
The Scottish Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux - Citizens Advice Scotland  
(Scottish charity number SC016637) 

 

CAS Submission to the Public Audit Committee: 
Accountability, audit and the further devolution of 
powers 

Consumer Devolution  
April 2015 

Summary  

 Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) is the statutory consumer representative in 
Scotland. Our service delivers advice and advocacy for consumers on issues 
from energy to banking and from housing rights to payday loans as well as 
providing holistic advice and support for hundreds of thousands of people on 
issues from benefits to immigration. 

 The Citizens Advice service is one which is well recognised by the Scottish public.  
A survey of CAB clients and members of the public found that 98% felt they could 
trust the confidential service we provide, with 97% praising the service for helping 
people get fair treatment. A recent report produced by the Fraser of Allander 
institute found that the Scottish CAB service contributed a total benefit to the 
common good in Scotland of nearly £170 million.  

 The Command Paper states that “consumer advocacy and advice” will be 
devolved to the Scottish Parliament as part of the further devolution of powers 
and details the specific statutory powers, duties and functions that will transfer to 
Scotland. 

 Citizens Advice Scotland looks forward to working with both parliaments and 
governments to determine how best to deliver new powers. We are of the view 
that CAS is and should remain at the heart of the consumer landscape and that 
we have a key role to play in delivering an excellent advice and advocacy service 
for consumers. 

 CAS reports to the Department of Business Innovation and Skills on work 
undertaken and funded by the UK Government or through a levy on industry. 
Reports on our work in relation to the regulated markets of energy and post are 
laid before the UK Parliament. In addition, we report to the Scottish Government 
on our work on behalf of water consumers in Scotland. This reporting is laid 
before the Scottish Parliament. We would expect to report to any future funder 
and/or accountable body in a similar way.  

About Citizens Advice Scotland 

Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member Citizen Advice Bureaux (CAB), the 
Citizen Advice consumer service, and the Extra Help Unit, form Scotland’s largest 
independent advice network. Advice provided by our service is free, independent, 



confidential, impartial and available to everyone. Our self-help website Adviceguide 
provides information on rights and helps people solve their problems.  

We are champions for both citizens and consumers and in 2013/14 the Citizens 
Advice Service in Scotland helped over 330,000 clients in Scotland and dealt with 
over one million issues, ranging from benefit sanctions to immigration problems 
and from payday loans to prepayment meters. In addition, the Scottish zone of our 
self-help website Adviceguide received approximately 4.2 million unique page views. 
In 2013/14, our citizens advice bureaux recorded a financial gain for clients of over 
£125 million. Consumer issues accounted for 30% of our workload in 2013/14. 

Our Citizens Advice Bureaux network delivers frontline advice services through more 
than 200 service points across the country, from city centres to rural communities. 
This network of bureaux is staffed by a team of paid staff and nearly 2500 volunteers.  

We also run a helpline service on consumer rights and advice. The Citizens Advice 
consumer service operates across Great Britain, with a Scottish site located in 
Stornoway. 

The Extra Help Unit, through a team of telephone caseworkers based in Glasgow, 
helps people throughout Great Britain who have complex energy or postal problems.  

In Citizens Advice Scotland, we support the bureaux and helpline services, providing 
training, information, IT and development support. Our Policy and Public Affairs 
section supports the service and advocates on behalf of the service, clients and the 
community of Scotland. We do this through leading and supporting campaigns at a 
national and local level on topics from benefits to debt, employment to housing and 
transport to energy. We use compelling evidence from the service, primary research 
and partnership working to develop solutions in policy and practice and to influence 
for change. 

Together, we work for a fairer Scotland where people are empowered and their rights 
respected.  

How Citizens Advice Scotland delivers consumer advocacy and advice 

Through our bureaux, websites and helplines (including the EHU), the Citizens 
Advice Service in Scotland provides advice on consumer rights and support for 
consumers when things go wrong with goods and services.  

The Citizens Advice consumer service provides a helpline service for those needing 
advice and information on consumer rights and helps to solve problems with goods 
and services. Citizens Advice Scotland delivers part of this Great Britain wide service 
from a call centre in Stornoway, helping people in Scotland and across other parts of 
Great Britain. In 2013/14 the helpline dealt with 176,799 issues for callers across 
GB, with approximately a third of these issues from Scotland based callers. 

