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Dear Member,

You will see how, as we work our way into summer officially, 
we are revisiting  and updating parents on the various options 
available for their families in terms of the many camps and 
sanity-saving, boredom-defying activities available this year 
around the country.

My focus, though, is particularly to raise awareness amongst 
all Members who will be travelling and paying for items in 
currencies outside of the eurozone and including our nearest 
neighbouring holiday venues, hotels, restaurants and stores.  
Dynamic digital conversion needs to be understood in terms of 
the fact that it is an unregulated profit-taking experience when 
you are paying a bill.

Let me give you an example from last week.  When paying 
for a pre-booked hotel room, the sum of £314, agreed in the 
booking, was input into the card unit for payment.  The card was 
programmed by the hotel to ask if I would like the payment to be 
in euro with the total amount quoted.  Having pressed the 'yes' 
button the sum was charged through.  It was at this point that 
the exchange rate was quoted at 1.285.  I know that the quoted 
rate for the day was actually 1.187 and knew that I had therefore 

been 'overcharged' by €30.72. 

No, I have not lost my marbles as I deliberately completed the 
transaction as part of a group of consumer representatives 
whose organisations are very concerned at the losses being 
incurred by thousands of consumers on a daily basis both online 
and onsite.

The goal is to seek some form of cap on these outrageous 
charges.  For now, all we can recommend and advise is that 
you a) establish the rate of exchange before your travel, b) ask 
what is the conversion rate you are about to be charged and, 
preferably for now, always pay in the currency of the country, 
allowing the real exchange rate to be applied here at home.

Happy holiday planning!

http://www.thecai.ie
http://www.zavamedia.com
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NEWS BRIEFS

Unbreakable Breakthrough

News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

There are a great many musicians in Ireland.  At instrument 
level, highly popular amongst young and old is the guitar.  I 
myself  have played for years and so I, and I am certain, many 
of  you, your children, grandchildren or friends will be pleased 
to hear that one of  the world’s leading string manufacturers 
claim to have produced what it calls the world’s first break-
resistant string.  With a set of  strings averaging €6.00, this set at 
€18.00 could be worth considering for testing.  The company, 
Ernie Ball, whose strings would be used by a great many house-
hold name world class guitarists, make a claim and an offer that 
show confidence.  They claim that the sound is not in any way 
affected and they offer to replace a string if  it breaks.  I would 
take the latter with an enormous pinch of  salt as there must 
be terms and conditions, let alone the fact that they are US 
resident, applying.  However, let it be known that there is now 
a re-engineered guitar string on the market manufactured with 
nano-technology that is corrosion resistant and with a plasma-
enhanced wrap wire. Simple!

 

Mastercard is continuing its technology investment and innovation 
with biometric scanning capability on its cards. Up to now this has 
been the sole dominant area of offering from smartphone security.  
The intention will be that a customer will register their card with 
their bank, along with their fingerprint.  This will then be converted 
to an encrypted digital area stored on that card.  PIN will no longer 
be necessary and the card will only be capable of being used by the 
owner once verified by the store sensor.  That said, technology, by 
its nature will likely provide the means through which this can in 
some way be hacked or compromised.  However, it has to be con-
sidered how this, finally, could present a global solution to a great 
degree of fraudulent usage of stolen or skimmed cards.  In addition, 
there should follow quite significant reductions in insurance costs 
across the board.  The system is currently being tested – let’s hope 
it is successful.

I bring our Members who have a special interest in 
ocean cruises news of a very special event notified 
to us for you to enjoy.  The David Hasselhoff Official 
World-Fan-Cruise! The Hoffmeister and his team depart 
on the Costa Favolosa from Savona (Italy) on November 
4th next.  The cruise travels on to Rome, then to Bar-
celona, moves on to France and the port of Marseille 
before returning you to Savona on November 9th.  We 
are assuming here, as the presence of a team is high-
lighted, that you do not have to know how to swim but 
have no definitive information on that or, for that mat-
ter, the presence of  his exceptional car, KITT.  You can 
visit www.georeisen.com/hasselhoff for all of the detail. 

Get KITTed Out

GLOBAL FOOTPRINT - TOO MUCH?
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This Could Spread A consumer in Massachusetts in the US sued a group of Dunkin’ 
Donuts shops in what is likely the first (hopefully the last) case 
of its kind.  The case was taken because it was claimed that the 
doughnut and coffeehouse chain provided a butter substitute 
on the consumer’s bagels when he requested butter.  The 
Boston Globe advises that a settlement is proposed to the 
State court that could see the consumer receive $500 with 
near to 1,400 other customers who made similar complaints 
receiving up to three free buttered baked goods.  The law firm 
that launched the class action will receive fees in the region of 
$90,000 if approved.  The consumer rights aspect of this case 
was ‘to stop the practice of representing one thing and selling 
a different thing’ - a principle was at stake.  The legal team also 
required how customers requesting free buttered goods at the 
‘affected’ stores would not be required to show previous proof 
of purchase of an item with butter substitute.  I can see the 
queue forming from here!

A group of scientists at Swansea University’s Institute 
of Life Science are commencing testing over the 
coming year on a sensor loaded bandage that will 
read your body conditions and relay back the detail 
of how well your wounds are healing.  Using fifth 
generation (5G) connectivity, the researchers would 
use nanotechnology to insert sensors into the dressing 

that would monitor and transmit your health data.  
Impressively, and not surprisingly, the bandages will 
be produced by 3D printers to help bring down the 
cost of production.  The ultimate intention, of course, 
is improvement of the experience for the patient so 
that a clinician can tailor the treatment protocol to the 
individual and wound.

Head Cases

The good news is that a potential means of 
killing the H1 variety of flu (swine flu) has been 
discovered.  The less palatable one is that it will 
come from the slime of south Indian frogs which 
have a particularly wonderful slime as far as 
researchers are concerned.  The frog skin secretes 
peptides as a defence mechanism and, while 
many are poisonous, they also contain antiviral 
drug resources. Anti-flu peptides would become 
key agents if vaccines are unavailable.  This latest 
discovery, Urumin, was found in skin secretions 
from the Hydrophylax bahuvistara frog and, rather 
than being toxic to mammalian cells, the reverse 
is the case as it entirely disrupts the integrity of 
the flu virus.  You will be hopping with health in 
no time.

Spawning of a New Day
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MONEY NEWS

Money News

Tips for buying a 
home in 2017

"When buying a home, consumers 
should not seek to rush a transaction 
to the point where good marketable 
title to property cannot be secured.”

“There is no point having a dog and 
barking yourself.”  This is the advice given 
by one solicitor who believes consumers 
should be careful not to ignore the advice 
of their solicitors while at the same 
time paying a significant professional 
fee.  When buying a home, consumers 
should not seek to rush a transaction to 
the point where good marketable title 
to property cannot be secured.  Title 
refers to evidence of ownership of a 
particular person of an interest or estate 
in property. The necessary checks on title 
are often time consuming but they are 
essential.  You may consider solicitors’ 
delays frustrating but problems with 
planning documentation or non-payment 
of taxes such as local property tax, non-
principal private residence etc. can lead 
to significant expenses. 
  It is prudent to engage an 
engineer or architect to carry out a full 
structural survey.  This should be done 
before signing a contract.  A report 
provides insight that could cause you 
to pull out of a purchase or negotiate a 
lower price or it may simply offer peace 
of mind and confidence in your purchase.  
Money handed over for this report is 
money well spent because the insight 
offered guides consumers in what may 
be a lifetime commitment to mortgage 
repayments.  It is important that this 
structural survey is carried out by an 
engineer or architect that is qualified 
and has the appropriate professional 
insurance.  This engineer or architect 
should check the boundaries of the 
property with the title deeds or folio to 
ensure there are no issues.  Remember 
that there is practically no consumer 
protection for the buyer of a house.  
This is usually expressed by the Latin 

phrase caveat emptor, which translates 
as 'let the buyer beware'.  So, if you find 
that there is a structural defect after the 
sale, you don't usually have a comeback 
against the seller.  If possible, accompany 
the surveyor on the survey.  Although 
surveyors cannot see what is behind 
the plaster on the walls or beneath 
floorboards, they will have techniques 
and equipment for spotting indications 
of defects in parts of the property that 
are covered up.  If the survey raises 
issues of concern, further expenditure on 
specialist investigations may be required.
  Buying a new home is slightly 
different to purchasing an existing 
building.  This is often referred to as 
buying ‘off the plans’ and a survey in this 
case will involve a review of the plans, 
drawings and specifications of the build.  
A snag list will also be drawn up to deal 
with finishes.  The builder in this case will 
be obliged to complete the building in 
accordance with the planning permission 
and in accordance with building 
regulations. 
  When you buy an apartment, 
your architect/engineer should consider 
the structure of the entire building as any 
defects will ultimately have to be paid for 
by the apartment owners through the 
management companies. 
  When arranging finances for a 
purchase, remember to take the extras 
into account, such as legal fees, structural 
survey fees, land registry fees, stamp 
duty, legal searches, and commissioners’ 
fees. It is important that consumers allow 
for these expenses and seek to ensure 
that all services are carried out to a high 
standard on what may be the greatest 
spend of their life. 
  When buying through an estate 

agent or auctioneer, remember that if 
you are not paying them they do not 
work for you.  Keep your cards close to 
your chest when it comes to money you 
have available to you and how much 
you are willing to spend.  When you have 
agreed a price you will pay a booking 
deposit and this should usually not be 
more than 5% of the purchase price.  This 
booking deposit is refundable at any time 
up until the contracts are signed and 
so you can pull out if you change your 
mind about buying the property for any 
reason.  A deposit of generally up to 10% 
of the purchase price is payable when 
you sign the contract.   The contract 
between buyer and seller becomes 
binding when the written contract is 
signed by both parties and until this point 
either party can pull out. 

Money News by Róisín Moloney Weekes
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The Keeping People in their Homes Bill 2017 
is a private members bill that was presented 
to the Dáil in February 2017 by a member 
of the Independent Alliance.  The aim the 
bill literally intends to ensure that people 
can stay in their homes.  It seeks to provide 
the Irish courts with a statutory base to 
allow for a proportionate assessment of an 
individual's circumstances when dealing 
with a repossession order. 
  The bill proposes to amend 
provisions of the Land and Conveyancing 
Law Reform Act 2009 that enable a 
mortgagee to take possession of a 
mortgaged property.  The bill provides 
that where a court is considering an order 
for repossession of a mortgaged property, 
where the mortgagor ordinarily resides, 
the court must assess whether the order is 
proportionate to the legitimate aim being 
pursued. Elements that should be taken 
into account here include the amount 
of principal/interest paid in relation to 
the total amount owed, the suitability 
or otherwise of a lifetime mortgage or 

a Personal Insolvency Arrangement and 
the adherence to the Code of Conduct on 
Mortgage Arrears. 
  The court will also consider 
the likely impact of such an order on 
the human rights of the mortgagor and 
other household members, taking into 
consideration a range of factors including 
the availability of suitable and affordable 
alternative accommodation, whether 
there are older persons or persons 
with disabilities in the household, the 
circumstances surrounding the execution of 
the mortgage contract and the vulnerability 
of the consumer, the extent and availability 
of State support to the enforcing entity 
and the cost of providing emergency 
accommodation.
  Where the enforcing entity is 
not the original lender to the mortgagor, 
additional factors must also be examined, 
such as the amount that the enforcing 
entity paid for the loan, whether the loan 
was also offered for sale to the mortgagor, 
and the availability of tax relief in respect of 

the non-performing loan.  This element is 
obviously designed to address the problems 
faced by debtors when dealing with 
vulture funds that have purchased loans at 
sometimes incredible discounts. 
  Although the current proposals 
are in the form of a private members bill, 
this has already proceeded to second stage 
and would be very welcome protection for 
consumers if it makes it over the line. 

