
15. The Service is in an exceptional position to be able to undertake advocacy 

and research on consumer issues with our extensive client base of over 
250,000 clients each year. With the recent establishment of a new case 
recording system, we are now able to collect much greater detail on the 
profile of clients, the type of advice they required, the outcome of the advice 
that they received, any signposting they received, and the financial gain from 
the advice.  
 

16. In addition, due to the bureaux network, CAS is able to quickly ascertain 
(and react to) the impact of any change in policy on both a local and national 
level, and how this affects significant and vulnerable sections of society.  

 
17. For more information on the work that citizens advice bureaux and CAS 

undertake on consumer issues, please visit: 
http://www.cas.org.uk/Social+Policy/Recent+activity/Consumer  

http://www.cas.org.uk/Social+Policy/Recent+activity/Consumer


Who needs advice? 
 

Citizens advice bureaux traditionally help vulnerable people in their communities, 
although clients come from every section of society. An Ipsos Mori poll in 2009 
found that one in five members of the public in Scotland had visited a bureau for 
advice in the last three years. In 2008/09, more than 250,000 clients brought new 
issues to bureaux in Scotland.  

 
 
Gender 
The majority of bureau clients are female (60%) with 1 in 9 clients being female 
and between the ages of 45 and 59.  

 
Age 
Just over half of clients are between the ages of 35 and 59. Around 1 in 10 
clients are young people under the age of 25.  

 
Relationship status 
Over half of clients seeking advice are single – divorced, widowed, separated or 
have never been married. Compared with the Scottish population, bureau clients 
are twice as likely to be either divorced or separated. 

 
Housing status 
Nearly half of clients are owner occupiers, although bureau clients are 
significantly less likely to be owner occupiers than the adult Scottish population. 
Clients are more likely than the Scottish population to be in social or private 
rented accommodation.  

 
Caring responsibilities 
The majority of clients (60%) do not have any caring responsibilities, although a 
third are looking after children. One in ten clients are looking after a member of 
their family who has a disability.   

 
Household type 
Compared to the Scottish population, clients are more likely to be single, are 
almost three times as likely to be a single parent, but only half as likely to be a 
single pensioner. One in seven clients is from a single parent household.  
 
Employment status 
Almost half of bureau clients (47%) are in employment. Compared to the Scottish 
population, bureau clients are four times as likely to be unable to work due to ill 
health or disability, five times as likely to be unemployed, but half as likely to be 
retired or looking after family.  
 



 

Consumer Issues in Scotland 
 

 
18. During 2009/10, 128,083 new consumer issues were dealt with by bureaux 

in Scotland – around a quarter of all the issues brought by clients. Bureaux 
helped clients with 350 consumer issues for every day of the year. 
 

19. Consumer issues dealt with by bureaux included: 

 Consumer debt (69,097 new issues) 

 Utilities and communications (24,186 new issues) 

 Financial products and services (17,848 new issues) 

 Consumer goods and services (16,953 new issues) 

 

20. Figure 1 shows the most common consumer issues brought to bureaux in 
2009/10: 

 
Figure 1: Top ten consumer issues brought to bureaux in 2009/10 

 

 



  
21. Figure 1 shows that the top four consumer issues all relate to consumer 

debt. This is followed by problems with fuel suppliers and fuel debts. 
Consumer debt makes up 1 in 8 of all issues brought to bureaux.   
 

22. The number of consumer issues brought to bureaux varies throughout the 
year, which is shown in Figure 2. The frequency of consumer issues remains 
relatively constant throughout the year, except for a significant increase in 
February. Most of this increase is attributable to a rise in consumer debt 
issues during this month.  

 

Figure 2: Number of consumer issues by month 2009/10 

 

 
23. As a proportion of all issues brought to bureaux, consumer issues range 

from around 22% of all issues in May to August, to 29% of all issues in 
February. 
  

