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Dear Member,
We are coming to the end of an extraordinary year where our future,
both as consumers and citizens, is unclear.

protection they will enjoy, lose or see watered down when the ink
has dried on any agreement finally determined.

By way of a few examples, as consumers we are aware that
thousands of mortgage holders remain in difficulties through
cultural attitudes and actions by banks that should have by now
been no more than reminders of bad practices of old. Instead,
we are starkly reminded that regulations and the procedural and
structural basis upon which they stand are only as good as the
quality, consistency and timeliness of the enforcement mechanisms
that oversee their daily adherence.

I have been engaging closely with consumer representatives and
advocates across the EU over this past year and all are agreed on
one thing - regardless of the outcome, we must remember that
there are many other pressing issues that we must turn our focus
and attention to in 2018. The Internet of Things, the digitalisation of
our lives and lifestyles and the protection and safety of our precious
private and personal data will be demanding of the highest level of
engagement for our security.

We remain to have serious levels of homelessness and, despite
the outpourings of honey-coated positivity, we continue to have
employment that is not delivering sufficiently honest earnings for
that honest day’s work – in a post-recession Ireland where prices
are increasing with some regularity and, certainly, an increasingly
worrying effect on household and personal budgets!

This is why I, on behalf of the Council and the staff of the CAI, wish
you and yours a very happy, peaceful and healthy Christmas and
New Year. Enjoy the break and the rest because it will be a busy
2018!
Nollaig Shona Dhaoibh go Léir!

At the time of writing, we remain struck by the extraordinary stance
being adopted with regard to Brexit. Despite the best efforts of
Government, citizens, on both sides of the border in Ireland and at
home in Britain, remain entirely unclear as to what level of consumer
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NEWS BRIEFS

News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

That Is a Rather Poultent
Perfume You’re Wearing?!

I mentioned previously the 1974 marketing campaign in Japan
‘Kurisumasu ni wa Kentakkii’ – ‘Kentucky for Christmas’. It
was such a success that, now, to avoid very lengthy queues, often
of between two and three hours’ duration at Kentucky Fried
Chicken (KFC) outlets in Japan, orders are instead placed weeks
in advance to try to meet the demand. Really! Well, it has
escalated and this year, on October 31st, KFC Japan announced
a partnership with a Japanese retailer Village Vanguard for the
production and sale of, for a limited time only, fried-chickenscented bath bombs. These come in a drumstick shape and are
made with – yes, you guessed it – ‘eleven secret herbs and spices’. This is not the first time that the KFC chain has launched
‘different’ products. Poultry-themed nail polish was quickly followed by chicken-flavoured chocolate truffles. I should add that
getting your hands (fingers, especially and, eventually, all other
parts) on a bath bomb has been a challenge requiring constant
Twitter engagement over a two-week period in November and
from which only 100 lucky winners would emerge. As you would
expect, turkeys are great admirers of the Japanese, especially at
Christmas-time.

Lapland Laptop Limitation
It is very well understood and agreed upon, by young
and old across the globe, that Santa Claus is a very
busy person at this time of year and that he often
enlists the help of trusted friends to help him out. He
does, of course, make occasional personal appearances and has been in Ireland on many occasions.
However, making the most of his time is important
and, something that has been tried by the world
famous store Macy’s on 34th Street in New York City
may become an initiative here also. This year Macy’s,
in an attempt to cut down on waiting times, required
admission by reservation. It has been possible to
register either at a kiosk in the store or online and
take a ‘slot’ in advance across a timeframe ranging
between 30 minutes to five days – your choice. As the
visit is free there is also the opportunity to cancel your
reservation and choose another slot to best suit your
availability. This is a first for the store which is famous
for its Santaland, which is a 13,000-square-foot North
Pole village complete with live elves and a very special
train display.

Heavy Drinking
While eating, drinking and being generally merry can I distract your attention momentarily to outline how, in a paper published by the journal Science of the Total Environment,
a team from America’s University of Plymouth revealed its research into drinking glasses.
The team carried out 197 tests on both new and used drinking glass products. Now, these
included beer and wine glasses as well as tumblers and jars (yes, I know, how common)
only to discover that many contained dangerous levels of lead and cadmium. Lead was
found to be present in 139 cases and cadmium in 134. Now, this is to be expected within
normal tolerance allowances for glassware. However, of the glasses tested, the concentration levels of lead ranged from 40 to 400,000 parts per million (ppm), despite the fact that
US Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment put the limit at just 200ppm. It was
possible to drill down and pinpoint the cause as chippings that come away over sustained
use and therefore suggesting that the toxin level grows over time. What was more of a
surprise, though, was that the high levels of lead and cadmium were on both the outside
and around the rim of the glassware tested. There are genuine health risks posed through
ingesting such levels of these substances over a prolonged period and the issue raises serious questions and concerns regarding the use of these, and other, chemicals in manufacturing. So, perhaps the drinking of gin from teacups was not entirely an issue of decorum!
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In Charge and Overcharging
A very interesting survey of ATM charges
in the US was released recently and the
charges illustrated are eye-wateringly
expensive – outrageously so. The point
was well made in the survey that paying to
access your own money is one of the most
frustrating things about using ATMs and
especially when the cost keeps rising.
		
The survey shows an average
total cost for using an out-of-network
ATM hit a record $4.69 (€3.97) per
transaction – an increase of 2.6% in one
year! Bear in mind that this is the average
of a reality that the fees for the top five
include Pittsburgh at $5.19 (€4.40), which

was more expensive than New York at
€5.14 (€4.36). The reason I highlight this
is that experts see these increases as a
direct result of reduction in the use of
cash withdrawals – something Ireland is
attempting to do – with non-customers
bearing the brunt of significantly
increasing costs and charges. Bear this
in mind when, as a visitor, you visit the
US and as a warning to ensure that Irish
banks, who already extract serious sums
of money from us through negative
retrospective augmentations (a banking
term - bank charges to you and I) do not
attempt to follow suit.

Happy Christmas to All
I thought that I should share with you
a few snippets of Christmas detail that
I came across in recent times, courtesy
of the Irish Research Council (IRC), that
may find their way into your after-dinner
discussion around the festive table and
fireside with family and friends this year:
Greeting
In the 14th century families sent New
Year’s Cards. Quite some time later this
changed and the sending of greeting
through Christmas cards, like the origin
of our love for Christmas trees, a tradition originating from Germany, took
hold. It first became a Christmas tradition when English schoolchildren made
cards called ‘Christmas pieces’ in the
early 18th century. Each card was decorated by hand and sent home in time for
Christmas. Manufacturers got involved
in the 1860s, when postage became more
affordable and, from there, the custom
spread to Europe and America. By the
1900s, Christmas cards had become a
firm favourite, with printers churning
out mass-produced cards each year. We
now see a further element of change in
that, as postage has become increasingly
expensive and online media has facilitated greater social interaction, e-cards
have become enormously popular.
Loving
As was the case with holly, for decoration, mistletoe is another tradition borrowed from pagan times. It was previDecemberwww.thecai.ie
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ously associated with fertility rites, with
boughs of mistletoe hung to ward off
evil spirits and promote fertility. Kissing
under the mistletoe is interpreted as a
natural extension of this custom. While
mistletoe also makes a sad appearance
in Norse mythology, in the legend of
Baldur and Loki, it was subsequently decreed that mistletoe would forever more
bring love to the world.

tive system to aid digestion. That means
less blood flowing elsewhere in the body,
and an all-round tired feeling. No mention here of the odd spirit at Christmas
which, let’s be honest, when added to the
mix, is.......well.....aahhzzzzzzz!!

Eating
Brussels sprouts are enjoyed and despised
in varying degrees of enthusiasm but
with a majority coming across as being
on the negative side. The IRC tell us that
Brussels sprouts contain vitamins, folic
acid, fibre and minerals, have more protein than most other vegetables and have
even been linked to anti-cancer properties. However, they also contain glucosinolates which, when cooked, break down
into a chemical called isothiocyanates.
Research indicates that about 70% of
the population experience a bitter taste
from this chemical, while it goes unnoticed to the rest.
Sleeping
Turkey and other meats you may find at
the Christmas table contain tryptophan,
an essential amino acid that is associated
with drowsiness. But, we are advised,
even the vegetarians aren’t safe from the
temptation of an after-dinner nap, as
the amount of food consumed will require increased blood flow to the digesDecember
2017 / January 2018
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FOOD & HEALTH/News

by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Food & Health
The need for action on lip balm products
Recent research points to the need for
increased official safety guidance for
lip balm formulations. As temperatures
drop, many of us reach for a lip balm
to soothe dryness or prevent chapping
and, for some, the lip balm routine is an
all-year-round affair – a 2013 study from the
Netherlands, for example, found that one in
three consumers use lip balms. And given
the constant application of these products
to our lips, more than you might imagine
gets ingested, with the EU's Scientific
Committee on Consumer Safety estimating
that consumers ‘eat’ up to 20 grams a year,
which is equivalent to four typical lip balms
annually. Given this not-insignificant and
unavoidable consumption, concerns arise
in terms of problematic mineral oils that
are widely found in lip balm products.
		
Mineral oils are complex blends
of thousands of different hydrocarbons
that are derived chiefly from petroleum

but also produced synthetically from
liquefaction of coal, natural gas or biomass.
A 2012 study by the European Food Safety
Agency (EFSA) concluded that exposure
to certain mineral oil hydrocarbons is
of potential concern given that some
mineral oils may accumulate in the body’s
organs and that others are suspected of
causing cancer. To assess the presence
of such problematic mineral oils in lip
care products, eight European consumer
organisations - all of which are members
of the umbrella European consumer
group BEUC – undertook testing of 58
lip balm brands. Of the 58 products
tested, 32 lip balms contained mineral
oil-based ingredients or similar synthetic
ingredients. In the absence of official
EU health-based guidance values, these
products were further analysed to see if
they complied with a number of safety
guidelines based on EFSA or Cosmetics

Europe recommendations. None of the
tested products with mineral oil-based
ingredients or similar synthetic ingredients
were found to be in compliance with all of
the guidelines considered.
		
In the wake of these findings,
Director General of BEUC Monique Goyens
has called on the European Commission
to explore how official EU health-based
guidance values can be established for
mineral oil-based ingredients in lip care
products, with an emphasis both on
keeping concentrations of problematic
mineral oils at a level low enough to avoid a
substantial contribution to total consumer
exposure and on the strict monitoring of
lip care products to ensure that certain
impurities suspected of presenting a
carcinogenic risk are reduced to the trace
amounts that are unavoidable. Further
information on the research may be found
at www.beuc.eu.

Food safety - as seen on TV
The TV schedule continues to contain its fair
share of cookery shows but this ever-popular
entertainment category could do more to
promote good food safety practices in our
homes. October’s issue of Consumer Choice
provided an A to Z rundown of the food
safety practices to adopt in our kitchens as
recommended by all-island organisation
safefood. Consumers well versed in such
food safety routines may find themselves
unimpressed on occasion by the practices of
TV chefs, and indeed a study conducted last
year catalogued the failings and highlighted
where celebrity cooks could take the
opportunity to inform and educate as well as
entertain.
		
In the 2016 study, researchers from
two US universities reviewed 100 episodes
of cooking TV shows hosted by 24 different
chefs, including such familiar names as Jamie
Oliver, Nigella Lawson and Gordon Ramsey.
All the episodes featured the preparation
of at least one meat or seafood dish. Hand
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washing is a fundamental principle of food
hygiene but none of the chefs were shown
washing their hands before preparing
food. In addition, 21 chefs out of 24 handled
uncooked meat without washing their
hands and only half of the chefs mentioned
the need to wash hands after handling raw
meat. When it comes to chopping boards
and surfaces, only one third of the chefs
were observed using recommended safe
practices – the others did not wash chopping
board surfaces after cutting raw meat or they
prepared uncooked meat and ready-to-eat
foods on the same chopping board. Any
of these unsafe behaviours could lead to
cross-contamination and food poisoning.
Other misdemeanours included sampling
and handling ready-to-eat foods with bare
hands, licking fingers and then touching
food, and failing to use a meat thermometer
or give proper indications about when meat
is adequately cooked. A previous European
study similarly revealed the frequency with

which TV cooking shows demonstrate
unsafe handling of food or lack of measures
to prevent food poisoning.
		
No chef was singled out as being
a particular culprit but it was noted that the
food television industry is largely ignoring
best practice. The study acknowledges that
the programmes are designed primarily
to entertain but the point is well made
that these shows can also play a role in
reminding or educating viewers about
good food hygiene practice. While there
will be discerning viewers who can spot
when a TV chef has left out a basic food
safety step, there are many who will not
notice. An estimated 23 million people fall
ill from food poisoning each year in Europe,
leading to around 5,000 deaths, with the
mishandling of food or poor safety practices
in the home representing common causes
of food poisoning. Thus, the need to grasp
all opportunities to drive home food safety
messages is clear.
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MONEY NEWS

Money News
Saving is on
the rise
According to the Bank of Ireland/
ESRI Savings and Investment Index
measures, Irish households are showing
increased sentiment for saving and
investment. An increase from 98
points in the monthly Savings Index for
September to 100 points in October’s
monthly index is reported. This figure
is generated by taking two factors into
account: the savings attitude and the
savings environment.
		
In determining the Savings
Attitude Index, people are asked
about their saving behaviour and
how they feel about their level of
savings. Of those polled, 49% state
they save regularly, up from 44% last
year. The Savings Environment Index
looks at households’ view of current
circumstances and saving. In terms
of this aspect of the research, 40% of
respondents report that they feel it is a
good time to save, up from 32% at this
time last year.
		
When it comes to investment, it
is reported that 32% of Irish households
invest on a regular basis and the most
common investment is in pension
schemes at 29%. Investing is more
prevalent among those under the
age of 50 years and among those in
managerial employment positions or in
professional occupations.
		
With this sentiment in the
air perhaps you too will review your
savings for 2018. The best place to
begin is by establishing what you can
afford to save. To aid you with this, you
can use a spending diary and budget
planner to record all outgoings and
income. Next step might be to decide
what you are saving for: an emergency
fund, home improvements, a holiday,
an education fund or maybe your
retirement? Remember you don’t have
to limit yourself to one goal.
		
It is prudent to consider
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Money News by Róisín Moloney Weekes

“Irish households are showing
increased sentiment for saving and
investment.”

making debt clearance your priority to
begin with. Consumers should target
their most expensive debts first, such
as credit cards or credit union loans.
You can check what interest rate you
have and do the sums. Consumers
should even consider the option of
using current savings to pay off debt
because the difference between the
interest rates at which they save and
borrow can be drastically different.
Generally, debts cost vastly more than
what any bank will pay you in interest to
deposit your savings. The exception to
this case is where the consumer has an
interest-free debt or very cheap debt,
and consumers will need to be aware
that there may be a penalty for paying
off debt early.
		
While banks will encourage us
to save, and there is no doubt a great
feel-good factor to be gained from
saving, we must do so in the knowledge
of the cost of borrowings. When
consumers deposit their money to their
savings account, they are effectively
lending money to the bank. The bank
lends this money to other consumers.
Banks lend this money at a different
rate - a higher rate - and so they make
their profits. It will always cost more to
borrow than save, so consider whether
you are saving and paying debt to the
same bank!
		
When you do decide on
how much you want to save, the next
question is where. What kind of access
will you want to your money? Can you
let these savings be tied up for a year
or longer? If so, you can earn more
interest with a fixed term account
or savings bond. Can you set up a
standing order? If so, you can earn
more interest with a regular savings
account. It is important to remember
that with a fixed-term account you
may not have any opportunity to

withdraw money until the end of the
term and if you do withdraw this could
be accompanied by a substantial
withdrawal fee.
		
Consumers can choose a
demand deposit account, which allows
free access to your savings whenever
you like. You can also lodge regularly
or in lump sums. You may be able to
have access to telephone and internet
banking with many savings accounts
and this may be of enough importance
to help you choose a savings account.
Credit unions are an option that many
Irish consumers choose. These are
community-based organisations
that many consumers find local and
convenient and they provide services
and loans to their account holders/
members. Student and child accounts
are generally easy to use and have
no transaction fees. They may offer
novelty incentives that encourage
young people to learn about saving
also.
		
An alternative consideration
for consumers is state saving schemes.
These schemes are offered by the
National Treasury Management Agency
and are available through post offices
and also at www.statesavings.ie.
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Money smart resolutions for 2018
and the cost is set to rise with the added
levy on cups that cannot be recycled. The
solution lies in being a little more organised.
Buy yourself a reusable cup and a jar of
your favourite coffee for home and for your
workplace. On average, a coffee will cost you
€3 and if this is a daily habit you could rack
up a spending of €1,095 in the year. Give it a
week and you won’t even miss them.

The beginning of the year is time for
reflection. Time for hope and optimism for
the year ahead. We may join the gym, start
a healthy eating plan, enrol in a weight loss
group, give up smoking, or cut down on
eating out and perhaps drinking alcohol.
Maybe our New Year’s resolutions could
have a money saving element that offers a
further motivation. Here are some potential
approaches to healthy body/healthy mind/
healthy finances that you can consider:

Eating less meat

Giving up smoking
At approximately €12 for a box of 20
cigarettes, the average smoker will save
€4,380 per year by giving up a habit of 20 a
day. While the smoking habit is notoriously
difficult to kick, it is possible and there are
many supports available. One more reason to
take the leap is €4,380 in your kitty at the end
of 2018. Remember to continue to put the €12
a day away and watch the savings build up.

Cutting down on coffee
Whether it is latte, cappuccino, americano,
espresso, extra shots, sweets syrups or hot
chocolates, take-away coffee is a very easy
habit to get into. It is an expensive habit

While Ireland can boast of its high-quality
traceable meat, it can also say Irish meat
products are consistently expensive. We
are not saying that they are not value for
money but perhaps we could use meat more
sparingly. Meat production and consumption
have various environmental and health
implications that encourage us to be mindful
of meat quality, portion sizes and frequency
of use. Other cuts of meat such as kidney,
liver, or offal are worth experimenting with
as they provide enormous nutritional value.
Alternative sources of protein such as peas,
beans and lentils can offer a cheaper and
healthier replacement for meat on at least
one or two occasions in the week. Fish and
poultry can also offer a healthier alternative.

The amount of money that you can save here
will depend on your current practices but a
modest saving of €2 per week can add up to
over €100 in the year.

Staying in for lunch
A further positive step for your general health
and your financial health is to adopt the habit
of bringing your lunch to work. If you are
doing a supermarket shop, then there is no
reason that you cannot include supplies to
make your lunch-time favourites. Invest in
a good lunch box and reusable water bottle.
If you are not opposed to eating the same
food two days in a row, you could always save
some of yesterday’s dinner. You may say that
you prefer to get out for lunch and if so you
could always make lunch a picnic, or after
you eat you could throw on a pair of walking
shoes and get a bit of fresh air. A modest
lunch will cost in the region of €5 per day,
which is an annual Monday-to-Friday spend of
approximately €1,250 and while you still have
to purchase the food at the supermarket there
is a considerable saving to be made here for
most people who currently eat their lunch out.

Consumers unsure what gadget insurance covers
Recent research published by the
Central Bank of Ireland reports that
consumers generally purchase gadget
insurance at the point of sale when
buying tablets, smartphones and other
devices. It is revealing that consumers
reported that they generally did not
plan to buy this insurance but rather
were sold it as an add-on purchase
and the majority of consumers did
not understand what was covered.
The research also revealed that some
consumers may be paying for cover
that they do not need.
		
Consumers at a minimum
should be aware of the exclusions
and the excess related to a policy
before committing to it. An excess
can, in some situations, cost the
more than the cost of repairing
the device. In many cases, when a
device is lost there is a requirement
to make a report to the Gardaí within
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certain timeframes – however, the
research found that 29% of consumers
were unaware of this requirement.
According to the report, 12% of adults,
or 440,000 consumers, hold gadget
insurance, though up to 24% are
likely to have held it within the last
two years. In addition, 21% of survey
participants did not cancel old policies
when taking out a new policy, which
means they are paying for cover that
they no longer require.
		
The Central Bank says
its focus will now turn to firms that
develop and sell these insurance
policies and that have a regulatory
responsibility to ensure that the
products are designed to meet the
needs of the consumers they are sold
to. However, it is also for consumers
to be vigilant and to read the small
print in order to determine whether a
policy meets their needs.

December
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PRODUCT/TECHNOLOGY NEWS

Product/Tech News
Seniors Alert Scheme
From 1st November 2017, an updated Senior Alerts Scheme went
into effect that seeks to supply personal monitored alarms to older
persons around the country. The aim is to help older persons
of limited means to continue to live securely in their homes with
confidence, independence and peace of mind. The personal alarms
take the form of a pendant or wrist watch, which can be worn all the
time and activated in the case of emergency or if the user requires
immediate assistance no matter where the person is in the house.
The alarm is linked to a base unit installed in the home, which is
connected to a national Seniors Alert Scheme helpline using landline
or mobile telecommunications. Once an alarm is activated, a call is
put through to the helpline - which operates around the clock, 365
days a year - and a trained operator can talk to the person in their
home to decide whether to alert a locally-based volunteer responder
or, in potentially serious circumstances, the emergency services.
			
