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Dear Member,

Earlier in the month I had the great privilege to address the 
Credit Union Compliance Centre Annual Conference, which was 
held in Dublin. 

The focus was upon corporate culture and governance and how 
the credit union movement is evolving to meet the demands 
of a changing environment.  Those changes are notable, for 
example, through the number of mergers and also the entry 
into the wider financial marketplace in terms of mortgage 
provision.

That said, almost without exception, there was a common 
thread through the presentations reflecting how the human 
and personal element of what is the ethos of the credit union 
movement remains, and could remain, at its core. Achieving this 
will be no mean feat.  Balancing governance with this culture 
will never be easy and it will necessitate a significant change 
of approach at local board levels to make it work successfully, 
transparently and with prudential regulation to the forefront of 
business.

There is also a new and emerging challenge to be met. It is an 
old problem but with a new approach. Leaflets are dropping into 
doors advising how it can be a simple process to borrow cash 
in amounts of between €100 and €600.  The positive language 
of the document outlines how, following a short telephone 
conversation, an ‘agent’ can be at your door with the cash and 
same agent will call each week, across the 26 or 52 week terms 
of the loan, to collect the repayments - which will include the 
interest, which is set at 60%. 

The credit union movement is under pressure from the Central 
Bank to improve its loan book, and it is on course to do so.  But, 
there is an opportunity here to make small loans available - at 
affordable rates - to what is, clearly a gap in the market.  If the 
credit union can move swiftly, with prudential provision of 
micro loans, then the new ways of ‘doing things around here’ 
will address the realities that the old ways of the moneylenders 
must be eliminated. After all, that was the thinking behind this 
movement in the first place. 

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

Wasps Have Feelings Too

News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

We have all become very conscious of  the importance of  bees 
and, importantly, how they are under threat and there are now 
many environmental scientists highly engaged with the introduc-
tion of  procedures and changes in order to protect these wonder-
ful insects.  However, when it comes to wasps we hold a very dif-
ferent view.  Research emerging is indicating that we are wrong 
and unfair in that view.  Researchers from University College 
London (UCL) have surveyed 750 people from 46 countries who 
have, overwhelmingly, highlighted their negativity toward how 
they view wasps as annoying and dangerous insects.  This, it is 
outlined and concluded, is a serious issue as wasps are facing a 
similar decline to that of  bees but the ecological benefits that 
they bring to the planet are not being addressed and protected, 
which will be to our cost.  An interesting and important deduc-
tion from the UCL research is how little research effort, attention 
or resource has been put or, more importantly, sought for a focus 
on the wasp population.  They found that, over the last 37 years 
only 2.4% of  908 papers since 1980 were wasp publications and, 
of  the 2,543 conference abstracts on bees or wasps from the last 
20 years, 81.3% were on bees. Ahh, that explains why they are 
so angry…..

Astronomers across the globe are increasingly interested in what are known as 
Fast Radio Bursts (FRBs).  This is because these short blasts of strong radio waves 
originate in deep space.  What especially got the pulses racing was how, in 2017, 
no less than 15 FRBs were detected – coming from a galaxy 3 billion light years 
away (layman terms – very, very far away).  Now, in a project established through 
the Search For Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) Institute at the University of 
California, Berkeley, researchers there have discovered no less than 72 FRBs from 
3 billion light years away.  What is gathering attention is how this work and these 
discoveries are new and have significantly enhanced knowledge in this area.  This 
team of researchers are honest in declaring how the source of these emissions is 
still not clear.  However, you will not be surprised that other experts are now put-
ting forward the theory that the bursts are highly magnetised neutron stars hit by 
gas streams from a super-massive black hole close by.  Others suggest that they 
are consistent with signatures of technologies developed by advanced civilisa-
tions.  I like this last group who are, clearly, bursting with enthusiasm and unafraid 
to poke a finger in the cyclops of alienation.

Toy sales in the US for July and August were down in the 
high-single digits, with September no better.  This is a 
worrying sign in the market because it is September that 
parents are usually buying in advance of Christmas and 
hoping to buy early when prices are low and suitable for a 
tight budget. Last year saw the demise there of Toys R Us, 
which, for consumers, offered the availability of highly, 
discounted toys as stores closed their doors across the 
country.   Nerf toy products were a high stock item of 
Toys R Us and this year they also have seen a 20% drop 
in sales, including its highly popular Star Wars products.   
Mattel are reporting that sales of Barbie and Hot Wheels 
are holding well but that the remainder of their product 
lines are down in varying double-digit percentages.  
Change is clearly embedded through increased technol-
ogy demand and it is clear how the Claus family has its 
work cut out this year.

Look Like Rain Dear

HELLO BOYS - I’M BAACK! 
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One major ‘advancement’ in terms of food 
safety that had slipped through the net of food 
labelling provision have been gene-editing 
techniques, which use bacteria to either 
enhance or suppress certain traits or viruses 
within an organism.  The issue has been how 
this is the same as introducing a foreign DNA 
that has therefore the potential to pose a risk to 
human health.  We have been hearing of what 
are known as ‘novel’ food and feed techniques 
- e.g. the development of herbicide resistant 

seeds - which, as such, came into existence 
after EU regulations governing genetically 
modified food came into effect in 2001.  Now, 
following an EU court ruling, any such food or 
feed will require to be tested fully and labelled 
as genetically modified (GM).  Rightly declared 
to be a victory for the environment, farmers 
and consumers, nonetheless, the French 
farming lobby consider it could be a barrier to 
innovation.  Obviously seeing this as a guillotine 
movement (GM) to their profits!

Evolution – not Revolution

THE 2018 LONDON GOLD RuSH 

I must apologise for not 
informing you all well in ad-
vance of  a Sotheby’s auction 
that took place on October 
18th last.  This was the first 
all-gold auction to be held 
there and it would have 
been the opportunity to 
purchase something special, 
and well in advance of  the 
Christmas rush.  Consumer 
goods on offer included a 
six-litre, 2002, gold bottle 
of  Dom Perignon cham-
pagne with bids opening at 
€16,750.  Matched with a 
set of  eight wine goblets at 
€7,850 it would have made 
for a lovely surprise to grace 
any festive table pre or post 

dinner or dessert.  It was 
a 1977 gold painted Fer-
rari that was the advertised 
‘highlight’ of  the show with 
a starting bid of  €390,000.  
That said, and I don’t know 
how you feel on this, but it 
was the chestnut brown (no, 
not gold), interior trim, that, 
for me, made this a great 
disappointment.  However, 
that set of  king-sized bed 
sheets, made from 24-karat 
gold and silk and coming up 
at €33,000 was the real op-
portunity missed on the day.  
And, if  they were too big, 
a few choice cuts and you 
would have had a matching 
set of  pillow cases. 

The door-to-door circulation of leaflets offering cash loans of between 
€100 and €600 highlight how much we need to focus on better financial 
regulation and significantly heightened levels of financial education at all 
levels, and especially in schools.  These leaflets outline how, even if you have 
been refused elsewhere, a call to an 1800 number provided could likely 
facilitate the delivery of the cash sum to your door by a local, friendly agent.  
Payment will be over 26 or 52 weeks with an attaching interest rate of 60% - 
that is 187% APR!  Now, I acknowledge that there is a demand for small loans 
but it should be recognised how, at these rates of interest, all other possible 
lenders must first be considered and with your local credit union at the top 
of the list.  I have, always, outlined one particular fact in terms of family, 
Christmas, birthdays and similar events where gifts, especially of cash or gift 
cards are increasingly the norm: I know of no person who would wish me to 
go into debt to give them a gift.  It is not necessary and, at these rates, it is 
simply not acceptable.