24. The remainder of this report will look at consumer issues in more detail 
under the following headlines: 

 

 Consumer debt 

 Consumer goods and services 

 Financial products and services 

 Utilities and communications 

 



Consumer Debt 
 
25. During 2009/10, bureaux in Scotland helped clients with over 69,000 new 

consumer debt issues – just over half of the consumer issues brought to 
bureaux. Figure 3 outlines the main types of consumer debt brought to 
bureaux in 2009/10: 

Figure 3: Main types of consumer debt 

 
26. Credit card and personal loan debts dominate as the main types of 

consumer debt that clients seek advice on. More than a third of consumer 
issues (and 1in 12 of all issues) brought to bureaux involve credit card or 
personal loan debt. Figure 4 shows that bureaux deal with 50% more 
consumer debt issues in February than in any other month: 

 
Figure 4: Consumer debt issues brought to bureaux by month 

 



Consumer debt in detail: Overdrafts 

  
27. Overdraft debt and charges continue to be significant problems for bureau 

clients, with nearly 11,000 issues concerning overdraft debts in 2009/10. 
Overdraft debt was the fourth most common type of debt over the year. 
 

28. CAS published the Fully Charged report in June 2010, which showed the 
disproportionate impact that overdraft charges have on clients depending on 
their circumstances. The following figure shows the impact of the same 
charges on four different clients: one who has been made redundant and is 
claiming JSA, one who is unable to work due to illness and receives ESA, a 
client in full-time employment on the minimum wage, and a client receiving 
an average full-time wage: 

 

 
 
29. The figures show that clients receiving JSA pay a proportion of their income 

that is six times higher than the average worker for the same charges – this 
means that the impact of bank charges is six times worse when a client 
loses their job.  
 

30. Overdraft charges remain unfair and disproportionate, and are a 
significant problem for low income clients: 

 A pensioner reported that she had received £64 of overdraft charges from 
her bank after being overdrawn by only £2.71 the previous month.  

 A client had £100 charges applied to her account originating from a failed  
direct debit. The client received no communication from the bank prior to 
charges being applied. 



  A client has received over £800 in overdraft charges in the last 18 months 
despite only ever being overdrawn on a few occasions by no more than 
£2. Most of the charges result from the client‟s benefit payments being 
misaligned with direct debits.     

 A single mother of three children had all her benefits taken by the bank to 
put towards existing overdraft charges. 

 A client is having his JSA income swallowed by bank charges after being 
made redundant. The client received over £300 in charges in one month.   

 A client has been charged £68 in charges after being overdrawn by only 
44 pence. 

 A client is being charged £5 a day for being in unauthorised overdraft. The 
client‟s overdraft is only £150 above her authorised limit, but her only 
income is JSA at £64 a week. Unless the client can quickly repay the £150 
overdraft, she will pay £150 in charges this month – from an income of 
only £257.  

Clients often report that they incur overdraft charges due to mistakes made by 
others, including banks, benefit agencies, and companies failing to cancel direct 
debits: 

 A client cancelled a direct debit with her bank at the end of October, but 
was sent a letter in December stating that she had been charged twice for 
missing the direct debit. The bank state that the direct debit was only 
cancelled in January.  

 A client incurred £76 of overdraft charges after his benefit payments were 
late due to an administrative error. The client has now received his benefit 
payments, but the charges still stand.   

 A client asked a company to cancel a direct debit, but the company was 
late in doing so causing the client to go into overdraft. Consequently, the 
client has incurred bank charges of £176 to date, with ongoing charges 
being applied at £20 per day.   

Clients often find that when they approach their bank regarding overdraft 
charges, their responses are unhelpful and can make the situation worse.  

 

 A client contacted her bank to negotiate overdraft charges that she had 
incurred after her Child Tax Credit had been reduced. The bank asked her 
to phone a contact number which turned out to be a finance company that 
tried to get her to open a new account at a cost of £25 a month.  

 A client asked for overdraft charges to be frozen after he was made 
redundant. The bank initially agreed to the request, but charges continued 
to be added and a debt of £1,300 has now been passed to a debt 
collection agency. The agency has told the client that he has two days to 
pay the full sum.  



Consumer debt in detail: Personal loans 

 
31. Scottish bureaux helped clients with 20,165 unsecured personal loan debts 

in 2009/10. Personal loan debt was the second most common debt brought 
to bureaux last year. Figure 5 shows the number of personal loan debts 
brought to bureaux per month over 2009/10:  

 
Figure 5: Personal loan debts brought to bureaux by month 

 
 

32. The number of personal loan debts brought to bureaux has risen consistently 
over 2009/10. A rise in issues in February and March suggests that credit 
taken out for Christmas may impact on a client‟s finances in this period. 
 