Under the Senior Alerts Scheme, eligible people
are provided with the personal alarm and installation of the base unit
in their home free of charge. Since 2010, over 60,000 individuals have
received the personalised alarm pendant as part of the scheme. The
first year of monitoring is also free under the relaunched scheme –
however, after the first year, the monitoring fee will be charged and
the cost will depend on the company used to provide the equipment
and monitoring service. One established provider, TASK Community
Care, charges €66 annually for 24/7 monitoring and notes that this
charge has remained the same for 20 years. However, you will need
to check with the local group organising the scheme to see what
charges would apply and whether these are likely to increase in the
future.
			
The new Senior Alerts Scheme is run by
government agency Pobal but you cannot apply directly to this
organisation in order to avail of the service. Instead, you must apply
to a local community, voluntary or not-for-profit group registered
with Pobal, and the registered organisation will then make the grant
funding application on your behalf. Those interested in applying for
a personal alarm under the scheme can look up Pobal’s list of

registered organisations here to find the group closest to your home
address to make contact directly.
			
To be eligible, you must be 65 years or older, of
limited means and resources and living within the geographical area
of the relevant registered organisation. You no longer have to be
living alone to qualify for the scheme – to be eligible, you may also
be living with another person who also meets the eligibility criteria,
or be on your own for significant periods of time during the day, or
be a carer to someone else in the household. You should also be
able to benefit from the equipment supplied – for example, by its
preventing you from becoming a victim of crime or from becoming
incapacitated through illness or a fall – and you have to be willing to
keep in contact with the registered organisation.

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.
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State-of-the-art TV
When switched off, a wall-mounted TV can
look dull at best and even rather grim and
foreboding as it sits above your mantelpiece...
but not if it is a Samsung Frame TV. Available
to preorder now, the new Samsung Art Mode
Ultra HD Frame Smart TVs are 4K UHD TVs
when in use, but when you are finished
viewing, rather than reverting to a black
screen, they will display a picture instead.
The manufacturer has focused on delivering
as close to a picture-on-wall appearance as
possible with its ‘Invisible Connection’ cable
to eliminate wiring and ‘No Gap Wall-mount’
to help the TV sit flush against the wall. The
appliance comes with a plain black bezel as
standard but you can choose to change this
to a walnut, beige wood or white bezel to fit
in with your decor and complete the illusion
that it is, in fact, a picture frame.
		
To supply the work of art, you can
choose from Samsung’s collection of over

100 professional artworks and photographs
in such categories as landscapes,
architecture or wildlife. Those who want to
upgrade their artwork can opt to subscribe
to or make individual purchases from the
Art Store, where they can access a library of
classic and contemporary works curated by
a number of galleries and museums. Or for a
more personal touch, you can opt to upload
and feature a favourite photo or family
portrait from your own collection.
		
Mindful of not wasting energy
when no-one is in the room to enjoy the
artwork on the wall, the Frame TV comes
with a motion sensor that only displays the
chosen picture when it detects movement
indicating that someone is actually present.
If no movement is sensed, the screen will go
blank after a while, conserving power. When
the display is on, an ambient light sensor
matches its brightness to the level in the

room.
		
If the concept of the Frame TV
sounds a little familiar, we have previously
in these pages reported on the LG Signature
OLED 4K Wallpaper TV, which takes a not
dissimilar approach to making use of the
TV’s screen real estate and avoiding an
unappealing blank display occupying much
of your wall space. The Samsung option,
however, appears to be significantly less
expensive – though still undoubtedly pricey.
We found a 43-inch version, the Samsung
UE43LS003AUXXU, on offer for €1,300 with
a free bezel of your choice, with the 55-inch
and 65-inch models costing €2,199 and
€2,999, respectively. The LG Signature OLED
4K Wallpaper TV in its 65-inch version, the
OLED65W7V, is currently on sale for €7,999.
So, it is safe to say that fine art does not come
cheap.

		

Playing it safe
At this time of year, we typically see an
influx of products enter our homes as
gifts – and particularly if there are children
in the household, the flood of incoming
new toys can be very sizeable. While this
is wonderfully exciting and fun for our
younger family members, it also means
that a degree of vigilance is required.
Hopefully, gift givers will have chosen items
with an eye to their suitability and safety for
the small recipient but it will be up to the
parents to run through a quick checklist:

• Are there any hinges or fastenings that are
likely to pinch or trap little fingers?

• Is the toy suitable for the child’s age and
developmental stage?

• Are there any small magnetic parts that
could be harmful if swallowed?

• Does it have an official CE mark and
appear to come from a reputable retailer
and trustworthy manufacturer?

		
Having run through the initial
checklist, parents will need to dispose of all
packaging, such as plastic wrappings and
staples, carefully. Parents will need to read
through any instructions for proper use and
assembly and keep them in a safe place.
They should also be aware of the possibility
of older children in the household sharing
unsuitable toys with younger children.
		
Electrical toys aimed at older
children need particular consideration.
According to the National Standards
Authority of Ireland, no electrical toy that
is more than 24 volts may be sold or given

• Are there any sharp points, edges or glass
parts?
• Are there any small detachable parts or
elements that could be pulled off and get
stuck in a child’s ear, nose or throat?
• Are there any strings, long cords or cables
that could get caught around the child’s
neck?
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• Is the toy made with flame-resistant
materials?
• Are items like paints, crayons and markers
non-toxic?
• Are stuffed toys filled with beans or other
items that could pose a choking hazard if
the toy developed a hole?

as a free gift in Ireland. Such toys will need
to be properly insulated and protected to
prevent a risk of contact with live wires. For
younger children, electric toys should run
on batteries rather than cords and should
only be used when an adult is present.
Parents will also need to ensure that the
child will not be able to open the battery
compartment and button batteries, in
particular, can represent a choking hazard.
The latest category of toys with wi-fi or
Bluetooth connections involves a whole
new set of considerations and will require
careful reading of terms and conditions
and continual monitoring. See our related
articles - A False Sense of Security - Safety
Issues with Children’s Smartwatches in our
current issue and Internet-Connected Toys
– Not Child’s Play in the December 2016/
January 2017 issue of Consumer Choice.
		
Parents should carry out a regular
inventory of their children’s toys, routinely
checking for wear and tear that could
generate injury risks and discarding any
items that fail to pass the test. Anyone who
spots a toy that seems unsafe or that lacks
a CE mark should contact the Competition
and Consumer Protection Commission on
01 402 5555 or 1890 432 432.
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BREXIT
and
Consumers
Over the last months it is hard to avoid
discussion of Brexit in the media. You may
have found yourself confused, unsure and
sometimes wondering what is all the fuss
about. Maybe like the introduction of the
euro it will all work out fine in the end with
limited disruption.
		
Politicians regularly use easily
understandable phrases in media
interviews so we have heard a lot about
‘frictionless’ and ‘seamless’ borders – that
the EU as a whole has as much to lose from
Brexit as the UK. As a specialist Consumer
Lawyer with many years’ experience
working for the EU institutions you should
be vigilant as different outcomes of the
negotiations will have different impacts on
Irish consumers.
		
The Single Market and the
Customs Union are two of the most
important aspects of existing economic
and trading relationships between Ireland,
the UK and other EU Member States.
The Single Market: consists of four
freedoms – free movement of persons,
goods, services and capital. It allows
people travel and work freely in the EU.
For consumers, it means that products we
purchase - e.g. foods, computers, airline
tickets, insurance policies - are all ruled
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by EU-wide harmonised legislation. In
addition, there is a body of EU consumer
legislation which provides rights to Irish
consumers if they purchase a faulty
product in Ireland or another EU Member
State.
The Customs Union: is an essential
element in the functioning of the Single
Market. The Customs Union facilitates free
trade between EU states by ensuring that
they all charge the same import duties to
countries outside the union. The countries
also agree not to impose tariffs on goods
traded between countries in the EU. The
agreement reduces administrative and
financial trade barriers such as customs
checks. The majority of work undertaken
by Member State customs administrations
deals with external trade with third
countries.
		
The UK Government has said
that it wants to leave the Single Market
and the Customs Union but that it will be
able to negotiate an arrangement whereby
trade will flow between the UK and the
EU in much the same fashion as it does at
present.
		
The EU Brexit negotiator Michel
Barnier speaking to the EU’s Economic

and Social Committee on 6th July could
not have been clearer: "I have heard
some people in the UK argue that one
can leave the single market and keep all
of its benefits, that is not possible. I have
heard some people in the UK argue that
one can leave the single market and build
a customs union to achieve 'frictionless
trade', that is not possible." He went on to
state definitively EU membership, which
entails mandatory membership of both
the Single Market and the Customs Union,
permitted the current "frictionless" trading
arrangements the UK Government with EU
countries.
		
The negotiations taking place
at the time of writing between the UK
Government and the EU are to deal
with what might be called the ‘divorce’
settlement – what are the outstanding
budgetary liabilities for the UK since the
EU has a multiannual financial framework
(2014-2020); the rights of EU citizens living
in the UK and the border arrangements
between Northern Ireland/Ireland. Once
settlement on these issues has been
agreed, possibly by mid-December,
only then can the EU and the UK begin
substantial discussions on the future
detailed trading arrangements between
the EU and UK.
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Post-Brexit
If a ‘divorce’ settlement can be agreed,
what are the post-Brexit options for the
UK?:
Norway (European Economic Area - EEA) –
continued full access to the Single Market
whilst fully adopting all EU legislation
without any chance to amend it. Fully
integrated Customs Union arrangement
with the EU, which includes no tariff access
to the EU.
Switzerland (European Free Trade Area
– EFTA) – not full access to single market,
rather sector-by-sector agreements. Fully
integrated Customs Union arrangement
with the EU, which includes no tariff access
to the EU.
Turkey-EU Customs Agreement – partial
access to Single Market and tariffs apply to
certain goods.
World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules –
same access to Single Market as Russia or
China, which is limited sector-by-sector.
Tariffs applied to all goods.
		
None of these arrangements
would be good for Irish consumers but
obviously the Norway or Switzerland
options create the least disturbance
to trade between Ireland and the UK,
thereby goods and services offered to
the Irish consumer along with consumer
protections will entail minimal changes.
Product safety standards will be the same
and re-imbursement for faulty goods will
be similar.
		
But, if the UK goes for a looser
trade arrangement with the EU they will
have their own consumer protection
legislation in contrast to having to follow
EU consumer laws. You might think that
would not cause a problem – not so – the
UK has already been at the forefront of
introducing stronger consumer protection
law at EU level. That might seem strange
– one area of law where the UK didn’t
think the EU was doing enough. On the
other hand, Ireland’s record in the area of
consumer law is abysmal – we have always
merely implemented EU provisions,
which have always been a compromise
between the UK and Scandinavian
countries wanting strong consumer
rules and Mediterranean/Central and
Eastern European countries fearing such
provisions will be ‘too costly’.
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Take the example of airline flight
compensation rules – the UK would likely
strengthen the rules under UK law so an
Irish consumer might be better protected
if flying to a UK airport compared to a
Spanish or French airport. You might say
great for the consumer, but it will lead to
confusion and also some unscrupulous
operators may try to align with the lower
protections under EU Law.
		
On food labelling, the UK is
likely to demand stronger nutrition and
animal welfare information on labels.
Again, you may say that is great but it will
create confusion and mean differences
in information provided to the Irish
consumer on UK v. EU products.
		
The last example is that of unfair
commercial practices – the EU law ensures
that consumers are not misled or exposed
to aggressive marketing and that any
claim made by traders in the EU is clear,
accurate and substantiated. It seeks to
enable consumers to make informed and
meaningful choices. Again, the UK is likely
to strengthen this legislation, therefore
we aren’t going to have a true Single
Market in goods and services between the
UK and Ireland. Can we rely on the Irish
Government to think of consumers first
in such situations?? I think not – a hard
Brexit creating such anomalies will cause
great problems for Irish industry. They
are likely to be assisted initially by the Irish
Government in order to keep their trade
with the UK and as ever the Irish consumer
will be left to fend for themselves between
two divergent consumer protection
regimes.
		
The UK has stated that it would
like to negotiate a Free Trade Agreement
with the EU - such agreements are
similar to those that the EU has recently
negotiated with Canada and Japan, which
took many years to complete. In the
interim, the UK would be allowed to trade
normally as it does at present for a few
years BUT they would have to pay for the
privilege and I am sceptical whether the
Westminster parliament and UK media
would accept the scenario where they
must pay large sums of money to an
organisation - the EU - which they thought
they were leaving.
		
In my opinion, I don’t see the
UK Government changing their view on
leaving the Single Market and Customs
Union so we are facing a Free Trade
Agreement at best or even a WTO situation
at worst.

		
In the consumer area, EU
laws on food safety are what are called
‘maximum harmonisation’ measures – the
laws are very detailed and stringent
and apply throughout the EU. EU laws
on consumer protection on the other
hand are ‘minimum harmonisation’
measures – they create a basic level of
consumer protection but Member States
can introduce stronger measures once
the European Commission approves
that such national laws don’t distort the
Single Market. In a Free Trade Agreement
with the EU, the UK would be able to
introduce stronger consumer protection
laws without needing the approval of the
European Commission as it would have
ceased to be a member of the Single
Market.
		
In such a scenario, I believe
that the Irish Government should sign a
Bi-lateral Agreement with the UK to agree
to legislative equivalence between the
two countries in the case of consumer
protection law. Such an arrangement
would enhance the protection for Irish
consumers when purchasing goods and
services and by a strange coincidence be a
positive outcome of Brexit.

Raymond O’ Rourke
Consumers’ Association of Ireland
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The CAI in 2017
- Working for the Irish consumer
For over 50 years, the Consumers’ Association of Ireland (CAI) has been working to make the voice of the Irish consumer heard both nationally and
in Europe, and 2017 has been another extremely busy year.
In 2017, both at home and abroad, the
CAI has continued its mission to voice
the needs and entitlements of the Irish
consumer and it has worked tirelessly
to promote and strengthen consumer
rights and lobby for improved consumer
standards and services.

At home
Here at home, the CAI Council has
approved and the Chair and staff have
made submissions and presentations and
participated in various consultations and
projects relating to issues that impact
consumers’ everyday lives. These activities
include the following:
• In February, following on from our
January submission, the CAI attended the
Joint Committee on the Future Funding
of Domestic Water Services and further
submitted views on questions related to the
Report on the Funding of Domestic Public
Water in Ireland, specifically focusing on
the recommendations relating to equity and
fairness.
• The problem of ticket touting and the resale
of tickets at exorbitant prices for popular
sporting, music or entertainment events is an
area seriously in need of effective regulation.
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In March of this year, the CAI made a
submission to the Public Consultation on
the Resale of Tickets for Entertainment and
Sporting Events to offer solutions that would
enable consumers to purchase legitimate
tickets without being charged hugely above
face value. In September, we met with
officials at the Department of Business,
Enterprise and Innovation to further outline
our considerations and solutions proposed.
The CAI submission is available for readers
to view or download at https://dbei.gov.ie/
en/Consultations/Consultation-Resale-ofTickets-Entertainment-Sporting-Events.html.
• In March, we reported on our independent
audit of the structure and system
underpinning the Certification process at
the National Standards Authority for Ireland
(NSAI). At that meeting, we were honored
to take up position as Chairperson of the
Certification Oversight Committee. We are
always encouraged by the work of the NSAI
as it complements our engagement in the
strengthening and introduction of standards
at the EU level through our membership of
ANEC – the European Association for the
Co-ordination of Consumer Representation
in Standardisation.
• In May, the inaugural meeting of the
Motor Insurance Forum took place at the
premises of Insurance Ireland. This was the
first engagement of stakeholders since the
investigations by both the Joint Oireachtas
Committee and the Department of Finance
Committee, which were established to
review the extremely high levels of increase
in our, legally required, motor insurance
cover. We took the opportunity to, again,
raise our concerns and the urgency for
introduction and adoption of ways for
returning affordability to the market.
• June saw the CAI calling upon the Minister
of Health to utilise the World Health
Organisation’s new tool for monitoring

advertising of food to children in order to
obtain the best evidence on the present
‘state of play’ in the Irish marketplace with
regard to marketing and advertising food
to children. Our success in attaining this
support and commitment was of enormous
importance to our role at home and
lobbying efforts at the EU level through
our membership of BEUC and of the Food
Working group.
• In July, the CAI attended the Forum on
Funding Public Service Broadcasting
where interested parties were brought
together to work and contribute toward
seeking solutions that would inform the
Committee on how it might proceed with
regard to a licence/household charge.
This complemented our submission to the
Broadcasting Authority of Ireland’s General
Commercial Communications Code.
• Submission to the Project: CCPC Strategy
2018-2020 – In September, we received an
invitation to contribute to the Competition
and Consumer Protection Commission
Strategy Statement review process. It was
our pleasure to contribute and respond
to the questionnaire in October where
we outlined our proposal for further and
enhanced engagement with the Commission
in the years ahead.
• In October, the CAI participated in the
Review of Non-Geographic Numbers
undertaken by ComReg, the Commission for
Communications Regulation. The effort is
aimed at clearing up confusion, improving
transparency and lowering the costs to the
consumer associated with these so-called locall numbers or NGNs starting with such prefixes as 1890, 1850, 1800 or 0818. We were
especially appreciative of and impressed by
the engagement of our Members with the
ComReg Review. A great showing of support
and consumer concern.
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consumer protection laws.

Current CAI Campaign - Credit
Where It’s Due

• Joining with EU colleagues in flagging
Dynamic Digital Currency Exchange as an
area requiring investigation by the European
Commission due to findings of exceptionally
poor rates of currency exchange being
applied when abroad when choosing to pay
in euro, providing for significant loss to the
paying consumer.

Launched towards the end of 2017 and
continuing into 2018 is the CAI’s Credit
Where It’s Due campaign, which focuses
on expiry dates on gift vouchers and credit
notes. As CAI spokesperson, Dermott
Jewell, has commented “Irish consumers
have, for too long, been issued with credit
notes and vouchers – paid for in hard cash
– with expiry dates that, in reality, devalue
their money within an unacceptable and
retailer-determined 3, 6 or 12-month period
of time.
		
After that period of time the note
becomes of NIL value - a worthless piece
of paper – but no loss to the retailer with
money-for-nothing safely in the bank.
		
The Consumers’ Association
of Ireland (CAI) is seeking the support of
retailers and businesses who value their
customers and who want to offer them a
more honest and fair deal - by placing a
minimum 6-year validity upon all credit
notes and vouchers that they issue – with
immediate effect!
		
Better still, move in the right
direction - introduce a NO EXPIRY DATE
regime - across retailing Ireland, giving all
valued customers their full entitlement - to
full Credit Where It’s Due!”

• As a part of a joint BEUC/EU Commission
Project to support small and medium-sized
enterprises, the CAI trained trainers in
October of this year in a two-day EU pilot
course.
• Just prior to Christmas last year, the CAI
and many other BEUC Members, lobbied
our national consumer agencies, national
product safety authorities and national
data protection agencies to highlight
the serious issues associated with three
specific internet-connected toys. The most
problematic issues are related to personal
data protection and product safety rules.

In Europe

Ongoing activities

As well as representing consumers’ interests
here in Ireland, the CAI plays a key role in
discussions and consultations in Europe,
working to benefit the Irish consumer and,
indeed, all consumers within the EU.
		
The CAI is a member of BEUC,
a Brussels-based umbrella group that
brings together 42 European consumer
organisations from 31 countries. The CAI is
also a member of ANEC – which is made up
the EU Member States, three EFTA countries
and Macedonia, Serbia and Turkey and is the
consumer voice in the creation of standards
that ensure safety, quality and protection for
consumers.
		
As members of BEUC and ANEC,
the CAI has, during 2017, represented the
Irish consumer’s perspective and lent
its support to a range of European-wide
initiatives, including:

Of course, we continue in our media
representations on a weekly basis across
the spectrum of newspapers, television and
radio and well as through our representation
of consumers on a number of organisations
that meet throughout the year including the
safefood Advisory Group, the Food Safety
Authority of Ireland Consultative Council,
the Commission for Communications
Regulation (ComReg) Consumer Advisory
Panel and the European Consumer
Consultative Group (EU Commission). Here
also in Ireland we join with representatives
of the Department of Business, Enterprise
and Innovation (DBEI), Competition and
Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC),
Citizens Information and others in oversight
of the European Consumer Centre (ECC)
Ireland in its role for resolution of crossborder disputes for consumers.
		
It is a reality that the CAI is
significantly challenged in what it can
achieve through a lack of resources of
every kind. We are, solely, reliant upon the
subscriptions of our Members.
		
We hope that you will see
and understand some of the actions we
take with these challenges and better
understand how our decline guarantees that
the independent consumer voice – critical
to our sustainability and protection in
an increasingly changing and digitalised
environment – must be recognised for its
need and supported for its continuity.

• Participation in public consultation
on a proposal for a Regulation of the
European Parliament and of the Council on
addressing geo-blocking and other forms
of discrimination based on customers’
nationality, place of residence or place of
establishment within the internal market.
• Participation in a consultation on a
proposal for a Regulation of the European
Parliament and of the Council on
cooperation between national authorities
responsible for the enforcement of
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR
SUPPORT OF THE CAI
The CAI would like to sincerely thank its
Members for their support. Without its
loyal Members, the CAI’s work could not
continue.
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LIFESTYLE / Children’s smartwatches safety issue

Report by Clodagh O’Donoghue

A False Sense of Security –

Safety Issues with Children’s Smartwatches
Parents buy GPS smartwatches for children thinking the device will keep the child
safe – but testing has uncovered major security and privacy flaws that mean that the
child may be left more vulnerable.
Smartwatches for children are touted as
providing parents with peace of mind but
significant security and privacy failings instead
mean that these devices are a source of serious
concern. These devices are aimed at children
who are too young to own a smartphone
but whose parents want to be able to keep
in contact and to know where their child is at
all times. To fill this gap in the market, enter
a cool-looking child-sized smartwatch with
GPS and a Sim card that transmits location
data and other information to a smartphone
app. The appeal for both parents and children
is clear and, with the festive season upon us,
these devices may seem like ideal Christmas
gifts. However, a recent investigation by
our colleagues at the Norwegian Consumer
Council (NCC) shows that major deficiencies
mean that, far from keeping a child from harm,
these smartwatches could have the opposite
effect and make the child more vulnerable.