The Extra Help Unit (EHU) is a team of telephone caseworkers based in Glasgow 
which helps people throughout Great Britain who have complex energy or postal 
complaints or are at risk of having their gas or electricity cut off who are referred 
though our consumer helpline, Ofgem, the Energy Ombudsman, or their local 
elected representative. The EHU exercises statutory functions to represent 
vulnerable consumers and pursue complaints. It can also request information from 
suppliers under our statutory powers. 



Much of the advice our service provides is reactive, responding to consumer needs. 
However we also run proactive consumer education and empowerment campaigns 
on a wide variety of issues from parking charges to payday loans. 

Most of our campaigns are supported by the Community Action Team in CAS which 
works directly with bureaux and a range of stakeholders including Trading Standards 
services. The team has supported the development of formal and informal 
partnerships between bureaux and Trading Standards services across the country.  

These relationships allow for coordinated campaigns and information sharing 
between services, ensuring that consumer problems are captured and acted upon 
and that advice is as relevant as possible. We have run campaigns on topics as 
diverse as second hand cars, payday loans, parking charges and cutting energy 
bills. 

As well as supporting the provision of campaigns, education and advice, Citizens 
Advice Scotland examines statistical and case evidence from our services, uses 
secondary research and undertakes primary research to determine the problems 
faced by people in Scotland and to develop solutions to these problems in policy and 
practice.  

A collaborative approach - our work across the UK 

 Many of the consumer advocacy and advice services we deliver are planned, funded 
and delivered jointly with our sister organisation Citizens Advice England and Wales. 
This includes; 

 The Consumer Futures team 

 The Extra Help Unit 

 The Citizens Advice consumer service 
 

In addition, both our Policy and  Community Action Teams work closely with local 
bureaux and partners across the UK through the UK-wide Consumer Protection 
Partnership (CPP). Formed in 2012 as part of the UK Government’s reform of the 
consumer landscape, the CPP includes representatives from the National Trading 
Standards Board, Trading Standards Scotland, the Competition and Markets 
Authority, the Financial Conduct Authority, the Trading Standards Institute, the 
Department for Enterprise, trade and Investment Northern Ireland, the Consumer 
council for Northern Ireland, and both Citizens Advice Scotland and Citizens Advice 
England and Wales.  Supported by  the Department for Business Innovation and 
Skills the CPP jointly agrees priority areas of focus for consumer issues and 
campaigns on an annual basis.  Over the next year, Citizens Advice Scotland will be 
working to develop a complementary Scottish based CPP. 
 
Consumer Futures team 
In April 2014, the regulatory functions of energy, post and in Scotland water were 
transferred from the former body known as Consumer Futures to the Citizens Advice 
Service GB wide.  Both Citizens Advice (England and Wales) and CAS established 
new teams within each organisation to fulfil these new roles and responsibilities. In 
both organisations, some staff from the old organisation transferred across whilst 
others were recruited. 



Unlike most other teams at CAS, the energy and post staff are also part of GB wide 
teams. This means that whilst most of our work focuses on consumers in Scotland, 
we benefit from shared research and expertise as well as sometimes leading 
research projects for the whole of Great Britain. 
 
We regularly produce joint consultation responses across GB and work 
collaboratively on designing, commissioning, managing and delivering research on 
consumer needs. This collaborative approach allows us to build our expertise in 
Scotland-specific policy areas and issues which particularly affect consumers here, 
whilst drawing on issue-specific knowledge and experience across the service. We 
believe that this GB wide approach has clear benefits for consumers and for funders 
as it allows both organisations to deploy resources as effectively as possible and to 
meet the needs of consumers in Scotland, England and Wales. 
 
 
Extra Help Unit 
Based in Glasgow, the Extra Help Unit focuses on helping people who are in a 
vulnerable situation due to personal circumstances, the nature of their complaint or 
because they are at risk of having their gas or electricity cut off. 
 
Each year it helps more than 1,000 households at risk of being disconnected from 
their energy supply, investigates thousands of complaints against energy suppliers 
and recovers more than a million pounds for consumers. 
 