Keeping People in their Homes Bill 2017 

Jet setting once more
The Central Statistics Office (CSO) 
has released figures showing that 
passenger numbers increased in all 
airports in Ireland in 2016 excluding 
Waterford.  Waterford Airport has 
unfortunately no scheduled air 
services in the wake of the collapse 
of Belgian airline VLM in June 2016.  
The CSO figures show that Waterford 
Airport passenger numbers dropped 
from 34,249, in 2015, to 13,511 last year.  
In September 2016, the Department of 
Transport allocated the airport a sum 
of €870,000 but this money will only be 
received when the airport has secured 
a scheduled service once again.  
Airport management has been seeking 
a replacement service since losing 
the London-Luton link.  The airport is 
currently used by corporate aircraft 
and as a base for the Coast Guard’s 
search-and-rescue helicopter.
  In 2016, 32.8 million 
passengers passed through Irish 
airports, an increase of 10.3% over 2015 
figures. Of the 3.1 million additional 
passengers travelling through Irish 
airports last year, 2.8 million passed 
through Dublin Airport.  In 2015, 30 
million passengers passed through 
the airports, an increase of 12.5% 

over the previous year.  The 2016 
total represents the highest number 
of passengers since 2008, when 31.3 
million people used the airports.
  Last year, 247,000 flights 
were managed by the country’s five 
main airports, with Dublin accounting 
for 83% of them and Cork 8%.  
Dublin Airport handled 27,778,888 
passengers, an 11% increase on 2015.  
Cork, with 2,226,233 passengers, was 
up 8%, while Kerry, with 325,670, was 
up 7%.  The total number of departing 
passengers marginally exceeded 
those coming into the country, with 
16,411,135 departures and 16,330,092 
arrivals.
  The most popular routes 
from Dublin Airport include 
London-Heathrow, London-Gatwick, 
and Manchester. For Cork Airport, 
the three most popular routes were 
London-Heathrow, London-Stansted, 
and Amsterdam.  Last year, almost nine 
out of every ten passengers (87.8%) 
on international flights from Ireland’s 
main airports were travelling to or 
from Europe and, within that, the two 
most popular countries were the UK 
and Spain.  Outside of Europe, the US 
was the most popular destination.

Wherever our readers may be jetting 
off to this summer, we wish you happy 
and safe travelling. 
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PRODUCT/TECHNOLOGY NEWS

Getting on board with  
driverless vehicles

A driverless shuttle bus took to London 
streets in April 2017 with the aim of getting 
people used to the idea of sharing sections 
of the city with autonomous vehicles.  Much 
work is taking place in developing self-
driving cars but apart from the technical 
considerations, a key challenge will be 
overcoming the public’s concerns about 
vehicles driving around on their own without 
the benefit of a human being at the wheel.  
  Over a three-week period, the 
shuttle ferried passengers for free along 
a two-mile route in Greenwich near the 
Thames River.   Developed by Oxbotica, a 
driverless technology company, the shuttle 
can carry four passengers at a time and the 
ultimate aim will be to use the driverless 
vehicles to improve public transport in 
the city, starting in the Greenwich area.   
Oxbotica’s technology uses cameras and 
lasers to pinpoint the vehicle’s exact location 
and process data from the sensors to identify 
and track pedestrians, cars and other 
obstacles.  The mapping and obstacle data 
is combined to calculate a safe route for the 
shuttle to travel and the system can ‘see’ up 
to 100 metres ahead and is designed to help 
the vehicle come to a steady, comfortable 
stop whenever it detects that something is 
interrupting its path.  For the trial, a trained 
human operator was on board to manually 
stop the shuttle if necessary.
  The aim of the exercise was 
primarily to get people used to the idea of 
seeing autonomous vehicles on their streets, 
to enhance trust and confidence in driverless 
technology and to encourage people to get 
on board and try the shuttle out.   Officials in 
London are hoping that paying passengers 
could start using the system by 2019 on a 
trial basis with a view to rolling the shuttle 
service out elsewhere after that.Product News by Clodagh O'Donoghue

The products featured on these pages have not been tested by the Consumers’ Association of Ireland 
and their inclusion here is not, in any way, an endorsement of them. 

Electronic waste (e-waste) has become a massive 
problem but a cool new solution is looking to improve 
recycling rates. 
  The world of technology moves at lightning 
speed, with the latest and greatest gadgets constantly 
being usurped by ever-more impressive models 
and tempting us to upgrade to newer devices even 
though the old ones are still working away nicely.  This, 
combined with increasing affordability of consumer 
electronics, means that we are discarding ever-greater 
quantities of devices comprised of valuable and toxic 
components that are notoriously difficult to recycle.   
  E-waste has become a pressing environmental 
concern, with a United Nations report finding that, 
in 2014, less than one sixth of the 42 megatonnes of 
e-waste produced around the world was properly 
recycled or reused and that most of it ended up in 
landfills and incinerators. This represents a huge waste 
of valuable and useful metals like iron, gold, silver, 
copper and aluminium, and it also results in the release 
of toxins like mercury, cadmium and chromium into the 
environment.
  To tackle this issue, research is taking place 
at Rice University in the US and the Indian Institute 
of Science that adopts a new approach to treating 
e-waste.  Noting that heating things up tends to cause 
different elements and components to fuse together, 
researchers have taken the polar opposite approach and 
are freezing e-waste using liquid nitrogen.   At very low 
temperatures, materials do not like to mix but instead 
remain separate and they are also much easier to smash 
up and grind down to an ultra-fine dust using a device 
the team calls a ‘cyro-mill’.   The nanodust can then be 
bathed in water to help separate the polymer, metal and 
oxide particles from one another, enabling them to be 
reused and ensuring that there is virtually no waste.   
  It is a promising concept but it is still in 
development and may not be used extensively for some 
time.  In the meantime, when discarding your e-waste, 
doing so responsibly will at least go some way toward 
not compounding the environmental challenge facing 
the planet.  For details of how to recycle your electrical 
and electronic waste, including information on civic 
amenities and public collection days, visit weee.ie.

E-waste not, want not

Product/Tech  News
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Fujifilm’s Instax instant cameras have proved massively 
popular in an age when so many of our digital images 
remain on our phones and devices without ever making 
it to paper.  The latest in the range is the Instax Mini 9, 
which again provides ultimate ease of use in an attractive, 
colourful and chunky plastic package.  With no ISO to set 
and a fixed shutter speed of 1/60, you simply switch the 
power on, turn the dial to one of four brightness levels - 
indoors, cloudy, sunny and slightly cloudy, or sunny and 
bright -  and shoot away to obtain your photos minutes 
later.   To further increase simplicity of operation, Fujifilm 
says that the Instax Mini 9 will automatically determine 
the best brightness for taking a picture and light up the 
corresponding setting, so that you just have to turn the 
brightness adjustment dial to the lit position.  A ‘high-key’ 
mode further adjusts brightness to produce photos that 
look softer.
  The camera’s 60-mm lens focuses from 60cm 
(24 inches) but a close-up lens attachment is provided that  
can be clipped onto the lens and that lets you focus on 
subjects from just 35cm or 14 inches away.  Selfie lovers 
will appreciate the little mirror on the front of the camera 
next to the lens – although very basic compared with 
swivelling mirrors on more advanced devices it does at 
least help you to successfully frame your self portrait and 
avoid photo fiascos, which is particularly important given 
the cost of the film used in these cameras.  The aesthetics 
of these devices are a key selling point, and the Instax Mini 
9 comes in such appealing colours as flamingo pink, ice 
blue and lime green.
  The Instax Mini 9 is not in shops yet but its 
predecessor, the Instax Mini 8, is widely available, costing 
around €70.  The all-important film needed for these 
cameras typically costs €24.99 for 20 shots and €12.99 for 
ten photos.  These emerge in credit card-sized rectangles 
but Fujifilm has just announced a new Instax Square 
format that will give the option of square photos in the 
near future.

Many a desperate and sleep-deprived parent of 
a young baby has found that the most reliable 
way of soothing and settling a crying infant 
down for the night is to go for a spin in the 
car.   It must be something about the gentle 
rocking motion and the drone of the engine 
that calms infant nerves and provides the ideal 
environment for nodding off.  Car manufacturer 
Ford has taken inspiration from this tried-and-
tested parenting strategy to create a concept 
crib that mimics the experience of a night-time 
car journey for overtired babies and saves 
parents from having to find their car keys and 
set off for an otherwise unnecessary drive   
around the block.
  Currently in the territory of a 
marketing gimmick, the Max Motor Dreams 
crib is designed to help sell more Ford Max 
vehicles to families across Europe.  The crib is 
a stylish furniture item that sports some wood 
panelling and houses three elements for lulling 
infants to sleep.  Speakers in the base of the crib 
recreate the soothing hum of a car engine while 
a movement mechanism simulates the vibration 
of a car journey.  To complete the effect, LEDs 
line the edge of the crib and reproduce the 
fleeting light effects of a spin through the city 
late at night.  Everything is controlled by a 
phone app, so once your little bundle is snoring 
peacefully you can turn off all light, sound and 
motion effects.
  The bad news is that, for the moment, 
this remains a one-off item.  Ford Spain is 
holding a raffle for the crib that customers can 
enter if they sign up for a test drive of one of 
Ford’s Max vehicles.  The concept has been 
greeted with enthusiasm, however, so Ford 
is reportedly seriously considering putting it 
into production - particularly given that many 
parents would likely pay good money for a 
moving crib of this kind. 

Rock-a-bye baby Get the picture

Quick on the 
draw
Google has put artificial intelligence (AI) to 
use to improve the quality of our doodles.   Its 
new AutoDraw system allows even the most 
challenged of artists to use their phones or 
other internet-connected devices to draw a 
few squiggles on the screen and get these 
upgraded to professional-looking sketches.
Towards the end of 2016, Google looked 
for people to draw doodles as part of an AI 

experiment and, in an example of machine 
learning, the doodles taught the AI’s neural 
network to work out what different shapes 
represent so it could better predict what 
it was viewing.  Thus, with AutoDraw, the 
recently launched service will analyse your 
scribbles and offer a range of suggestions as 
to what you were trying to draw in the first 
place.  Simply click on the desired image and 
your doodle will be greatly enhanced with a 
professionally artistic touch.  
  The beauty of AutoDraw is that 
it can make most design ideas look like 
they were created by a professional for 

free without the need to install any design 
software or download an app.  Having 
accessed www.autodraw.com, you can start 
doodling away and the service will make 
an educated guess at what you are aiming 
for, with a series of alternatives appearing in 
the top window.  If you are somewhat more 
artistically adept and are pleased with your 
creation, you can simply retain your own 
doodle.  The finished image can then be 
shared on Facebook or Twitter, downloaded 
as a .png file, or used to craft a birthday 
card, party invite or whatever the occasion 
demands.