The product
A number of new smartwatches aimed at
children have entered the market in recent
times. Often brightly coloured, these
devices can incorporate GPS functionality
and a Sim card to enable them to transmit
information over 2G. Using a companion
app downloaded to their smartphone or
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tablet, parents can then follow the child’s
movements and access various other
features, including setting a ‘geo-fenced’
safe area that the child can play in, with
alerts provided if the child strays outside
that location. These smartwatches can
typically make and receive calls to and
from a small number of phone numbers
that have been inputted into the device
and some products provide an SOS button
that the child can press when in need of
help. The key selling point of these types
of devices is that they enable a parent to
give their child a small degree of freedom,
safe in the knowledge that they will know
exactly where the child is and that they, and
other people whom they have designated
as trusted individuals, will be able to make
contact with the child when needed.
However, despite this declared focus on
safety for the child, these devices have been
found to fall seriously short in terms of their
security credentials.

Test findings
The NCC – which, like the Consumers’
Association of Ireland (CAI), is a member of
European consumer group BEUC - enlisted
the help of security firm Mnemonic to
carry out tests on three brands of GPS

smartwatches aimed at children and
available in a number of European countries.
The three products tested were the Gator 2,
the Xplora, and the Viksfjord – a Norwegian
version in the SeTracker family. The findings
were alarming, with the tests uncovering
significant security and privacy flaws,
unreliable safety features and a lack of
consumer protection. Testers found that,
due to a lack of data encryption and other
features, a hacker could seize control of the
Gator and SeTracker watches in a few simple
steps and track the child’s location, listen
to voice messages and even make direct
contact with the child. With no need for
physical access to the watch and requiring
only moderate technological knowledge,
hackers can edit phone numbers, remove
geo-fenced areas, and display false location
data, effectively tricking parents into
thinking the watch is somewhere it is not.
The SOS function and alerts delivered when
a child wanders outside a geo-fenced area
were also found to be unreliable in some
cases. Tests further revealed that it is not
possible to delete data, location history
and user accounts – which is problematic
if the watch were sold on, for example, and
compromises personal data protection
standards.
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The Xplora watch did not fare
as badly in the tests, demonstrating
fewer security vulnerabilities. However,
testers inadvertently accessed sensitive
personal information for other Xplora
users, such as location, names and
phone numbers. Xplora has engaged
with the NCC on this matter and is
looking to address the issue, though it
would be important that the solution
implemented would not be confined
to Norway and would extend to all
territories in which the watch is sold.
		
The NCC tests also considered
the Tinitell watch, which, according to
the consumer association, performed
consistently better than the other
products and no explicit security
vulnerabilities were discovered, though
this watch offers fewer features than
the others tested.

Time for change
The tested products represent just
a handful of such products that
are now on sale purporting to help
parents protect their child. The GPS
smartwatches tested by the NCC do
not appear to be available in Irish
shops and these and similar devices are
largely limited to online availability for
Irish consumers currently. However,
given the concerns, parents should
think carefully before seeking out these
products for purchase. As noted by
Finn Myrstad, the NCC’s director of
digital policy, “It's very serious when
products that claim to make children
safer instead put them at risk because
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of poor security and features that do
not work properly…These watches have
no place on a shop's shelf, let alone on a
child's wrist."
		
The NCC informed the
Norwegian Data Protection Authority
and the Consumer Ombudsman of
its findings and the importers and
manufacturers of the tested products
were notified to allow them to rectify
the issues. The watch manufacturers
have stated that some of the security
flaws have now been fixed. Consumer
associations in Europe and the US will
undertake to pursue the findings at
national and EU level to ensure the
safety of these kinds of products.
		
Unfortunately, the findings on
GPS smartwatches, though damning,
are not surprising. The findings once
again demonstrate that the growing
presence of internet-connected
products – including within the
toy category – may come with very
significant risks for the consumer as
many have been found to be built with
inadequate attention to safeguarding
users’ security or privacy and they
frequently disregard basic consumer
and data protection rights.
		
There are clear similarities
with the concerns surrounding
children’s GPS smartwatches and the
hacking possibilities presented by
internet-connected toys as reported
on by Consumer Choice this time last
year – see page 16 of our December
2016/January 2017 issue. Regrettably,
despite the serious concerns voiced
by numerous consumer associations
across Europe, including the CAI,
such concerns continue to beset the
internet-connected toy category. See
our Toying with children’s safety box
below.
		
In the wake of the NCC’s
findings on children’s smartwatches,
Director General of BEUC Monique
Goyens has remarked that “The EU
urgently needs to regulate mandatory
security standards for connected
products…Unfortunately, some
producers seem to turn a blind eye to
basic security and privacy standards
in their rush to market such products.
Market surveillance authorities should
make sure that such products never
reach the market in the first place.”

Toying with children’s safety
If an internet-connected toy is set to make an
appearance in your house this Christmas, you will
need to be aware of the potential safety risks that
these items pose. Despite numerous consumer
associations
across
Europe
highlighting
last December the vulnerability of internetconnected toys to being hacked, the concerns
with the latest batch of connected toys remain.
Our UK colleagues at Which?, in association with
our German colleagues at Stiftung Warentest,
tested a number of currently available toys with
Bluetooth or wi-fi connections. The toys tested
include the Furby Connect, i-Que Intelligent
Robot, Toy-fi Teddy, and CloudPets cuddly toy.
With each of these toys, it was found that it was
relatively simple and required little technological
knowhow for someone to use the toy to talk
directly to the child. Because the Bluetooth is
not secured in each case, no password, PIN code
or other authentication is needed to gain access
and hack the toy. The current Bluetooth range
limit is around ten metres, so someone would
need to be within reasonable proximity to gain
control of the toy – however, there are ways to
extend Bluetooth range, and Which? points
out that conceivably it would be possible for
someone to set up a mobile system in a vehicle to
trawl streets for unsecured toys.
		
When informed of the findings, Vivid
Imaginations, which distributes the i-Que robot
toy, told Which? that the toys fully comply with
the Toy Safety Directive and European standards
but that it would take the recommendation
about adding Bluetooth authentication to the
toy’s manufacturers and actively pursue the
matter with them directly.
		
Hasbro, which makes the Furby
Connect, said that although it took the findings
“very seriously”, it believed that manipulating the
toy would require close proximity and “a number
of very specific conditions” to create the scenario
described by the researchers and the company
said it was confident that it has designed both the
toy and app “to deliver a secure play experience.”
		
Spiral Toys, which manufactures the
other two tested products, declined to comment
on the research findings.
		
Many of the security flaws uncovered
could be rectified if adequate authentication
on the Bluetooth connection was required to
access the toy. Parents need to be aware of the
current security shortcomings of widely available
internet-connected toys but such products with
proven privacy or security vulnerabilities should
not be on sale in the first place. As the internetconnected world gathers momentum, market
supervision will need to rise to the challenge
of guaranteeing the safety and security of all
consumers - and most especially our children.
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LIFESTYLE/ Electric cars		

Charging Forward –

Ireland’s electric car market
REPORT by Atousa Motameni
Additional research by Clodagh O’Donoghue
At a glance
• Benefits
• Current realities
• Future plans
With the start of a new year comes the desire
to embrace new ideas and it may be that
considering the purchase of an electric car is
on your to-do list. Production of electric cars
is increasing as the technology advances and
it is the environment and consumers who
stand to benefit most. The technical term
for these cars is Ultra Low Emissions Vehicles
(ULEVs) and in order to be considered among
the group, cars must run with electric,
hydrogen or other plug-in capabilities.
Consumer Choice explores Ireland’s
electric car market, the current realities and
challenges and what the future holds.

Electric car types
There are two main types of electric cars.
Pure or all-electric vehicles, known as
battery electric vehicles (BEVs), use only
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a battery to drive an electric motor and
turn the wheels. The battery is charged by
plugging it into charge points and also by
regenerative braking, which is an energy
recovery mechanism that slows a vehicle by
converting its kinetic energy into another
form that can be used immediately or stored
until needed. In contrast, a plug-in hybrid
electric vehicle, or PHEV, uses batteries
and an electric motor backed up by a
conventional internal combustion engine
fuelled with petrol or diesel. An electronics
system determines how much of the power
comes from the battery or from the petrol or
diesel engine.

Benefits
Numerous benefits are associated with
electric vehicles, both for the consumer and
the environment. For the consumer, the
chief advantages include the following:
• Electric vehicles are cheaper to run.
Estimates suggest that running an all-electric
car costs approximately between 10-15% of
running a petrol or diesel car for the same
distance. This calculation is based on home
charging of the electric car using night-rate

electricity, which is not available from
all providers and typically pushes up the
daytime electricity costs for the household.
However, even paying the daytime rate for
electricity, battery-operated cars can be run
for around 25% of the cost of petrol cars. A
PHEV will not be quite so cheap to run as
there are still petrol or diesel costs attached,
but there should nonetheless be an overall
reduction in running costs.
• Electric cars require less servicing and are
cheaper to maintain due to the fact that
there are far fewer moving parts. Whereas
the average petrol or diesel car has around
2,000 moving parts, an electric vehicle
only has about 200. Batteries do wear out,
however, so replacements will eventually be
needed and are costly.
• There are grants and reduced taxes
associated with electric vehicles as the
Government seeks to incentivise purchase.
Further details are provided below.
• Many electric vehicle proponents point to
an enhanced driving experience over petrol
or diesel cars.
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When it comes to the environment, the
benefits afforded by electric cars are
arguably even more persuasive.
• All-electric vehicles produce zero exhaust
emissions so a move to battery-operated
cars will lower carbon-dioxide emissions and
reduce harmful air pollution.
• Improved air quality will have a positive
impact on the health of citizens.
• Electric vehicles are also extremely quiet,
reducing noise pollution.
• A move toward the generation of electricity
from renewable sources should offer a route
towards carbon-neutral motoring in the
future.

Current realities
Despite the much-touted benefits, Ireland
has been slow in the uptake of electric cars
with estimates that there are only around
2,000 such vehicles currently in use in the
country. Even allowing for differences
in population, this contrasts poorly with
uptake elsewhere, with figures of 70,000 in
the UK and 135,000 in Norway, where 25% of
all new car sales are electric cars.
		
So why have Irish consumers been
hesitant to embrace the electric vehicle?
A number of suggestions have been put
forward as possible reasons for the relative
lack of enthusiasm. These include the
following:
• The perception that electric vehicles are
slower than conventional cars.
• Range anxiety, which is the term given to
the worry that the battery range of the car
will not be sufficient to reach the intended
destination and the possibility of not
being able to make it to the next available
charging point before the car runs out of
juice.
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• Allied to range anxiety is a lack of
confidence in the availability of conveniently
located charging points to boost the car’s
battery when out and about.
• The increased expense of purchasing
electric vehicles compared with
conventional cars.
• Difficulties surrounding charging at home,
especially for drivers who do not have a
driveway or off-street parking.
		
Although some perceive electric
vehicles to be slow and cumbersome, the
opposite is in fact generally the case, with
the best electric cars rivalling their petrol
and diesel equivalents in terms of speeds.
As well as being really very nippy, electric
cars can be deceptive for drivers due to their
lack of engine noise and swift acceleration,
and indeed, anecdotally, some drivers have
found themselves going faster than they
intended until they get used to the new
driving experience.
		
Range anxiety may be the biggest
deterrent for potential purchasers and is
undoubtedly a cause of concern for those
travelling longer distances. For example, the
popular Nissan Leaf all-electric car claims
to provide a range of 100-160km on a full
charge but this would not be enough to
complete a journey from Dublin to Galway,
say, without getting a top-up charge along
the route. However, battery range is an
area that is improving all the time, with, for
example, the new Tesla Model S claiming to
manage over 400km on a full charge and the
Renault Zoe touting an estimated “real-life”
range of up to 300km in summer and up to
200km in winter. As battery life improves
across the board, range anxiety should
cease to be an issue. However, for now, with
most electric car models, longer journeys
will need to be planned carefully. One
workaround is to opt for a plug-in hybrid
model, so that long-distance drivers have
the backup of a petrol or diesel engine that
can take over if the battery runs out of juice.
		
In terms of purchase price, electric
cars should in theory be cheaper to make
as they have fewer moving parts, as noted
above, and when economies of scale kick
in, as they are projected to do over the next
few years, the consumer should be able to
avail of lower purchase costs. Indeed, as
we reported in Consumer Choice this time
last year, a study by BEUC, the European
Consumer Organisation, has predicted
that production costs for electric cars will
be significantly reduced by the mid-2020s
making such vehicles more financially
feasible to buy. Combined with the reduced
running costs, overall savings are estimated

to be up to €10,000 over an electric
car’s lifetime in comparison to expenses
associated with an average petrol car.

Incentives
The Government is undoubtedly keen to
promote the uptake of electric vehicles as
part of its commitment to reach renewable
energy targets but so far sales of electric
cars have fallen far short of initial goals. In
2008, the Government said that, by 2020,
10% of cars in the country would be electric,
amounting to around 250,000 vehicles. That
forecast has since been revised and it is now
projected that there will be 20,000 electric
cars used in Ireland by the year 2020.
		
One incentive in place to
encourage the purchase of electric cars is a
grant from the Sustainable Energy Authority
of Ireland (SEAI) of up to €5,000. Cars that
cost less than €14,000 will not be eligible
for a grant and the amount on offer rises
from €2,000 up to a maximum of €5,000 for
approved electric vehicles that cost €20,000
or more. See Table 1 below. Another
welcome bonus for electric car owners is
a reduced rate of motor tax. Budget 2018
took a further small step in incentivising the
purchase of electric vehicles as company
cars by introducing a 0% tax rating under
Benefit-in-Kind rules on a one-year trial
basis and this has since been extended to
a period of three to five years as part of the
Government’s strategy to reduce carbondioxide emissions.
		
There are three options for drivers
in terms of charging their electric vehicles:
home charging, public charging and fast
charging. The ESB ecars unit undertook
to install free home charge points for the
first 2,000 purchasers of electric vehicles
registered in Ireland and, having reached
that target, has since extended the offer
until the end of 2017 for all qualifying
registrations. ESB ecars has also to date
installed 1,200 public charging points on
the island of Ireland in on-street locations,
shopping centres and car parks. In addition,
over 70 fast charge points are located along
main inter-city routes at service stations and
roadside cafes in the Republic of Ireland to
facilitate those making longer journeys, and
a further 15 fast charge points are located
in Northern Ireland. Whereas a fast charge
point can charge an electric vehicle up to
80% in as little as 25 minutes, a full recharge
at a standard charge point can take between
one and eight hours depending on the car
type and battery size. Maps of installed
and planned charge points across the
country can be found at https://www.esb.
ie/our-businesses/ecars/charge-point-map.
Currently, public charging is free for electric
car owners and charge points are accessed
December 2017 / January 2018

using a special RFID charge point card,
which is provided when you register for
electric car charging and works both North
and South of the border.
Table 1: SEAI grant amounts for qualifying
electric vehicles based on the full
non-discounted list price
List price of approved
electric vehicle

Grant available

€14,000 to €15,000

€2,000

€15,000 to €16,000

€2,500

€16,000 to €17,000

€3,000

€17,000 to €18,000

€3,500

€18,000 to €19,000

€4,000

€19,000 to €20,000

€4,500

Greater than €20,000

€5,000

Challenges
Despite the positives of the growing charge
point network and the current free access
for electric vehicle owners, there are key
issues that need to be resolved. Situations
can occur where drivers are relying on
accessing a charging point to boost their
battery mid-journey only to find the
charging point occupied, potentially for a
number of hours. The ESB is looking at a
system of booking in advance for charging
points or letting drivers know which charge
points are available with the use of an app,
but there are significant challenges here that
will only grow as electric cars become more
widely used. In addition, problems have
been reported in various locations around
the country where electric cars parked at
charging stations have been deemed to
be subject to parking fees or a maximum
three-hour stay despite being plugged
into the charge point, with some vehicles
having been clamped as a result. Different
rules seem to apply in different regions
and agreements will need to be put into
place with local authorities to manage such
situations. There is undoubtedly much to
be worked out in the electric car market
but great strides are being made to address
the challenges and iron out the kinks in
order to improve the appeal of this very
environmentally beneficial movement.

Available models
Electric cars are becoming more widely
available as companies compete to create
the best models. Many models are already
available in Ireland, such as cars from BMW,
Nissan, Toyota, Renault and others. The long
awaited Tesla Model 3 is slated to begin
international sales of left-hand driver side
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cars in 2018 with the right-hand driver side
cars rolling out in early 2019. Table 2 below
outlines the prices for a selection of electric
car models that are or will soon be available
in Ireland.
Table 2: Electric Car Prices Compared
Car models

Starting price

BMW i3

€46, 600

Mitsubishi iMiEV

€22,495

Nissan Leaf XE

€21,490

Nissan E-NV200

€25,395

Porshe Panamera 4 E-hybrid

€81,141

Renault Twizy 80

€9,995

Renault Zoe

€23,490*

Tesla Model 3

€40,000**

Toyota Yaris Hybrid

€19,575

Toyota Prius Hybrid

€31, 450

Toyota Prius Hybrid Luxury

€33,550

*Car price listing includes the appropriate incentives. Qualifying vehicles costing over
€20,000 receive the maximum €5,000 SEAI grant. **Estimated price
Note: The table above does not represent an exhaustive list of all available electric
vehicles but, rather, is a sample of various options. All prices in the table were
obtained from official listings as of November 2017 and are subject to change at the
discretion of the manufacturers.

Policy promises
Governments all over the world are taking
great efforts to make the purchase and use
of these environmentally friendly vehicles
viable for consumers. Despite national
losses for governments in earnings related
to diesel and petrol sales, many countries
have adopted a ‘future forward’ approach
that the Earth will inevitably appreciate.
In the National Mitigation Plan, the Irish
State commited to reducing emissions and

building a climate-resilient low-carbon
transport sector by 2050, which is in
accordance with the global trend. The UK
has pledged to end the sale of diesel and
petrol cars by 2040. France makes similar
claims aimed at ending nitrogen-dioxide
pollution. The Netherlands anticipates that
by the year 2035 electric cars will make up
all new cars sales. Norway is proposing to
ban conventional vehicle sales in 2025. India
hopes to replace all vehicles with electric
cars by 2030. Last year, China issued plans
requiring that at least 12% of cars sold be
either battery-powered or plug-in hybrids
by 2020. China’s effort extends beyond cars
in its achievement of the first fully biofuelpowered cross-ocean flight from Beijing to
Chicago in late November of 2017.
		
These policies are part of an
international push to reduce global
greenhouse gas emissions in an effort to
counter the repercussions of climate change.
The decision to buy an electric car is entirely
your own but in the coming decades the
shift to electric cars looks set to be nearly
universal across the globe. Thus, it is best
to familiarise yourself with the options, so
when the transition occurs you will have the
knowledge to put you in the driving seat. If
you are feeling eager to get your very own
electric car for 2018, it is certainly a New
Year’s resolution that the whole world can
enjoy!

Useful contact
Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland
Wilton Park House
Wilton Place
Dublin 2
Co.Dublin
D02 T228
tel: 01-8082100
www.seai.ie
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MONEY / Consumer rights

Consumer Rights Refresher
for the Shopping Season
Consumer Choice reminds consumers
of their legal rights when it comes
to shopping in this festive and sales
season.
Each consumer has their own spending habits
at this time of year. For many of us, Christmas
and New Year sales represent a time of splurge,
a time to let loose and give in to the many
temptations we manage to resist at other
times of the year. Many of us save all year for
the occasion. With an upturn in the economy,
Christmas spending appears to be on the up
and this is not just in the form of traditional
spending in shops. A recent European
Consumer Centre (ECC) Ireland survey shows
that almost 74% of Irish consumers shopped
online in the past 12 months.

Survey findings
Knowledge of our consumer rights online are
becoming more important with 44% of those
surveyed stating that they are not confident
about their rights when it comes to shopping
online. Sales events such as Cyber Monday
and Black Friday are tempting more and more
consumers to purchase on these particular
days and online. The ECC Ireland survey shows
that, of those who made online purchases
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within the last 12 months, the vast majority
of these purchases were from traders based
outside Ireland, with 60% based in the UK,
mostly England. There were also purchases
made from traders based in Northern Ireland
and other EU countries such as Germany,
France, and Spain, as well as outside the EU/
EEA with the US and China being the main
countries mentioned.
		
With this, it is becoming more and
more important for consumers to become
aware of their EU rights and when such rights
offer protection. It is also important that
consumers get to grips with how to research
traders through their website. Consumers
must be aware that when shopping online
within the EU/EEA they have the right to
change their mind and this is known as the
14-day cooling-off period. Consumers have
the right to clear information, including the
trader’s full contact and address details.
Consumers have the express right to a refund
for delayed or non-delivery and the right to
redress in the case of faulty goods.