The unit works with both suppliers and customers to rebuild relationships and find 
practical solutions. It also uses evidence from client cases to identify the things that 
are causing hardship to vulnerable consumers and works with energy suppliers and 
the industry to tackle them. The unit has statutory duties to help people at risk of 
disconnection or those who are vulnerable. 
 
The EHU also provides an Ask the Adviser service – an increasingly well-used 
service for bureaux and external agencies including parliamentarians’ offices and 
other advice agencies. Ask the Adviser provides expert advice to frontline advisers 
across GB, meaning that such expertise does not need to be replicated but can be 
easily accessed regardless of location. 
 
Around 10% of the clients who need the support of the EHU come from the Scotland, 
with the remainder spread across England and Wales. The unit works closely with 
the Consumer Futures teams in CAS and Citizens Advice England and Wales, 
sharing information and coordinating relationships with suppliers, the regulator and 
the ombudsman.  This cross-GB approach has meant that substantial case and 
statistical evidence can be analysed and acted upon by players in a GB-wide market.  
 
For example, recent problems with Scottish Power’s billing and collections system 
resulted in a sharp increase in the number of cases relating to the supplier. Across 
GB, we gathered case and statistical evidence of consumer detriment and presented 
this to the regulator, resulting in enforcement action against the supplier.  
 
Citizens Advice consumer service 



Like the Extra Help Unit, the Citizens Advice consumer service is a GB-wide service, 
delivered by contact centres across GB. In Scotland, our contact centre on the isle of 
Lewis deals with consumer problems from Scotland and from England and Wales 
and has won praise from clients for the high quality of customer service.  

Evidence from the consumer service is accessed by both CAS and Citizens Advice 
England and Wales, as well as by Trading Standards Services and the Competition 
and Markets Authority. This shared advice provides a robust and extensive real-time 
picture of the problems facing consumers across England, Scotland and Wales. 
Evidence can be broken down by nation, by local authority and even by post code, 
giving up to the minute data which can be used for enforcement, investigation or 
education and empowerment campaigns.  

This shared resource also allows for useful comparisons between different parts of 
Great Britain and also between local authority areas, showing where some problems 
are more severe and indicating where action is needed most. 

 

 

Community Action Team 

Originally piloted in 2012, the Community Action Team was formed in 2013 following 
the transfer to CAS of the OFT’s consumer education and empowerment remit under 
the new consumer landscape reforms. 

 

The team supports the Scottish CAB Service to campaign on key consumer priorities 
and to develop local engagement work empowering local people. The  team, based 
regionally in Inverness, Glasgow and Edinburgh provides practical and financial 
support to bureaux wishing to participate in national campaigns, and invests in 
building capacity within the CAB network to maximise the reach of consumer 
education campaigns.  

Since the team was established in 2012, bureaux participation in national campaigns 
has continued to increase. All bureaux participate by displaying campaign 
promotional materials and promoting key campaign messages. Bureaux are also 
offered additional support to engage at a higher level. 38% of all bureaux actively 
campaigned in their communities during the last campaign coordinated by CAS.  In 
addition to a national campaign strategy involving national press and partnership 
working, CAS is uniquely placed to support local consumer education and 
empowerment and help improve communities. Our approach is based on local 
solutions, designed and owned by the local bureau, responding to local priorities. The 
activities carried out by bureaux have a real impact on people’s lives by helping build 
links within a community, and empowering the individuals participating.  

Whilst 50% of national campaigns are developed from key priorities set by the UK-
wide Consumer Protection Partnership, 50% of the campaigns designed and 
coordinated by CAS are initiated by bureaux. The remit of the Community Action 
Team means the team is ideally placed to find out and discuss consumer issues as 
they surface. It may be that issues causing detriment to consumers are not apparent 
through the regular monitoring of qualitative / quantitative evidence of the service. 
However the regular communication between the team and bureaux ensure that 
issues are not missed. This approach enables bureaux, and therefore local people, to 



help shape and co-design the campaigns of the service. It also means campaigning 
methods and resources are piloted locally before rolling out nationally.  For example, 
national campaigns on rural delivery charges and private car parking charges both 
developed from local campaigns initiated by bureau. 