Fujifilm Instax Mini 9

8
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FOOD & HEALTH/Gluten-free products

The greatest thing since sliced bread or more of a marketing spin? Consumer 
Choice explores the gluten-free market in Ireland. 

Although coeliac disease affects only 
about 1% of the Irish population, gluten-
free diets have become an immensely 
popular lifestyle choice, particularly 
among those without a diagnosis of the 
disease.  One only has to glance at the 
supermarket shelves to know that there is 
a sizeable market for gluten-free products 
in Ireland, and, indeed, recent Bord Bia 
research has found that one in five Irish 
people shop for gluten-free food regularly.  
The category’s popularity comes despite 
the added cost involved given that, as 
even the most unengaged shopper will be 
aware, any product with a label touting 
special characteristics such as ‘gluten-free' 
will undoubtedly carry a steeper price 
tag. With the gluten-free market in Ireland 
tipped for continued growth and new 
labelling legislation being introduced, 
Consumer Choice explores the ins and 
outs of this fashionable food category.

The cost of going gluten-free
In spite of the significantly low incidence 
rate of diagnosed coeliac disease, the 
gluten-free food market in Ireland is 
burgeoning.  Currently valued at an 
impressive €66 million, this figure 
represents a year-on-year increase of 36% 
and further growth is projected.  Gluten-
free products almost invariably command 
a higher price than their gluten-containing 

counterparts, and, in fact, research has 
found that gluten-free products are 
on average 27% more expensive than 
equivalent food and drink products on 
sale in the UK and that shoppers are 
willing to pay a premium.  When we took 
a look at the Irish supermarket shelves, 
we found a similar trend, with gluten-free 
options being consistently more expensive 
than their non-gluten-free equivalents.   
A standard Goodfella's Margherita Pizza, 
for instance, currently retails at €3.39 in 
SuperValu while a Goodfella's gluten-free 
Margherita Pizza costs €4.49, making the 
gluten-free alternative around 30% more 
expensive.
  In terms of market share, 
branded products outstrip their own-
brand competitors, accounting for 70% 
of consumer spending in the gluten-free 
category.  In an effort to boost their slice 
of the market in this category, Tesco and 
SuperValu have continued to expand 
their respective ‘free-from’ ranges.  As 
own-brand alternatives tend to be less 
expensive than branded products we 
decided to compare the price of a Tesco 
‘free-from’ (gluten) white sliced bread loaf 
(400g) with the cost of Goodness Grains 
Farmhouse White Gluten-Free Loaf (400g) 
to see whether this idea held true for a 
gluten-free product.  Tesco’s free-from 
loaf came in at €3.05 while the Goodness 

Grains loaf was a little more expensive 
at €3.30 for 400g.  However, if we then 
compare both of these products to a 
Brennans white half pan (400g), which 
costs €1.26, we see that the price is just 
a fraction of its gluten-free alternative.  
This price differential, however, does not 
represent all profit and can in part be 
attributed to the added costs incurred by 
the manufacturer to meet certification and 
labelling requirements.  It seems, however, 
that voluntarily abstaining from gluten is a 
remarkably costly practice.

Why are we so willing to pay a 
premium? 
To many, the words ‘gluten-free’ on a 
product's label have become synonymous 
with the word ‘healthy’.  With celebrities, 
bloggers and the media widely villainising 
gluten and hailing the effects of its 
expulsion from our diets, it is no wonder 
that gluten-free products are selling 
like hotcakes.  The effect is so strong, in 
fact, that gluten-free foods have been 
described as carrying a ‘health halo effect’, 
whereby they are routinely perceived as 
‘healthier’ by consumers regardless of 
their actual nutritional content.  As any 
marketing expert will avow, perceptions 
are important and if consumers believe 
that gluten-free products are better, then 
logic no longer matters.

The Rise of 
Gluten-Free Products 

REPORT by Sarah Breathnach 
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How are consumers protected?
The Food Information to Consumer 
(FIC) regulation was brought about by 
the government to make it easier for 
consumers to navigate the nutritional 
labelling on food products and ensure 
that they are not misled in any way by 
product labelling. Since July 2016, foods 
labelled as ‘gluten-free’ or ‘very low 
gluten’ can also be accompanied by the 
statements ‘specifically formulated for 
people intolerant to gluten’ or ‘specifically 
formulated for coeliacs’.  In terms of the 
marketing of gluten-free products, the 
FIC regulation stipulates that if a company 
wishes to label its product as ‘gluten-free’ 
it must contain no more than 20 milligrams 
of gluten per kilogram.  Should a company 
want to market its product as ‘very low 
gluten’, the product is required to have 
been specifically processed to reduce 
gluten content so that it now contains no 
more than 100 milligrams of gluten per 
kilogram.
  Consumers may have noticed a 
number of food products on supermarket 
shelves carrying the label ‘naturally 
gluten-free’.  According to the Food 
Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI), the 
term ‘naturally gluten-free’ should not 
be used on products that would not 
typically contain gluten.  By specifically 
emphasising the absence of gluten in 
a product which would by virtue of 
its nature never contain gluten, food 
companies mislead the consumer.  Take, 
for example, milk: milk is going to be 
gluten free because by its very nature it 
does not contain gluten.  Food business 
operators cannot market it as such 
because every other milk product on 
the market is also gluten free. Products 
with more ingredients are, however, 
more complex.  In essence, the FIC 
regulation and its recent amendments 
are designed to ensure that food 
information and marketing strategies will 

not be misleading to consumers and this 
particularly applies to the current practice 
of suggesting that a food possesses a 
special quality when, in fact, all similar 
foods possess that same characteristic. 
  For sufferers of coeliac disease 
and other allergies, the legislation sets 
down provisions regarding the labelling, 
display and advertising of allergen 
information for foods sold in both loose 
and pre-packaged forms.  Under FIC, food 
producers must by law display allergen 
information in a clear form distinct from 
other ingredients so that it can be easily 
identified by the consumer.  While allergen 
declaration can be more complex for 
non-pre-packaged foods, the minimum 
requirements set out by the national 
measures state that the information 
must be in written form at the point of 
presentation, the point of sale, or at the 
point of supply.  Consumers with food 
allergies or intolerances are encouraged 
to contact the FSAI directly where 
they have had an adverse reaction to a 
pre-packaged food that they suspect may 
not be appropriately labelled (see Useful 
contacts).

Is going gluten-free really 
healthier?
Currently, the only way of managing a 
food allergy or intolerance is through 
avoidance of the substance.  The critical 
question is whether those without coeliac 
disease are also benefiting their health by 
abstaining from gluten?  Research from 
the Columbia University Medical Centre in 
New York found that those in their sample 
following a strict gluten-free diet often 
had a higher calorie and fat intake, were 
more likely to become overweight and 
could be deficient in vitamins and iron 
found in fortified foods such as breakfast 
cereals.  As a consequence of this study 
and a wealth of similar research that 
has gone before it, the advice is that a 

gluten-free diet should be avoided unless 
an individual has been diagnosed with 
coeliac disease by a medical professional. 

Separating the wheat from the 
chaff
Food hypersensitivity is undoubtedly 
a major problem, particularly in 
industrialised nations.  For the five-to-ten 
individuals per 1,000 in Ireland who 
suffer intolerance to gluten and for whom 
avoidance is the only means of control, 
a wide selection of gluten-free products 
on our supermarket shelves provides 
essential choice.
  For those, however, who do not 
have a diagnosis of coeliac disease, it is 
important to highlight that observing a 
gluten-free diet is not only a costly pursuit 
but non-sufferers may actually be doing 
their health a disservice by unnecessarily 
eschewing gluten. 
  It seems that given our proclivity 
to believe that anything with a ‘gluten-
free’ label is healthier, labelling and 
marketing regulations lend invaluable 
protection to the occasionally unwitting 
consumer in us all. 

Gluten-free cosmetics 
The latest question floated by advocates of the gluten-free lifestyle is whether we should not only banish gluten from our diets 
but from our skincare and beauty regimes as well.  Almost all cosmetics made by industry giants including Maybelline, L'Oreal, 
Bare Minerals and Covergirl among others contain no gluten.  And it was not until relatively recently that beauty brands began to 
highlight the gluten-free nature of their products.  We wonder whether it is really necessary for those suffering from coeliac disease 
to opt for gluten-free cosmetics.  When it comes to gluten intolerance, studies have found that even coeliacs can tolerate 20 parts 
per million of the proteins – so ingesting small amounts of gluten through lipstick wearing, for instance, would not be enough to 
trigger an immune-system response.  According to skin experts, gluten cannot be absorbed through the skin (i.e. not from skin 
contact).  Confusion surrounding the side-effects of using creams or makeup products containing gluten may arise from the rash that 
is associated with coeliac disease, which is called dermatitis herpetiformis.  This rash, however, is not a result of gluten's contact with 
the skin but rather a consequence of an immunoreaction arising from ingestion only. It seems, therefore, that the use of gluten-free 
cosmetics should be regarded as discretionary rather than necessary.

Useful contacts

Coeliac Society of Ireland
www.coeliac.ie 

Food Safety Authority of Ireland
www.fsai.ie
tel 1890 336677
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LIFESTYLE/Summer camps                                                          

School holidays are in sight…but how to fill the long  
summer days? Consumer Choice surveys the summer 
camps on offer in 2017 for children and teens. 