Do Not Go There!
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FOOD & HEALTH/News

Food & Health

 by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Food businesses across the country need 
to do more to provide written allergen 
information to consumers, according to 
the Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI).  
A survey released last month by the FSAI 
found that one in five adults believe that food 
businesses are not doing enough to inform 
consumers about the allergens contained in 
the food they sell.  There is a legal obligation 
on all food businesses to provide consumers 
with accurate written information on 14 
specified food allergens regardless of 
whether the food is prepacked or not, and, 
according to the FSAI’s Chief Executive, Dr 
Pamela Byrne, failure to provide accurate 
written allergen information for customers 
was one of the reasons closure orders 
were served on seven food businesses 
since September 2017.  Dr Byrne notes that 

although there are many food businesses 
that are compliant, there are still many that 
are not and that continue to break the law by 
not providing the required information.   
  The FSAI survey found that 
restaurants, cafes and hotels performed 
relatively strongly, with most survey 
participants having seen written allergen 
information in these food businesses, but 
that over two out of three participants said 
that they had not seen written allergen 
information displayed at food stalls at 
markets, child care facilities, staff canteens 
and food or ice-cream vans.    One in ten of 
those surveyed said that they had a food 
allergy or food intolerance and, given that 
allergic reactions can make people ill and, in 
some cases, be fatal, it is vital that accurate 
allergen information is provided by all food 

businesses.
  To emphasise the gravity of 
the need for allergen information to be 
displayed and to increase awareness that it 
is a legal requirement, the FSAI has launched 
a national information campaign that 
highlights the potentially fatal consequences 
that missing or inaccurate allergen 
information can have.
  Dr Byrne commented that the 
FSAI Advice Line had received 64 consumer 
complaints about unavailable or incorrect 
written allergen information and the FSAI 
welcomes such reports from consumers so 
that it can take action as needed.   The FSAI 
Advice Line may be contacted on 1890 33 
66 77 or food-safety-related complaints may 
also be made online at https://www.fsai.ie/
makeitbetter/.

Sweet talk
The lengthy queues at the newly opened 
24-hour drive-through Krispy Kreme outlet 
in Blanchardstown in September of this year 
show that the doughnut craze in Ireland is 
still going strong.  But before developing 
a doughnut habit or making it a breakfast 
staple, the calories and sugar content of 
these fried balls of dough need to be counted 
up and considered.   The US company’s 
most basic offering is its ‘original glazed’ 
doughnut, which it recommends eating 
hot for a “melt-in-the-mouth” experience.  
This ring doughnut will clock up 200kcal 
and three teaspoons of sugar, according 
to nutritional information provided by the 
company.  World Health Organisation (WHO) 

recommendations currently indicate that 
we should only be consuming six teaspoons 
of sugar a day – so your doughnut treat will 
account for half your sugar intake for the day.   
Although 200kcal does not necessarily spell 
disaster for the waistline, the calorie content 
of the rest of the company’s offerings rises 
from there – for example, a chocolate custard 
doughnut contains 289kcal and a salted 
caramel doughnut contains 367kcal.  Most 
indulgent of all is a ‘white chocolate dream’ 
doughnut at 405kcal and six teaspoons of 
sugar – your entire sugar allocation for the 
day under WHO guidelines.  Aileen McGloin 
of safefood points out that it will take you 40 
minutes of running at five miles an hour to 

burn off 400kcal.  Moreover, unless you are 
planning some serious exercise it is probably 
wise to steer well clear of a milkshake to 
accompany your doughnut indulgence.  
Among Krispy Kreme’s milkshake 
offerings, a ‘strawberries & Kreme shake’ 
contains 482kcal and a ‘white chocolate 
shake’ 778kcal with both offerings loaded 
with nearly 100g of sugar – or an almost 
unbelievable 25 teaspoons, some of which 
admittedly will come from the milk.  You have 
been warned!  A better alternative would 
potentially be a traditional small lemonade, 
which the company reports as having just 
121kcal and a single teaspoon of sugar.  

More allergen information for consumers needed
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MONEY NEWS

Money News Money News by Róisín Moloney Weekes

Unauthorised 
Firms  

“The Central Bank advises that consumers 
should be aware that certain unauthorised 
firms ‘cold call’ or email consumers offering 
them financial services.”   

The Central Bank of Ireland has reported 
that a firm known as Deutsche Capital 
Management Limited has been operating 
as a credit institution and an investment 
firm in Ireland without appropriate 
authorisation to do so.  The company was 
previously operating websites at www.
dbdcm.org and www.dcmukclients.com but 
these websites are no longer available. 
  It is alarming to learn that this 
company has cloned the details of a 
Central Bank authorised and regulated 
firm of the same name – Deutsche Capital 
Management Limited.  The Central Bank 
reassures customers by pointing out that 
there is no connection between the Central 
Bank authorised firm Deutsche Capital 
Management Limited and the unauthorised 
entity that has cloned its details.
  The Central Bank of Ireland on 
23rd October 2018 published the name 
of another unauthorised firm, namely, 
HighveldGroup Financial Institution/
Highveld Financial Group (Ireland and 
Turkey).  This firm runs a website at www.
highveldgroup.net.  The Central Bank 
warns that this firm is not authorised by 
the Central Bank as a credit institution, 
investment firm/investment business firm, 
insurance intermediary or to provide any 
further financial services.
  The significance for consumers 
of dealing with an unauthorised firm is 
that they are not eligible for compensation 

from any statutory compensation schemes.  
A list of unauthorised firms published 
to date is available on the Central Bank 
website at https://www.centralbank.ie/
regulation/how-we-regulate/authorisation/
unauthorised-firms.
  It is a criminal offence for an 
unauthorised firm or individual to provide 
financial services in Ireland that would 
require an authorisation under the relevant 
legislation, which the Central Bank is the 
responsible body for enforcing. 
  If you believe that you have been 
dealing with an unauthorised firm, you 
can contact the Central Bank by phone 
on 01 224 4000.  This line is also available 
to consumers to check if a company is 
authorised.  You can also report or submit a 
query about an unauthorised firm online at 
https://www.centralbank.ie/regulation/how-
we-regulate/authorisation/unauthorised-
firms/report-an-unauthorised-firm.
  The Central Bank advises 
that consumers should be aware that 
certain unauthorised firms ‘cold call’ or 
email consumers offering them financial 
services - for example, saving deposit 
plans or the opportunity to buy shares 
in another company.  Often, these 
companies have cloned the details of a 
legitimately authorised firm and will quote 
a ‘registration/authorisation’ number, which 
is, in fact, the registration/authorisation 
number of a legitimately authorised entity.  

Consumers who have been cold called 
or emailed and offered financial services 
need to make additional checks to ensure 
that the firm they are dealing with is the 
legitimately authorised firm.  The Central 
Bank recommends that consumers contact 
the regulatory authority that the firm has 
said it is authorised by and verify that the 
contact details for the firm, that are held 
by the regulatory authority, match those 
provided by the firm who has cold called or 
emailed them.
  It is reported that since obtaining 
the necessary legal powers in August 1998, 
the names of 325 unauthorised firms have 
been published by the Central Bank – a 
figure that is unfortunately rising all the 
time.

The European Parliament is to hear 
proposals to boost passenger rights 
for those travelling by train.  The 
aim is to give these passengers the 
same type of protection as air travel 
passengers. Air passenger rights have 
seen great improvement over recent 
years and kick in when your flight is 

cancelled or delayed; when your flight 
is overbooked; when you are denied 
boarding; when your luggage is lost, 
stolen or delayed; and even when your 
flight is upgraded or downgraded.  
If such rights were adopted for rail 
passengers this would represent a 
marked improvement for consumers.  

It would mean that such rights would 
apply across the board to public and 
private rail operators and would see 
operators up their standards.  With our 
increasing awareness to review our 
carbon footprint, any encouragement 
for the use of public transport has to be 
viewed as positive. 