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes
At a glance
• Shopping trends online
• Rights online
• Shopping in the sales

		
Consumers aged 18 to 24 accounted
for the largest percentage of consumers who
shopped online, with 92% of them stating
they had purchased online in the last 12
months – however, 44% of this same group
declared that they were not confident about
their consumer rights when shopping online.
Amongst all categories of shoppers from ages
18 to 65 plus, a significant portion were not
confident about their rights when it came to
shopping online. Some of the main reasons
that consumers did not feel confident included
not knowing where to go and who to talk to
when a problem arose. Consumers also stated
they were afraid of credit card scams or were
fearful of giving out personal information and
making online payments. Many of these beliefs
are justified with 32% of consumers reporting
that they had experienced a problem with
online shopping in the past 12 months. The
problems encountered included products
not arriving, incurring unexpected charges
and experiencing difficulties with returns,
exchanges and refunds. Some consumers
December 2017 / January 2018

reported experiencing problems with delivery
restrictions and also with faulty products.

Non-delivery
If you find yourself in the position of having
made a purchase online from a trader based in
the EU and your purchase was not delivered,
you should first notify the trader. Many
consumers may not be aware that traders
generally have 30 days to deliver a purchase
unless they agree a shorter period with the
consumer before the contract is finalised. You
may try to arrange another date for delivery
with the trader and if this fails then you can
cancel your order and you are entitled to a
full refund together with delivery costs to
be paid promptly. If you experience a delay
in receiving your refund and you made the
payment initially using a credit or debit card
then you may be able to take advantage of
chargeback. This is where your bank reverses
the transaction. Be aware that rules relating
to chargebacks vary among the different
card schemes. You should contact your bank
and provide evidence of your attempts to
contact the trader to see if you can avail of a
chargeback.
		Purchasing from a trader outside the
EU means that the Consumer Rights Directive
cannot assist you. In this case, you would have
to look to the trader’s policy in relation to
returns and refunds.

is discovered from the start as soon as you
begin using it, you may demand a full refund.
If, however, you have started using the item
and you later discover a fault, you are entitled
to have this fault repaired or the item replaced
but you are unlikely to get a refund. If the fault
is found within six months of owning the item,
it is generally deemed to have been present
at the time of purchase. If the faulty product is
repaired and the fault reoccurs, due to no fault
of your own, you should then be entitled to a
refund or replacement.

I changed my mind
If, when shopping on the high street, we make
a purchase that we later regret, we have no
automatic right to exchange this product.
Instead, we rely on the goodwill of retailers
who are under no obligation to exchange or
refund a product if no fault arises with the
product. Online, consumers have benefit of
the 14-day cooling-off period, which applies to
most purchases but there are exclusions, such
as customised items, unsealed CDS/DVDS,
transport, and accommodation.
		
Consumers can invoke this right
by notifying the trader in writing of their
desire to cancel and they do not have to give
a reason. In this case, consumers should be
refunded within 14 days. The cost of returning
the goods can be imposed on the consumer. If
consumers are not notified about their right
to a cooling off-period the timeframe may
be extended to 12 months.

Brexit

Faulty goods
If you find that a good you have purchased
is faulty, whether you purchased the good
online or otherwise, you have the right to have
the situation rectified. This stands regardless
of the price of the good or if, for example, you
purchased something in a sale. An exception
arises where the fault was pointed out to you
before you made the purchase. The retailer is
entitled to seek proof of purchase in the form
of a receipt or debit or credit card statement.
If this item was a gift, you will still require
proof of purchase and the purchaser may
provide you with a gift receipt. Time is of the
essence and it is for the consumer to bring a
fault with a product to the attention of the
retailer without delay. Your remedy depends
on the nature of the fault and the timing of
the complaint. If a major fault with a product

20

www.thecai.ie

As stated above, UK traders account for
approximately 60% of our online shopping.
With the UK set to exit the EU, as it stands this
will mean that the EU consumer protections
afforded to us to date could potentially cease
when buying from the UK. However, this
applies in reverse, and UK consumers will not
want their rights challenged when purchasing
within the EU. Thus, it remains to be seen what
the precise impact of Brexit will be in terms of
consumer protection.

Shopping in the sales
When shopping in the pre- or post-Christmas
sales, some consumers believe that their
rights become diminished but this is not the
case. When consumers make a purchase at a
reduced price they have the same rights as
if they purchased the good at full price. Our
consumer rights are drawn from the Sale of
Goods and Supply of Services Act of 1980,
which states that goods purchased must be
of merchantable quality, fit for their intended
purpose and as described. If the goods do
not meet these criteria - if, for example, they
are faulty - then the consumer is entitled to
a repair, replacement or refund, whether

the goods were bought at full price or at a
discounted price.
		
As always, the consumer will need
to provide proof of purchase, which may be a
shop receipt, a credit or debit card statement
or other documentation that proves the item
was bought in that specific shop or chain.
Consumers may be told that the fault lies
with the manufacturer but consumers make
their contracts with retailers and so it is for
the retailer to rectify the matter. Consumers
should always bring their complaint to
the attention of the retailer at the earliest
opportunity as delay can defeat a valid
complaint.
		
Consumers may be faced with
signs indicating that they do not provide
refunds or exchanges on items purchased at
sale prices. Consumers need to be aware that
if a good is faulty these signs are irrelevant
and have no impact on the consumer’s right
to exchange or refund. You are entitled to a
repair, replacement or refund if a valid fault is
found regardless of what the shop’s signage
indicates. If, on the other hand, you make a
purchase at sale or full price and you change
your mind and want to return it, you may
not be able to. Such exchanges are at the
discretion of the shop and it is not a statutory
right of the consumer.

Choice Comment
A significant amount of confusion arises
when the rights of over the counter
and online purchases are compared. It
is crucial that readers understand that
there is not any cooling-off period when
buying over the counter. The 14-day
cooling-off period only applies when you
complete the purchase online or on the
doorstop. When we buy like this we have
the protection of the Distance Selling
rules.
Over the counter, it is the Sale of Goods
Act that predominantly protects
us – but only if the items fail either or
all of the tests of being Not of Good
(merchantable) Quality, Not as Described
or Not Fit for their Intended Purpose.
Final piece of advice – do not delay in
returning goods under either or any of
these circumstances because delays
cost the consumer money. Christmas
holidays can lead to confusion in dates
but sellers never allow themselves to
become confused – it’s their business and
livelihood.
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Money/Buying and selling a home
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Is 2018 the year you intend to purchase your own
home? Is it the year you wish to sell up and trade
up? Consumer Choice compiles the top tips.
Know your budget
As with all great intentions, when
engaging with the property market, you
need to know your limitations and begin
with figuring out your budget. Record
the household incomes and outgoings.
Collect and analyse all bank statements,
utility bills, credit card spending and debt,
insurances, pension payments, savings,
childcare costs, rent, and groceries. Trace
every cent and aim to make your finances
legible and easily understood.
		
The Central Bank lending rules
dictate that consumers can only borrow
a certain percentage of their property’s
purchase price and this will be based on
their level of income. First-time buyers
have a 90% limit on how much of the
purchase price they can borrow and will
therefore need a minimum deposit of 10%
of the purchase price. For example, if they
can afford to buy a house worth €300,000,
their bank can lend them up to €270,000
and the balance will have to be provided
by the borrower. For those who are not
first-time buyers, according to Central
Bank rules, they can borrow 80% of the
value of the property - so for a purchase
price of €300,000, the bank can lend up
to €240,000 and the balance of €60,000
will have to be provided by the borrower.
Unfortunately, in the situation where one
party of a couple is a first-time buyer and
the other party is not and they wish to
purchase a property jointly, then they will
not be classed as first-time buyers and will
have to provide a 20% deposit.
		
In determining your budget,
it is important to be aware that the
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Government is running the Help to Buy
Incentive Scheme for first-time buyers
who buy a new property or build a new
property before 31st December 2019.
The property must be the main home
of the first-time buyer for five years after
the purchase/build and the contractor
used must be approved by Revenue. The
property, if a conversion, must never have
been used or have been suitable for use as
a residential home. The amount that can
be claimed as part of the scheme is the
lesser of:
1) €20,000,
2) 5% of the purchase price of a new home
or 5% of the completion value of the
property of a new build, or
3) the amount of income tax and deposit
interest retention tax (DIRT) you have paid
in the past four years before you purchase
or build.
		
To apply for the scheme,
consumers must register on Revenue.ie for
MyAccount if they are an employee and
pay tax through PAYE. If consumers who
wish to apply are self-employed, they can
register on Revenue Online Service (ROS).
Consumers proceed through the online
application stage and claim stage of the
process. The maximum value that can be
applied for is €20,000 despite the fact that
more than one person may be making the
purchase and application.
		
When you have established your
budget, you will be able to determine your
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At a glance
• Know your budget
• Getting mortgage ready
• Preparing to sell

deposit requirement. Unfortunately, with
the current property market and rising
prices coupled with Central Bank rules, a
deposit requirement of €40,000 or €50,000
is very common. Consumers should be
aware that lenders have a certain level of
discretion when it comes to the Central
Bank rules but it has been more difficult
for this discretion to be used with first-time
buyers and instead it is more likely to be
used with those with a banking record,
such as a customer trading up. Buyers’
loans are capped at 3.5 times their income,
known as the loan-to-income limit, and
banks can currently grant exemptions
for up to 20% of all home loans and offer
mortgages above the ratio. The Central
Bank has very recently announced that as
of 1st January 2018 this discretion will be
used less, reducing from 20% of lending to
10% of lending to second and subsequent
buyers and will remain at a limit of 20% of
lending for first-time buyers. Ultimately,
getting any exemption is quite difficult.
It is recommended when tackling the
deposit saving task that a separate account
from your current account be set up with
an automated saving transfer taking
monthly instalments. Some believe that
making your savings goal known to friends
and family and setting a fixed amount
can aid savers in meeting their target.
Apparently, savers can get motivated by
seeing their balance increase and so you
can become more ambitious as you go,
increasing the levels at which you save.

Mortgage applications
With your budget and deposit under
December 2017 / January 2018

control, the next step is to prepare for
applying for your mortgage. To do this you
must put your best financial foot forward.
This involves getting your credit record
clean and demonstrating responsible
financial management. Checking with
lenders how much they will lend to you,
known as approval in principle, will allow
you to determine your price range. To
get mortgage approval, consumers must
spring clean their current account by
ensuring that they meet payments and
avoid referral charges. You can check
your credit history with the Irish Credit
Bureau and ensure there are no errors.
Clear any overdraft and remember that
evidence of gambling can make a borrower
less attractive to a lender. You need to
consider the proposed repayments and
how comfortable you would be with an
increase if interest rates go up. You will
need to demonstrate that financially
you have the required capacity to cope
with such a situation. You will also need
to demonstrate that you have secure
employment, usually in the form of a
permanent contract, and for this you
will require pay slips, a P60 and salary
certification from your employer. Lenders
can be conservative when it comes to
assessing more than your main income
such as bonuses, rental income and
overtime payments and so consumers may
not be able to rely on these elements.
		
When choosing a mortgage
provider, you need to take the long view.
Do not get your head turned by cashback
offers or an offer to pay associated fees.
Research the fixed and variable interest
rate options and if you are not confident
in your choice seek advice from an
independent financial advisor. Getting
prepared to successfully obtain a mortgage
can take weeks or even months and it can
be a difficult process. If it is your plan for
2018, there is no time to lose.

Finding a property
Beginning the house hunt can be an everincreasing challenge in the current market
but, nonetheless. this is the market we
have and must deal with. Armed with your
wishlist, establish your maximum purchase
price, a preference list of locations, your
required number of bedrooms, availability
of public transport, schools, parking and
so on. Find out if there are any difficulties
with the area by speaking with locals. If
you are interested in a property, visit it at
different times of the day and night - such
as at rush-hour traffic, pub closing times,
and school collection time - to get a true
measure of the area.
		
When speaking with the seller or
agent have a list of questions prepared in
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writing. These should include:
Why is the property on the market?
How long is it on the market?
Has there been much interest?
Have there been any offers?
Have there been any alterations to
the property and, if so, was planning
permission granted and, if not, was it
exempt?
Is the asking price inclusive of furniture,
curtains, appliances etc.?
What is the property’s energy rating?
Has the area ever flooded?
		
Before making any commitment,
get a quote for insurance and ensure that
the cover can be obtained, particularly in
areas close to rivers. You can also view
the development plan for the area at the
relevant county council.
		
If buying in a new multi-unit
development, ask if the owners’
management company has been set up
and financed?
Have proper accounts been kept and filed?
What is the annual service charge?
What level of snagging is included in the
purchase price?
Is there further development proposed?
		
It is important to get a survey
of the property to identify any structural
problems and it is worth considering
obtaining an independent surveyor, which
may mean engaging an architect/engineer/
surveyor from outside the locality of the
property for sale.

Completing a sale
If selling or buying your home in 2018,
whether trading up or otherwise, property
sale involves conveyancing and this can
only be done by a practising solicitor.
This is a notoriously complex process
and can take time, often longer than
people estimate. It is important whether
purchasing or selling a property that you
choose a solicitor that practises in the area
of conveyancing and, given the seriousness
of the transaction, price alone should not
be your guide when choosing the correct
solicitor for you.
		
You can help ensure that no
holdups stem from your side when selling
your property by having the following
documents to hand: Building Energy
Rating (BER) Certificate and Local Property

Tax (LPT) clearance to show there are no
outstanding LPT issues on the property.
The Non-Principal Private Residence tax
was an annual charge that was applied
between 2009 and 2013 and that attaches
to the property. You will need either a
Certificate of Discharge from your local
authority saying you paid the charge or,
if you are claiming that you are exempt
from this charge, you will need a Certificate
of Exemption, which will require you to
provide evidence that the property was
your principal private residence for the
relevant years. If married, have a marriage
certificate available and, if separated or
divorced, you will need the relevant Court
Order.
		
If selling, don’t forget to factor
in estate agents’ fees and advertising
costs and to check that the estate agent is
licensed. Try to agree the sales fee before
you begin and always get tax advice from
a qualified professional. Errors in tax can
prove to be costly mistakes.
		
If trading up, it is better to have
an offer on your own property before
making an offer on another property you
wish to purchase. It is a delicate balance
to make such transactions line up and you
can expect some delays and problems
even with what appear to be the most
straightforward transactions. When
making an offer through an estate agent,
tell them that your offer is ‘subject to
contract and survey’. This means that you
are offering to pay this sum in principle
on condition that no legal issues or
structural defects arise. If something does
arise, you can withdraw your offer. If you
require assistance with this process you
can engage a solicitor to assist you. Make
sure that when making the offer, the seller
is clear you are offering this amount of
money for the property plus anything else
such as fixtures and fittings that you expect
to be part of the sale.
		
When you have ‘sale agreed’ a
property this means that your offer has
been accepted and you may at this point
be required to pay a booking deposit,
which is usually a small percentage of the
purchase price and which is refundable
until the contracts are signed. At this
point, the investigation into the legal title
begins, as well as planning permission
and building regulation compliance,
a search for any judgements or debts
against the property, negative equity,
burdens, rights of way, wayleaves, liens
etc. When the investigations are complete
with everything found to be in order and
documents and money are exchanged, the
sale is deemed to be closed and keys will
be given over.
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Money/Data protection

Data Protection in 2018
Consumer Choice investigates the
changes to data protection law due to come
into force in 2018 and how this will affect
individual consumers.
There is a very high chance that all of us have
been involved in multiple data breaches,
when our data is sent to the wrong person or
when our data is used for a purpose outside
of that for which we gave our permission.
Data is fast becoming a valuable asset that
can be collected, organised, analysed and
sold or used to sell products and services to
us. Our data is personal and it requires a level
of protection commensurate with the value
placed on it by the corporate world in order to
avoid exploitation. Personal data is defined as
any information that can identify an individual
person and this can include a name, postal
address, location data, online browsing
history, ID numbers, images or anything
relating to a person’s physical, economic,
physiological, genetic, mental, cultural or
social identity.

General Data Protection
Regulation
Good news for the protection of our data
comes in the form of the General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR), which will
come into force on the 25th May 2018,
replacing the existing data protection
framework under the EU Data Protection
Directive. This is an EU regulation and so
there will be no transposition into Irish
law – instead, it will be directly effective,
meaning any organisation that deals with
data will have to be aware of the regulation
and the terms it imposes upon them.
		
The GDPR will apply uniformity
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across the EU. Currently, there are different
authorities throughout Europe, such as the
Data Protection Commissioner in Ireland
and multiple data protection authorities
across EU countries. This, however, is
about to change and data protection
regulation will become a one-stop
shop that will increase accountability
obligations. At the moment, legislation
has European reach only but the GDPR will
offer global reach as well as increases in
fines as penalties for breaches, obligations
to report breaches without delay and,
importantly, remedies to individuals who
are the subject of any such breach. The
idea is to strengthen the individual’s right
to privacy.
		
The GDPR builds on the core
principles of data protection that already
apply under existing law. These principles
require businesses and organisations to,
among other things, obtain personal data
fairly from individuals by notifying them
of its collection and specific purpose,
collect no more data than is necessary from
individuals for the stated purpose, retain
the data for no longer than is necessary,
and keep the data safe and secure.
The GDPR aims to significantly strengthen
individuals’ rights in such areas as
obtaining details about how their data is
processed, obtaining copies of personal
data that an organisation holds on them,
having inaccurate or incomplete data
corrected, and having their data erased

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes
At a glance
• General Data Protection Regulation
• Supervisory authority powers
• Improvements for consumers

by an organisation where the organisation
has no legitimate reason for retaining the
information.

Supervisory authority
While there are some remedies available to
data subjects under current legislation, this
new regulation will go further. Where there
is a right, there is a remedy and, under the
regulation, a new supervisory authority
is due to come into existence to take
complaints. It is likely that most countries
will transition their current data protection
authority to be the supervisory authority
for that Member State. This supervisory
authority will be obliged to take complaints
either in the place of residence of the data
subject/individual or the place of work of
the data subject or where the infringement
occurred. The supervisory authority must
then deal with these complaints and
provide the complainant with a progress
report within three months.
		
Individuals who have had a
data breach will also be able to take
proceedings against the supervisory
authority. They can, for instance, judicially
review a determination of the supervisory
authority that they are not happy with.
This will occur in the courts of the Member
State where the supervisory authority
is established. The Irish High Court and
Circuit Court will have jurisdiction to hear
and determine appeals.
		Proceedings will now be capable
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of being brought against the data
controller and/or the processor. A data
controller can be an individual – including
medical professionals, pharmacists, sole
traders or anyone who keeps personal
information about patients, customers,
clients and so on - or a ‘legal person’, such
as a company, government department or
voluntary organisation. A data controller
is defined as controlling and being
responsible for the keeping and use of
personal information on computer or in
structured manual files. In contrast, data
processors hold or process personal data
but do not exercise responsibility for
or control over the personal data, with
examples including payroll companies,
accountants and market research
companies.
		
Current legislation places the
obligation on the data controller as
opposed to the processor. This will now
change and data subjects will now have a
right of remedy against both the controller
and the processor in situations of data
breach. By virtue of Article 82 of the GDPR,
a right to compensation arises in situations
of breach for not just the data subject but
for any person who has suffered material
or non-material damage as a result of
an infringement of this regulation. This
regulation will allow for representative
actions. Currently, in Ireland there is no
legislative framework to allow for class
actions. Taking an action may prove for
an individual to not be worth their while
for reasons of legal expenses or levels of
compensation that would be payable.
With this new regulation, in theory, people
will be able to come together and bring
an action – however, it remains to be seen
how this will be utilised in Ireland. This
aspect of the legislation will be cause
for great concern for companies and will
encourage a great increase in respect for
individuals' data. It remains to be seen
what kind of proceedings will arise and
how they will be received by the courts in
Ireland.

These fines will apply to all data controllers
and processors and have the potential to
be very significant indeed. Fines come in a
two-tier system. Under the first tier, fines
may be imposed up to the value of 2% of
a company’s worldwide annual turnover
or €10 million, whichever is higher. The
second tier imposes fines of 4% of a
company’s worldwide annual turnover or
€20,000, whichever is higher. In general,
breaches of controller or processor
obligations will receive the lower level of
fine, and breaches of data subjects’ rights
and freedoms will result in the higher level
fine.
		
So, for example, the higher fines
will apply in the following circumstances:
Where there are failures to process
data lawfully, fairly, accurately and in a
transparent manner in a way compatible
with the initial purpose for which the data
was collected. Where there is a failure
on the part of the data controller to
demonstrate that consent was given by the
individual to process the data.
Where there is no confirmation given
to the individual that their data was
processed or not or where they can access
their data. Where a data controller fails to
rectify inaccurate personal data or limit the
use of inaccurate information.
		
Lower fines will be imposed on
a data controller who engages a further
processor without obtaining sufficient
guarantees that it will implement
appropriate measures to keep data safe;
where a data controller identifies the
individual but their identification is not
required; where data is processed outside
the instructions of the individual; or where
a record of processing activities is not
maintained.

Penalties
The supervisory authority will be
granted many far-reaching powers.
These include the power to investigate
through data audits and to obtain access
to data being processed, premises and
equipment as well as the power to order
information disclosures. These powers
are accompanied by corrective powers.
The supervisory authority will have the
power to impose fines, reprimands and
compliance orders on data controllers
found to be in breach of their obligations.
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Data breaches
There will be an obligation on the data
controller to notify an individual, without
undue delay, of a breach that is likely to
result in a high risk to the individual’s
rights. The nature, gravity and duration of
the infringement as well as the purpose of
the processing and the damage caused to
the individual will be taken into account
when determining the severity of the fine

to be imposed. Each individual EU Member
State will decide whether these fines will
be imposed on public authorities. These
fines will obviously be a major motivating
factor for companies to respect individuals’
data and will increase standards across the
board.
		