Summer is fast approaching and few relish 
the prospect more than school-going 
children for whom it brings weeks of 
freedom from class timetables, uniforms, 
study, exams and the other trappings 
of academic life.   With school holidays 
just over the horizon, their parents, 
on the other hand, may be filled with 
conflicting emotions.  Although a break 
from routine is always welcome, the weeks 
when schools are closed can stretch 
out like an endless void that will need 
to be filled, productively or otherwise, 
somehow.  With most family holidays 
lasting a mere fortnight at best, this 
still leaves many weeks where children 
are unoccupied.   Summer holidays as 
depicted in Enid Blyton stories see children 
able to roam free in invariably glorious 
sunshine, straying dangerously close to 
clifftops, ambling around lonely moors, 
messing about in boats, and generally 
risking life and limb while helping out law 
enforcement authorities by nabbing the 
odd criminal or two.  On so many levels, 
our health and safety conscious generation 
of parents could not sanction such a lack 
of structure and supervision.   Far from 
leaving our offspring to amuse themselves, 
most parents look to fill at least some 
of the summer weeks with a range of 
camps and courses that offer to entertain, 
educate, energise or enlighten.  The variety 

of interests catered for is truly impressive, 
with something for every taste and talent, 
from archaeology to zip lining and just 
about everything in between.   Consumer 
Choice takes its periodic look at some of 
the summer camps on offer around Ireland 
and considers what parents should watch 
out for as they hunt for the perfect course 
for their child

Summer camp survey
We last conducted a summer camp survey 
in 2014 and most of the courses on offer 
then remain available with similar or 
expanded offerings, testifying to their 
popularity and success.  We also feature 
some new courses and camps that have 
appeared since our last survey, but there 
are many, many more offerings available 
that we have not had the space to 
include.  In terms of pricing, many of the 
courses have not put up their prices in the 
intervening three years and, for those that 
have increased their fees, such increases 
have tended to be modest at around 
10%.  Undoubtedly, it is often pricier to 
keep teenagers entertained than their 
younger siblings, but the higher charges 
generally reflect longer hours of activity, 
more advanced levels of training or more 
sophisticated equipment on offer.   
  On our table, we have indicated 
the entire range of ages catered for in 

a particular course, but camps typically 
break down these age groups into much 
narrower bands – for example, 5-7 years, 
8-11 years, 12-15 years – so that instruction 
and tuition is more specifically geared 
towards the participants’ level of ability 
and understanding.  Most camps run on a 
weekly, Monday-to-Friday basis, though 
if the schedule coincides with the August 
bank holiday, camps will generally run for 
just the four days Tuesday to Friday and the 
fee will be reduced accordingly.
  Some of the most affordable 
courses we have found are subsidised 
in some way, by a corporate sponsor, 
government authority or national body.   
This can particularly be the case with 
sports activities.   Examples include 
the Football Association of Ireland (FAI) 
Summer Soccer Camps, sponsored this year 
by SportsDirect.com, and the Kelloggs GAA 
Cúl Camps.  Both run in multiple locations 
nationwide, with a weeklong FAI camp 
costing €65, including a kit, backpack and 
football, and the GAA camp costing €60.   
Sibling discounts of €10 apply in both 
cases and subsequent/second camps may 
be booked at a lower cost - €50 for the FAI 
camp and €35 for the GAA camp – without 
the kit and backpack. 
  Athletics Ireland, the national 
governing body for athletics in Ireland, 
also offers weeklong courses across the 

Summer 
Camp Survey   

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue
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country that are attractively priced at €50 
per week for four hours training each day.  
Children are given the chance to try out a 
whole range of athletic activities, such as 
sprinting, javelin, hurdles, shot put, long 
jump and relay races. 
  Anyone for tennis? The popular 
Parks Tennis programme is a countrywide 
initiative that offers structured tennis 
coaching combined with fun and games 
and is open to all children irrespective of 
previous tennis experience.  A low-cost 
subsidised programme, it is supported by 
the Irish Sports Council, local authorities 
and corporate sponsor Maxol.  We have 
included details of the offerings in Dublin, 
Cork and Galway on our table below but, 
in fact, there are programmes running 
the length and breadth of Ireland in 168 
locations.  Details vary across the locations, 
with slightly different age ranges catered 
for and varying lengths of sessions - from 
one hour to three hours - and pricing is 
also dependent on the venue.  In general, 
though, the Parks Tennis programme 
represents a very affordable way of 
ensuring your child gets out into the 
air and is introduced to a new sporting 
activity during the summer months.  The 
only equipment required is a pair of 
runners, a bottle of water and, on occasion, 
suncream.  Information can be found at 
www.parkstennis.com.
  For children and teens who 
lean towards more cultural or artistic 
activities, a good place to research 
possible summer options is your local arts 
centre, such as Glór in Ennis, The Source 
in Thurles, Solstice in Navan and Draíocht 
in Blanchardstown.   These institutions 
may host commercial summer camps or 
run their own courses, some of which 
may be subsidised by local authorities to 
bring down the cost for participants.  Arts 
centres frequently host free family days 
focused on cultural activities so it is worth 
keeping an eye on the relevant websites 
for news of such events.   The National 
Art Gallery in Dublin and other galleries 
around the country similarly offer family 
programmes, activities, tours and events 
that are often free though may need to be 
booked in advance.  The summer months 
can present an ideal opportunity to avail of 
such offerings.
  If you have an aspiring young 
author in your household, the excellent 
Fighting Words organisation offers three- 
and four-day summer camps in July and 
August providing inspiration and guidance 
in creative writing in all its forms, from 
creating comic books and graphic novels to 
devising scripts or composing songs.  Now 

with a permanent home in Cork as well as 
Dublin, courses are run by experienced 
professionals in their field, helped by a 
dedicated team of volunteers and are, 
almost uniquely, completely free of charge.  
Summer camps will be announced in late 
May and participants are allocated places 
on a lottery basis.
  The ever-growing importance 
and ubiquity of technology and the rising 
awareness of the need to improve STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and 
maths) abilities has led to an increase 
in the number of courses that focus on 
these areas.  Details for a number of these 
programmes are outlined on our table in 
our Special Interest section.  In addition, 
for 2017, the Anyone4Science camps have 
extended the range of courses on offer 
to include camps conducted in French for 
10-15 year olds and as Gaelige for 5-15 year 
olds in select venues.

Choosing a summer camp
There are many aspects for parents to 
consider when choosing a summer camp.  
Two primary concerns will be location and 
cost.  The number of hours of activity on 
offer becomes particularly important for 
working parents who are trying to sort out 
properly structured supervision for their 
children during the day.  Some courses 
provide extra hours to facilitate the needs 
of such parents with early drop-off or late 
collection services.  These will be priced 
separately and often cost in the region of 
€5 an hour.  
  When enquiring about cost, be 
sure to ask if there are any early booking 
discounts that may apply or if there 
is a reduction for enrolling a number 
of siblings at the same time.  Booking 
subsequent courses can also yield a 
discount, if you think your child is going to 
enjoy themselves so much that they would 
like to return for another week.  Making a 
decision sooner rather than later can be a 
good idea, as not only do popular camps 
book up quickly, but you may be able to 
avail of an ‘early bird’ rate and for very late 
bookings an extra charge may apply on 
some camps.
  Location, cost, and times are 
practicalities that undoubtedly need to be 
considered, but equally important to take 
into account are the interests, preferences 
and opinions of the child for whom, after 
all, the precious summer days should 
ideally represent a break from compulsory 
activities of all kinds, both academic and 
co-curricular, and a chance to spend time 
exploring a fun new activity or expanding 
their passion for a much-loved pastime.   

Obtaining buy-in from the child also 
ensures that the parent will not have 
handed over the fee for a summer camp 
only to encounter resistance or flat refusal 
when it comes to actually attending the 
course – particularly as any monies paid 
are likely to be nonrefundable.
  Above all, parents will need to 
be confident that their child is in safe 
and competent hands.  Since 29th April 
2016, when the National Vetting Bureau 
(Children and Vulnerable Persons) Acts 
2012-2016 came into effect, it is mandatory 
that people who work with children or 
vulnerable adults are vetted by the Garda 
Síochána National Vetting Bureau.  This 
vetting requirement includes all those 
involved in the provision of leisure, 
sporting or physical activities to children 
or vulnerable persons.  Thus, all those 
involved in providing summer camps or 
courses will need to have undergone the 
appropriate vetting procedure under the 
recent legislation – although, in practice, 
many organisations delivering courses 
to children had undertaken voluntary 
vetting of all personnel prior to the legal 
requirement.  Below is our CAI checklist of 
key factors that parents should consider 
before making a summer camp booking.

12
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The Consumers’ Association of Ireland’s Summer Camp Checklist 

• The level of supervision provided at a summer camp is a key consideration.  The optimum child-to-staff ratio can 
vary depending on the activity involved and the age of the children participating.  For peace of mind, it is good to check 
before you book on the camp’s policy on the number of children to staff and if the children will be fully supervised during 
all breaks.

• With certain types of activities, the qualifications of the instructors or leaders who will be in charge of your child can 
be very important, so you may want to ensure that the staff are appropriately trained and qualified before signing your 
child up for the camp.  You should also check if any of the staff or volunteers are trained in first aid.   Since April 2016, it is 
mandatory that all staff working with children or vulnerable adults undergo garda vetting.  

• Don’t forget to ask about sibling discounts – many summer camps offer slightly lower rates for second and subsequent 
children, with discounts of €5 - €10 often applying and some more generous offers available.  You generally need to book 
all children at one time to avail of such offers.  There may also be reductions for booking more than one week on a course 
and some camps offer daily rates if you don’t want to commit to the whole week.

• If you can plan ahead, early booking discounts often apply.  Modest deposits usually secure your child’s place but 
if you have to pay in advance, it is wise to check out the cancellation policy and whether your fee can be refunded - 
especially if you think that your summer plans might change and you will not be able to avail of the place after all.

• Word-of-mouth for local summer camps and online reviews for larger operations can be a great way of gauging if the 
camp is as good as it sounds in the brochure or flyer or on the website.

• It is useful to find out how the camp will be structured, what age groups will be put together and what a typical day 
will involve.

• Ireland has had some extremely wet summers in the past, so if your chosen summer camp focuses on outdoor 
activities, you should check that there is a firm plan in place for rainy days or if a camp is likely to be cancelled due to 
inclement weather.

• Make sure to obtain buy-in from your child, as it is stressful to have handed over the fee only to have your child refuse 
to go on the first morning or not to return on the second day.   

Useful websites

National Youth Council of Ireland
www.childprotection.ie

Department of Children and Youth Affairs
www.dcya.gov.ie

13
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Camp organiser Type of camp/Name of camp Location Duration¹ Times/Length of day Age group Price

Sports and Activities

Athletics Ireland Athletics Ireland Summer Camps - atheltics activities Locations nationwide 5 days 10am-2pm 6-12 years €50

Football Association of Ireland FAI Summer Soccer Schools - Mainstream Camps Locations nationwide 5 days 10.30am-3pm 6-14 years €65

Football Association of Ireland FAI Summer Soccer Schools -Goalkeeper Camps Locations nationwide 5 days 10.30am-3pm 6-14 years €65

GAA Kellogg's GAA Cúl Camps Locations nationwide 5 days 10am-2.30pm 6-13 years €60

Irish National Sailing School Summer Sailing Courses Dun Laoighre, Co. Dublin 5 days/4 days 10am-5pm 7-18 years €209/€179

Irish National Sailing School Summer Sailing Courses Dun Laoighre, Co. Dublin 5 days/4 days 9am-12.30pm 4-6 years €92/€76

Kayaking.ie Kids Kayaking Summer Camps Leixlip, Co. Kildare 5 days 10am-1pm 9-15 years €125

Let's Go Multi-activity and sports camps Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-3.30pm 5-12 years €90-€105 depending on venue

National Sports Campus Multi-activity Sports Camps Blanchardstown, Dublin 5 days 9am-3pm 5-13 years €90

Parks Tennis² Tennis coaching Dublin venues 5 days 2-hour sessions 5-17 years €40 for two weeks, €55 for four weeks

Parks Tennis² Tennis coaching Cork venues 5 days 2- or 3-hour sessions 6-17 years €50 per week

Parks Tennis² Tennis coaching Galway venues 5 days 1-hour sessions 5-14 years €35-€40 for four weeks depending on venue

Surfdock Watersports Camp Dublin 5 days/4 days 10am-4.30pm 8-16 years €215/€172

Trinity College Dublin Summer Sports Camp Dublin 5 days/4 days 9.30am-4.15pm 4-15 years €146

xtreme.ie Summer Adventure Camps Carton House, Kildare 5 days 9.30am-1.30pm 7-16 years €95