Train Passenger Rights
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Chinese Brushers
The European Consumer Centre (ECC) 
Ireland has recently reported the practice 
of Chinese ‘brushers’ sending unordered 
parcels to unsuspecting homeowners.  
In many cases, the products will contain 
fake designer goods and the practice is 
used in order to boost the rankings of 
online retailers and increase sales.  The 
banned practice, known as brushing, 
is illegal in China as the fake sales can 
improve a company's rankings on online 
sites such as Alibaba.
  The experience of mysterious 
packages arriving at consumers’ doors 
is becoming more common in the 
uK, as underground gangs of Chinese 
'brushers' are bombarding households 
with cheap goods they did not order as 
a means of bolstering the prominence 
of online retailers.  Some hack individual 
users' accounts to order goods, while 
consumers who are sent such surprise 

packages are left shocked at receiving 
goods without their request or 
knowledge. 
  Confused?  The process begins 
with brushers being recruited by the 
vendor to place fake orders. They mimic 
a legitimate buyer by comparing prices, 
writing reviews and so on.  The brusher 
places an order on the website, paying 
with money supplied by the vendor, 
and the brushers collect a fee for their 
trouble.  The cheap product is then sent 
to a random address.  Consumers may 
initially think they have fallen victim 
to credit card fraud when they receive 
such goods to their address.  It can 
leave consumers somewhat mystified.  
However, the purpose of the exercise is 
to boost the online sales profile of the 
vendor, making the company easier to 
find in the highly competitive world of 
online retail, leading to more sales.

  Reports of this practice are 
being published all over the world and, 
for example, in one case a couple in the 
uS describe how they were “buried by 
an avalanche of junk from unsolicited 
Amazon packages over the span of 
several months”. They contacted Amazon 
and an investigation was initiated.  The 
result, however, for that couple was a 
large mess to clean up despite being an 
innocent party.  They report the items 
being perfectly addressed but arriving 
with no note or receipt or packaging slip.  
In this case they were paid for with a gift 
card so there was no trace of the sender. 
  ECC Ireland reminds consumers 
that anyone who receives unsolicited 
goods does not have to pay for such 
goods. 

According to the Economic Social 
Research Institute (ESRI), some features 
of financial products are consistently 
causing consumers difficulty.  This 
research involving a review of 
international behavioural literature was 
recently published by the ESRI and makes 
for some interesting reading. Consumers 
appear to have specific problems in the 
areas of credit, investment and insurance 
markets, which may not come as a 
surprise to many of us. 
  This research was funded by 
the Central Bank of Ireland and reviewed 
in excess of 140 international studies in 
behavioural economics and behavioural 
finance.  It appears that a number of 
product features can be identified that 
are poorly understood by consumers 
or that generate systematic biases 
in consumer decisions.  In particular, 
the amount consumers repay on 
credit cards is influenced by minimum 
amounts suggested by lenders, which 
act as ‘anchors’ on repayment decisions.  
Moreover, consumers can be influenced 
by changes to credit limits even when 
they borrow significantly below their 
limit.  Many consumers underestimate 

the length of time it will take to repay debt 
and they tend to respond more to cash 
sums than to equivalent prices expressed 
as interest rates.  In addition, many 
consumers find it difficult to understand 
how mortgage costs can vary and they 
put too much emphasis on immediate 
monthly repayments.  Consumers can 
fail to evaluate so-called ‘structured’ 
investment products accurately and are 
overly optimistic about how well these 
products will perform.  Finally, consumers 
are susceptible to buying poor value 
add-on insurance products and some do 
not understand the trade-off between the 
premium and the excess on insurance 
products.
  It is reported that a common 
theme that emerged from the findings 
is that where financial products have 
multiple features, consumers have 
difficulty in taking into account all the 
attributes that will affect their financial 
outcomes.  This will be familiar to anyone 
who has shopped around for an insurance 
product.  Consumers who are so often 
time-poor need a means to determine 
whether a product offers value.  For 
consumers who may not hold a master’s 

degree in the area of financial products, 
and even perhaps for those who do, it 
appears the market is a complicated 
space.  Financial products need to be 
simpler. 
  This research suggests that 
perhaps a requirement to pre-test 
financial products and product 
features should be introduced, forcing 
the market to ensure that innovative 
financial products offer genuine value to 
consumers. 

Consumer Confusion in Credit Investment and Insurance Markets
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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. 

Product/Tech  News
Losing a wallet is not a pleasant experience as 
you may not only be out of pocket to the tune of 
whatever cash was stowed inside, but there is the 
hassle and inconvenience of cancelling all your 
bank cards in case they have fallen into the wrong 
hands.  There are numerous smart solutions now for 
careless types who have a tendency to mislay their 
belongings and the latest one comes from Dutch 
company Ekster.   
  The Ekster 3.0 is the latest version in the 
company’s trackable wallet series and this one has 
plenty of impressive tricks up its sleeve.  Made from 
genuine leather in a range of colours, the Ekster 
3.0 is ultra slimline at less than 0.4cm in depth and 
can hold up to 12 cards.  By simply pressing on a 
trigger button, you can use the innovative card-slider 
mechanism to access your six most-used cards 
without opening the wallet and RFID-blocking 
technology is incorporated to protect these cards 
from wireless skimming or private data theft.
  The wallet incorporates a GPS tracker 
that is designed by technology firm Chipolo to have 
a similar size and shape as a bank card and is solar 
powered, with just three hours of sunlight capable 
of charging the tracker for a period of two months.  
With the tracking card nestled among your other 
bank cards, loyalty cards and so on, the wallet can 
be traced all over the world.  using Bluetooth 4.2, 
the wallet maintains a connection with a paired 
smartphone over up to 200 feet (60 metres) and the 
smartphone is alerted immediately if the wallet goes 
out of range.  The tracker will also link to Chipolo’s 
worldwide tracker network, so that when any Chipolo 
user comes within range, the owner will receive a GPS 
update of the lost or stolen item’s location.
  This wallet is so smart that you can even 
call it and it will emit an alarm to let you know where 
you have left it.   Voice control is via Google Assistant 
or Amazon Alexa so you can use either a smart 
speaker or your smartphone to locate your wallet 
without getting up off the sofa using the request 
“Google/Alexa, ask Chipolo to ring my wallet”.
  If this wallet sounds like an answer to 
your prayers, shipping of the Ekster 3.0 to anywhere 
in the world is due to start in March 2019 following 
the success of its Kickstarter campaign that has seen 
pledges far exceed the original funding goal.  

Last month, the government-funded Digital 
Assist initiative was launched and will be 
made available in a total of ten post offices 
around the country.  Many government 
services are now accessed online but not 
all of the population are comfortable 
with online technology or are proficient 
in accessing and using online tools.   The 
aim of the Digital Assist pilot scheme is to 
help citizens access government and local 
authority websites and services, especially 
those individuals who are unable or 
unwilling to conduct transactions online.   
The idea is that the post office would 
provide a gateway to online government 
services for those who need assistance in 
this area.
  Specially designed Digital Assist 
units will be installed in the ten selected An 
Post branches and, as part of the service, 
post office staff will be on hand to support 
people who do not want to go online to 
conduct their day-to-day business.   An Post 
staff will use the console and other post 
office facilities to help customers to navigate 
government and local authority websites, 
to print government application forms or 
information brochures free of charge or to 
access other services or advice as needed.  
  The ten locations in which the 
Digital Assist units will be installed are 
Ballymore Eustace, Co. Kildare; Kanturk, Co. 
Cork; Carndonagh, Co. Donegal; Athenry, Co. 
Galway; Castleisland, Co. Kerry; Crossmolina, 
Co. Mayo; Newbliss, Co. Monaghan; 
Ballaghaderreen, Co. Roscommon; 
Tubbercurry, Co. Sligo; and Fethard on Sea, 
Co. Wexford.   It has been noted that it makes 
sense to use the national post office network 
in this way and that using the Digital Assist 
units to help customers engage with 
government and local authority websites is 
an extension of the service that many post 
office branches are already providing.