 

Our current audit and accountability obligations 

CAS reports to the Department of Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) on work 
undertaken and funded by the UK Government or through a levy on industry. Reports 
on our work in relation to the regulated markets of energy and post are laid before 
the UK Parliament. For our work on behalf of water consumers, we submit quarterly 
updates to the Scottish Government and an annual report. We would expect to report 
to any future funder and/or accountable body in a similar manner to how we report 
now.  

As soon as reasonably practicable after the end of the financial year, we are obliged 
by BIS to prepare and publish an annual report on delivery against the work plan and 
any additional work either voluntarily undertaken or requested in-year.  This outlines 
transparently how the public funds have been spent.   
That annual report is sent to the Secretary of State and the Ministers of the Scottish 
and Welsh Governments.  BIS provides a copy of that report to Parliament. 
 
We follow a similar process for our work on water, submitting an annual report and 
accounts to the Scottish Government. This is then laid before Parliament. 

Our views on further devolution 

Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) welcomed the Smith Commission and much of the 
Command Paper, and look forward to working with all those involved in the transfer 
and transition of powers to the Scottish Parliament. We have called for this to be 
carried out in the best interests of the people of Scotland.  

 

In our response we stated; 

“It is clear that both gaps and duplication of work are possible within the 
current system that sees consumer protection legislation be reserved to 
Westminster yet be enforced in Scotland through Trading Standards, and 
consumer advice and advocacy again lying with the UK Government but yet 
delivered by agencies in Scotland such as ourselves and others working in the 
field of consumer advice, education and advocacy, and financial capability. 

We believe that consumer protection should be devolved to allow for a more 
fair, equal and responsive way of tackling enforcement of these issues and to 
prevent duplication of work and effort and instead allow agencies to note and 
fill any gaps in provision.  [In light of much we have said on co-ooperation 
between Governments,] we also agree with the Scottish Government’s idea of 
working with the UK Government on a Scottish Consumer Ombudsman.  This 
is exactly the sort of example of where a joint committee would benefit all the 
people of the United Kingdom. 



Again, we would agree with those that have examined this issue and 
concluded that it would be in the best interests of the people of Scotland for 
consumer education and advice – and the funding thereof – to be devolved to 
the Scottish Government.  We believe that this clearly allows for more 
responsiveness for the citizens and consumers of our country and will also 
increase fairness and equality in this area. “ 

  

In addition we also set out our approach to further devolution and stated: 
 

“We do not believe that powers should be devolved for the sake of devolving 
them, or because it easy to do so. We also realise that devolving powers or 
disentangling some areas will not be easy, and in some cases may prove to 
be difficult and take time and effort so equally we do not believe that this 
should be a reason not to devolve a power if it will benefit the people who live 
and work in Scotland. We believe powers must be devolved for a purpose.  

 
“With this is mind, we therefore set three principles in place and applied them 
to each of the advice areas the citizens advice service clients present with. 
These three principles are fairness, equality and responsiveness.” 

 

CAS is of the view that the devolution of consumer advice and advocacy is in line 
with these principles. 

Conclusion 

The Citizens Advice service is one which is well recognised by the Scottish public.  A 
survey of CAB clients and members of the public found that 98% felt they could trust 
the confidential service we provide, with 97% praising the service for helping people 
get fair treatment. A recent report produced by the Fraser of Allander institute found 
that the Scottish CAB service contributed a total benefit to the common good in 
Scotland of nearly £170 million.  

Our service in Scotland is an organic network, working across our local communities 
but linking nationally both at a Scottish level and GB level to ensure that Scottish 
consumers’ interests are best represented.  Many consumer markets including the 
energy market operates at a UK level, and our joint work with colleagues in Citizens 
Advice England and Wales ensures that we have maximum influence.  For example, 
joint campaigning on payday loans has elicited changes in the market that benefit 
Scottish consumers as well as CAB clients. 

As the body delivering consumer advice and advocacy in Scotland, Citizens Advice 
Scotland is of the view that we should remain at the heart of the consumer landscape 
and that we have a key role to play in continuing to deliver for consumers. We are 
committed to our values of integrity, trust, good stewardship, quality and service and 
as such, we are committed to being fully accountable for the resources we use and 
the work that we carry out on behalf of consumers. 

We welcome further devolution to Scotland and we look forward to working with both 
governments and parliaments at Scottish and UK level to secure the best outcome 
for consumers in Scotland.  