Arts and Performance

Artzone Summer Art Camps Dublin, Kildare and Meath 5 days/4 days 10am-2pm 5-12.5 years €125/€110

Artzone Fashion Academy/Photography Camp Dublin venues 5 days 10am-2pm 10-16 years €150

Artzone Animation Academy/Comic Book Illustration Camp Dublin venues 5 days 10am-2pm 10-16 years €150

Crawford Gallery Summer Animation Programme Cork 5 days 10am-3pm 8-12 years €130

Dance Theatre of Ireland Dance course Dun Laoighre, Dublin 5 days 10am-4pm 7-17 years €150

Gaiety School of Acting Acting for Tots drama courses Dublin 5 days 10am-1pm 4-7 years €120

Gaiety School of Acting Acting for Tweens drama courses Dublin 5 days 10am-2pm 8-11 years €160

Gaiety School of Acting Musical Theatre Camp Dublin 5 days 10am-2pm 8-11 years €160

Gaiety School of Acting Musical Theatre Teens Camp Dublin 5 days 10am-4pm 12-15 years €200

Gaiety School of Acting Make a Movie Camp Dublin 5 days 10am-2pm 8-19 years €160-€200

Idea Camp
Creativity activities covering music, food, design, games 

and media
DIT, Grangegorman, Dublin 5 days 9am-4pm 8-12 years €133

Independent Theatre Workshop Camp Broadway - musical theatre course Dublin 5 days 10am-4pm/1pm-4pm 7-16 years €160/€99

National Concert Hall Junior Songschool Dublin 5 days 10am-2pm 8-12 years €112.50

National Concert Hall Songschool Dublin 5 days 10am-4pm Secondary school students €150

Pine Forest Art Centre Junior Course, art and craft activities Glencullen, Co. Dublin 10 days 10am-4pm 5-12 years €265

Pine Forest Art Centre Senior Course, art and craft activities Glencullen, Co. Dublin 10 days 10am-4pm 13-16 years €295

Starcamp Music, dance, drama,games Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-2.30pm 4-12 years €90

Summer Stage Performing Arts Camp Dublin, Kildare 5 days 10am-3pm 4-13 years €80
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Camp organiser Type of camp/Name of camp Location Duration¹ Times/Length of day Age group Price

Special Interest

Alliance Francaise French classes for teenagers Dublin 2 10 days 10am-1pm  12-17 years €350

Alliance Francaise Art, crafts, songs and games through French for children Dublin 2 5 days 9.30am-2pm 4-10 years €220

Anyone 4 Science Science and engineering - primary school children Locations nationwide 5 days 10am-2pm 4-12 years €150

Anyone 4 Science Science and engineering - teenagers Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-2.30pm 13-15 years €180

Designer Minds Science, Design and Technology Summer Camps
Cork, Kerry, Limerick, Clare, Galway, Tipperary and 

Waterford
5days 4-hour sessions, various times 7-13 years €120

Dublin Zoo
Animal and nature studies, conservation and arts and 

crafts
Dublin 5 days 10am-2.30pm 6-12 years €130/€140³

Junior Chef Cookery Blackrock, Co. Dublin 5 days/4 days 9.30am-2pm 4-13 years 195/€160

Learnit Lego Education Junior Engineers Camp Locations nationwide 5 days/4 days 10am-2pm 6-8 years 105/€85

Learnit Lego Education Senior Engineers Camp Locations nationwide 5 days/4 days 10am-2pm 9-12 years 120/€96

Learnit Lego Education Junior Robotics Camps Locations nationwide 5 days 10am-2pm 8-11 years €130

Learnit Lego Education Senior Robotics Camps Locations nationwide 5 days 10am-2pm 11+ years €140

Let's Go iPad Camps - technology, multimedia, physical activities Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-3.30pm 8-12 years €90-€105 depending on location

The School of Irish Archaeology The Big Dig Archaeology Camps Dublin venues 5 days 9am-3pm 7-12 years €115

Savvy Teen Academy Communication, confidence, digital and study skills Dublin and Cork 4 days 10am-4pm 15+ years €399

Whizzkids Computers, technology and sports Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-1pm/1.30pm-5pm 8-12 years €99

Whizzkids Computers, technology and sports Locations nationwide 5 days 9.30am-3.30pm 8-15 years €155

Residential 

Connemara Maths Academy
Mathematical concepts, multimedia, adverture activities 

and team sports
Galway, Limerick 7 days 9-17 years €800

Coláiste Connacht Irish language college Galway 2/3 weeks 10-18 years €600/€900

Coláistí Chorca Dhuibhne Irish language college Kerry 2/3 weeks 10-18 years €750/€950

Coláiste na Rinne Irish language college Waterford 2/3 weeks 10-15 years €750/€995

Teenage Stage International Summer School Musical theatre course Dublin, Belfast, Ennis, Galway, 7 days 11-19 years €635

Basketball Ireland National Camps Basketball training Gormanston, Co. Meath 6 days 12-17 years €395/€265 nonresidential

Stagewise Youth Drama, Theatre and Acting Summer Course Palmerstown, Dublin 6 days 13-18 years €405

Euro Languages College French, German, Spanish Language learning Galway, Clare, Limerick, Kildare and Tipperary 18-19 days Secondary school students €1,175-€1,250

Delphi Resort Summer Camps Multi-activity camp - adventure activities Galway 3/5/7 days 8-17 years €229/€429/€499

Delphi Resort Summer Camps Teen Building Camp - adventure activities Galway 5/7 days 12-17 years €529/€599

Whizzkids Computers, technology and activities Limerick 6 days 13-17 years €475

Our table provides details of a selection of camps on offer for summer 2017, but there are hundreds more to choose from. Websites such as 

schooldays.ie, mykidstime.com and familyfun.ie provide details of a range of camps and you can also check out local libraries, sports clubs 

and arts centres to find out what is on offer in your area.

¹5 days generally refers to Monday to Friday. Some camps run for 4 days instead of 5 to accommodate the August bank holiday.  A reduced fee 

will apply and is indicated in the price column.

²Parks Tennis runs in counties nationwide with varying coaching times, dates and prices. 

³€120 annual pass holders/€130 non-annual pass holders.
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Consumer Choice investigates what the Financial 
Services Ombudsman’s Bureau can offer 
consumers, when can its services be availed of, and 
how it operates. 

At a glance
• When to use the FSOB
• How it works
• Limitations 

The office of the Financial Services 
Ombudsman (FSO) was established by 
the Central Bank and Financial Services 
Authority of Ireland Act 2004.  This was 
against a backdrop of Celtic Tiger Ireland, 
which generated significant levels of 
mis-selling of investment products to 
consumers.  Financial mis-selling includes 
banks, lending institutions or pension, life 
or insurance companies selling financial 
or investment products to consumers 
without fully explaining clearly the 
product being sold and its terms or selling 
an unsuitable product for the consumer’s 
needs.  Mis-selling also includes the seller 
failing to explain the relevant charges and 
penalties for early termination or failing 
to explain the cooling-off period or the 
consumer’s right to cancel. 
  ‘Consumer’ is defined as 
including any personal customer of 
the financial institution or any limited 
company, charity, club, trust or partnership 
with a turnover of less than €3 million. 
The term 'financial institution' has an 
equally broad meaning and includes 
banks, building societies, credit unions, 
stockbrokers, health insurance companies, 
money lenders, hire purchase providers 
and mortgage, insurance and other credit 
intermediaries. 

  The grievances that a consumer 
may have against a financial institution 
may include mis-selling of a financial 
product, misrepresentation, failure by 
a bank to observe codes of conduct, or 
failure by an insurer to indemnify an 
insured.  The fact that only a small number 
of the FSO decisions are published can 
curb consumers’ willingness to go this 
route - however, from what is published on 
the FSO website, we can see that various 
types of cases are covered.  Services 
offered by the FSO are free of charge. 

How it works 
The procedure involved in making a 
complaint is straightforward but can 
only begin once the consumer has 
raised the problem with the financial 
institution concerned and gone through 
its complaints procedure.  If this institution 
has failed to resolve the matter or 
informed the consumer of its anticipated 
timeframe to resolve the matter within 
40 days, excluding weekends and bank 
holidays, then the consumer can make a 
complaint to the FSO. 
  A complaint form can 
be downloaded from www.
financialombudsman.ie.  This is to 
be completed and submitted by the 

consumer.  While the Financial Services 
Ombudsman’s Bureau (FSOB) is available 
to assist consumers to complete their 
complaint forms, it is not permitted to 
give advice or opinions on the content of 
a consumer’s complaint.  If the matter is 
deemed to be outside the FSOB’s remit 
and cannot be dealt with by the office 
under law, however, the complainant will 
be informed as to the reasons why the case 
cannot be investigated.
  Most grievances that a customer 
may have against a financial institution are 
covered by this procedure.  Consumers 
cannot make a complaint in respect of a 
matter that is the subject of separate legal 
proceedings. Another major limitation 
for consumers is that they cannot make 
a complaint regarding an event that 
occurred in excess of six years ago.  In the 
case of mortgages to which the Central 
Bank’s Code of Conduct on Mortgage 
Arrears (CCMA) applies, no complaint may 
be made to the FSOB until the consumer 
has exhausted the bank’s formal arrears 
process or Mortgage Arrears Resolution 
Process (MARP). 
  Once a complaint is accepted, 
mediation is offered by the office to the 
parties of the dispute.  This mediation, as 
with all the other services offered by the 

Money/Financial Services Ombudsman

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes

The Financial Services 
Ombudsman Bureau – 
What consumers need to 
know
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FSOB, is free of charge.  Either party may 
refuse to partake in informal methods 
of resolving complaints but parties are 
strongly encouraged to engage in a 
meaningful manner and at an early stage. 
The FSOB dispute resolution officers use a 
range of interventions including by phone 
and email to give parties the opportunity 
to develop a shared understanding of the 
complaint but these dispute resolution 
officers do not take sides, apportion blame 
or judge who is right or wrong. 
  After the question of 
mediation has been dealt with or has 
been unsuccessful, the FSO at this 
point will begin investigations and will 
communicate with both parties as part of 
this investigation.  Prior to investigations 
the claimant will provide the necessary 
evidence and this will include the 
complaint set out in a clear manner, critical 
date within the case and the basis of the 
complaint.  In addition, the other party 
and the product involved will need to 
be clearly named and an outline of what 
the complainant wishes the FSO to do in 
order to resolve the situation should be 
provided.  Items to be submitted with the 
complaint should include a letter from 
the provider stating that the complainant 
has completed its internal complaints 
process and that no resolution has been 
found. Letters and emails to and from the 
provider will need to be included together 
with policy documents and statements. 
Dates of meeting between parties and 
who was spoken to as well as a record 
of phone calls and any other relevant 
information, such as medical reports 
where necessary, are all required. This file 
will be sent to the Adjudication Service, 
which, having considered all the evidence 
and submissions, will issue a preliminary 
finding to both parties. 