Personal digital assistant
Show me the money
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Those who are hard of hearing can often 
enable subtitles when watching TV at home 
to fully enjoy the experience but going to see 
a play in a theatre can present difficulties.  
There may, of course, be a couple of signed 
or captioned performances scheduled 
within the production’s run but the dates will 
almost invariably be limited and may not 
suit the individual theatre-goer who needs 
help with following the dialogue.  To improve 
accessibility and provide an ongoing and more 
readily available solution to the problem, the 
National Theatre (NT) in the UK has developed 
a new service that will enable hard-of-hearing 
audience members to see the dialogue as it 
is spoken on stage using a pair of captioning 
smartglasses.
  The project has been in development 
for the last year and the NT has now 
officially launched the new service, with the 
smartglasses becoming available for booking 
for all shows at the NT’s three venues across 
London from the start of this month.   The NT 
partnered with consultancy firm Accenture and 

technology company Epson to trial the special 
glasses, which show the dialogue on the lenses 
during a performance, removing the need for 
a dedicated screen at the side of the stage.   
Open Access Smart Capture technology is 
used to keep track of exactly where the show 
is in the script via custom voice-following 
software and then Epson’s Moverio BT-350 
smartglasses display a synced transcript of the 
dialogue onto the lenses.  Each user can set the 
size, colour and position of the typeface to best 
suit their preferences and the smartglasses 
are sufficiently flexible to sit over a user’s own 
glasses.
  By offering theatre-goers with 
hearing loss the opportunity to pre-book 
these smartglasses, the NT hopes to further 
improve the accessibility of its productions.  
Whereas before people with hearing loss 
would have had the option of attending a very 
small number of captioned performances 
within a run, now they have more freedom 
and choice about which  performance to 
attend and they will be able to fully enjoy the 

experience.  Moreover, the use of smartglasses 
to display the captioned dialogue means 
that the audience member can stay focused 
on the action on the stage without having to 
continually look at a screen at the side.   The 
hope is that the system will be adopted by 
the entertainment industry more widely to 
improve the accessibility of a range of events.  
Further development of the technology is 
planned that would extend its use to live 
captioning without a predefined script, 
enabling it to be used at talks, presentations, 
workshops and so on.
  As well as being offered in its 
London venues, the NT is planning to make the 
system available on some of its touring shows, 
including next year’s production of Macbeth, 
which will be presented in various venues 
around the UK and will make it over to this 
side of the water to the Bord Gáis Theatre in 
Dublin.   The NT says that booking for all shows 
in its new season opens on November 9th and 
that smartglasses can be reserved at the same 
time.

Captioning smartglasses for theatre-goers 

    

Given the increasingly alarming global 
problem arising from plastic waste, there 
have been a number of calls in recent years 
to implement a deposit return scheme for 
plastic bottles – similar to the ubiquitous 
schemes that were in place for glass 
bottles some decades ago.  As a step in 
this direction, supermarket retailer Tesco 
is trialling a reverse vending scheme to 
encourage greater recycling rates among 
shoppers.   In-store recycling machines are 
being installed in a small number of Tesco 
stores in the UK that will pay customers 
who return their empty plastic bottles.  
Similar schemes, again of a limited nature, 
are being run by some other UK retailers, 
including Iceland.
  In the Tesco reverse vending 
scheme, customers in certain areas of 
Swansea, Edinburgh, Manchester and 
Birmingham can insert up to ten 175ml or 
smaller bottles per day into the machine 
and, in return, they will receive 10p per 
bottle.  In a deposit return scheme, a small 
extra charge would be applied to the item 

at the point of sale but, in the Tesco scheme 
currently, the company is offering the 10p 
reward for plastic bottles without charging 
customers, as a way to encourage more 
people to recycle their waste.  This may 
be a worthwhile exercise given the UK’s 
relatively poor plastic bottle recycling rate 
of 57%, compared with Ireland’s rather 
better rate of 70%.   
  Not everyone is an advocate of 
a mandatory deposit scheme for plastic 
bottles, with critics citing, among other 
things, high set-up and operating costs, 
part of which would likely be passed on 
to consumers.  One thing is not in doubt, 
however – recycled plastic bottles can be 
put to myriad uses and turned into a range 
of items from carrier bags to duvet fillings 
and from home insulation material to park 
benches.  Or they can be simply turned back 
into new bottles.   Even without the lure of 
a reverse vending machine, we should all 
ensure that all plastic bottles are properly 
recycled to minimise the loss of this 
important resource to landfill.

Rewarding recycling
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Lifestyle/Mobile phone performance

Mobile Phone Performance  
– the user experience and improvement efforts

The growing importance of 
telecommunications in our daily lives is 
undeniable as we use technology in more 
ways than ever, from streaming online TV to 
video calling.  At the centre of this activity is 
the mobile phone, smart or otherwise, with 
its primary function to keep us connected.  
Alongside our dependence on these devices 
comes increased expectations in terms of 
coverage, reliability and seamless connectivity.   
At the end of 2017, the Commission for 
Communications Regulation (ComReg) 
published the results of a national survey it 
conducted that looked at the experiences 
and perceptions of Irish mobile phone 
users.   The survey was particularly focused 
on capturing the experience of users in rural 
areas of the country given that service issues 
in less densely populated areas are likely to be 
more common.  In all, face-to-face interviews 
were conducted with over 2,800 individuals, 
including one in every 100 residents in the 
most rural regions of Ireland.

Survey findings
Confirming the near-universal use of mobile 
phones, the survey found that 98% of 
survey participants owned a mobile phone, 
including 92% of those aged over 65 years, 
and that 83% owned a smartphone.  This 
research also confirms that although voice 
calls and texts are still the most popular 
services on mobile phones, these devices 
are used for much more, with three-quarters 
of people using data services.  The most 
common online activities are browsing the 

internet, using social media, streaming 
music and accessing TV applications – 
though the take-up of data services is lower 
in rural areas. 
  The ComReg survey found that 
the home is the most frequent location in 
which to use a mobile phone for making 
or receiving calls or texts.  While most 
survey participants said they were satisfied 
with their current mobile service, 29% of 
respondents said they experience service 
issues for calls or texts throughout their 
home – a figure that rises to 43% percent 
in the most rural areas.  The problems 
experienced include the quality of the 
service deteriorating when indoors, a 
deterioration in the quality of reception 
during a call, the inability to make calls and 
calls being dropped.   A range of issues was 
found to affect the quality of mobile phone 
service, including the handset itself and 
signal coverage. 
  As the statutory body 
responsible for the regulation of the 
telecommunications sector, ComReg has 
the protection of consumers as a core 
responsibility.  The organisation is also 
a participant in the Mobile Phone and 
Broadband Taskforce, which was set up in 
2016 with the aim of identifying solutions 
to broadband/mobile phone coverage 
deficits and to investigate how better 
services could be provided to consumers 
ahead of the rollout of the network planned 
under the National Broadband Plan.  In line 
with the goals of this taskforce initiative, 
ComReg is committed to implementing a 
number of projects that are designed to 
improve the service experience of mobile 
phone users.

Handset performance
As outlined on the infographic provided by 
ComReg below, a number of factors have an 

impact on the quality of the mobile service 
that a user will experience in any given 
location.  Among these factors are

• Local terrain, including mountains, hills, 
valleys and foliage

• The density of the network – that is, the 
number of base stations in the area

• The distance between the user and the 
base station they are connected to

• The spectrum bands being utilised and 
their propagation characteristics – that is, 
the ability of the transmitted radio waves 
to travel over distance and to penetrate 
buildings and other physical obstacles

• The number of people using mobile 
handsets at the same time and in the same 
area

• The performance ability of the handset 
itself

  As part of its engagement 
with the Mobile Phone and Broadband 
Taskforce, ComReg undertook a project 
to measure the performance of mobile 
handsets available on the Irish market.  The 
purpose of this testing was to quantify the 
minimum signal level required to make or 
receive a mobile call and to stream data and 
ComReg procured 71 handsets available 
on the open market in Ireland to put to the 
test.
  All forms of wireless electronic 
communications use radio spectrum and, 
as is common practice elsewhere, Irish 
mobile network operators utilise a mixture 
of spectrum bands to provide service to 
consumers.  Because of this use of multiple 
spectrum bands, mobile handsets must 

With mobile phones integral to our everyday lives, the Commission for Communications 
Regulation has been investigating the quality of the mobile phone experience for Irish 
consumers, factors that can affect it and how it can be improved. 

REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue
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contain multiple antennas that are capable 
of effectively transmitting and receiving 
signals in those same bands.  Antennas 
were clearly visible in most first-generation 
and second-generation mobile handsets.  
Known as feature phones, these devices 
could be used for voice calls and later 
also for texting but not for data.  Today’s 
smartphones offer far more functionality 
than their predecessors but this means 
that a smartphone’s multiple antennas 
have to compete with all the other system 
components for the amount of available 
space within the casing.  As a result, 
antennas in many modern smartphones 
can be small relative to their optimum size 
and easily obscured, which can affect the 
antenna’s ability to generate and detect 
the radio waves that are fundamental to 
the handset’s performance – ultimately 
impacting the user experience.
  Moreover, previous research has 
indicated that a mobile handset’s transmit 
performance (that is, its ability to generate 
radio waves) has the greater impact on the 
quality and consistency of mobile voice 
services, whereas a mobile handset’s receive 
performance (that is, its ability to detect 
radio waves) has the greater impact on 
the quality and consistency of mobile data 
services.
  ComReg measured the transmit 
and receive performance of each of the 71 
mobile handsets on test in order to assess 
the model’s performance in the delivery of 
voice and data services, releasing the results 
earlier this year.   In terms of the findings, 
mobile handsets with better transmit 
performance included both feature phones 
and smartphones, rebuffing the view that 
smartphones offer inferior voice services 
to feature phones.  However, although the 
transmit performance of some models of 
smartphone was good, in general feature 
phones met or exceeded minimum transmit 
performance standards whereas the mobile 
handsets with poorest transmit performance 
were solely smartphones.  Thus, feature 
phones appear to deliver a reliably good 
performance for voice services, whereas 
smartphones vary greatly, with some 
performing significantly better in this area 
than others.
  ComReg intends to measure the 
voice and data performance of all new 
makes and models of mobile handsets 
that come on the Irish market on a regular 
and ongoing basis, and the results will be 
published as they become available to allow 
consumers to make informed choices about 
the level of signal they can expect from 
different handsets.  

The impact of building materials 
on indoor mobile performance
The growth in mobile technology and 
mobile data traffic seen in recent years has 
occurred alongside another trend – a drive 
toward more energy-efficient building 
materials.   Energy-efficiency targets aimed 
at maximising heat capture and minimising 
heat loss through the walls, roof and 
windows of modern buildings have led to 
the use of new window, brick and insulation 
materials.  Some modern building  materials 
- particularly those  containing metals, 
such as foil-backed thermal insulation  
or  windows with aluminium or  metallic 
frames - have an unintended consequence 
in that they can have a major impact on 
radio signals as they try to penetrate a 
building.   Although the foil or metal layers 
help reduce heat loss from inside, they also  
act to ‘reflect’ incoming radio signals from 
outside,  thereby effectively shielding the 
interior of the building from mobile signals 
coming from outside.  The dual effect of 
the use of more heat-efficient building 
materials and a large increase in overall 
mobile voice and data traffic has contributed 
to a deterioration in the perceived quality 
of indoor mobile performance in many 
households.  
  In parallel to the mobile handset 
performance project, ComReg also carried 
out an investigation to determine the extent 
to which modern building materials impact 
on mobile phone coverage indoors.   For this 
test, ComReg obtained a range of brick, roof 
tile, window and insulating materials used in 
building construction in Ireland today and a 
dedicated laboratory test environment was 
constructed.  The assessment was done by 
measuring the penetration loss resulting 
from a radio wave of known field strength 
propagating through the building material 
under test.   
  ComReg released the results of 
this testing in July of this year, finding that 
the building materials that caused the most 
radio attenuation or weakening of the 
signal were those used in heat insulation, 
particularly those with one or more foil 
layers, and windows with triple glazing 
or aluminium or PVC frames.  Insulation 
materials with metallic layers tended 
to cause significantly more attenuation 
compared to materials without metallic 
content, whereas plain plasterboard 
and a number of other more effective 
heat-insulating materials (including Isover 
Heatshield fibreglass insulation, Earthwool 
and Rockwool) exhibited negligible 
attenuation and were able to provide 
heat insulation without majorly affecting 

indoor signal reception.  Overall, the 
roofing materials tested did not contribute 
significantly to radio attenuation, while 
of the brick materials tested only cavity 
blocks had any significant impact on indoor 
wireless signal delivery.
  This report also points to the 
difficulty of accurately predicting indoor 
coverage quality due to the range of factors 
- such as the type and age of the building, 
the chosen materials, and the frequency of 
the radio wave - that can work together to 
cause radio attenuation that could make it 
impossible for mobile handsets to operate 
effectively and there may even be significant 
room-to-room variation within the same 
building itself.

Possible solutions
Two means have been identified of 
addressing the mobile consumer experience 
in terms of the indoor reception issue, one of 
which involves the use of mobile repeaters.  
A mobile repeater is an electronic device 
that is used to improve coverage for those 
experiencing poor indoor reception for 
mobile phone services such as calls, texts 
and data services.  These devices generally 
come in three parts: an external antenna, 
similar to a TV antenna; an internal antenna 
that is positioned inside the home; and 
a repeater box, similar to a wi-fi modem.   
The external antenna picks up the signal 
outside the home and amplifies it inside 
the home to improve indoor coverage.  
ComReg has moved to make certain mobile 
repeaters licence exempt – so no licence or 
registration is needed prior to installation 
and there are no restrictions on the number 
of operators or technologies that the 
repeater may service.
  The other solution to the 
problem of poor indoor reception that has 
been suggested is the ability to use fixed 
broadband connections (for example, native 
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wi-fi calling) for the provision of mobile 
services, both voice and data.  Consumers 
who have both an internet connection and 
a wi-fi calling enabled phone would be 
able to use wi-fi calling as an alternative 
to making a call over the phone network.   
ComReg notes that, currently, eir is the 
only Irish mobile network operator to offer 
native wi-fi calling on its network and that 
the company is adding other supported 
devices to extend the reach of the service.  
ComReg is encouraging other mobile service 

providers to follow suit in rolling out native 
wi-fi calling so that this option is available to 
more consumers.
  In addition to these possible 
solutions, one finding in ComReg’s survey of 
Irish mobile phone users’ experiences and 
perceptions suggests that many of those 
who switched operator reported improved 
coverage, particularly in rural areas.  Irish 
mobile phone users are generally slow 
to switch operator but ComReg points 
to its updated comparison tool at www.

comreg.ie/compare, which is designed to 
enable consumers to keep an eye on the 
market and compare mobile phone and 
broadband price plans.  Consumers are 
urged to be prepared to switch operator for 
a service that better meets their coverage 
or service requirements.  ComReg is also 
planning to publish a national coverage 
map in December 2018 that will further 
help consumers choose a network that best 
meets their needs.

12
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Consumer Choice investigates the short-term 
letting market in Ireland, the benefits and financial 
implications for hosts, and new regulations on the 
way for homeowners.

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes 
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Airbnb and 
Short-term 
Lettings in Ireland 

availability.  Airbnb also offers security for 
hosts with a property damage protection fund 
of $1 million and a second $1 million fund in 
insurance to cover hosts against accidents.  
Airbnb provides a review system for both 
hosts and guests that are relied upon by all 
parties when choosing to book or accept a 
booking.  The sheer size of the company opens 
up the market to hosts in an unrivalled way.  
Airbnb reports having 2.9 million hosts with 
an average of 800,000 stays each night and 
an average of 14,000 new hosts per month.  
Airbnb generally charges a 3%-5% service fee 
for hosts once a reservation is received.
  It is clear that the Irish market has 
embraced short-term letting and that the 
country is a popular destination, with Airbnb’s 
first Ireland Insights Report indicating that, 
between November 2016 and November 
2017, around 1.2 million people travelled in  
Ireland using Airbnb.  These guests chose 
from 22,800 listings on the platform and 
the company claims that guests and hosts 
on Airbnb contributed €506 million to the 

country’s economy with substantial spending 
occurring in bars, restaurants and shops 
located in the host’s neighbourhood.   The 
financial rewards for hosts are clear, with the 
Airbnb report claiming that a typical listing 
yields 37 nights hosted in a year and that a 
typical Irish host earns €3,500 annually.  From 
the guest perspective, the report notes that 
85% of those travelling in Ireland with Airbnb 
said they did so in order to “live like a local” 
and gain a genuine local experience.   Other 
Airbnb research has noted a rise in the number 
of people over 60 years who are becoming 
hosts, many of whom are letting out spare 
rooms that may have been vacated by their 
adult children – and this older age group 
also represents the fastest-growing category 
of guests using the online platform to book 
accommodation. 