33. Table 1 shows that the majority of client issues with personal debts 
concerned difficulty paying: 

 
 
Table 1: Personal loan debt issues 

Area of advice % of issues 

Difficulty making payments 80% 

Liability for debt 5% 

Enforcement action 4% 

Creditor harassment 2% 

Default charges  1% 

Court claim for debt 1% 

 
 

 



A significant problem for Scottish bureau clients in recent years has been the 
irresponsible lending of credit to borrowers. While credit has dried up in many 
areas, bureaux still see clients who are continuing to suffer from inappropriate 
and irresponsible credit given prior to the credit squeeze: 

 A client was given six additional secured loans by her mortgage lender, 
with payments amounting to 72% of the client‟s income. The client now 
has debts of £85,000 and is likely to have her home repossessed by the 
lender who irresponsibly lent her the secured loans.  

 A client was given a secured loan of nearly £3,000 despite the client being 
86 and in poor health. The client has subsequently been given a further 
loan of more than £17,000.  

 
As mainstream credit dries up, many clients are increasingly turning to high 
cost, high risk credit from lenders on the fringes of the market: 

 A client took out a loan for £1,400 secured on her car at an APR of 
337.9%. The client defaulted and has been told she is now due to pay 
back £11,000.   

 A client took out a loan of £1,000 using his car as security in order to pay 
for her child‟s funeral. The client‟s husband has now been made 
redundant and they are unable to repay the debt. The interest rate on the 
loan was 437.5% and the total amount owed is now £4,460 on a loan of 
£1,000.  

 A client with 13 doorstep credit loans was offered a further loan when she 
explained to one of her creditors that she was in financial difficulties. The 
creditor is now threatening to tell the client‟s husband about the debts.  

Creditors can also impose interest and charges on debts making repayment 
extremely difficult: 

 A client cannot afford repayments on a loan as the bank keeps adding on 
interest – they refuse to stop the charges. The client has been off work for 
10 months and is in receipt of Incapacity Benefit.   

 A client is struggling to repay a loan as she is paying £100 a month, £50 of 
which is interest. The client‟s hours of work have been cut further reducing 
her ability to pay.  

 A client has an unsecured personal loan, for which she thought the 
repayments were £57 a month for 2 years, but the finance company have 
said it is over 6 years. The bureau was told that £40 of her £57 payment 
was interest payments, so only £17 per month is going towards her debt. 

 A 23 year old client has found that his creditor will not accept his offer of 
repaying £5 per month and are adding charges of £60 a month to his debt.  



Consumer Goods and Services 

 
34. Citizens advice bureaux helped clients with 16,953 issues concerning 

consumer goods in 2009/10. These issues ranged from building repairs to 
double glazing; and from second hand vehicles to electrical appliances. 

 
Figure 7: Consumer goods issues 

 
35. Figure 8 shows that the majority of consumer goods issues concern 

complaints, faulty goods, and repairs: 

Figure 8: Type of consumer good issue 

 



A number of clients reported experiencing problems having new items fixed soon 
after purchase:  

 A client‟s new washing machine has broken down three times in the short 
time in which she has owned it. The client has been told that there is a 
manufacturing fault and it is liable to continue breaking down, but the retailer 
is refusing to take any responsibility.  

 A client purchased a cooker at a cost of over £4,000 alongside a 2 year 
warranty. The client purchased an additional 3 year warranty which was 
accepted by the insurer. However, when the cooker developed a fault, the 
insurer advised that the extended warranty was null and void because she 
lives in the Western Isles.  

 
A common occurrence during the recession was for clients to pay for goods only 
to find that the supplier had gone out of business before delivering the goods:  
 

 A client paid £300 for a carpet and was told that it would be delivered three 
days later. However, the carpet was not delivered and the wholesaler advised 
that the carpet had never been ordered. The shop that the client purchased 
the carpet from is now shut and the premises are being rented by another 
company.  

 
Clients often report that they struggle to cancel an agreement despite following 
the instructions given to do so: 

 A client was told that she had a 7 day „cooling off‟ period within which she 
could cancel an agreement to pay £2,000 for roof treatment. The salesman 
told her that all she had to do to cancel was telephone either him or one of his 
colleagues. The client changed her mind the next day and called the office to 
advise that she was cancelling the agreement. The client was told that this 
was noted and she did not need to confirm in writing. The client was later 
informed that because she had not confirmed in writing the cancellation was 
not valid.  