This regulation defines a personal
data breach as “a breach of security leading
to the accidental or unlawful destruction,
loss, alteration, unauthorised disclosure
of, or access to, personal data transmitted,
stored or otherwise processed”. This
appears to be far reaching. Thus, an
employee may leave a briefcase in a taxi
and be in breach; an email may be sent
to an incorrect email address; or perhaps
a landlord and tenant dispute could lead
to locks of an office being changed with
customer information stored inside and
this could give rise to a breach of this
regulation if for any reason access to data
is restricted.
		
An obligation is being introduced
that will direct that data controllers must
notify the supervisory authority of a
data breach not later than 72 hours after
becoming aware of it. This notification
must disclose the nature of the personal
data breach and the likely consequences
of the personal data breach and the
measures taken to address the breach
and to mitigate the adverse effects. The
supervisory authority will then decide
what the obligation is on the controllers
to notify the individual whose data was
compromised and which is likely to result
in high risk to the rights and freedoms of
the individual.
		
These are just some of the many
changes that will come into force in 2018
and these demands will be placed on
companies of all sizes. All businesses
and organisations will be required to
know exactly what personal data they
hold and where it is located. There is
also a requirement that this data can be
completely removed when an individual
revokes their consent. Organisations that
control data must be able to show a clear
audit trail of consent from individuals and
individuals have the right to withdraw
consent at any time. A response to a
consent withdrawal means that this
individual’s data must be permanently
erased and individuals now have the right
to be forgotten.
		
2018 will bring with it major
change for our privacy rights in terms of
our data being processed and stored. This
is not before time and it remains to be
seen just how far-reaching these changes
will be.
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PRODUCT TEST/Apple iPhone 8 and 8 Plus

Apple iPhone 8
and 8 Plus
The Apple iPhone 8 and 8 Plus make
some improvements on their already
excellent predecessors and add some cool
new features, but will you be tempted to
upgrade?
REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

Last year’s iPhone 7 and 7 Plus are
very excellent phones but Apple’s
2017 devices, the iPhone 8 and 8 Plus,
manage to outdo their predecessors
in some regards, introducing some
key improvements and adding some
cool new features. However, when
performance levels are so high
anyway at this end of the market, the
enhancements on offer on Apple’s latest
phones may not be enough to tempt
you to upgrade from a relatively recent
iPhone or to lure you away from a worthy
Android alternative. For an objective
assessment, the iPhone 8 and 8 Plus have
undergone a barrage of tests in our labs
to see how they fare under pressure.

What has changed?
The iPhone 8 and 8 Plus closely resemble
last year’s models but they have swapped
the aluminium back on the iPhone 7 and
7 Plus for a glass rear, the key purpose of
which is to facilitate wireless charging.
Thus, as well as being able to charge these
devices using the familiar cable, you can
now opt to simply pop the latest iPhones
onto a charging mat – eliminating the need
to fumble with connections and so on.
Despite the glass backing, the new phones
still feel solidly built and of unmistakeably
premium quality – though fingerprint
smudges might be something of an issue.
Sporting similar dimensions to the 7 series,
with a 4.7 inch screen on the more compact
iPhone 8 and a 5.5 inch screen on the
larger iPhone 8 Plus, the Retina HD display
impressed our testers with its stunning
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vibrancy, clarity and detail. In a new move,
the manufacturer has introduced what it
terms ‘True Tone’ technology, which, it is
claimed, enables the display to adjust its
white balance to match prevailing lighting
conditions in order to achieve a more
natural look and greater readability – and
certainly our testers awarded top marks for
readability across the board, including in
strong sunlight.
		
The new and impressive-sounding
A11 Bionic processor is remarkably
fast, handling multiple apps and the
most demanding of tasks effortlessly
and simultaneously - but with so many
super-swift high-end phones around, it
may be hard to really notice or appreciate
the added speed. The new phones run
iOS 11, which offers some helpful new
customisation options for the Control
Centre and allows for some nifty shortcuts
to simplify and streamline access to key
apps and functions.

What else?
The 3D Touch feature that appeared on
the iPhone 6 is again present on the latest
iPhones, enabling the screen to respond
depending on how much pressure is
applied – for example, a light tap will allow
you to ‘peek’ or preview content, such as an
email, whereas a firmer touch allows you to
‘pop’ or fully open the content.
		
On the iPhone 8, the rear 12MP
camera does a great job of taking photos
and is even better at capturing video. With
the larger dimensions of the iPhone 8 Plus,
there is room for not one but two 12MP

rear cameras – one with a wide-angle lens
and the other with a telephoto lens. This
dual rear camera set-up should facilitate
zooming in on objects without a loss of
image quality as well as a range of other
snazzy camera effects – and importantly
the clarity, detail and vibrancy of the photos
produced impressed our testers. Again, any
video footage captured is top-notch with
very smooth, fluent motion and sharp detail
delivered and the ability to shoot in 4K UHD
at 60 frames per second.
		
If the dual rear cameras are
tempting you towards the bigger phone,
one word of caution. As is the case with
the other plus-size iPhone options, the
iPhone 8 Plus may be simply too large and
cumbersome for some to hold and a test
drive in a shop before you invest may be
well worthwhile.

Plus ça change...
Despite the array of changes and additions,
some things have stayed the same - and not
always in a positive way. Apple endured
considerable criticism for its decision to
drop the dedicated headphones socket
on the iPhone 7 and it has not ceded to
pressure to reintroduce the port on the
iPhone 8 or 8 Plus. As a result, wired
headphones will have to be plugged in via
the Lightning connector - you may need
an adaptor for this - so you won’t be able
to charge your phone at the same time
unless you opt for wireless charging on a
mat. On the plus side, music sounds great
either through the external speaker or the
headphones that come in the box.
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Apple also continues to hold firm on its refusal to add a memory card slot so you are confined to the onboard storage. On
the tested 64GB versions of the iPhone 8 and 8 Plus, almost 60GB was available for users after the operating system and preinstalled apps were
accommodated – and of course, there is the option of forking out for the 256GB versions, but the additional memory will cost an extra €170 on top of
already sky-high prices. The iPhone 8 is selling for €780 for the 64GB version, with its bigger sibling costing €880. 		
		
Given the hefty price, it is comforting to know that these phones are IP67 rated, giving them a level of dust and water resistance
so that they are capable of being dunked in up to one metre of water for up to half an hour and will still survive. The iPhone 8 and 8 Plus are super
phones but there may not be enough in the way of additional capabilities to make a compelling case for an upgrade from a relatively recent Apple
phone or high-end Android device.

Apple iPhone 8 Plus









Camera and video (20%)





Calling (12%)





Texting (12%





Browsing (10%)





Music (10%)





Navigation (5%)





80%

80%

Handset Capabilities (18%)
Ergonomics (12%)

Smartphones updated table – Choice Buys
The two new Apple phones are undoubted Choice Buys and join the array of super smartphones featured in the November issue
of Consumer Choice. To let you see how all these high-end devices compare, we have slotted the results for the Apple iPhone 8
and 8 Plus into the top half of the table from last month. As you will note, Apple’s latest devices marginally outperform the older
iPhones and sit just underneath the top-scoring Samsung Galaxy S8, tying with the Galaxy S8+ as runner-up. In all, there are now
15 Choice Buy smartphones for those looking for the best devices around.
MODEL

Apple iPhone 8

Total score

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS

TEST PERFORMANCE

SCORE

Best price
pre-pay (€)

Operating system

Weight
(g)

Screen
size
(inches)

Screen
resolution

Main
camera
resolution (MP)

Front-facing camera
resolution (MP)

Internal storage (GB)

Handset (18%)

Ergonomics
(12%)

Camera and
video (20%)

Calling (12%)

Texting (13%)

Browsing
(10%)

Music (10%)

Navigation
(5%)

%

800

Android 7.0

151

5.8

1440 x 2960

12

8

64

















81

2 Samsung Galaxy S8+

900

Android 7.0

174

6.2

1440 x 2960

12

8

64

















80

3

880

iOS 11

204

5.5

1080 x 1920

12

7

64*

















80

4 Apple iPhone 8

780

iOS 11

149

4.7

750 x 1334

12

7

64*

















80

5 LG G6

710

Android 7.0

163

5.7

1440 x 2880

13

5

32

















79

6 Apple iPhone 7 Plus

880

iOS 10.0.2

188

5.5

1080 x 1920

12

7

32*

















78

7

750

iOS 10.0.2

137

4.7

750 x 1334

12

7

32*

















78

8 HTC U11

700

Android 7.1.1

171

5.5

1440 x 2560

12

16

64

















76

9 Samsung Galaxy A5 (2017)

380

Android 6.0.1

160

5.2

1080 x 1920

16

16

32

















76

10 Huawei P10

600

Android 7.0

144

5.1

1080 x 1920

20

8

64

















76

11 Huawei P10 Plus

730

Android 7.0

168

5.5

1440 x 2560

20

8

128

















76

12 Sony Xperia XZ

500

Android 6.0.1

160

5.2

1080 x 1920

23

13

32

















75

13 Samsung Galaxy A3 (2017)

300

Android 6.0.1

134

4.7

720 x 1280

13

8

16

















74

14 HTC U Ultra

780

Android 7.0

173

5.7

1440 x 2560

12

16

64

















74

15 Samsung Galaxy J5 (2017)

250

Android 7.0

160

5.2

720 x 1280

13

13

16

















72

1

Samsung Galaxy S8

Apple iPhone 8 Plus

Apple iPhone 7

*Other storage options available.
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PRODUCT TEST/Microwave Ovens

Microwave Ovens
When it comes to
fast food, which
microwave ovens
deliver the best
results? Consumer
Choice serves up
five Choice Buys.
REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue

At a glance
• Developments and trends
• Previous Choice Buys
• Five new Choice Buys
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Microwaves are capable of doing a lot
more than we often give them credit for.
Solo microwave ovens can be put to work
beyond simply warming up last night’s
leftovers, defrosting the ingredients for
tonight’s dinner, and heating the odd
ready-made meal. If you find yourself
solely using your microwave to reheat cold
coffee and defrost mince, with the closest
the machine comes to doing some actual
cooking being a spot of popcorn-popping
every now and then, it may be time to dig
out the appliance’s manual and see what
else you might be able to do. Even more
basic microwave ovens can be put to use
making a vast range of dishes, from risottos
to macaroni and cheese to rice puddings.
Moreover, when entertaining, your main
oven may come under unusual pressure,
either due to an ambitious menu of varied
dishes or a larger-than-normal number
of mouths to feed, but sitting modestly
in the corner of your kitchen may well be
a compact machine that could be put to
work. Microwave ovens excel at cooking
side dishes so can be put on vegetable
duty, say, for festive gatherings and special
occasions.
		
And for those looking to trade up
from a solo microwave to a multi-tasking
device that can really take over the
workload of the main oven and operate
as a grill and a convection oven as well
as a microwave oven, there are plenty of
combination appliances on the market.
Whether you are looking for a pared-down,
back-to-basics solo microwave or a feature-

packed combination oven, Consumer
Choice considers some of the newer trends
in this category - and what you will need to
think about before you buy - before serving
up five new Choice Buys.

What to consider
There are a number of factors you will need
to take into account before purchasing a
microwave oven. First, you will need to decide
whether you want a microwave-only device
or an appliance with a few more tricks up its
sleeve and to determine your budget and how
much you are willing to spend – our current
Choice Buys stretch from a modest €50 to an
eye-watering €450.
		
Next, you should consider where
will you put your new appliance? Do you have
a corner of your countertop allotted to it and,
if not, how much counter space are you willing
to give up? Don’t forget to factor in the power
cord at the back and a certain amount of space
will be required around the sides, top and rear of
the appliance where the heat vents are located.
Built-in microwaves certainly save on countertop
space but these tend to be costly to buy and will
need to be installed by a professional, adding to
the expense. In addition, they often struggle to
perform to the standard of the best freestanding
appliances.
		
Another basic factor to think about
is the size of the appliance’s interior. Will it fit
your dinner plates, for example? It can be useful
to check this by bringing one of your largest
plates or dishes along to the shop to size up the
capacity of various microwave oven options
December 2017 / January 2018

and make sure your crockery and
cookware will fit comfortably.
Traditionally, microwave ovens
incorporate a turntable to rotate
your food as it heats up but a
growing number of appliances today
are ditching the turntable in favour
of a flatbed design. By eliminating
the turntable, greater space can
be provided inside the machine
and every inch of the interior
can be used. Flatbed models are
particularly handy for larger square
or rectangular dishes, which can
encounter difficulties with turntable
machines as the corners can tend
to bash off the sides when rotating.
Though increasingly prevalent,
flatbed models currently cost rather
more than machines with the older
turntable design – on the plus side,
however, they are also easier to
clean.
		
Depending on your
circumstances, if may be worthwhile
to invest in a combination
microwave oven instead of
opting for a more basic appliance.
Combination microwave ovens
are versatile appliances that can
be assigned a range of tasks. Not
only can they be used as a simple
microwave oven for reheating,
defrosting or microwaving purposes
but their convection oven function
can be charged with baking a cake or
roasting a joint and the grill function
will brown or toast as required.
In addition, it is often possible to
use these different functions in
combination – so, for example,
microwaving a cheesy baked potato
and browning it via the grill at the
same time. The best combination
microwave ovens will come close
to reaching the standards of
conventional ovens but will do the

job much more quickly. They can
be especially handy when space is
too tight to fit a full-sized oven– for
example in a studio apartment,
caravan or holiday home – or for
those who feel they occasionally
need more than one oven when
they are cooking for large numbers,
such as at Christmas time.
		
You should also consider
what you need in terms of added
features? As a general rule, the
more extra features on offer on a
microwave oven, the higher the
purchase price – so before splashing
out, it is important to make sure
that all the bells and whistles will be
of practical use to you. High-end
models often have lots of automatic
programmes to choose from – these
can include auto-defrost and
auto-reheat settings that allow you
to enter the weight of the food so
the appliance can calculate how
long the process should take. Also
on offer may be a wide range of
programmes for cooking different
food types – taking away the
element of guesswork and more
precisely gauging cooking times.
Multi-stage cooking can be handy as
it lets you set the appliance to carry
out a sequence of functions –for
example, first defrosting a dish and
then cooking it - without the need to
reset the controls between stages.
Using a microwave oven, either a
solo or combination device, is a more
energy-efficient method than using
a conventional oven in any case and
all of our Choice Buys models were
found to have exceptionally low
energy consumption. In addition,
some models have ‘eco modes’
on offer to further reduce energy
usage for minimum impact on your
electricity bills.

Inverter technology
Some newer microwave ovens use inverter technology, which delivers
continuous heating at reduced power, with manufacturers claiming
that this leads to more even results. With ever more opportunities for
using Bluetooth connections in our homes, our New Zealand colleagues
at Consumer magazine note that inverter microwaves are even more
likely to interfere with Bluetooth signals than conventional microwaves.
This is because inverter microwaves continually adjust the energy they
produce when cooking. However, the problem may be solved by simply
moving the microwave and Bluetooth device further apart or else by
using the microwave on a lower power setting.

Previous Choice Buys
When we last looked at microwave ovens in our 2016 report, our Choice
Buys were dominated by one manufacturer, Samsung, and all three
recommended appliances remain available on shop shelves. Two
of these appliances are solo microwaves that focus on the basics of
heating and defrosting but that also come with plenty of potentially
useful features. Currently priced at €200, the Samsung MS28J5255
delivers fast cooking and remains speedy even when a number of items
are cooked in quick succession. Four effective automatic programmes
deliver gentle but thorough defrosting and there are a whopping 28
programmes for preparing a wide range of foodstuffs. Other appealing
aspects of this appliance include the supplied steamer, a deodorisation
feature aimed at removing any unpleasant smells, a spacious interior
and a turntable that can be disabled to accommodate larger square
or rectangular dishes. The Samsung MS23H3125AK has many of the
same appealing attributes, similarly does a great job of defrosting and,
though not as speedy, it cooks food evenly without losing moisture.
Added features on this appliance include 15 pre-set cook options, an
eco mode to reduce energy usage, and an antibacterial and scratchresistant ceramic interior that testers found was easy to clean. This
Samsung model appears to have seen a price drop since last year as we
found it recently for €129.
		
Those looking for a more versatile microwave oven can
consider the Samsung MC28H5013AK, which incorporates a convection
oven for baking and an integrated grill for toasting or browning food,
with all tasks performed to a high level. Again sporting a roomy interior,
this appliance counts an eco mode and a deodorisation feature among
its bells and whistles and even adds a fermentation function for proving
dough or making yoghurt – and all for a current price tag of €180.

1. Panasonic NN-CT555W €200 (combination microwave)

...and the competition

The Choice Buy Panasonic NN-CT555W is a

from and plenty of automatic programmes on

white freestanding microwave that goes beyond

offer to take the guesswork out of defrosting,

the basics to incorporate a grill and fan oven,

reheating and cooking different food types.

delivering a wide range of cooking options and

Testers were impressed with the ability of the

more than earning its place on your countertop.

built-in convection oven to bake cakes to a very

This combination microwave will heat food very

satisfactory level, though the grilling function

speedily and ensure even results throughout

performed less well. This Panasonic model is very

with the added bonus of retaining moisture for

straightforward to use, with a clearly labelled

tastier results. When it comes to defrosting, this

control panel and a nicely spacious interior that

appliance excels, whether you use the manual

can fit a 34cm plate. This is the white version

or automatic settings, reliably getting frozen

but the same great qualities come in a stainless

food to 0°C without cooking the outer bits.

steel version, the Panasonic NN-CT585S, priced

There are six power levels that you can choose

at €260.

29

www.thecai.ie

Speed of heating

Evenness of heating

Manual defrosting

Ease of use

Grilling

Baking


December 2017 / January 2018

Speed of heating

Evenness of heating

Manual defrosting

Ease of use


Speed of heating

Evenness of heating

Manual defrosting

Ease of use

Grilling

Baking


2. Panasonic NN-SF464M €228
(solo microwave)

3. Panasonic NN-DS596B €450
(combination microwave)

The Choice Buy Panasonic NN-SF464M is on the expensive end of
appliances, especially as this is a solo microwave that will not allow
you to grill or bake your food. Nonetheless, this attractive stainless
steel appliance is great at the basics and provides plenty of cooking
space, potentially increasing its appeal to larger households. Boasting
inverter technology, this Panasonic microwave has a flatbed design
that better accommodates large square and rectangular dishes than
conventional turntable models and provides a roomy cooking area
that can fit a plate of up to 35cm. It heats food exceptionally swiftly
and very evenly, with moist and succulent results, and there are 18
auto-cook programmes to choose from via the touch-control panel.
This Panasonic model is equally brilliant at defrosting, particularly
on the manual setting, avoiding the trap of starting to cook the
edges while leaving the centre still frozen, and the auto-defrost
programme does a good job too. Also on offer is multi-stage cooking,
a programmable timer for delaying the start time and impressive
energy efficiency.

The Choice Buy Panasonic NN-DS596B is extremely pricey but this
combination microwave comes with a full range of capabilities and adds
an extra function that could make it an appealing option. Not only will
this 1000W inverter microwave oven reheat last night’s leftovers quickly
and evenly and do a good job of defrosting when required, you will be
able to grill and bake as well as microwave your food – with an added
steaming feature for health-conscious cooks. When the Turbo Steam
function is selected, steam is injected into the oven from the built-in
boiler, retaining nutrients and keeping food moist. With a range of
effective automatic programmes to choose from via the touch-control
panel, this appliance allows you to combine cooking methods, opt for
multi-stage cooking, or delay the start time. The door opens downwards
to aid loading and unloading of this flatbed model, which offers plenty of
space for large dishes. The Panasonic NN-DS596B is exceptionally energy
efficient and very quiet indeed, and though the convection oven function
struggled to brown food evenly in tests, this appliance is a talented
all-rounder.
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4. Russell Hobbs RHEM2301S €168
(solo microwave)

5. Currys C17MW14 €50
(solo microwave)

The Choice Buy Russell Hobbs RHEM2301S sticks to the basics
but performs all key tasks very well. With a flatbed design, the
cavity is nicely spacious and you will be able to fit dishes of up
to 32cm in width - and with no turntable, it avoids the problem
of rotating plates and other crockery hitting off the sides of the
appliance. Unusually, there is no option to adjust the power
setting and there are no automatic programmes to choose
from. This simplifies operation, certainly, and, happily, this
freestanding appliance does a great job of all its main duties.
Those who regularly find themselves defrosting meat for the
evening meal will be very pleased indeed with the ability of this
machine to deliver near-perfect defrosting results without the
outer parts of the meat starting to cook. Similarly, food is heated
very evenly without being dried out. Importantly, this machine
is straightforward to clean as well as to use and is both energy
efficient and quiet when operating. This is a silver model but a
similarly priced black version, the RHEM2301B, is also available.