Financial implications
Although there is money to be made from 
short-term letting, it would be a mistake to 
think that this will all be profit, as expenses 

Are you one of the homeowners who hosted 
some of the 640,000 guests this summer 
who used Airbnb to book a stay in Ireland?  
There are many reasons why any property 
owner may decide to become an Airbnb host.  
Most significantly, property owners can earn 
considerable sums of money.  It is estimated 
that, in Dublin, a property owner with a spare 
room that can sleep two guests can earn 
approximately €1,209 per month.  Those who 
have an entire property available that sleeps 
two guests can earn €2,354 per month.
  While numerous other online 
short-term letting platforms have emerged 
in the sharing economy, Airbnb popularised 
the practice and remains the largest and best 
known.  Short-term lettings, such as those 
offered on Airbnb, provide a route for property 
owners to earn rental income without making 
the commitment to long-term tenants.   The 
space to be let can be advertised for free and 
all spaces, big and small, are considered by 
consumers.  The property owner can choose 
the price, the house rules, and the dates of 

Money/Airbnb hosting
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are likely to arise.  As well as the fees charged 
by online home-sharing platforms, potential 
costs include getting someone to manage the 
bookings or to clean the property between 
guests, general maintenance of the property 
to ensure it is in tiptop condition for guests, 
laundry bills and the provision of basics like 
toiletries and kitchen staples like tea and 
coffee.   Those who do not outsource the 
management or cleaning of the property and 
undertake to do it all themselves could avoid 
many of these expenses and retain more of 
the profits but may find it a time-consuming 
process.   Moveover, although the prospect of 
additional earnings through Airbnb and other 
similar platforms holds a definite appeal, hosts 
must consider the tax implications that apply 
to income generated from short-term lettings.  
Generally, money earned from hosting is 
not regarded as rental income because you 
are providing short-term accommodation 
to guests rather than tenants and it should 
instead be reported for tax purposes as ‘other 
income’ where the income is occasional in 
nature or as a ‘trading income’ where you 
are trading as an ongoing business, such as a 
guesthouse. 
  Airbnb is legally required to report 
the Airbnb earnings of all Irish resident hosts 
and non-Irish resident hosts with Irish listings 
to the Revenue Commissioners in September 
of each year. The report will cover the earnings 
for the previous year – that is, the report in 
September 2018 will cover hosts’ earnings for 
the 2017 calendar year. 
  If you receive rental income from a 
property located in Ireland, the rental income 
is subject to Irish tax, even if you don’t live in 
Ireland.  There is an exception to tax on rental 
income and that is the rent-a-room

relief scheme, which provides an income tax 
exemption where a room is rented out within a 
principal private residence and that allows you 
to earn up to €12,000 per year tax free.  In 2015, 
the Revenue Commissioners confirmed that 
income from the provision of accommodation 
to occasional visitors for short periods, such 
as Airbnb lets, does not qualify for this relief 
as the accommodation is being used as guest 
accommodation rather than for residential 
purposes. 
  If you earn taxable income in 
Ireland, you must file a tax return with the Irish 
Revenue.  A tax return can be filed either using 
a Form 11 or Form 12. The tax filing deadline 
is 31st October in the year following the tax 
year – for example, for 2017 the deadline is 
31st October 2018.  If you choose to submit 
your return through the Revenue Online 
Service (ROS), the deadline is extended by 
approximately two weeks.  If you do not 
submit your tax return by 31st October in 
the correct year, a surcharge will be added to 
your tax bill for the year.  This surcharge can 
amount to 5% of the tax due up to a maximum 
of €12,695 where the return is made within 
two months of the return filing date.  It can 
be 10% of the tax due up to a maximum of 
€63,485 where the return is made more than 
two months after the return filing date. If tax 
liability is not paid on time, interest is due 
on late payments of tax for each day that is 
outstanding at a rate of 0.0219% per day.  More 
information can be obtained from the Office of 
the Revenue Commissioners. 

New rules
In the attempt to deal with Ireland’s housing 
crisis, the Minister for Housing, Planning and 
Local Government recently announced the 
introduction of new regulations that will affect 
how homeowners can rent their property.  
The Department of Housing, Planning, and 
Local Government has pointed to short-term 
rentals, such as Airbnb and similar platforms, 
and the income generated from this practice 
as causing some professional landlords to 
withdraw properties from the long-term 
rental market in favour of more lucrative 
short-term rentals.  This practice is considered 
unacceptable in our current housing crisis, 
particularly in such cities as Dublin, Cork 
and Galway.  Reforms have been drafted in 
an attempt to curb this practice and force 
landlords to return properties to the long-term 
rental market, thereby providing homes for 
families.
  For the purposes of these 
regulations, a distinction is made between 
commercial landlords, who include those who 
have a full vacant property to rent, and house 
sharing, which includes properties where part 
of the home is rented for a period of time, 

usually to tourists visiting Ireland.  
  These reforms will introduce a 
one-home, one-host model in areas where 
there is high housing demand. There will be no 
restrictions on those who let individual rooms 
in their homes for short-term stays where it is 
their primary residence, though homeowners 
will have to register with their local authority 
that they are doing so.  However, an annual 
cap of 90 days will apply for renting out a 
person’s entire home on a short-term basis, for 
no more than 14 days at a time, where it is their 
primary residence.
  Where property owners are 
deemed to be ‘commercial landlords’ - that 
is, the property is not their principal private 
residence but, rather, is a second property 
- they will no longer be allowed to rent such 
a property on a short-term basis unless the 
property is already permitted to be used for 
tourism/short-term letting purposes.  Planning 
permission for a change of use to short-term 
letting can be sought from the local planning 
authority and it will be up to each local council 
to grant permission.  The proposed changes 
will not affect the operation of traditional 
holiday homes or of long-term flexible lettings, 
which are provided for those staying in Ireland 
under employment contracts.
  Changes to planning law will be 
needed for these proposed regulations to take 
effect and if the new legislation is passed by 
the end of the year as expected, the new rules 
are set to come into force from June 2019.
These reforms have been criticised as not 
offering any real solution to the housing crisis, 
which many consider can only be improved 
with the construction of thousands of houses. 
The point has also been made that the tourism 
industry appears to have a shortage of hotel 
rooms in Dublin, in particular, and that this 
shortage is being filled to some extent by 
city centre Airbnbs.  Thus, the new measures 
will without doubt have a knock-on effect on 
tourism in our cities too. 
  The tax implications together with 
these new restrictions on short-term rentals 
will likely have an effect on a potentially large 
number of hosts who would be deterred 
from taking up this option to generate extra 
income.  It remains to be seen, however, if the 
new regulations will have any real impact on 
our housing crisis. 
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Consumer Choice outlines the main  
tax changes introduced in Budget 2019. 

Tax  
Guide 2019

Report by Clodagh O'Donoghue

MONEY / Tax Guide 2019

On Tuesday, 9th October 2018, Minister for 
Finance and Public Expenditure and Reform 
Paschal Donohoe announced the budget 
for 2019, which was characterised by some 
modest changes that saw most people 
gaining a little.  Below, Consumer Choice 
presents our annual Tax Guide highlighting 
some of the main changes from Budget 2019 
that will affect consumers over the coming 
year. 