 
Bureaux helped clients with over 2,100 issues concerning new or second hand 
cars. These issues covered a range of problems: 

 A client put down a deposit on a second hand car, but struggled to obtain 
finance to pay for the car. The client‟s mother agreed to provide the money, 
but by this point the dealer had sold the car to another buyer and kept the 
client‟s deposit.  

 A client experienced problems with the fuel pump on a new car which had a 
three year warranty. The car has been returned to the dealer on a number of 
occasions to have the fuel pump fixed without success. On the last occasion, 
the car was kept for eight weeks by which time it was out of warranty. The 
dealer now wants the client to pay £1,000 to replace the pump.  



Financial Products 
 
36. Bureaux helped clients with nearly 18,000 new issues concerning financial 

products and services in 2009/10. As Figure 9 shows, many financial product 
issues relate to bank accounts.  

 
Figure 9: Most common financial product issues 

 
37. Figure 10 shows the types of issues that clients need advice on, showing a 

very wide ranging and disparate set of problems:  
 

Figure 10: Type of financial issue  



Financial products in detail:  Bank accounts 
 

 
38. Over 4,200 problems with bank accounts were reported by clients in 

2009/10. A number of these issues concerned the interest and charges 
associated with an account, while a high number also concerned difficulties 
opening an account, which is shown in Figure 11: 

 

Figure 11: Problems with bank accounts 

 
 

 
39. Many clients experience difficulties opening an account, often due to not 

meeting the bank‟s criteria, having a poor credit rating, or having a previous 
debt with the bank. Over 800 problems with opening an account were 
brought to bureaux last year.  
 

    A client in debt was advised to open another bank account to receive his 
JSA payments. However, despite the client stressing that he just wanted a 
basic account, he was unable to open an account at any of the banks he 
approached.  

 A client had a loan with his bank which then closed his current account 
due to arrears. The client applied to another bank for an account but was 
refused after an apparent background credit check. 

 A client has tried nine local banks who have all refused to allow him to 
open a basic bank account.  The client is now travelling over 30 miles to 
complete another application. He cannot get his pension paid to him 
unless he has a bank account. 



 

Financial products in detail: Scams 
 
 
Bureaux help clients deal with a whole array of scams, including college courses 
that don‟t exist, lottery scams, mis-selling of services, and shares scams. One of 
the effects of the recession has been an increase in the number of fraudulent 
debt management and claims management companies who charge 
significant fees to clients for a service that does not appear to exist: 
 

 A client was cold called by a debt management company who insisted she 
gave them the details of her 4 credit cards to consolidate her debt. She paid 
this company £1,047 and now they have disappeared. The client cancelled all 
her cards but she is really worried because she is in even more debt now and 
is an unemployed single parent. 

 A client was cold called by a claims management company who offered to 
reclaim bank charges for the client for a fee of £49.99. The client was then 
phoned and asked for £230 in return for £2,300 in reclaimed bank charges. 
The client was asked to send this money by moneygram to India, which would 
cost £100 to process. The client refused to send the moneygram on the 
advice of the Post Office. 

 A client paid over £1,000 to a debt management company who promised to 
consolidate her debt on four credit cards. However, the company has now 
disappeared without trace.  

 A client paid nearly £1,000 to a debt management company who claimed that 
they could help him claim money back if he had been mis-sold a loan. When 
the client tried to call the company a few weeks later, he discovered that they 
no longer existed and that the call had been received from Spain.  

 A client paid over £500 to a debt management company who offered to help 
him reclaim unfair charges made by his bank. The company gave the client a 
Glasgow address, but after writing to the company, the client was informed 
that they were no longer at that address. The client says that he has received 
several phonecalls recently from firms offering this type of service.  

 A client was coldcalled by a „claims handling company‟ to whom he paid 
nearly £500 to write off a hire purchase debt. The company has now 
disappeared along with the client‟s money.  

 A client approached three debt management companies who all asked for an 
upfront fee of around £50 to “consider” his case. All three then declined the 
case.  