The Choice Buy Currys C17MW14 is certainly attractively priced and,
though not hugely versatile, this solo microwave oven manages to
deliver a very effective performance. Those who are not looking for any
automatic programmes and just want a microwave that is adept at the
key jobs of heating and defrosting will be pleased with the abilities of
this Currys model. There are five power levels on offer and, though not
very speedy, this appliance will heat food evenly throughout without
losing moisture. The Currys C17MW14 is particularly good at defrosting
frozen items such as meat without leaving some sections still icebound
while other bits are starting to cook. It is both energy efficient and quiet
as it works away, adding to its appeal. Cleaning this appliance is very
straightforward, helped by the easily removable turntable to let you
access the bottom of the machine. It is not the most spacious of our
Choice Buy appliances, only accommodating dishes of up to 27cm in
width – so you may need to bring some of your larger plates along to
the shop before purchase to see if they will fit alright.
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PRODUCT TESTS / Vacuum Cleaners

Vacuum
Cleaners
Vacuum cleaners today are stronger than
ever, quieter than ever and more energy
efficient than ever. But which ones would
you be happy to push around?
The task of vacuuming is considerably
improved – both in terms of the effort
required and the results achieved – when
done with the aid of a great appliance. The
ideal vacuum cleaner will roll after you
obediently, manoeuvre easily, be versatile
enough to adapt readily to different floor
surfaces, have sufficient suction power to
lift dust and dirt out of thick pile carpets and
deep crevices and yet will not require the
strength of an Olympic weightlifter to push
around, and be quiet enough that you can
do some early Saturday morning hoovering
without risking the wrath of your sleeping
teenager. Fortunately, this is a category
where manufacturers have been working
hard to meet all these potentially conflicting
requirements and there have been some
welcome developments. Consumer Choice
reviews six Choice Buy models that tick all
these boxes and considers some recent trends
in the vacuum cleaner market.

Vacuum cleaner trends
A number of EU regulations in the vacuum
cleaner market have taken effect in recent
years that have had a major impact on the
category as manufacturers have sought
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to comply with the new rules. The latest
wave of regulations went into force on
1st September 2017, stipulating that the
maximum wattage for any vacuum cleaner
manufactured or sold in the EU be reduced
from 1,600W to 900W and limiting the noise
level of vacuum cleaners to 80dB. Ensuring
that vacuum cleaners are quieter has been
welcomed as a development and although
there has been some controversy about
the reduction in permitted power levels,
independent product testing has repeatedly
shown that higher power levels do not
necessarily mean better cleaning. Vacuum
cleaners with 900W have been found to be
capable of more impressive dust and dirt
removal than models with motors that are
double or nearly triple that size. Indeed,
some energy experts have argued that, in
the past, manufacturers fitted appliances
with more powerful motors, increasing the
amount of electricity used, so that consumers
would perceive the device to be more
effective, mistakenly believing that high
wattage equals high performance.
		
The new regulations are aimed at
ensuring that these appliances are kinder
to the environment but they should also
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have the welcome benefit for consumers
of reducing their energy use and so their
electricity bills. In fact, the European
Commission indicates that by switching to
one of the most energy efficient vacuum
cleaners, consumers can save €70 over the
lifetime of the product and that, with more
efficient vacuum cleaners, Europe as a whole
can save up to 20TWh of electricity per year
by 2020 – equivalent to the annual household
electricity consumption of Belgium. In more
good news for consumers, the most recent
tranche of regulations also introduced new
minimum durability requirements, so that
your new appliance should now last longer.
		
Manufacturers have been working
towards the new EU regulations for some
years now with the aim of achieving the best
possible ratings for the new energy labelling.
In 2014, energy label regulations introduced
minimum cleaning standards for different
floor surfaces and, as a result, average
cleaning performance has been improved
overall. One unintended consequence
is that, as manufacturers have sought to
increase cleaning power to improve their
energy label rating, the strong suction action
has made some models almost impossible
December 2017 / January 2018

to push for a normal averagely fit individual.
This is generally not a problem once the
appliance allows you to vary the suction, as
users can then adjust power settings to a
suitable level for the flooring type they are
working on.
		
In recent years, there has been
considerable growth in the cordless vacuum
cleaner category, which may be partially
due to the fact that these appliances,
which use a rechargeable battery, are not
currently subject to the EU energy labelling
rules, potentially increasing their appeal to
manufacturers looking to operate under less
restrictive conditions. We will take a look at
the cordless vacuum cleaner market in an
upcoming issue.
		
The last few years has also seen an
increase in the number of bagless vacuum
cleaners on sale as manufacturers like Bosch,
Hoover and, now, Miele have entered the
subcategory pioneered by Dyson. Bagless
vacuum cleaners eliminate the ongoing
cost of buying the specific bags that fit your
model and the inconvenience of running
out of them at inopportune times. Although
certainly a cost-effective and environmentally
friendly option, emptying the dust container
can be messy and potentially problematic
for those with asthma or a dust allergy or
sensitivity. Miele’s new bagless models
seek to circumvent this problem to some
extent by separating coarse debris from
fine dust into two different compartments
within the machine that are then emptied
independently, minimising the dust clouds
that can arise. With most bagless models,
the main filter will need to be cleaned or
replaced, though the Dyson Cinetic range
does away with filters altogether, instead
trapping fine dust through its ‘cyclonic’

action. The growth in the availability of
bagless vacuum cleaners is reflected in our
current test with only two out of our six
Choice Buys using bags to gather dust.
		
Our current batch of Choice Buys is
made up entirely of cylinder models, which
are typically lighter than uprights and more
convenient for tackling stairs – although this
is an area that many vacuum cleaners find
challenging. Given the difficulty of balancing
even smaller cylinder models on steps, it can
be useful to look instead for an appliance
with a long and flexible hose so that most
of the vacuuming can be done up the stair
case with the machine positioned safely on
the floor just below. Upright models, though
bulkier to store and heavier to lift, tend to
come into their own when operating on the
level and sucking debris out of thick pile
carpets for a deep clean. For those in the
market for an upright model, there are some
previous Choice Buy offerings that are still in
the shops.

Previous Choice Buys
Two upright models from our 2016 vacuum
cleaner report remain available at two very
different price points. The upright version
of the Dyson Cinetic Big Ball Animal weighs
a fairly substantial 8.7kg but nonetheless
does not require too much effort to push
around on carpets where it does a great job
of sucking up dust. Its cleaning performance
on hard flooring is excellent and it scored
top marks for pet hair removal and allergen
retention. The long 10.8-metre cable makes
for a generous overall operating radius
and handy supplied accessories include a
‘tangle-free turbine’ tool for removing hair
from carpets and upholstery. This impressive
performer is currently priced at a hefty €550.

1. Miele Blizzard CX1 Excellence PowerLine €329
(Cylinder, bagless)
The Miele Blizzard CX1 series marks the manufacturer’s entry into the
bagless vacuum cleaner market and the Choice Buy Miele Blizzard CX1
Excellence PowerLine is certainly a first-rate bagless model with impressive
performance across the board. For the substantial price tag, this vacuum
cleaner will deliver top-notch cleaning of all floor types, coping with thick
pile carpets and deep crevices with ease, and the large dust container
keeps everything trapped safely inside, making it a good choice for allergy
sufferers. Miele points to the ability of its new bagless technology to
separate coarse debris from finer dust into two compartments within the
machine in a bid to better control the fine dust for more hygienic emptying,
which can be done with the click of a button. This is a relatively bulky
appliance, weighing 8.8kg, but it is generally not heavy to push or pull
around. Testers did note that the suction is so powerful that the machine
can be tough to push on its highest setting – however, the power level is
easily adjusted, though there may be a good deal of bending required as
you change settings for various flooring types around the home. Handy
accessories can be stored on board the appliance for convenient access
and this vacuum cleaner is exceptionally quiet.
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At very much the other end of
the price scale, the Hoover Velocity VL81
VL01001 costs a more modest €180 while
delivering high-quality cleaning across a
range of floor types. It is also excellent at
retaining allergens and does a sterling job
of eliminating pet hair, with the mini turbo
brush that comes supplied proving handy
here. The operating radius of 7.5 metres is on
the short side but this vacuum cleaner comes
with a long hose attachment that helps when
tackling stairs and difficult-to-reach areas.
Both these upright models are extremely
noisy, however.
		
Another Dyson appliance, though
this time a cylinder model, that remains in
shops is the Dyson Big Ball Total Clean, which
has come down significantly in price since
we reviewed it last year, now costing in the
region of €300. With a sphere-like shape, this
bagless machine manoeuvres pretty easily
and rights itself when toppled as it works
effectively to leave all floor types dust and
dirt free, with picking up larger debris from
hard flooring a particular specialty. Though
allergen retention is great, pet hair removal
is no more than average with this appliance.
Buyers may appreciate the range of tools that
come supplied for different cleaning tasks.
		
Also still available are two bagged
cylinder models from Miele, the Miele
Complete C3 Total Solution PowerLine
SGFE1 and the Miele Compact C2 Cat & Dog
Powerline. Of these, the Complete C3 Total
Solution PowerLine is the slightly more
impressive and is exceptionally quiet but
both are great vacuum cleaners, delivering
top-notch cleaning, allergen retention, and
pet hair removal. For full reviews of all these
appliances, see the November 2016 issue of
Consumer Choice.
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Wooden floors

Allergen retention

Pet hair removal

Noise
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2. Miele Blizzard CX1 Cat & Dog €400
(Cylinder, bagless)
Pet owners who like the sound of our previous Choice Buy might like to consider the
Choice Buy Miele Blizzard CX1 Cat & Dog as the most tailored option in the range for
them. This vacuum cleaner again sports Miele’s new bagless technology that separates
coarse debris and finer dust into two different sections within the machine to minimise
the dust clouds that can rise when releasing contents into the bin, which is a one-click
process. This machine delivers excellent cleaning, picking up larger debris, finer dust,
hair and fibres effortlessly for spotless results and keeping all waste securely inside the
machine for superb allergen retention. One downside of the effective suction is that this
machine can be tough to push on its highest power setting, though fortunately levels are
easily adjusted via the power dial. As well as standard floorheads for different flooring
types, the Cat & Dog version of this machine comes with a turbo brush floorhead that
is designed to more effectively rid your home of pet hair. The operating range of this
vacuum cleaner is a fairly average 9.5 metres, so you won’t have to switch electric sockets
too often, and the generously sized dust container holds three litres of debris, so it will
not need to be emptied too frequently.

Carpet

Wooden floors

Allergen retention

Pet hair removal

Noise


3. Miele Blizzard CX1 Comfort €449
(Cylinder, bagless)
The third and most expensive option in the Miele Blizzard CX1 range, the Choice Buy
Miele Blizzard CX1 Comfort focuses on making life as easy as possible for users. As with
the other two versions, this bagless model delivers a top-scoring performance in lifting
dust and dirt from carpets and wooden floors, though it struggles a little at sucking up
fine dust from laminate surfaces. Once gathered, very little dust will be emitted back
into the room thanks to the ‘Hygiene lifetime filter’ – a key factor for those with dustrelated allergies. Miele has also sought to minimise the dust factor when the machine is
being emptied through its innovative separation of coarse dirt and finer dust, enabling
each to be tipped out independently. The sometimes overly powerful suction action on
these machines has been noted but it is particularly simple to adjust the power setting
on the Miele Blizzard CX1 Comfort thanks to the wireless controls on the handle. This
high-tech addition means that users can switch the appliance on and off and modify the
power setting to suit both their strength and the floor type they are working on without
needing to bend down repeatedly to do so. Other appealing qualities include on-board
storage for accessories, extremely quiet operation, a self-cleaning filter and a single-tap
cable rewind feature.
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4. Numatic Harry HHR200 €170
(Cylinder, bagged)
Designed to cater to the specific needs of pet owners, the Choice Buy Numatic Harry
HHR200 delivers great cleaning performance for all households. To tackle challenging pet
hair, the manufacturer has introduced a turbo brush floor tool that particularly impresses
in effortlessly lifting debris and hair from carpets but that also does a good job on hard
floors. A wide range of tools and accessories is supplied, including a crevice tool, dusting
brush and upholstery brush. Again with pet owners in mind, this machine incorporates
an activated charcoal filter aimed at minimising any odours that pets can create and its
allergen retention is first-rate. With an extremely generous capacity of 4.1 litres, you
will be able to get a lot of vacuuming done before needing to empty the bag, and the
operating reach of almost 13 metres means that you won’t have to change sockets often.
On the less positive side, this is a fairly heavy machine, though it manoeuvres well on its
four caster wheels, and with no automatic rewind feature you will have to wind the very
lengthy cable by hand. Nonetheless, this vacuum cleaner is quite easy to use overall,
makes very little noise as it operates, and will not disappoint in terms of delivering
spotless floors.
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5. Dyson Cinetic Big Ball Musclehead €549
(Cylinder, bagless)
With an eye-watering price tag, the Choice Buy Dyson Cinetic Big Ball Musclehead
provides powerful cleaning across a range of tasks. This cylinder model is similar to the
cylinder version of the Dyson Cinetic Big Ball Animal, but it adds a ‘Musclehead’ floorhead
that automatically self-adjusts as it moves across different flooring types for optimum
results, saving you the bother of switching heads by hand. This machine excels on
wooden floors, sucking up all manner of dirt and dust from deep crevices, but it also does
a great job of delivering clean carpets, with even large debris and pet hair not proving
too much of a problem. At 7.9kg, this is a heavy vacuum cleaner but the manufacturer’s
‘Ball’ technology makes it very manoeuvrable and because of its low centre of gravity
and spherical shape it is even able to right itself if it topples over. Allergen retention is
excellent with very little dust released once trapped inside the machine and you will not
have to touch the dirt when emptying this bagless model as a unique mechanism sweeps
the last vestiges of dust out. As with many vacuum cleaners, this model is awkward to
balance on the stairs but it is pretty quiet as it works and it offers a decent reach of 9.6
metres.
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6. Hoover Enigma TE70EN21001 €100
(Cylinder, bagged)
The Choice Buy Hoover Enigma TE70EN21001 is an affordable option that does not cut
corners when it comes to cleaning performance. This cylinder model is adept at sucking
up dust and fine debris from carpets and hard floors, particularly impressing with its ability
to extricate dirt from deep crevices, such as between floorboards. It is less proficient at
lifting larger pieces of debris, however, so if you spill some dry rice, for example, you may
need to reach for a dustpan and brush instead. On the plus side for allergy sufferers, it is
great at retaining all fine particles inside the machine, with very little dust released back
into the atmosphere. Bag capacity is decent with room for 1.8 litres of dirt and grime
and operating reach is reasonable at nearly 9 metres, so you should get a good bit of
vacuuming done before needing to change sockets. This machine is easier than most
to balance on the stairs and does not make too much of a racket as it works. A number
of useful tools are supplied, such as a crevice tool, upholstery brush and pet tool for use
on soft furnishings and most accessories can be handily stored onboard the appliance.
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Useful contacts
Dyson
tel (01) 401 8300
www.dyson.ie
Hoover
tel 0044 168 572 1222
www.hoover.co.uk
Miele Ireland
tel (01) 461 0710
www.miele.ie
Numatic
tel 0044 146 068 480
www.numatic.co.uk
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PRODUCT TESTS / Turntables

Turntables

Our testers have taken 24 turntables for a spin
to find out which models are a hit and which
ones are a miss.
Since reporting on the return of the turntable
in our July/August 2016 product test, the
market has continued to expand. In our
current batch, 24 models are assessed
and indeed around half of the 15 models
examined last year remain in shops –
providing plenty of choice at a range of
price points. Top-of-the-range turntables
can involve a significant financial outlay
but offer stunning sound quality combined
with the ability to tweak advanced settings
to optimise the listening experience. For
those merely looking to dip their toe into the
turntable category, there are more modestly
priced devices that will deliver decent audio
quality and allow you to test the waters so
you can assess whether it is worth taking the
plunge into a pricier investment. So whether
you are a long-time vinyl devotee looking to
dust down your record collection and relive
musical memories or a newbie excited to be
venturing into the world of LPs to sound out
the possibilities, there will be a turntable that
will be in tune with your needs.
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Although there are plenty of
turntable models available in well-known
consumer electronics shops, seeking out our
top-rated Choice Buys may require a bit more
effort and you may need to look either online
or in specialist shops. Of the 24 turntables in
the current batch, five were a big hit with our
testers and we also have a good-value model
that is worth considering.

What to look for
If you are new to the turntable category – or
returning after a long absence – you may
be a little confused about the terminology
and what is on offer. Here, we have a quick
rundown on what to look out for and what
is meant by some of the potentially more
unfamiliar terms.
Turntable versus record player – Although
the terms ‘turntable’ and ‘record player’ have
come to be used interchangeably, there is
a distinct difference. A turntable consists
of a flat platter to hold the record, a drive
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to turn the record at the specified speed,
and a stylus or needle housed in a cartridge
at the end of a tonearm, which follows the
groove of the record, generating a low level
electrical signal that is converted into sound.
Sometimes a turntable will incorporate a
preamp. In contrast, a record player is a
more comprehensive device that includes
the turntable plus a preamp, an amp and
sometimes even the speakers all built into
one unit.
Automatic versus manual – The turntables
on test are divided between manual models,
where you will have to lift the tonearm on
and off the record yourself, and automatic
models, which will do the job for you. With
manual models, you will have to place the
needle carefully into the groove to avoid
scratching the record so some may prefer
to seek out automatic turntables that will
remove this responsibility.
Speed settings – All our models on test
December 2017 / January 2018

deliver a standard playback speed of 33rpm
(revolutions per minute) for 12-inch LPs and
of 45rpm for 7-inch singles. If you want
to play older 10-inch and 12-inch shellac
records, some turntables have a playback
speed of 78rpm. You would need to do some
research before playing your 78s, however, as
you may find your current stylus will not be
able to play them properly.
Speed change mechanism – As well as
checking what speed settings are available
before purchase, you should also consider
how the speed settings are changed. Often,
this merely involves pushing a button –
however, with some turntables you need to
lift up the platter and adjust the belt drive
in order to swap from 33rpm to 45rpm or
vice versa – which can be fiddly and could
become tiresome if you frequently switch
between record sizes.
Direct drive versus belt drive – Direct-drive
turntables have a motor that attaches directly
to the platter – the plate on which the record
spins. In contrast, belt-drive turntables
have an independent motor that drives the
platter and is connected using a rubber belt.
Direct-drive turntables start up more quickly
than belt-drive models, stop more instantly,
can guarantee rotational speed accuracy and
aid mixing – thus they tend to be favoured by
DJs. However, some users prefer belt drives

as they feel that they isolate motor noise from
the platter.
Cartridge – The cartridge sits at the end
of the tonearm and houses the stylus or
needle. It converts the vibrations picked up
by the stylus into electrical signals that are
then fed through the preamp and out to
the speakers, where they are converted into
sound. Lower-priced turntables tend to use
ceramic cartridges, whereas moving magnet
(MM) cartridges are a step up for music
aficionados and some real enthusiasts will
seek out moving coil (MC) cartridges. If you
are thinking of customising your turntable,
you may want to search for one where
the cartridge is removable to allow you to
upgrade it as required. Generally speaking,
cheaper turntables will not offer removable
cartridges.
Tracking force/weight – Tracking force
refers to the amount of downward force that
is applied by the needle to the groove in the
record based on the weights at the end of the
tonearm. Higher-end turntables allow you
to fine-tune this setting, whereas with less
expensive models, you will have to stick with
the adjustment made by the manufacturer.
Anti-skating force – The anti-skating force
is linked to the tracking force and, on higherend models, can be adjusted to find the best

weight mix to stop the needle from popping
out of the groove and skimming across the
record towards the centre.
Preamp – A preamplifier, or preamp, takes
an audio signal from the turntable and
prepares it for further amplification through
speakers or headphones. Most of the models
on test come with a preamp built in, so the
turntable can be connected directly to an
amplifier, hi-fi system or set of speakers. If
your turntable does not come with a preamp,
you will need to buy an external one or use
a hi-fi system that incorporates a preamp.
Moreover, some music enthusiasts may
not always want a preamp, so some of the
turntables with a built-in preamp allow users
to switch the preamp on and off, offering a
greater degree of versatility. Thus, users can
choose whether to use the built-in preamp or
switch it off when they want to upgrade their
music system and plug the turntable into a
high-end hi-fi with its own preamp.
USB connection – Turntables with a USB
connection can be plugged into your
computer to facilitate the transfer of your
record collection for storage and backup.
Most USB turntables come supplied with
software to help you edit and organise your
music as you record it.

Previous Choice Buys
We last looked at the turntable category in the July/August 2016 issue of Consumer Choice
and, as we noted above, around half of the models tested in that batch remain available in
shops. To get a complete picture of the turntable market, take a look at both this current test
and last year’s report. Two of the Choice Buy devices that we recommended the last time are
still available to buy.
		
The Teac TN-300 (€380) is a great turntable that is straightforward to use and that
delivers excellent sound quality, with testers noting warm, clear tones with only a small
amount of background noise. This manual turntable is very easy to set up, use, clean and
maintain. The USB port that facilitates digitising of records and the built-in preamp can
be switched on or off, depending on whether the user wants to plug it straight into a set
of speakers or headphones or into a hi-fi
amplifier with its own internal preamp.
You can switch between 33rpm and 45rpm
speed settings using the dial but you won’t be able to play your old 78s on this turntable.
		