Personal taxes
There were some minor changes made in the 
area of personal taxes, including income tax 
and the universal Social Charge (uSC).   These 
changes will take effect from 1st January 
2019.  In terms of income tax, there has been 
no change to the tax rates, which remain 
at 20% at the standard rate and 40% at the 
higher rate.  However, the standard rate band 
will be expanded for 2019 as outlined in Table 
1.  The standard rate cut-off point will be 
increased by €750, pushing up the income 
threshold at which the higher 40% rate will 
be charged on the remainder of your income.   
  Some small changes have been 
made to the uSC bands as outlined in Table 
2, with a reduction of the 4.75% rate to 4.5% 
and an increase in the ceiling of the 2% 
band, which has been raised from €19,372 
to €19,874.  Budget 2019 has provided for 
a small increase in the minimum wage, 
from an hourly rate of €9.55 to €9.80 and 
the extension of the 2% uSC band ensures 
that the salary of a full-time worker on the 
minimum wage will remain outside the 
higher rates of uSC.
  Income tax credits for 2019 are set 
out in Table 3.  The Home Carer Tax Credit has 
been again increased, this time from €1,200 
to €1,500 a year  but no change has been 
made to the Home Carers’ income threshold, 
which will remain at €7,200 per annum.   In 
addition, the Earned Income Tax Credit has 
been increased from €1,150 to €1,350 and 

is available to self-employed people and 
proprietary directors who are not eligible for 
the PAYE Tax Credit on their salary income.  
This has the effect of further narrowing the 
disparity in tax credits between the self 
employed and PAYE employees, who receive 
a credit of €1,650.   
  As was previously announced, 
savers will enjoy a further reduction in 
Deposit Interest Retention Tax (DIRT), 
which will fall to a rate of 35% in 2019 and 
ultimately to 33% in 2020.   In terms of 
Capital Acquisitions Tax, the Group A tax-free 
threshold, which applies primarily to gifts 
and inheritances from parents to their 
children, has been raised from €310,000 to 
€320,000, with this increase applying to gifts 
or inheritances received on or after 10th 
October 2018.  The tax-free thresholds for 
the different groups are outlined in Table 5 
and gifts or inheritances received in excess 
of these thresholds are subject to Capital 
Acquisitions Tax at a rate of 33%.

Social welfare
Social welfare payments will see a number of 
changes.  From 25th March 2019, recipients 
will see an increase of €5 in weekly social 
welfare payments, including the Disability 
Allowance, Carers’ Allowance, and the State 
Pension.  In addition, for those receiving 
long-term social welfare payments, the 
Christmas bonus has been restored to 100% 
of the recipient’s regular payment, up from 
85% last year.  In other measures, help for 
parents is provided with an increase to 
the Back to School Clothing and Footwear 
Allowance of €25 per child, bringing 
payments to €150 for children aged 4 to 11 
years and to €275 for children aged 12 to 
22 years in full-time education.  The Fuel 
Allowance will also be extended for an extra 
week, up from 27 weeks to 28 weeks, with 
the additional week applying in the current 
fuel season.  See Table 4 for a rundown of 

new social welfare payment rates.  

Other measures
• A new paid parental leave scheme will 
be introduced that will give an extra two 
weeks’ leave to every parent of a child in 
their first year, with plans to extend this to 
seven extra weeks in the future.  

• The rate of Child Benefit is unchanged, 
remaining at €140 per child per month.

• The monthly threshold that consumers 
must pay under the drugs payment scheme 
will fall from €134 to €124 per month.

• Owners of conventional hybrids and 
plug-in electric hybrids will see vehicle 
registration tax (VRT) relief extended until 
31st December 2019.  

• The interest relief that landlords can 
claim against mortgages used to purchase, 
improve or repair a rental residential 
property has increased from 85% to 100%, 
effective from 1st January 2019.

• The  VAT rate on tourism-related services – 
including catering and restaurant supplies, 
tourist accommodation, cinemas, theatres, 
museums, hairdressing, amusement parks 
and historic houses - is to increase from 9% 
to 13.5%. 

• The reduced VAT rate of 9% for newspaper 
publications and sporting facilities will 
remain for 2019, and the VAT rate on 
electronically supplied newspapers and 
e-books will be decreased from 23% to 9%.

• The excise duty on a packet of 20 
cigarettes increased by 50 cent from 
midnight on 9th October 2018, with a pro-
rata increase on other tobacco products. 
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INCOME TAX RATES, CREDITS AND RELIEFS FOR 2019

2018 (€) PAYE Self-employed 2019 (€) PAYE Self-employed

Band Rate Rate Band Rate Rate

Income less than 13,000 Exempt Exempt
Income less than 
13,000

Exempt Exempt

1 - 12,012 0.5% 0.5% 1- 12,012 0.5% 0.5%

12,013 - 19,372 2% 2% 12,013-19,874 2% 2%

19,373 - 70,044 4.75% 4.75% 19,874-70,044 4.5% 4.5%

70,045 - 100,000 8% 8% 70,044-100,000 8% 8%

Over 100,000 8% 11% Over 100,000 8% 11%

Table 1:  Income Tax - Standard Rate Bands

2018 2019 (€) Increase (€)

Single Person €34,550 €35,300 €750

Married One Income €43,550 €44,300 €750

Married Two Incomes* 
€43,550 + €25,550  
(max) = €69,100

€44,300 + €26,300  
(max) = €70,600

€1,500

One Parent/Widowed Parent €38,550 €39,300 €750

Table 2: Universal Social Charge (USC)

Those whose total income is less than €13,000 are exempt from uSC but, once income exceeds this exemption limit, uSC is payable on the income total, as outlined above.

Tax Credits 2018 2019

€ €

Personal Tax Credit Single Person 1,650 1,650

Married Couple /Civil Partnership 3,300 3,300

Widowed Person/Surviving Civil Partner (in 
year of bereavement)

3,300 3,300

Single Person Child Carer Credit 1,650 1,650

Home Carer Tax Credit 1,200 1,500

Dependent Relative Tax Credit 70 70

Incapacitated Child Tax Credit 3,300 3,300

Blind Person Tax Credit Single 1,650 1,650

Married (both blind) 3,300 3,300

Widowed Parent Tax Credit Year 1 3,600 3,600

Year 2 3,150 3,150

Year 3 2,700 2,700

Year 4 2,250 2,250

Year 5 1,800 1,800

Age Tax Credit Single 245 245

Married 490 490

Employee PAYE Tax Credit 1,650 1,650

Earned Income Tax Credit 1,150 1,350

Table 3:  Income Tax Credits

* The increase in the rate band is capped at the lower of €26,300 in 2019 or the income of the lower earner.  This increase cannot be transferred among spouses or civil partners for joint tax assessment purposes. 
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2018 (€) 2019 (€)

State Pension (contributory) Under 80 years 243.30 248.30

80 years or older 253.30 258.30

State Pension (non-contributory) Under 80 years 232.00 237.00

80 years or older 242.00 247.00

Widowed/Surviving Civil Partner Pension 
(contributory)

Under 66 years 203.50 208.50

Aged 66 and under 80 years 243.30 248.50

80 years or older 253.30 258.50

Widowed/Surviving Civil Partner Pension (non 
-contributory)

Under 66 years 198.00 203.00

One-Parent Family Payment 198.00 203.00

Disability Allowance/Blind 193.00 198.00

Person’s Pension 198.00 203.00

Carer’s Allowance Under 66 years 214.00 219.00

66 years or older 252.00 257.00

Maternity/Paternity/Adoptive Benefit 240.00 245.00

Table 4:  Social welfare payments

The commencement date of the rate increases is the week beginning 25th March 2019.

2018 (€) 2019 (€)

Group A – Parent to child 310,000 320,000

Group B – Close relations 32,500 32,500

Group C – Relationship other than Group A or B 16,250
 

16,250

Table 5: Capital Acquisitions Tax - Tax-free thresholds
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The Apple iPhone XS and its big brother, the XS Max, are the manufacturer’s latest 
entries to the smartphone market but do they have the X factor?  Our panel of testers 
have been finding out.
With its latest smartphone offerings, Apple is 
thinking big in terms of size, storage and price, 
though not necessarily in terms of innovation.   
The Apple iPhone XS and its larger sibling, the XS 
Max, are undoubtedly super phones – however, 
they make few advances over their predecessor, 
the iPhone X, so anyone expecting major new 
developments will likely be disappointed.   
Nonetheless, as we might expect, there is plenty 
to admire in these pricey new premium devices.