  An oral hearing may be necessary 
where there is an issue of fact in dispute 
between the consumer and the provider 
that cannot be resolved on the basis of 
the documents provided by the parties.  In 
such cases, the FSO may decide to call a 
hearing where both parties will be required 
to give evidence.  Either party may also ask 
for a hearing but this request may not be 
agreed to and this will be decided on the 
facts of the case.  If a hearing is held, then 
the oral evidence will be reviewed along 
with the documentary evidence.  Then a 
finding to both parties will be issued.  The 
FSO will make a decision on the case and 
can award damages of up to €250,000 
against the financial institution. 

Factors to consider 
There are a number of extremely important 
aspects to using the services of the FSO of 
which consumers need to be aware.  Firstly, 
it has been held in numerous High Court 
cases that decisions of the FSO are binding 
on all parties, subject to the right of appeal.  
This means that the issues in respect 
of which decisions are made cannot be 
re-litigated in court.  The consumer must 
decide at the very beginning which route 
to follow, the FSO or the courts.  
  Court carries with it the 
risk of legal costs of your own legal 
representatives and, in some cases, the 
costs of the financial institutions.  It is also 
important to consider the financial limit 
the FSO has of €250,000 as opposed to the 
Circuit Court, which acts within a monetary 
jurisdiction of €75,000.  Cases involving 
amounts in excess of €75,000 will have to 
be heard in the High Court and this, like the 
Circuit Court, will incur significant costs but 
these are even higher.  This demonstrates 
the great service that the FSO offers free 
of charge to consumers with cases up to a 
value of €250,000. 

  It is important to be aware that 
complainants effectively have one bite of 
the cherry and, in all cases but particularly 
those of significant value, great care 
must be taken to give the FSO complaint 
the consideration it requires. When you 
commence this route you are acting within 
the parameters of the FSO and you will not 
then be able to pursue your case in the 
Circuit Court. Any decision made by the 
FSO is legally binding on the complainant 
and the provider and can only be appealed 
in the High Court. When complainants 
go the traditional court route, they have 
access to solicitors and barristers who are 
well versed in practice and procedure, 
though, of course, the value of the case is 
likely to be the deciding factor in whether 
a complainant engages the services of a 
legal professional.
  If the customer is unhappy with 
the decision of the FSO, they can appeal 
this decision to the High Court. The test 
applied by the High Court in deciding 
whether to uphold an appeal is whether 
the consumer has demonstrated a 'serious 
or significant' error in the findings of the 
FSO.  For example, if the FSO has failed 
to have proper regard to the Consumer 
Protection Code in making its decision, 
failed to hold an oral hearing or if there 
are complaints regarding due process.  
Appeals may be brought on the grounds 
that the FSO misunderstood the nature of 
the complaint, the FSO was acting outside 
its power or an error of law was made.  
These appeals are generally brought by the 
consumer but, on occasion, are brought by 
the financial institution.

Time limits  
Time limits act as a bar for so many 
consumers and the magic number is six 
years.  The FSO cannot under law deal with 
complaints where the events complained 
of occurred more than six years prior 
to the lodgment of the complaint.  This 
limitation is very strictly applied and this 
is despite the fact that many financial 
products are purchased on the strength 
of representations made at the time of 
purchase, which is very often more than 
six years before the time a complaint 
may arise.  This six-year limitation arises 
from the Statute of Limitations Act and 
also applies in the courts.  There have 
been calls by the FSO to have this time 
limit reviewed, most recently as part of 
the amalgamation of the FSO and the 
Office of the Pensions Ombudsman as the 
Pensions Ombudsman is not subject to this 
rule. The consequences of such a change 
would be far reaching, such as the costs 
associated with investigating back a further 
number of years and the fact that relevant 
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documentation would have been shredded 
in line with the current six-year rule.  In 
addition, there would be implications for 
financial institutions remaining in existence 
and their insurance cover having to be 
extended past the current six years. This 
is an issue that must be considered by 
Government as this six-year limitation can 
lead to great injustices for individuals. 
  If you think you are out of time 
it is important for you to consider if you 
would be able to frame your complaint in 
a manner that relates to something more 
recent than the initial contract in order to 
be inside the six-year limit.  For example, if 
borrowers were told at the time of signing 
the mortgage that it would be a fixed rate 
mortgage for the first ten years but the 
bank increases the interest rate after seven 
years, a complaint to the FSO should point 
to the bank’s raising of the interest rate as 
the focus of the complaint as opposed to 
the bank’s initial promise not to increase 
the interest rate.  
  The case studies below, taken 
from the Financial Services Ombudsman 
website, demonstrate that the FSO does 
offer a forum for consumers to seek 
redress for claims of varying values and, 
with the focus on developing more direct 
interactions with parties and a faster 
and increasingly more efficient service, 
it does offer consumers an alternative to 
the traditional court route.  As with many 
decisions, the value of a claim will be a 
determining factor in a consumer deciding 
to go the route of the FSO for free or 
through the traditional court system with 
a risk of high costs to pay.  The merits of 
the case will be as much a guiding factor as 
the monetary value and, above all else, the 
six-year limitation applies to all consumers 
for now.  If in doubt of your time limit, 
stop the clock running by submitting 
your complaint to the FSO or issuing court 
proceedings. 

Useful contact

Financial Services Ombudsman Bureau 
Lincoln House
Lincoln Place
Dublin 2

website: www.financialombudsman.ie
tel: 01 662 0899
email: enquiries@financialombudsman.ie

Case 1 Insurance complaint

Background

Aoife suffered from a medical condition in 2009-2010. She was symptom 
free when she booked a holiday and took out insurance cover in 2014. While 
on holiday Aoife had breathing problems and on a doctor's advice was 
admitted to hospital. Aoife was admitted to a private hospital and contacted 
her travel insurance company for assistance. Aoife was six days in the private 
hospital. On making a claim while still in the private hospital, Aoife was in-
formed by the insurance company that there was no cover under her policy 
as the insurance company deemed her condition to pre-exist her insurance 
contract. Aoife, due to mounting bills was transferred to a public hospital. 
Aoife argued that her new condition had nothing to do with her previous 
condition. She also pointed out that she was extremely stressed waiting 6 
days for a response from her insurance company. There was also a 5 month 
period in which she waited for a response to her complaint.

Decision

The Ombudsman questioned whether the insurance company had sufficient 
evidence to declare that the condition Aoife suffered from was pre-existing. 
The insurance company reviewed its medical file and agreed it did not pre-
exist the contract and agreed to meet the claim. 

The Ombudsman then turned his attention to the delays incurred and in do-
ing so he considered that:
Aoife did not receive full treatment in a private hospital.
There were delays in her treatment that had a knock on effect on health and 
repatriation.
The stress and trauma to herself and the family in trying to deal with the situ-
ation without the assistance of the company.
The time and effort involved in the appeals process.

The Ombudsman directed the insurance company to pay Aoife €5,000 for 
the reasons listed above.

CASE STUDIES

Case 2 Banking complaint re chargeback

Background

Cora brought some camera equipment online to the amount of €350 in 
August 2014. The equipment arrived without some parts. Cora, tried to 
resolve the matter with the online retailer but to no avail. In December 2014 
she contacted her bank to make a chargeback on her account as the goods 
she received were not as described. The request for chargeback had to be in 
writing and Cora states at no time in her conversations with the bank in De-
cember 2014 was this brought to her attention. The bank refused to proceed 
with the chargeback as Cora was outside the 120 day time frame to submit 
it. It states that its customer service representative would not have been in a 
position to tell Cora of the need for the request to be in writing as they were 
not trained in the area.

Decision

The Ombudsman was mindful that Cora stated that she contacted the 
customer service number listed on the Provider's website for information on 
chargebacks. It is a mystery, therefore, why the staff available did not have 
the requisite information on the chargeback process.

The Ombudsman was satisfied that the Cora was not informed, at any time 
during the telephone calls with the bank that there was an urgency on the 
matter and/or that the Chargeback Department would be unable to process 
the claim for her if the chargeback form was not received in writing. The 
Ombudsman was satisfied that the bank gave no indication to Cora that 
there might be a problem if the documentation was not received within the 
120 days. This was most unsatisfactory. 

Accordingly, the Ombudsman directed that the bank compensate Cora for its 
shortcomings by crediting her account with an amount of €350.
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Case 3 Mis-selling of an investment 

Background

A woman complained to the Ombudsman that shortly after being widowed in 2006, she sought investment advice from the 
provider which resulted in an investment of €200,000 into a highly geared property fund. The complainant was adamant that 
the huge level of risk involved in this investment had not been explained and the investment sold by the provider was wholly 
unsuitable for her in circumstances where she was seeking to invest the proceeds of a life assurance policy in order to provide 
for the future, taking into account her responsibilities for her three children.

The provider maintained that alternative investments had been suggested to the complainant, including one which was capital 
guaranteed and another which offered a medium level of risk. The provider maintained that the investment had proceeded on an 
execution-only basis and that the “suitability letter” had issued in error to the complainant, when it was not in fact necessary.

An issue arose as to the beneficial ownership of the investment, although by August 2012 the investment had a nominal value of 
€0. At the Oral Hearing, the complainant confirmed that in late 2006 the figure invested represented approximately 25% of the 
overall funds available for investment. The provider’s representative confirmed that in late 2006 this particular geared invest-
ment product had been categorised as “medium” risk. It further came to light that no financial fact find had been carried out and 
no investment meetings or discussions had taken place between the parties. The provider’s representative confirmed that, in this 
instance, the investment proposal had been communicated to the complainant through her brother who was connected to the 
provider. It was further noted that the “investment proposal” document which the complainant received, referred to a “low-risk 
profile”.

The evidence from the complainant at the Oral Hearing clarified that it was her funds alone which were invested in the product in 
late 2006. The evidence also confirmed that the recommendation letter, which included an explanation that the maximum loss 
was restricted to the entirety of the amount invested in the fund, was not signed by the complainant until more than two months 
after the commencement of the investment.

Decision

Having considered the evidence, the Ombudsman rejected the suggestion that the investment had proceeded on an execution 
only basis. He found a complete failure on the provider’s part to assess the suitability of the product to the complainant, notwith-
standing its knowledge that she was particularly vulnerable at the time. He took the view that there had been a total abdication 
of responsibility by the provider and that it had failed in its duty of care to the complainant and, in particular, it had failed to take 
into account her complete lack of investment experience, her vulnerable status and the circumstances at the time of the invest-
ment, only a number of months after her husband’s death.

The Ombudsman found that the investment product had been mis-sold and directed an immediate payment to the complainant 
in the sum of €200,000.

Source: www.financialombudsman.ie.
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PRODUCT TEST/Apple iPad 9.7                                                       

How does the newest iPad 
compare to its similarly 
sized siblings, the iPad Air 
2 and the iPad Pro 9.7?