In contrast, another previous Choice Buy, the Audio-Technica AT-LP120-USB
(€370), can play at 78rpm, though you will need a separate cartridge. Again, this manual
turntable provides super sound quality and offers a range of features that might appeal
particularly to budding DJs. This is a direct-drive turntable so, with the motor connected
directly to the platter on which the record spins, it gets up to full speed immediately, and
tracks can be played in reverse, which can be useful for mixing. Other handy aspects
include a USB port and a switchable built-in preamp. For full reviews of these turntables,
see page 43 of our July / August 2016 issue.
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1.Rega Planar 2 (2016) €425

2. Rega Planar 1 (2016) €280

3. Pioneer PL-30-K €266

Sitting at the top of our table and also at the top of the
price range among the models tested, the Choice Buy
Rega Planar 2 (2016) serves up simplicity combined with
superb sound quality.
This fully manual turntable is
straightforward to set up and will deliver exceptional audio
quality, with testers praising its clarity, level of detail and
pleasing richness of tone. This high-scoring model is aimed
at those who take their music listening very seriously and
who are not fussed about any extras. There are no built in
speakers or preamp so it will need to be used in conjunction
with a hi-fi amplifer that has one or an external preamp will
have to be purchased separately. Although generally very
straightforward to use, switching from 33rpm to 45rpm
is not a matter of simply flicking a switch and instead
involves lifting off the platter and swapping the belt from
one size of spindle to another. As is unsurprising on such
a high-end machine, an array of advanced settings are on
offer to let you customise your listening experience and the
cartridge can be removed and replaced with a superior one
if required.

If you liked the sound of our first Choice Buy but found
the price rather steep, the slightly cheaper but still very
impressive Choice Buy Rega Planar 1 might be a good
option. An updated version of the Rega P1 - the top Choice
Buy when we looked at turntables last year - this is a
solidly built manual model with a belt drive that produces
exceptional sound quality with a high level of detail,
clarity and vibrancy. There is little in the way of bells and
whistles, with no USB slot or integrated speakers, and given
the absence of a built-in preamp, you will need to buy an
external one if you don’t already have a hi-fi system that
has one. This focus on the basics means that operating this
machine is very straightforward with few buttons to cause
confusion, though like its pricier sibling, switching from
33rpm to 45rpm is fiddly in that you need to raise the platter
and flip the belt drive over to the other spindle. Among
the advanced settings that can be adjusted to optimise
your listening experience on this turntable are the tracking
weight and the anti-skating force.

If you are looking for a turntable that provides the ultimate
in ease of use, the Choice Buy Pioneer PL-30-K is definitely
worth sounding out. The only automatic model in our
current crop of Choice Buys, the operation of this machine
could not be easier. The press of a button will start the
turntable spinning and lift the needle onto the record –
and the tonearm will return to its resting position after the
record finishes. To swap between 33rpm and 45rpm speeds
is also as simple as touching a switch. But as well as scoring
top marks in ease of use, this turntable also performed well
in audio quality and technical tests, impressing with nicely
clear, stable and balanced sound. This is a solidly built
machine with a premium feel and the manufacturer claims
that the use of some metal elements reduces unwanted
vibrations. The built-in preamp means that you can connect
it directly to any hi-fi system or speaker but you can also
switch the preamp off if you prefer to use an external or hi-fi
preamp. This turntable lacks a USB port but you can adjust
such advanced settings as tracking weight and anti-skating
force as desired.

Also worth considering

4. Lenco L-3808 €224

5. Pro-ject Primary €195

The Choice Buy Lenco L-3808 is a manual turntable that
delivers great sound and that comes with some useful extra
features that may appeal to budding DJs. Instead of a belt
drive, this Lenco model is a direct-drive turntable with the
motor connected directly to the platter on which the record
spins, so it gets up to full speed immediately and you can
also stop records instantly, aiding mixing. This solidly-built
device performed well in our sound quality and technical
tests, providing a very good overall listening experience and,
with an integrated stereo preamp, you will be able to hook
this model up directly to a set of speakers or hi-fi system.
Some useful additions to this machine include the USB
connection and the Audacity software that comes supplied,
which combine to make digitising your record collection
a straightforward process. Other advanced settings like
tracking weight and anti-skating force can be adjusted, and
the cartridge is removable for those who want an upgrade.
One further fun feature is a target light that illuminates the
needle as it sits on the record and that can be set to flash in
a strobe pattern.

You may need to seek out the Choice Buy Pro-Ject Primary
turntable online but it could be a worthwhile purchase for
those looking for a mid-range turntable that combines ease
of use with pleasing sound quality. Setting this machine up is
particularly easy as all that is required is to fit the rubber belt
that links the motor with the spinning platter and to plug the
device in. As this is a manual turntable, you will need to lift the
tonearm onto the record and off again at the end – but this is
not too tricky to master. One more fiddly aspect is the need to
remove the platter and adjust the belt drive in order to switch
from playing at 33rpm to 45rpm. Testers were pleased with
the sound produced on this turntable, noting its nice balance
and good levels of both detail and warmth. With no built-in
preamp, you will need to buy an external one or use a hi-fi
system that includes a preamp. Another option is to look out
for the Pro-ject Primary Phono USB, which incorporates both
a preamp and a USB connection. As an added bonus, keeping
this turntable clean and dust free is particularly easy given its
simple, uncluttered design.
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6. Audio Technica ATLP60USB €130
Although it did not score sufficiently highly to achieve Choice
Buy status, the Audio Technica AT-LP60USB acquitted itself very
well in our stringent tests and that, combined with its relatively
affordable price tag, makes it a belt-drive turntable that is well
worth considering. Our testers found all-important sound
quality to be very good, and this is a very easy turntable to set up
and use. The automatic start means that you won’t have to lift the
tonearm on and off the record yourself and switching between
33rpm and 45rpm speeds is very straightforward. Those looking
to digitise their records will appreciate the USB connection and
included Audacity software, which will allow you to convert your
collection into MP3 format quickly and easily – though as is often
the case, there is likely to be some loss of sound quality. Given the
appealing price point, it is not surprising that the ability to adjust
advanced settings is limited – so you won’t be able to change the
tracking weight or remove the cartridge. However, the built-in
switchable preamp means that you can hook this machine
directly to a hi-fi system or set of speakers or alternatively opt to
switch the preamp off if needed.
December 2017 / January 2018

MODEL

SPECIFICATIONS
Price (€)

TEST PERFORMANCE

USB output

Manual or automatic
start

Built-in speakers

Built-in preamp

Switchable preamp

78rpm

SCORE %

Sound quality (65%)

Ease of use
(30%)

Technical tests
(5%)

Star ratings are out of five.

1

Rega Planar 2 (2016)

425

manual







82

2

Rega Planar 1 (2016)

280

manual







79

3

Pioneer PL-30-K

266

automatic

✓

✓







73

4

Lenco L-3808

224 online

manual

✓

✓







72

5

Pro-ject Primary

195 online







70

6

Audio Technica AT-LP60USB

130

✓

automatic

✓

✓







67

7

Teac TN100

190

✓

automatic

✓

✓







64

8

Denon DP-300F

automatic

✓

✓







64

9

Audio Technica AT-LP5

manual

✓

✓







63

✓







55







50







49

✓

manual

350 online
399

✓

10 Denon DP200USB

190

automatic

✓

11 Lenco L-85

140

automatic

✓

12 GPO Empire

150

automatic

13 Bush Full Size Vinyl Player

65

14 ion Superior LP

230

15 Crosley Executive

100

16 Crosley Collegiate

156

✓

✓

automatic

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓







49

automatic

✓

✓

✓







47

✓

automatic

✓

✓

✓







40

✓

automatic

✓

✓

✓







38

17

Bush Classic Retro Turntable with legs

120

automatic

✓

✓

✓







38

18

Bush Pro Turntable with
speakers

90

automatic

✓

✓

✓







37

19

Bush Turntable with speakers

75

automatic

✓

✓

✓







37

automatic

✓

✓

✓







35

55

automatic

✓

✓

✓







29

22 Crosley Messenger

100

automatic

✓

✓

✓







28

23 GPO Stylo

45

automatic

✓

✓

✓







24

24 GPO Jive

130

automatic

✓

✓

✓







23

20 Crosley Keepsake
21 Bush Classic Turntable

200 online

✓

USING THE TABLE
SPECIFICATIONS
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop around. Prices
found online only are indicated.
Manual or automatic start: Whether you have to manually
move the tonearm on and off the record or whether this is
done automatically at the press of a button.
78rpm: All the models play at 33rpm (revolutions per
minute) for 12-inch albums and 45rpm for 7-inch singles but
some are also able to play at 78rpm for older 10- and 12-inch
shellac records plus a small number of new vinyl ‘78s’.
TEST PERFORMANCE
Sound quality: Rating for the sound quality of each device
as assessed by a panel of experts who listen to a selection of
music from a range of genres.
Ease of use: Rating for the ease of setting up, operating and
maintaining the record player.
Technical Tests: The results of tests to assess such technical
variables as distortion, pitch accuracy, frequency response,
stylus pressure and wow and flutter (the audible effects of
varying the turntable pitch).

Useful contacts
Lenco
www.lencouk.com
Pioneer
www.pioneerelectronics.com
Pro-Ject
www.project-audio.com
Rega
www.rega.co.uk

*This price is for the 64GB version.
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PRODUCT TESTS / Choice Buy Roundup 2017

Choice Buy Roundup

2017

A recap of 12 months
of dazzling devices
and outstanding
appliances that got
the Choice Buy seal
of approval in 2017
and that could make
great gifts or be
worth seeking out in
the sales.
REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue
At a glance
• A year of Choice Buys
• Gifts and bargains
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As another year of independent product
testing draws to a close, we take the
opportunity to look back at some of the
excellent products that we have uncovered in
2017. From printers to pressure washers and
from steam irons to smartphones, our labs
have put a range of technological gadgets
and household appliances through a battery
of stringent tests so that we can provide
consumers with objective ratings based
purely on performance levels.
		
Our testing is carried out in around
60 laboratories located around the world and
is coordinated by International Consumer
Research and Testing (ICRT), an umbrella
organisation made up of over 35 consumer
associations from across the globe. Like
the Consumers’ Association of Ireland (CAI),
all ICRT members are committed to acting
exclusively in the consumer interest and,
as such, they do not accept advertising and
are entirely independent of commerce,
industry and political parties. ICRT enables
consumer associations to work together
to provide high-quality and independent
information on goods and services to
consumers worldwide. The products tested

are purchased anonymously from shops and
websites - so, rather than being supplied by
the manufacturers, they are independently
sourced and truly representative of models
on offer to consumers.
		
The tests themselves go beyond
government and industry standards, applying
more stringent and rigorous criteria, and are
designed to reflect how people actually use
the products. As consumers’ usage changes
or as new developments are introduced by
manufacturers, the tests may evolve from year
to year to take account of the shifts within the
category. Ratings are drawn from technical
measurements, assessments by expert panels,
and, when appropriate, the evaluations of
regular consumers who are given hands-on
experience with the products.
		
The ultimate aim is to provide
totally independent and fully objective
evaluations of a broad range of popular and
widely used appliances and devices and to
identify the Choice Buy products that we
are happy to recommend to consumers so
that they can be confident when making a
purchase that their hard-earned money is
being well spent.
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Pricing policy
In our product test articles, we
do not report on sale prices or
discounts due to their temporary
nature as such offers may no
longer be available at the time of
publication. However, many of the
appliances and devices discussed in
the Choice Buy Roundup have been
on the market for some time and
price discounts may reflect that the
product is about to be updated or is
being sold off. As a result, we have
decided to note some price drops
or discounts that are widespread or
appear to be of reasonable duration
– though this will not guarantee that
such offers will remain available. It
is always the advice of the CAI that
consumers do their homework by
shopping around, either in-store or
online, before parting with their cash
to ensure they are getting the best
value deal available. And particularly
with products that have been on
the market for a while, you may be
able to hunt down a great-value
deal – though this does depend on
the product category.

Great gifts
For our nearest and dearest, we often look
for a gift that will enhance their lives just
a little, possibly with a device or appliance
that will open up new culinary avenues or
entertainment options or introduce a new
hobby or pastime. Undoubtedly, it is the
thought that counts, but it is preferable,
clearly, if such devices
also turn out to be great
performers. Here, we
recap on a number of
products that have been
tested to ensure that they
can deliver when put into
everyday use and will
not disappoint their new
owner.

Blenders
In recent years, blenders
have rocketed in popularity
and regularly appear on
Christmas wishlists. Part of their appeal is
undoubtedly the contribution that these
devices can make to a healthier lifestyle by
blitzing all manner of fruit and vegetables
into a nutritious drink that is bursting with
goodness and quick to consume, for a fast
and easy way to boost your vitamin intake.
In our 2017 report, we noted the new
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development of the single-serve or personal
blender, with the key selling point being
that users can pulverise ingredients of their
choice in a one-portion cup and then detach
it and drink from the same container. The
idea of being able to ‘blend and go’ combines
healthful aspirations with the ultimate in
convenience and has made a major impact
within the category. Three of our six
Choice Buys from our July/August report are
single-serve blenders, with traditional jug
blenders accounting for the remaining three
recommended products.
		
Among the Choice Buy jug
blenders, the least expensive is the Russell
Hobbs Creations 18995, currently priced at
€70. Though not the
quickest of machines,
the results are worth
waiting for as blending
performance is excellent
whether this device
is tackling a simple
smoothie or handling
trickier ingredients to
produce a satisfying
soup or perfect pesto. A mill grinder comes
supplied for grinding nuts, coffee beans or
spices and, at 3.7kg, this weighty device is
likely to live on the countertop where built-in
cord storage will help keep the cable stowed
tidily away.
		
Those who are looking to sip on
the go and are searching for a single-serve
blender can seek out the Sage by Heston
Blumenthal the Boss:To Go BPB550BAL
or the Nutri Ninja BL450UK. Combining
powerful blending with ease of use and
good versatility, the Boss To Go does a super
job of blending a range of ingredients,
including nuts and leafy greens, to a smooth
consistency and it even crushes
ice cubes effortlessly. With
only one speed setting, you
start the blending process by
placing the tumbler filled with
ingredients onto the motor
base and twisting clockwise.
To complete the simple
process, turning the tumbler
anti-clockwise will disengage
the motor once the desired
consistency is achieved. Be
warned that this device is
rather noisy and, though it is
on the pricey end for a personal
blender at a typical price of €180, we did find
it on offer for a lower price of €120 recently.
		
The Nutri Ninja is again brilliant at
blitzing and blending all kinds of ingredients,
with even ice cubes not proving too much of
a problem. To operate the motor, you need
to continually press down the tumbler and
testers noted that a tingling sensation in the

hands may result – so this device may not
suit everyone. Full price is around €117 but
we found it on sale for an extended period
with a rather more appealing price tag of €59
so this offer may be worth hunting down.
A gift of a great blender could add to the
festive celebrations with the ability to whip
up the odd cocktail, and then when January
rolls around with New Year resolutions for
a healthier lifestyle, the device can be put
to work delivering green smoothies and
no-calorie soups.

Compact cameras
Talking of festive celebrations, these are
great times for making memories and an
excellent camera to record
the general merriment could
be a timely present. When
we looked at compact digital
cameras in our July/August
issue, the very best devices
stretched from around €400
to €700, representing a
significant financial outlay to
cater to your photographic
ambitions. However, one Choice Buy model
stood out for combining relative affordability
with great performance. The Canon Ixus 285
HS remains available for €199, for which price
you will get an exceptionally lightweight
and slim 20MP camera that provides the
ultimate in portability and still manages
to boast a very decent 12x zoom. Shots
captured in bright light will offer excellent
colour accuracy and sharp detail and even
those taken in poor lighting conditions will
not suffer too much in the way of blur or
texture loss. Other positives include effective
optical image stabilisation to minimise
the effects of camera shake, a good-sized
monitor for framing and reviewing shots,
and built-in wi-fi and NFC technology for
swift connection to the Canon app for
managing images. This camera, however,
provides little in terms of advanced manual
controls and it cannot record video in
4K – if you require these capabilities and are
prepared to almost double the purchase
price, to €379, one option is the Choice
Buy Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ80. Great for
taking on holidays, this excellent all-rounder
has a huge zoom range of 30x and the
optical image stabilisation works well even
when the zoom is fully extended. Photos
taken outdoors are particularly clear and
vibrant, though indoor shots were deemed
to be less impressive, and this camera can
take high-quality video footage, with the
option to shoot in 4K. Along with wi-fi
connectivity, a small electronic viewfinder,
and touchscreen display, this camera comes
with the bonus of a range of customisation
options that will provide greater control over
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specific functions for the more ambitious
photographer.

Ebook readers
The avid reader in your
life may be delighted with
an ebook reader in their
stocking on Christmas
morning and, in our
April issue, we reviewed
two Choice Buy devices.
Although this market tends
to be dominated by Kindle
products - which, time and
again, have proven to be
excellent offerings - the
2017 Choice Buys in this
category did not come
from Amazon. The Kobo Aura (Edition 2),
the updated version of the Kobo Aura, can
provide an enjoyable reading experience for
booklovers for a relatively affordable €130.
The six-inch touchscreen is nicely bright to
aid ease of reading even in strong sunlight
and a handy front light is provided for nighttime reading sessions. With no backlight,
however, passing shadows over the screen
can impede viewing at times. On the plus
side, this lightweight device has a textured
rubber backing, adding up to top marks for
one-handed reading comfort, and it is very
easy to set up and use. With 4GB of storage
on board, there is room for around 3,000
books, and Kobo claims that the battery will
last for two months before needing to be
recharged – so that should keep even the
most voracious of readers satisfied.
		
For double the price, the Kobo
Aura One (€250) provides considerably more
screen space, with the display measuring
7.8 inches diagonally, and though some will
appreciate the larger dimensions, others may
find the device too big to hold comfortably.
An ambient light sensor automatically adjusts
brightness levels according to the time of
day, making it a pleasure to view the display
in all lighting conditions, and onboard
storage is also increased to 6GB, providing
room for up to 6,000 books. A bonus is the
waterproofing that means that this Kobo
model can withstand the odd poolside splash
or accidental dip in the bath. However, such
added features may not prove enough of a
selling point to trade up from the perfectly
satisfactory entry-level Kobo Aura (Edition
2). Opting for a Kobo device means that you
will not be tied into the Amazon store and
product line-up for your reading material as
you would be with a Kindle ebook reader.

Tablet PCs and smartphones
Although it is possible to browse the internet
on the ebook readers discussed above,
as is typically the case with such devices,
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the experience is less satisfactory than on
a smartphone or tablet. For dedicated
web surfers, our February issue had a
number of stunning tablets
that combined dazzling
displays with responsive
touchscreens and super-swift
operation – and some of these
devices have work as well as
entertainment in mind as the
tablet seeks to move into the
laptop space. Two-in-one
tablets are aimed at offering
the best of both the tablet and
laptop worlds, providing larger
screens, greater onboard
storage capacity, the option
of adding a keyboard, and
processors powerful enough to handle the
most demanding of business apps, video
or photo editing programmes and more.
The Microsoft Surface Pro 4, reviewed last
year, is a heavyweight in every sense of the
word, weighing 791g and sporting a large
12.3-inch screen. A powerful tablet running
Windows 10 Pro, it can handle all manner of
challenging business apps effortlessly and
comes with a Surface Pen, though many may
find they will need to purchase the attachable
keyboard for really getting down to
business. It is a pricey
investment, however,
at almost €1,500 for
the 256GB version
with the i5 processor.
		 More
familiar ten-inch
tablets still abound
and can provide a
winning mixture
of enabling some
work to be done and
providing comfortable
dimensions for
viewing content, web
browsing, sending
emails and more. In
this size category,
the Apple iPad Pro
9.7 was placed firmly
at the top of the batch and indeed scored
higher than any other iPad to date, including
its larger 12.9-inch sibling. It incorporates all
the stunning features of the bigger device,
such as superfast processing, incredibly
vibrant display, impressive battery life, and
multitasking capabilities but is far more
comfortable to hold for long periods. The
128GB version costs €779 and that price rises
to €879 for 256GB of storage.
		
Android fans might prefer to opt
for the significantly lower-priced Samsung
Galaxy Tab S2 9.7, which at a current cost of
€480 similarly offers ultra speedy processing,

a brilliantly crisp and bright display, highly
responsive touchscreen, and side-by-side
multitasking abilities together with an
effective fingerprint scanner and the option
to shoot video footage in 4K resolution. If
you want a more compact device, the eightinch version of this Samsung model squeezes
all the same specifications and impressive
performance into a condensed package with
a similarly downsized price of €380. Unlike
Apple appliances, the onboard storage of the
Samsung tablets can be greatly increased
with the addition of a memory card.
		
We looked in detail at what is
on offer in the smartphone market in last
month’s issue of Consumer Choice and
added to our assessment of the category
with the results for the latest Apple phones
in the current issue. Our findings show
that there are plenty of ultra-high-quality
phones out there, generally accompanied
by super-high prices. Those who do
not need state-of-the-art specifications,
however, can find some excellent devices
for a half or a third of the price of the top
models. Our recommendations for the most
modestly-priced Choice Buy offerings include
two Samsung models. The Samsung Galaxy
A3 (2017) is a mid-range phone selling for
€300 that is well worth considering for those
looking to keep their purchase
cost down without compromising
on performance. Those who
like their phones a little more
petite to aid one-handed use will
appreciate the 4.7-inch screen,
which delivers good brightness
and clarity and, though it is not
the fastest phone we have tested,
the processor can handle most
tasks with ease. Incorporating
a useful fingerprint scanner,
impressive battery life, and dust
and water resistance, this phone
is a great all-rounder, with a 13MP
rear-facing camera and 8MP
front-facing camera that both
take decent shots.
Even more affordably
priced at €250, the Samsung
Galaxy J5 may lack some of the higher
specifications and latest features of other
smartphones but will still provide a great user
experience thanks to the excellent battery
life, nicely bright and clear 5.2-inch screen,
and a processor that does a decent job of
keeping everything moving along at a nippy
pace, only getting a tad sluggish when high
demands are placed on it. The front and
rear cameras - both of which sport 13MP - do
a good job of taking pleasing photos, and
the video footage captured is also very
satisfactory. This phone is a little short on
storage space, with only half of the stated
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capacity of 16GB available to users, but this
problem can be solved with the addition of a
micro-SD card.