 

 



Financial products in detail: Insurance 

 
40. Bureaux advised on 4,400 issues related to various types of insurance 

problems in 2009/10. Figure 12 shows that the main source of insurance 
problems was Payment Protection Insurance (PPI): 

 
Figure 12: Insurance issues 

 
 

41. Figure 13 shows that the majority of insurance issues concern contract terms 
and conditions, complaints, and refusals of claim: 

 
Figure 13: Type of insurance issue 

 



Bureaux helped clients with nearly 1,400 issues relating to Payment Protection 
Insurance (PPI) in 2009/10. Many of these issues concerned mis-selling of 
policies, which has been a high profile problem in the last few years. Evidence 
from bureaux suggests that clients are continuing to suffer detriment from mis-
sold policies:  

 A client was told that she had to take out payment protection insurance on 
a loan despite being a long term Incapacity Benefit (IB) claimant. The 
client now wants to claim back over £900 in insurance payments. 

 A client reports that she was mis-sold payment protection insurance by 
her bank. The client was unemployed at the time of taking the loan due to 
back problems, but was encouraged to take out insurance. The client 
subsequently attempted to make a claim on her insurance when her 
condition worsened, but the insurance company turned down her claim, 
stating that the client had been mis-sold the policy by her bank. The bank 
has refused to take any responsibility for the policy.   

 A client took out a personal loan for £600 and was encouraged to take out 
insurance, despite the client informing them of a pre-existing condition. 
The client was made redundant in 2007 and was advised by the creditor to 
refinance the debt over a seven year period. The client now owes nearly 
£4,500 on the original loan of £600. The client has been diagnosed with 
cancer, but the creditor has advised him that he had no insurance cover 
for this as it was the result of his pre-existing condition. 

 
Clients are reporting problems making claims on their mortgage insurance after 
being made redundant or falling ill. Delays in insurance payments can have a 
significant impact on a client‟s ability to meet mortgage payments.  
 

 A client is struggling to claim mortgage insurance after being made 
redundant. The insurance company appears to be stalling on payments by 
repeatedly asking for the same information.  

 A client who was made redundant made a claim on his mortgage 
insurance. The insurance company continually deny receiving the claim 
(despite sending it recorded delivery) and their prevarication is causing the 
client financial hardship.  

 A client took out mortgage protection insurance in 2002, but, upon 
suffering a critical illness in 2004, was told that critical illness was not 
covered by the policy. The client was unable to work and was forced to 
sell her home. The client contacted the company in 2009 and received 
written confirmation that critical illness should have been covered by her 
insurance at the time of her claim.  

 
 

 

  



Utilities and Communications 
 
42. Bureaux helped clients with over 24,000 utility and communication issues in 

2009/10. This includes over 12,000 utility issues and over 7,000 
communications issues.  

Figure 14: Most common utility and communications issues 

 
 

43. Figure 15 shows how utility and communication issues vary throughout the 
year. Utility supply issues peak between March and July – after the bills for 
winter fuel use hit home – with another spike in January. Communications 
issues are fairly constant in number, although there are spikes in numbers 
between September and November, and again in February and March.  
 

Figure 15: Number of utility/communication issues per month 

 



Utilities and Communications in detail:  
Problems with fuel suppliers 

 
44. Over 12,000 issues related to fuel supply in 2009/10. Around a third 

concerned difficulty making payments, while others related to problems or 
disputes with the fuel supplier. This is shown in Figure 16: 

Figure 16: Problems with fuel suppliers 

 

 
Clients are continuing to experience problems with inaccurate billing, often 
caused by estimated readings or mistakes made by the supplier. Around a fifth of 
utility issues related to billing or meter reading in 2009/10:  

 An elderly client was sent a bill of nearly £1,000. This was reduced to £90 
after the bureau queried the amount.  

 A client was sent a bill for over £2,200 after previously being told that her 
account was in credit.  

 A client reports receiving bills of varying amounts and of her supplier 
losing readings and failing to keep appointments. In one week, the client 
received letters saying she is over £200 in credit and others saying that 
she owes them over £300.  

 An elderly client with health problems was presented with bills ranging 
from £253 to £4,372. The client was accidently being sent the bills for 
other customers.  



 
Another continuing theme is that of direct debits being increased significantly 
without warning: 

 A client reports having her direct debit increased from £85 a month to 
£187 a month without consultation.  