With little fanfare, Apple has launched a new 
iPad, offering incremental improvements 
over the iPad Air 2, some similar specs to 
the iPad Pro 9.7 and a price tag that is lower 
than either.    The quiet arrival of Apple’s 
latest offering and the lack of hype around 
it reflects the fact that the new iPad brings 
little in the way of innovation or additional 
capabilities.  But then, why fix something 
that is not broken in the first place?  In line 
with its low-key launch, Apple is calling the 
new offering simply ‘iPad’ but we, along with 
most retailers, are referring to it as the iPad 
9.7.  This is yet another quality offering from 
Apple that turned in a stellar performance 
in our independent tests.  So how does it 
compare with the two other Apple iPads 
with similar dimensions - and which one 
should you opt for?  

iPad 9.7 vs iPad Air 2
Since we initially looked at the iPad Air 2 
in our 2015 test, Apple quietly doubled the 
storage of its most affordable version in 
2016 from a somewhat stingy 16GB to a 
more reasonable 32GB.  Thus, we can now 
directly compare the Air 2 with the entry-
level iPad 9.7, which also offers 32GB of 
memory, of which 23GB is available to users 
after the operating system and pre-installed 
apps are taken into account.   For those who 
want to store lots of apps, photos, videos 
and the like, the new iPad also comes in a 
128GB version.  
  The two tablets deliver 2048 x 
1536 resolution on their 9.7-inch Retina 
display screens for a stunning visual 
experience.  The new iPad’s screen is 
actually brighter but owners of the already 
nicely bright Air 2 don’t need to be too 
envious on this count unless they tend to do 
a lot of reading in strong sunlight.  The Air 2 
retains its lightweight superiority at 440g, 

compared with the new iPad, which weighs 
466g, but the extra 26g does not impair 
one-handed holding comfort or portability 
to any real degree.  Processing on the 
newer device is slightly faster thanks to the 
A9 processor on the iPad 9.7, compared to 
the Air 2’s fairly nippy A8X – though, again, 
users might be hard-pressed to notice any 
significant difference.  
  Battery life has also improved on 
the latest iPad, offering over ten hours of 
web browsing on a single charge compared 
with eight hours provided by the Air 2.  
Both devices have a front-facing 1.2MP 
camera for selfies and video calling and 
a rear-facing 8MP camera that will take 
decent snaps.   Despite the improvements 
made over the older iPad, the new iPad 9.7 
is, unusually, priced slightly lower than the 
iPad Air 2 for equivalent storage amounts.  

iPad 9.7 vs iPad Pro 9.7 
The iPad Pro 9.7 wowed our testers when 
they got their hands on it, with our February 
2017 report seeing it scoring higher than 
any other iPad to date and placing it firmly 
at the top of the batch of tablets on test.  
The new iPad 9.7, unsurprisingly, does not 
surpass its higher-end sibling in its overall 
scoring - but it comes pretty close.  The 
screens of both tablets sport the same 
dimensions and resolution, though the 
iPad Pro has the benefit of a True Tone 
display that can adjust its colour balance 
in response to the surroundings.  Although 
the new iPad has upped the ante with its A9 
processor, it is pipped in the speed stakes 
by the A9X processor on the Pro device.  
Adding significantly to its versatility and its 
ability to get work done, the iPad Pro 9.7 can 
be used in conjunction with both the Apple 
Smart Keyboard, which snaps on to the 
tablet, and with the Apple Pencil, a handy 

stylus for navigating, typing, drawing and 
tracing.  The new iPad 9.7 is not compatible 
with the Apple Pencil and only works with 
third-party keyboards using a Bluetooth 
connection.
  Those who often use their tablet 
for snapping photos might need to consider 
that the iPad Pro has the better camera 
capabilities, sporting a 5MP front-facing 
camera and a 12MP rear-facing camera 
versus the newer device’s 1.2MP and 8MP 
cameras.  The iPad Pro also offers an 
extra pair of stereo speakers - four in all, 
compared with two on the iPad 9.7 - for 
a more surround-like experience while 
watching videos or playing games.   In 
another crucial difference, whereas the 
32GB version of the iPad 9.7 is priced 
at €419 across most retailers, the same 
capacity iPad Pro costs between €649 and 
€700.

The verdict 
Apple products can rarely be termed 
affordable but for a new-entry iPad, the 9.7 
is a little more modestly pitched in terms of 
price and could tempt those who have been 
toying with the idea of getting an iPad for a 
while or those whose current iPad is waning.  
Those who already have a perfectly good 
iPad Air 2 at home are unlikely to be rushing 
out to upgrade to the newer model, however 
– the differences are simply not sufficiently 
noticeable when the device is in use.  There 
will be those who will eschew the more 
basic new model and opt for the iPad Pro 
9.7, which undoubtedly has a good few more 
tricks up its sleeve.  However, given that you 
will likely need to pay around an extra €250 
for the iPad Pro 9.7 over the newest model, 
you will need to be sure that you will make 
good use of the additional features and 
capabilities.   

Apple iPad 9.7                                                       

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

General performance (10%) 

Screen quality (15%)  

Ease of use (25%)  

Specific tasks (25%) 

Battery life (15%) 

Device overview (10%)

Back-up security (0%)


Score: 80% 
Star ratings are out of five 
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS

Price (€) Other memory 
storage options 

(GB)

Weight (g) Screen 
resolution

Front camera 
resolution (MP) 

Rear camera 
 resolution (MP) 

Processor Fingerprint sensor

Apple iPad Pro 9.7 32GB 649 128, 256 449 2048x1536 1.2 12 A9X ✓

Apple iPad 9.7  32GB 419 128 466 2048x1536 5 8 A9 ✓

Apple iPad Air 2 32GB 449 128 440 2048x1536 1.2 8 A8X ✓

MODEL TEST PERFORMANCE    SCORE %

General  
performance (10%)

Screen quality 
(15%)

Ease of use (25%) Specific 
tasks (25%)

Battery life (15%) Device overview 
(10%)

Back-up security 
(0%)

 

Apple iPad Pro 9.7 32GB        82

Apple iPad 9.7  32GB        80

Apple iPad Air 2 32GB        76

Our table below compares the new Apple iPad 9.7 with the iPad Air 2 and the iPad Pro 9.7 both in terms of the specifications they offer 
and how they performed in our rigorous independent tests.  The 32GB, wi-fi only versions of each device were assessed and the new 
iPad 9.7 has, unsurprisingly, scored sufficiently highly to join its siblings in achieving Choice Buy status.

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five. 

Specifications

Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop around.  Prices are 
provided for the wi-fi only version.  
Weight: The weight of the device in grams without including 
any detachable keyboards.

Test Performance

General performance: Includes the results of benchmark tests 
to gauge how quickly data is moved around the system as well 
as ratings for the start-up time, the speed of switching between 
apps and the tablet’s performance when copying files.
Screen quality: The screen’s resolution and viewing angle, 
colour purity and absence of reflection in various lighting 
conditions.  
Ease of use:  Includes ratings for the ease of setting up and 
using the function buttons, connecting to wi-fi or a 3G/4G 
network and transferring files, as well as the speed and accuracy 
of the touchscreen, the convenience of the physical and virtual 
keyboards, and the quality of the automatic screen rotation.
Specific tasks: Includes ratings for the video call function, 
watching videos, listening to music, taking still photos, 
making videos, the email function, surfing the web and ebook 
capabilities.
Battery life: Includes ratings for the length of time a fully 
charged battery lasts when playing video or web browsing 
using wi-fi or 3G/4G connections and the battery life gained 
after charging the device for just 30 minutes.
Device overview: Includes ratings for the construction quality 
of the tablet, the connections available, the measured size of 
internal storage and the portability of the device. 
Backup – security: Includes ratings for the ease of making 
a backup and resetting the tablet, the quality and range of 
security features, and the convenience of creating multiple user 
accounts.
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In need of a new 
lawnmower? Don’t 
let the grass grow 
under your feet….our 
four Choice Buys are 
a cut above the rest.

With the weather warming up, the grass is 
once again shooting out of the ground and 
keeping it under control can be a challenge.  
Maintaining a lawn is a somewhat onerous 
task but a great lawnmower can help to 
cut down on the time and effort involved.  
Choosing the right lawnmower depends 
largely on the type of garden you are 
dealing with, how much effort you are 
prepared to put in and how fussy you are 
about the finish.

Choosing a lawnmower
For the truly environmentally conscious, 
the most energy efficient option for 
keeping your lawn trim is undoubtedly the 
old-style hand-push lawnmower, in which 
the only energy input required is your own.  
You won’t have to store petrol, plug in a 
cord or – generally - charge a battery and 
these simple machines are both quiet and 
inexpensive.  For those who like to get a 
workout as they tend their garden, these 
mowers are ideal - unless of course you opt 
for a model that uses a battery-powered 
motor to turn the blades while you push 
and reduces the amount of human energy 
required.  However, cutting widths are 
typically fairly narrow, and these machines 
tend to struggle with long grass or uneven 
ground.   In addition, few collect the grass 
well.  Essentially, hand-push mowers are 
best suited to small, flat lawns where you 
are prepared to cut short grass regularly, 
which requires a degree of dedication, and 
either leave the clippings to mulch down 
or get the rake out after each mowing 
session.
  A very popular choice, electric 
lawnmowers are typically lightweight and 
easy to use and maintain, can effectively 

handle long or damp grass, and often 
collect clippings as you mow.  Corded 
models are widely available and relatively 
affordably priced so, as long as you have 
an available power point and do not mind 
dragging a cable around, these can be a 
great option.  If you want to ditch the cord, 
however, and opt for a battery-powered 
cordless model, you will pay for the 
privilege.  These lawnmowers tend to be 
pricey, at around double the cost of their 
corded equivalents, but they offer some 
key advantages, with the lack of a cord 
lending them supreme manoeuvrability 
around obstacles.  Thus, for those with a 
lot of trees or ornamental features in their 
gardens, it might be worth splashing out 
on a cordless model.  In addition, cordless 
lawnmowers have improved greatly in 
recent years in terms of performance and 
battery life.  Whereas in the past, a battery 
may have lasted up to just 15 minutes, 
sufficient only for the most compact of 
lawns, on newer models a single battery 
charge yields a lot more cutting time, 
providing power for up to 90 minutes.  
With cordless models, you will need to 
think ahead to ensure they are powered 
up before your mowing session - though 
charging times are reducing and you may 
be able to have a spare battery on hand.
  Those with really large tracts 
of grass might be tempted by a petrol 
mower.  The powerful machines are great 
for ploughing through bigger areas and 
tackling rough patches, though there 
are some drawbacks.  Compared with 
electric or battery-operated mowers, 
petrol mowers can be a hassle to start and 
fiddly to refuel, and you will need to store 
the petrol safely.  Those with a key start 
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are easier to get going than those with a 
pull-start ignition and, as these machines 
can be heavy to push around, models that 
are self-propelled can be handy, albeit 
pricier.  Petrol mowers can also be tricky to 
manoeuvre around, bulky to store and will 
need occasional servicing to keep them 
running smoothly.  On the plus side, there 
is no cable to worry about when mowing 
around trees or other obstacles.
  Among our Choice Buys are three 
cordless models and one corded electric 
lawnmower, with no petrol mowers from 
our current batch achieving Choice Buy 
status.  Although undoubtedly pricey 
machines, our Choice Buy models can 
deal with all kinds of challenging grass 
scenarios to deliver a quality finish.

Useful features
Whatever type of lawnmower you buy, 
consider cutting width as, although larger 
models are pricier, they can substantially 
cut down on the amount of walking and 
pushing you will need to do.  So you 
should take the size of your garden into 
account as a key factor in your purchasing 
decision.   Having determined the 
lawnmower size and type you need, there 
are also some handy features on offer for 
you to bear in mind.