Practical presents
Domestic appliances or DIY machines may
not be the most romantic or exciting of gifts,
but Christmas can be a good time to focus
the mind on what may make life a little easier
or what needs to be upgraded in the home.
Devices that speed up a much-disliked
chore or do the job better than before may
represent useful additions to the household
and be well received. Alternatively, there
is always the option of going to seek out
such items in the post-Christmas sales
with, perhaps, a gift voucher or two to help
towards the hopefully-reduced cost.

Robot vacuum cleaner
With vacuuming a none-too-popular chore,
we reported last year on the ultimate solution
– the robot vacuum cleaner. The notion
of a machine that will take over the task of
getting your floors dust and dirt free without
anyone having to drag a vacuum cleaner
around is undoubtedly appealing. For some
years, manufacturers have been working to
resolve navigation and cleaning challenges to
come up with an appliance that is both clever
enough to cover the area in question while
manoeuvring around obstacles and that is
powerful enough to do a thorough job of dirt
and dust removal. There was one Choice Buy
in our December 2016/January 2017 report,
the Dyson 360 Eye, which impressed with its
cleaning performance on all floor types. This
machine can negotiate around obstacles well,
delivers good coverage of the floor area, can
climb over ledges and thresholds of up to
2cm and reliably returns to its charging base
when finished or when the battery runs low.
You would need to keep your conventional
vacuum cleaner on hand for more thorough
cleaning sessions but this machine can
certainly deliver a decent
daily sprucing up of your
floors. The Dyson 360 Eye
was only available online
last year but it has since
made it into shops – the
price remains the same,
however, at a whopping
€1,000.

Steam irons
Even more than
vacuuming, ironing is regularly voted one of
the most hated of all household jobs – but
a really great steam iron can at least speed
the process up and avoid prolonging the
misery. To maximise ease of use, you need
to look for an iron that will deliver abundant
steam to pump through creases, that will
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glide effortlessly over fabrics of all types, that
will be light enough to avoid tiring out your
arms but that will still be able to produce
impeccably pressed results. Testers found
that the Tefal Smart Protect FV4970 delivered
on all these aspects and more. With superb
steam output, this Tefal model will help you
breeze through your laundry pile and the
manufacturer touts its smart technology
as providing the perfect combination
of temperature and steam to protect all
garments with no need to adjust the settings
according to fabric type. The enamelled
soleplate glides particularly smoothly over
all fabric surfaces while being impressively
scratch resistant. On the downside,
however, testers found the
soleplate a little thick for
sliding easily under buttons
and some noted that the
plastic handle can become
uncomfortable for
lengthy ironing sessions.
Appealing features of
this appliance include
an anti-calc valve to
prevent the build-up
of limescale, clips
that keep the cord
tidy, and an antidrip function that prevents water droplets
from staining your garments as you iron –
and all for the fairly modest price of €60.
		
More serious ironers may require
the services of a steam generator and our
most affordable Choice Buy from our July/
August batch was the Philips SpeedCare
GC6630/20. Currently on offer for €141, this is
a steam generator iron, which has a separate
base unit for housing the water and creating
the pressurised steam that travels to the iron
unit through a tube. As well as providing a
greater volume of steam, this base unit also
holds a lot more water than traditional irons,
so you will be able to work away for longer
without needing
to refill it and even
stubborn creases
should not be a
problem thanks
to the higher
steam pressure.
The Philips model
does a super job
of producing
copious amounts
of steam; its
ceramic soleplate is adept at gliding over
all fabric types; and the appliance is very
easy to use. The iron itself is not too heavy
with well-placed buttons and a comfortable
handle, and it locks onto the base unit for
ease of carrying the whole generator around.
Testers noted that limescale built up quickly

on this iron, but the integrated Smart Calc
self-cleaning function should help here and
keep the appliance steaming effectively with
no loss of power.

Pressure washers
Moving outdoors, our July/August issue
also looked at pressure washers for
blasting dirt and grime from paths and
driveways. Pressure washers are essentially
a motorised hose with a pump that creates a
high-pressure stream of water to quickly and
effectively eliminate dirt, drastically cutting
cleaning time and minimising the effort of
using elbow grease alone. One
Choice Buy model you might
like to consider is the Kärcher K4
Full Control. As well as supplying
plenty of power to blast away
tough stains using the rotary
nozzle, this solidly built washer can
be easily adjusted to let you use the
variable spray jet nozzle to tailor the
water pressure as needed, including
providing more gentle cleaning on
areas and items that are vulnerable
to damage. An LED display on
the trigger gun lets you check the
pressure level in use. Although
sturdily built, this machine is not too heavy
to move around and provides good onboard
storage. This model currently costs €209 and
if you want the same great attributes with the
addition of a dedicated patio cleaner, you can
seek out the Kärcher K4 Full Control Home.

Lawnmowers
Garden owners always appreciate a
lawnmower that does the repetitive task
of cutting the grass as efficiently and with
as little hassle as possible and one corded
Choice Buy model remains a good option.
The Bosch Rotak 43 Ergoflex is an excellent,
easy-to-use, corded lawnmower for a
medium to large-sized family garden that
will deliver great cutting performance in a
variety of situations – from level lawns to
damp, rough and long grass. Cutting height
is adjusted easily via a single lever with six
settings to choose from and the Ergoflex
handles are very comfortable to use with a
range of positioning options on offer. This
corded lawnmower is priced at €280 but
if you want to opt for a cordless version,
the Bosch Rotak 43 Li is a super machine
– however, it will be more than double the
price at €610, so you would have to decide if
jettisoning the cord would be worth the extra
expense.

Printers
For many households, a printer has become
a necessity but when choosing a device you
will need to look for high-quality printing
December 2017 / January 2018

results coupled with frugal ink consumption.
A device that comes with an appealingly low
price tag could end up costing a small fortune
in replacement ink cartridges. For ways to
keep ink costs down, see our section on Ink
options in our October report – and consult
our table of 58 printers to see which models
guzzle ink and which ones are the most
economical.
		
The least expensive Choice Buy
printer in our October report by some margin
was the HP Envy 5544. Modestly priced at
€80, this all-in-one inkjet printer is a great
all-rounder that delivers good print quality,
whether you are producing black-and-white
text or colour pages, and photo prints are
decent. This speedy printer won’t leave
you waiting too long, even for high-quality
colour prints, and scanning and copying
functions are also on offer and perform well.
Importantly, this inkjet model proved itself to
be very thrifty in terms of ink consumption,
though it uses a combined colour cartridge
that can push up overall ink costs as, if one
colour runs out, the entire cartridge will need
to be replaced. One
potential solution is to
avail of the HP Instant
Ink service but this may
not be cost effective for
everyone so this option
should be considered
carefully. This is an
easy-to-use printer
with wi-fi connectivity
that allows for
wireless printing from
smartphones and other
devices.
		
Those who
think big when it
comes to printing may
need a device capable
of producing A3
prints – and the Epson Expression Premium
XP-900 boasts this capability at a relatively
affordable price. Currently available for €140,
this all-in-one inkjet model does an excellent
job of printing both black-and-white and
colour pages in sizes from A6 up to A3, and it
can also print on CDs or DVDs. In addition,
this device can scan and copy – though
these functions are restricted up to A4
sizes – and testers found this printer easy to
set up and operate, with wi-fi connectivity
and a range of wireless printing options on
offer, including Apple AirPrint and Google
Cloud Print. Again, this Epson model does
not guzzle ink excessively, so running costs
should be very manageable.
		
If only a laser printer will do, the
only Choice Buy in this category, the HP
Laserjet Pro M227sdn, remains available for
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the rather hefty sum of €300. Although
it will not be able to print in colour, this
monochrome HP model will produce highquality and superbly crisp black-and-white
text very swiftly and, as is generally the
case with laser printers, running costs are
very low. This all-in-one device can also
scan and copy, and an automatic document
feeder is provided to handle multiple pages.
Somewhat unusually in the current market,
this printer has no wi-fi connectivity, so an
Ethernet connection must be used to link to
the internet and network features via a cable.
Apple AirPrint and Google CloudPrint are
both supported and you can download the
HP ePrint app to access a variety of printing
options.

Appliances to look out for in the
sales
Many of us may feel ‘shopped out’ out by the
time December 25th comes around, and yet,
with the leftover turkey and ham still taking
up room in the fridge, the post-Christmas
sales begin and lure us out to start spending
all over again. It can certainly
be a great time to bag the
odd bargain, especially if
you are in the market for
big-ticket items like domestic
appliances.

Dishwashers
Those looking to really splash
out on their dishwasher
can opt for a Choice Buy
appliance by highly regarded
manufacturer Miele. Our
March report recommended
full-sized options that were
freestanding, integrated, and
semi-integrated – the Miele
G6620SC, Miele G6660SCVi,
and Miele G6730SCi ,
respectively - and these all performed to a
very high standard, scoring top marks for
cleaning and drying crockery and delivering
spotless results with the bonus of some fancy
added features. However, they range in price
from €1,000 to around €1,500 so any discount
may need to be substantial to make the final
price tag really appealing.
		
We were also able to recommend
some great dishwashers that cost
substantially less but still deliver excellent
cleaning and drying performance. Those
looking for a freestanding, full-sized
model might like to consider the Kenwood
KDW60W15, which had been priced at €400
and which we found recently on offer for
€230. This Kenwood model manages to get
gleaming results on your crockery, cutlery,
pots and pans, and you will be able to fit

12 place settings into this machine. Other
benefits include a range of eight programmes
to choose from, including a gentle setting for
delicate items like glassware and china, and
low energy consumption both on the main
and eco programmes. Potential purchasers
should be aware, however, that this model is
fairly noisy.
		
Those with a narrower space to
fill under their counter can check out the
Bosch SPV40C10GB - a slimline model that
can be built into your fitted kitchen and that
can accommodate nine place settings. This
machine does a good job of leaving dishes
thoroughly clean and generally free from
watermarks, and its drying capabilities are
more impressive still, even with hard-to-dry
plastics. Priced at €430, this Bosch model
again scored poorly for noise but is energy
efficient and economical with water usage
both on the standard and eco settings.

Washing machines
The trusty washing machine has been around
for many decades and it is one of the latest
appliances to receive ‘smartification’. Some
high-end washing machines have added
wi-fi connectivity that allows them to link
to a companion app on a smartphone or
tablet. These devices can then be controlled
and monitored remotely and the relevant
app may even be able to diagnose minor
problems and administer troubleshooting
advice. In our February report, we were
able to recommend some smart and some
not-so-smart washing machines that had one
key feature in common – the ability to deliver
spotless clothes, which, when it comes down
to it, is what consumers really want from their
washing machine.
		
Smart offerings do not come cheap,
though prices
have seen some
reductions in
the months
since we
compiled our
report. Both
the Siemens
WMH4Y790GB
and Bosch
WAWH8660GB
had been above
the €1,000
mark but are
now priced at
€929 and €900,
respectively,
with discounts
on the Bosch
model
bringing the cost down to as low as €799.
For such significant sums, you will get
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wi-fi enabled washing machines that can be
remotely controlled and monitored from a
smartphone or tablet via the Home Connect
app. Importantly, these appliances will
also deliver impeccably clean cottons and
synthetic fabrics and each holds a substantial
load of 9kg, making them suitable for larger
households with significant laundry needs.
		
Another highly effective washing
machine is the Samsung WW70K5410WW,
which delivers outstanding cleaning on
both cottons and synthetics programmes
- though you will have to wait longer than
average for your clothes to emerge from the
machine. One aspect of this appliance that
we particularly liked is its AddWash feature,
which allows you, mid-cycle, to drop into
the 7kg-capacity drum a forgotten item of
laundry or a hand-washed garment for final
rinsing using the smaller access door within
the larger door.
		
Two of the most affordable
of the 12 Choice Buy washing machines
we reviewed this year were the Bosch
WAN24100GB and the Bosch WAN28100GB.
Both deliver a top-notch clean whether you
are washing cottons or synthetics and each
can fit 7kg of laundry into the drum, suiting
them to medium-sized households. The
spin cycles are fairly noisy but effective at
wringing moisture from clothes. The rinse
function, however, is no better than average
on either machine. You may be able to nab
a bargain with these appliances, as we found
them both recently on offer for around €400.
		
When it comes to drying your
wet laundry, an energy-efficient but highly
effective tumble dryer may be needed, and
we are due to look again at the tumble dryer
category early in 2018 to see which models
are more than just spin.

Cold appliances
Our cold appliances come under unusual
pressure at Christmas time, with fridges
and freezers packed to capacity and careful
space management needed to ensure that
all the festive food remains safe to eat and
does not go to waste. Freezing is the ideal
way of preserving food until you are ready
to use it and you will certainly be able to fit
lots into the Choice Buy Bosch GCM24AW20G
chest freezer from our June report. This
Bosch model offers a very sizeable 247 litres
of usable storage and provides fast freezing
combined with excellent temperature
stability and superb insulation ability in the
event of a power cut. The fast-freeze function
will speed up the cooling process when
needed and if the temperature starts to rise,
a warning light will alert you to the problem.
Some other handy aspects include a light in
the lid and the fact that the lid will remain
open when you lift it, allowing you to rifle
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through the contents with both hands.
		
Not everyone will have the space
for a chest freezer, however, and many of
us look to one appliance to cater to both
our refrigeration and freezing needs. We
were able to recommend eight fridge
freezer models of varying shapes and
sizes in our September report and most of
these appliances remain in shops with little
movement on pricing – though the postChristmas
sales may
bring some
reductions. At
the top end of
the price scale
was the Fisher
& Paykel
RF610ADX4
(€2,150), a
stylish and
spacious
multi-door
model with
Americanstyle side-byside doors for the fridge compartment and a
large drawer on the bottom for storing your
frozen items. As well as ample storage, fast
cooling and freezing, and great temperature
stability, this appliance is surprisingly energy
efficient despite its large dimensions and
runs very quietly adding to its overall appeal
if the very hefty price tag does not put you
off. Another multi-door model is the Haier
HB14FMAA, with the fridge compartment’s
two side-by-side doors sitting above the
freezer’s two external drawers. Sporting
exceptional chilling power and freezing
power, stable interior temperatures, low
energy consumption, and spacious storage,
this appliance ticks many boxes for the €800
price tag. Testers did report some easeof-use niggles, but also noted such useful
features as frost-free technology, fast-freeze
and super-cool functions, and a holiday mode
that can be set to conserve energy when you
are away.
		
Those looking for a more
traditional, tall, freestanding fridge freezer
can scout out such praiseworthy appliances
as the LG GBB60PZGFB (€880) and the Bosch
KGN36XW35G (€799). Both models are
impressive multi-taskers that are equally
proficient in terms of their refrigeration
and freezing abilities and they sport handy
features like frost-free technology and a
fast-freeze setting. Although the fridge
compartments are fairly spacious, with
the LG model holding 190 litres and the
Bosch appliance accommodating 174 litres,
the freezer compartments only fit 66 and
62 litres, respectively – which may not be
enough for your needs.

		
If you have a separate freezer and
are in the market for a stand-alone fridge
to slot into your fitted kitchen, the Bosch
KIR21VS30G reported on this time last year
could be a great option. Priced at €930 when
we first looked at it, this built-in larder fridge
appears to have fallen in price to €599 and
will chill fresh food items very quickly to a
safe temperature with a super-cool function
on hand to provide an extra boost if needed.
This Bosch
model is very
quiet when
operating, as
well as being
extremely
energy efficient,
and it offers 103
litres of usable
space across
four glass
shelves, a salad
crisper drawer
and three
door racks.
At the other
end of the price scale at €1149, the Siemens
KS36VAW31G provides a lot of fridge for your
money, not to mention high performance
standards. This tall, freestanding fridge offers
a generous usable volume of 237 litres and
plenty of flexibility with six shelves and five
door racks that can be configured to suit
your needs. Other appealing features of this
excellent Siemens appliance include frugal
energy use and very quiet operation - and it is
also easier to clean than many other models.

Televisions
By January, many of the previous year’s TV
models are no longer on shop shelves as
newer offerings have edged them aside.
Though some may still be found online, only
one of our Choice Buy TVs remains in shops at
time of writing - the LG 55UH950V - and this
has come down from the €2,099 price quoted
in our April report to a much more attractive
€1,200. With 4K resolution and the ability
to support two types of HDR formats, image
quality is excellent on the 55-inch screen
and this ultra-slim TV delivers surprisingly
clear and pleasant sound quality. The wide
viewing angle means that large groups
can watch together with even those on the
fringes getting a decent view. Our testers did
not like LG’s smart TV features quite as much
as they like those provided by Samsung, but
they still work well and, in what is becoming
an increasingly rare feature, LG offers passive
3D capability on this TV.
		
We will look again at the TV
category early in 2018 and will, no doubt,
have a whole new batch of high-performing
models to recommend.
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2015

Dec/Jan
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Online holiday booking			

2017

June

7

Savings – considerations			

2015

Feb

6

Online photo printing			
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July/Aug
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Shift work - health impacts			
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Feb
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Online purchasing – non-prescription drugs

2015

July/Aug
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Sales shopping – consumer rights quiz

2015

Dec/Jan

14

Origin labelling for food			

2015

Dec/Jan

11

Simple mobile phones			

2016

July/Aug
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Outdoor food safety			
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July/Aug
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Single supplement charges			
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July/Aug
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Small Claims Court - O2 case			

2015

Feb
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‘Smart’ drugs – prescription stimulants
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Oct
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Smartphones			
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Nov
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Package holidays - consumer rights		
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9

Smartphones			
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Dec/Jan
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Packaging ploys			
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Oct

7

Smartphones			
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Parental gifts – tax issues			
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Sept

6

Smartwatches			
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Dec/Jan
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Passport applications			
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6

Standing orders			
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Nov

8

Passport renewal and processing times
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6

Steam irons			

2015

July/Aug
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Pedestrian safety – Euro NCAP			
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Dec/Jan

9

Steam irons 			

2017

July/Aug

35

Pensions and PRSAs			

2016

Sept
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Student housing costs			

2015

Sept
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Pesticides on fruit and vegetables 		
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June
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Student accommodation			
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Sept

15

Pet boarding options			
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July/Aug
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Student banking			

2016

Sept
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Pet boarding - regulation			
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Sept
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Student discounts and savings			
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Sept
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Pet insurance			
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June
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Student finance			
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Dec/Jan
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Petrol stretching and fuel fraud 			
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Feb
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Student food safety in the kitchen		
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Petrol prices 			
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Feb
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Student third-level charges			
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Sept
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PFCs in takeaway food packaging		
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Feb
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Student work rights and advice			
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Oct
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Picnic food safety			
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July/Aug
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Sugar levels in breakfast cereals			

2016

June
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Photo printing and sharing			
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July/Aug
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Summer camps for children			
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May
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Postal rate increases			

2015

July/Aug

7
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Sunbeds – new regulations 			

2015

April

5

Supermarket Survey 2015			

2015

July/Aug
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Supermarket Survey 2016			

2016

Oct

10

Switching electricity providers			

2016

July/Aug

5
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Vacuum cleaners			

2015

March

21

Vacuum cleaners			

2016

Nov
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Vacuum cleaners – robot models		

2016

Dec/Jan

24

Value added tax			

2015

July/Aug
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Vegetables			
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Oct

5

Virtual UK mailboxes			

2016

March
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Tablet PCs 			
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March
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Tablet PCs 			

2016

Feb

22

Tablet PCs 			

2017

Feb

21

Takeaway coffee costs 			

2016

Nov

12

Tax code on family gifts			

2015

Feb

7

Tax-exempt gifts – parent to child		

2015

Sept

6

Tax guide - Budget 2016			

2015

Nov
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Tax guide - Budget 2017			

2016

Nov
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Tax guide - Budget 2018			

2017

Nov
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Technology terms jargon buster		
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March
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Tech support scams			

2016

Dec/Jan

9

Telecom providers - complaints 		

2016

July/Aug

6

Telecom providers – prosecutions		

2015

Sept

7

Televisions 			

2015

April

18

Televisions 			

2016

April

20

Televisions			

2017

April

18

Tenancy rights			
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July/Aug
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Third-level student accommodation		
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Sept
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Washer dryers			

2016

July/Aug

Ticket touting/resale			
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Sept
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Washing machines			
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Feb

16

Tobacco Free Ireland Plan			

2017

July/Aug

5

Washing machines			

2015

Nov

18

Traffic light labelling			
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March

13

Traffic light labelling			
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March

4

Trans-fatty acids in foods			

2015

Dec/Jan
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Travel visas			
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April

7

TTIP conference			

2016

Oct

4

Tumble dryer fire risk			
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Tumble dryers			

2015

July/Aug

44

Tumble dryers			

2016

Oct

22

Turntables			

2016

July/Aug

41

UEFA Euro 2016 - travelling tips			

2016

June
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Undercooked burgers			

2017

July/Aug
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Unhealthy treats			

2016

July/Aug
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Visit our website
www.thecai.ie
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www.facebook.com/ConsumersAssociationIreland
www.twitter.com/The_CAI