 Two clients questioned why their electricity direct debit was being 
increased by 50%, even though their energy consumption was less than it 
was previously. The clients were told that it was due to rising wholesale 
prices in the Middle East.  

 An elderly client has been told that her monthly utility bills will come to 
£433 a month in 2010, whereas they only amounted to £178 a month in 
2009.  

 
A number of clients reported experiencing problems switching suppliers:  

 A client waited four months for his supplier to agree to him switching 
suppliers, and was told that this was because of IT difficulties. The client 
has now waited a further 3 months to receive the £700 that he was in 
credit before switching.   

 A client was persuaded to transfer to a new supplier, but has since 
received letters from numerous different suppliers both welcoming the 
client and saying the client had left them. This left the client confused 
about who his supplier now is.   

 
Bureaux reported of a number of clients who were living in fuel poverty and 
were struggling to meet fuel costs: 

 A client has been refused a social tariff by his utility supplier as he does 
not spend more than 10% of his income on fuel. However, the client 
argues that his only income is Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), 
he lives in an un-insulated and single glazed property, and that he spends 
far more than 10% of his income on fuel.  

 A client is struggling to afford heating and electricity due to deductions to 
his already low levels of benefit payments. The client reports that ice is 
building up on the inside of his windows. 

 A client is struggling to pay for fuel as her pre-payment meter takes 45 
pence per day towards arrears. 

 A client reports that his housing association tenancy does not have central 
heating and that he can no longer afford to use the electric heaters to heat 
his home. The client is having to live in freezing conditions in the winter.  

 



Utilities and Communications in detail:     
Landline and mobile phone problems 

 
45. Citizens advice bureaux helped clients with 2,361 issues related to landline 

and mobile phone problems in 2009/10, which are reported by bureaux to be 
growing areas of enquiry, particularly amongst younger clients. The 
Drowning in Debt report (2009) on bureau debt clients found that more than 
half of young clients held a landline or mobile phone debt, and were almost 
five times more likely than older clients to hold this type of debt. 
 

46. Figure 17 shows that the majority of landline and mobile phone issues 
involve difficulty making payments or disputing liability for payments. Around 
a third of issues involved another problem with the phone supplier.  

 
 
Figure 17: Type of landline/mobile phone issue  

 
 
 
47. The types of problems that clients reported varied by communication 

method. For example, clients with landline problems were more likely to 
report issues with costs/billing and switching. Clients with mobile phone 
problems reported more complaint and contract issues.  

 



Clients report numerous problems with their mobile phone or landline supplier. 
This includes a number of clients who have had their telephone supplier 
changed without their consent: 
 

 A client was transferred to a new telephone supplier without their 
knowledge. The client is trying to switch back without success.  

 A client received a phone call from a telephone company offering their 
services, and although the client clearly said no to the offer, the company 
went ahead and transferred the client‟s account regardless. The client has 
transferred back to her original supplier, but the other company is still 
chasing her for an unpaid bill.  

 A client was cold called by a telephone supplier, but the client stated that 
she was happy with her current provider and did not wish to change. 
However, the supplier went ahead and changed her account and sent the 
client a bill.  

 

Clients who wish to cancel a mobile phone agreement report that they can be 
charged high cancellation fees for doing so: 

 

 A client took out a mobile on what she believed was a 12 month contract, 
but has now been told that it was 24 month contract and she would need 
to pay £400 to cancel the contract. The client has asked the company to 
provide a copy of the contract to confirm this, but they say no copies exist.  

 A client signed up for a telephone agreement, but decided to cancel the 
contract within the cooling off period. The client received a letter to this 
effect. However, the client has now received a bill from the company, and 
can‟t find the letter proving she cancelled the agreement. The company is 
now asking the client for £80 to cancel the agreement.  

 

Clients also report that they can be chased for payments that they have already 
made: 

 

 A client reported that she was being harassed by her telephone company 
for payments that she had already made. The company states the client 
did not pay her July and August bill, although the client has sent them 
copies of these bills and a letter from her bank confirming payment. 

 A client reports of being harassed by her telephone company for unpaid 
monthly bills that the client can prove she has already paid. Despite her 
bank sending the company evidence of payment, the supplier continues to 
press the client for payment. 
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