Metal blades
Mowing is all about the cutting 
performance, and metal blades will do the 
job more effectively than plastic blades.

Handle/switch 
You will be more inclined to tackle the task 
of mowing more often if the mower is as 
easy to use as possible, so look for handles 
that are comfortable to grip and offer a 
range of holding positions.  Rather than a 
single operating switch on one side of the 
machine, a long switch that runs the width 
of the handles and allows you to use both 
hands for operation cuts down on wrist 
strain.  Alternatively, a dual handle set-up 
where you can use either your right or left 
hand to operate the machine is useful.  
Handle height is also important, with some 
models allowing you to adjust this to a 
level that best suits you.

Cutting heights 
It is handy if the mower offers a number 
of different cutting heights to allow you 
to cut to varying levels depending on the 
time of year.  However, this is most useful 
if it is straightforward to change between 
the various heights via a simple lever or 
other mechanism without having to get 
the screwdriver out to adjust each wheel 

in turn.

Grass box capacity 
A grass catcher or collector is a cloth 
bag or plastic box that holds the grass 
clippings produced as you mow.  This is 
useful as leaving clippings on your lawn 
can suffocate the grass beneath.  It will 
cut down on the time it takes to mow 
your lawn if you can minimise the number 
of trips you have to make to empty the 
clippings.  Thus, a grass box with a large 
capacity is preferable, especially for bigger 
gardens.  However, not only does the grass 
box need to have generous proportions, it 
needs to be able to fill effectively.

Roller 
A roller attached to the rear of the mower 
will give the grass a neatly striped look for 
those seeking a professional finish – the 
heavier the roller, the more pronounced 
the stripe.

Mulching feature 
Some mowers provide a mulching option 
that recuts the grass clippings into tiny 
pieces before dispersing them back onto 
the lawn, where they can break down and 
feed the grass. 

Useful contacts

Bosch 
www.bosch- 
garden.com/gb/
tel  0044 344 7360 109   

EGO
http://egopowerplus.ie/

The lengths we go to...
Our lawnmower assessments present particular challenges for our testers, taking them out of the laboratory 

environments to see how these machines fare in different types of garden scenarios and determine which ones make 

the cut.   Testers seek to evaluate first how the lawnmower models tackle a standard lawn representative of a typical 

back garden.  A standard test lawn is identified with well-established, uniform grass that has been mown regularly for 

several years.  This lawn should be level and the grass should have reached an average height of 40-50mm across 

the whole test area.  Plots of 3m x 10m are marked out and two experienced testers use each lawnmower model on 

two of these plots with the blade height set as close as possible to 25mm.  Testers record the time taken to mow the 

plot, including emptying the grass catcher, and the weight of the grass clippings collected.  The condition of the lawn 

is assessed both immediately after and three days afterwards, looking at the evenness and cleanness of the cut, 

mulching efficiency and the overall quality of finish.

  To evaluate how well lawnmowers cope with damp grass, the same standard test lawn test is used with 

mowing carried out following a light shower or heavy dew leaving a uniform dampness – and if necessary a little light 

irrigation is used.

  For the long grass test, the grass on the standard test lawn is let grow to an average height of 100mm 

across the entire area, representing the type of growth that might be experienced following a summer holiday, 

for instance.  Testers rate the machines’ ability to cope with long grass, noting any hesitation, stalling, blockage or 

excessive build-up of clippings.    

  For the rough grass assessments, an area of grass that has been allowed to grow long, such as a wild flower 

meadow, is identified.  The grass should be at least 30cm high and the mowers are set to a cutting height of 60mm 

or as close to this as possible.  Testers then rate the mowers’ ability to complete the task - taking into account any 

problems such as stalling, hesitation, or blockage of the chute – as well as the quality of the cut produced.

  Finally, to see how the lawnmower models deal with difficult terrain, two testers put them to work in the 

following four situations:

i) an uneven or undulating lawn

ii) a sloping lawn

iii) along a lawn edge next to a soil border

iv) along a wall or fence

In each scenario, the testers note any problems encountered, such as grass missed, slipping or loss of 

manoeuvrability, or whether the grass catcher becomes dislodged.
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Those with larger gardens might like to consider the Choice 
Buy Ego Power+, a powerful lawnmower with a sizeable cutting 
width of 49 inches and some novel features.   In tests, this model 
coped particularly well with rough grass and difficult terrain but 
the finish on a standard lawn, though satisfactory, did not quite 
match the quality of the other Choice Buys and the dimensions of 
this machine may make it tricky to handle in small spaces.  At over 
26kg, this cordless electric model is as heavy as a petrol mower 
but though it is not self-propelled, testers did not have to use too 
much force to push it and it offers very good manoeuvrability.  
Five cutting height options are provided between 25mm and 
80mm and the substantial 56V battery delivered sufficient power 
for a very reasonable 45 minutes of mowing.  A three-in-one 
feature lets users decide if they want to mulch their clippings, 
collect them in the rear grass catcher, or spew them out to one 
side.  LED lights are provided for those who like to do their 
mowing as the sun goes down.

3. Ego Power+ €699 (Cordless)
The Choice Buy Bosch Rotak 43 Ergoflex is an excellent, easy-to-
use, corded option for a medium to large-sized family garden.  
The manufacturer has updated its popular range of lawnmowers, 
which continue to deliver great cutting performance in a variety 
of situations – from level lawns to damp, rough and long grass.  
Testers found the Ergoflex handles very comfortable to use, 
offering different options for how to position the hands when 
pushing the mower, and the grass catcher holds a generous 50 
litres of clippings and fills up effectively, minimising how often it 
will need to be emptied.  Cutting height is adjusted via a single 
lever with six settings to choose from between 20mm and 70mm 
and, at 13kg, this is a lightweight machine that provides great 
manoeuvrability.  The cable on this latest version is just 10m long, 
so you will probably need an extension cord to reach the end of 
all but the smallest of gardens.  Bosch also makes 40-inch and 37-
inch versions of this lawnmower, which also performed very well 
in our tests and could be well worth considering, depending on 
the size of your garden.

7. Bosch Rotak 43 Ergoflex €286 (Electric)

The Choice Buy Bosch Rotak 43 Li is an impressive cordless 
electric lawnmower that tackles all types of terrain with ease.  
Powered by a lithium battery that fits into the top of the body of 
the machine, this is a large lawnmower with a generous cutting 
width of 43cm but that is nonetheless lightweight at just under 
14kg, making it easy to push around.  Not only does it provide 
an excellent finish to a family lawn, this lawnmower copes 
effortlessly with damp or rough grass and uneven or sloping 
ground.  It is particularly good at cutting very closely to edges 
and around obstacles, thanks to its great manoeuvrability, inset 
wheels and grass combs.   The grass catcher holds a substantial 
50 litres of clippings and fills up very effectively, resulting in 
fewer trips to empty the container, and a fully charged battery 
yields 37 minutes of mowing, which should get the job done on 
even larger family lawns.  There are six cutting heights on offer 
between 20mm and 70mm and these are easily adjusted using 
a lever.

1.Bosch Rotak 43 Li €640 (Cordless)
Another cordless model from Bosch that puts in a great cutting 
performance and is exceptionally easy to use, the Choice Buy Bosch 
Rotak 37 Li scored highly across all mowing tests.  Very lightweight 
at just 12kg, this battery-powered lawnmower nonetheless breezes 
through damp, long and rough grass to deliver a neat and even cut 
and can be relied on to give a quality finish to standard lawns.  With 
a cutting width of 37 inches, this Bosch model is suited to small to 
medium-sized gardens.  Testers noted both the ease of operating 
the controls and how comfortable the Ergoflex handles are to use, 
allowing the user to choose between horizontal and vertical wrist 
positions when pushing the mower.  This machine is also very quiet, 
so you won’t be disturbing your neighbours as you mow, and the 
battery provides a decent half-hour of mowing before it will need 
to be recharged.  The grass catcher holds a generous 50 litres of 
clippings and, in tests, it filled up effectively to the top and was 
straightforward to remove and empty.  

2. Bosch Rotak 37 Li €575 (Cordless)

26
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS TEST PERFORMANCE   SCORE

Price (€) Cutting 
width

Cutting 
height (mm)

Cutting 
height 

 settings

Weight (kg) Handle 
height 

(min/max) 
(cm)

Mulching Performance 
(50%)

Ease of use 
(25%)

Features (10%) Instructions (5%) Battery (5%) Noise (5%) %

Cordless

1 Bosch Rotak 43LI 640 43 20-70 6 13.9 93/96       80

2 Bosch Rotak 37 LI 575 37 20-70 6 12 90/93       77

3 EGO Power + 699 49 25-80 5 26.2 105/114 ✓       74

4
Ryobi 18V ONE+ 
RLM18X40H240

769 40 20-70 5 19.2 94/100 ✓       67

5
Black+Decker 
CLM3820L2-QW

524 
online

38 30-80 6 15 90/109       62

6 Qualcast 36V Li-ion 325 34 20-70 6 15 97/101       59

Electric

7 Bosch Rotak 43 Ergoflex 286 43 20-70 6 13 101/103     na  77

8
Black+Decker EMAX 38 
I-QS 3

196 
online

38 20-70 6 13.3 102/108     na  61

9 Black+Decker EMAX 42I
222 

online
42 20-70 6 14 109/112     na  59

10 Makita ELM3711 182 37 20-55 3 17 97/97     na  56

11 Flymo Visimo 160 32 20-60 3 10.3 89/91     na  55

12 Black+Decker EMAX32S 
108 

online
32 20-60 3 7.4 97/99     na  53

13 Flymo Hover Vac 280 100 28 10-30 4 8.5 68/97     na  47

Petrol

14 McCulloch M46-125R 370 46 30-80 6 30 77/118     na  68

15 McCulloch M40-125 240 40 20-75 5 24 113/113     na  54

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS
Price:  Typical retailer’s price if you shop around. Prices found online 
only are indicated.

TEST PERFORMANCE
Performance: Rating for the speed and evenness of cutting for 
standard grass, long grass, damp grass, rough grass and difficult 
terrain, as well as the finish quality both immediately and after three 
days and the efficiency of the mulching and grass collection features.
Ease of use: Rating based on the ease of use of starting the motor, 
adjusting the handle height and cutting height, emptying the grass 
catcher, maintaining and storing the machine as well as on the 
convenience of mowing both in straight lines and around obstacles, 
including the force needed to push the mower, steering ability, and 
comfort of the handle grips.
Features: Rating includes the presence of such additional features as 
a mulching function and grass catcher as well as the range of cutting 
heights and handle heights available.
Instructions: Rating based on the clarity and level of detail of the 
technical data and instructions for use, maintenance and safety 
provided. 
Battery: Rating based on the amount of surface that can be covered 
before the battery runs out, both when fully charged or following a 
quick charge, as well as on the speed of charging. 
Noise: The noise level of the engine recorded by a sonometer at 
human height just above the mower combined with a subjective 
rating given at a distance of 10m from the machine.  The more stars, 
the quieter the engine.
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