First impressions
In 2017, the iPhone X introduced the all-screen 
display to the Apple range.  Removing the bezels 
of former models and sporting a stunning ‘Super-
Retina’ OLED display, the iPhone X was a pleasure 
to gaze at and the iPhone XS screen is similarly 
vibrant and dazzling with the same generous 
2436 x 1125 resolution.   The edge-to-edge screen 
measures a sizeable 5.8 inches but doing away 
with the bezels means that the phone dimensions 
are more compact than other devices with similar 
display measurements, with the aim of providing 
better holding comfort.  The iPhone XS Max 
inflates the screen size to an absolutely massive 
6.5 inches – with the resolution similarly increased 
to 2688 x 1242 for the same pixel-per-inch count 
and an equally superbly bright and vivid display.  
Big phones are not for everybody and given that 
both new iPhones are substantially sized devices, 
you would need to get your hands on them in 
store to gauge whether you will find them easy 
to hold and use before committing to a purchase.  
The new phones each have ‘surgical-grade’ 
stainless steel trim and a glass back that facilitates 
wireless charging.  They come in a choice of 
colours: silver, space-grey or a new gold finish. 
  The iPhone X sported the much-
discussed ‘notch’ on the top of the screen – a 
small dip in the display needed to house the front-

facing camera and the earpiece speaker – and the 
notch has not gone away on the XS and XS Max 
and will take a bit of getting used to when you are 
viewing videos and the like on your phone.   The 
iPhone X ditched the fingerprint sensor in favour 
of facial recognition for swiftly unlocking your 
phone and the XS and XS Max have continued 
in this vein, offering Face ID that works a little 
faster than its predecessor and is pretty accurate 
when you are holding the phone at arm’s length 
and can even work when the phone is held at an 
angle.  Sunglasses can cause problems for the face 
recognition feature, however, and the only other 
option for unlocking these phones is a standard 
passcode.

Under the bonnet
The iPhone X was impressively speedy but the 
XS and XS Max have again upped the power 
of the processor, swapping in a new A12 Bionic 
chip and boosting RAM to 4GB with the result 
being lightning-fast operation, whether you 
are opening apps or playing graphics- intensive 
games.  Apple is still holding out on providing a 
memory card slot, but its solution for those who 
need substantial storage space is to offer its new 
iPhones with a choice of 64GB, 256GB and - in a 
first for Apple phones - 512GB.  The larger storage 
options will push up the already eye-watering 
cost, however, so will need to be weighed 
carefully.
  The cameras on Apple’s latest phones 
are essentially the same as on the iPhone X but 
with a couple of enhancements.  There is a 7MP 
front-facing camera for taking selfies and, not 
one, but two 12MP rear-facing cameras on the 
back, one with a telephoto lens and the other 
with a wide-angle lens.  The popular Portrait 
Mode - which blurs the background for artistic 
composition of your shots - is back but with 

advanced bokeh and depth control enabling 
you to adjust the depth of field and focus once 
the snaps have been taken.  The new phones 
also have an upgraded image-processing 
system that Apple calls ‘Smart HDR’, which takes 
multiple shots and blends them together to offer 
greater variety and contrast in terms of colours 
and lighting in your photos.  Our testers were 
impressed with the photographic results overall.
  In a new departure, Apple’s most 
recent phones offer dual-Sim compatibility using 
an unusual approach that sees your normal Sim 
card sitting inside the phone while the other Sim 
card - an ‘eSim’ - is virtually recreated.  The idea is 
that you can have both numbers working at the 
same time.  It is unclear if Irish networks will be 
supporting this feature initially and this would 
need to be checked at time of purchase if it is of 
interest to you.
  Given the extremely hefty price 
tags attached to the iPhone XS and XS Max, it 
is perhaps comforting for owners to know that 
they are IP68 certified, meaning that they are 
sufficiently waterproof to survive in 1.5 metres of 
water for up to half an hour. 

Price matters 
The iPhone XS is priced at €1,099 for the lowest 
storage option of 64GB, moving up to €1,250 for 
256GB and €1,450 for 512GB, while the iPhone 
XS Max starts at €1,199 for 64GB of storage, rising 
to €1,349 and  €1,549 for the 256GB and 512GB 
versions, respectively.  Just coming onto the 
market now is a ‘mid-range’ iPhone, the XR, with 
prices starting at €820.   We hope to have results 
for this latest offering back from our independent 
labs shortly and to include them in our full 
smartphones report in our upcoming December/
January issue, when we will see where Apple’s 
newest phones come in our overall rankings. 

Apple  
iPhone  
XS and  
XS Max                                                      

REPORT by  
Clodagh O'Donoghue

Apple iPhone XS
 
Handset capabilities (20%)      

Ergonomics (20%)   

Calling (10%)     

Texting (5%)  

Browsing (10%) 

Camera and video (20%) 

Music (10%)

Navigation (5%)           

Score: 81%

Star ratings are out of five

Apple iPhone XS Max
 
Handset capabilities (20%)      

Ergonomics (20%)   

Calling (10%)     

Texting (5%)  

Browsing (10%) 

Camera and video (20%) 

Music (10%)

Navigation (5%)           

Score: 81%

Star ratings are out of five
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PRODUCT TESTS / Fridge freezers                                                     

A great fridge freezer 
will take excellent 
care of your seasonal 
goodies as well 
as your everyday 
essentials.  Our 
independent labs 
have uncovered the 
cold, hard facts on 26 
new models.

Fridge Freezers

At a glance
• 26 fridge freezers on test
• Energy saving tips
• Nine Choice Buys

With Christmas around the corner, our 
thoughts inevitably turn to festive food 
and culinary creations – but where to store 
it all?  Ideally, you will have a great fridge 
freezer sitting in your kitchen that will house 
all of your seasonal goodies as well as your 
everyday essentials and that can be relied 
upon to keep its cool throughout the festive 
period and all year round. Buying a new 
fridge freezer can represent a significant 
investment and there are numerous factors 
to consider before making a final decision 
on which multi-tasking model to choose.  
How powerful will it be when it comes to 

chilling and freezing and will it be able to 
accommodate all your groceries and frozen 
items?  Will it make an irritating hum as it 
works and how much of an impact will it have 
on your electricity bills?  And which models 
prioritise style over substance?  There is a 
lot to consider but our independent labs 
rigorously assess all these aspects to take the 
guesswork out of your purchasing decision.  
Whether you are looking for an appliance that 
will be a stylish focal point for your kitchen or 
a discreet and hardworking unit in the corner, 
or even a smart addition to your family life, 
our testers have tried out the gamut of fridge 
freezers currently on the market to help you 
find the right appliance for your household.
  From appliances that cost a modest 
€330 to one that costs nearly ten times that, 
our independent labs have put the chilling 
and freezing capabilities of 26 models to the 
test as well as looking at how much each 
compartment will hold and how easy the 
storage features are to access and use.   For 
a rundown on the cold, hard facts about 
each model, see our table below.  We note 
that many of the Choice Buy models from 
last year’s report remain available in shops 
and we continue to be happy to recommend 
these appliances – so for a full overview of the 
current market, you might like to also read the 
September 2017 issue of Consumer Choice.

Fridge freezers on test
Though some fridge freezers come with the 
freezer compartment positioned at the top 
of the appliance, the more energy efficient 
and popular configuration is to have the 
freezer compartment on the bottom.  We have 
several examples in our current batch along 
with a number of so-called American-style 

side-by-side fridge freezers where a tall fridge 
compartment sits alongside a tall freezer 
compartment each with their own door.  In 
recent years, another option has emerged 
on the market – a multi-door fridge freezer.  
These appliances have between two and 
four doors, with two doors opening on to 
the fridge compartment sitting on top of 
the freezer compartment below, which also 
may be accessed via two doors or which 
may comprise of external drawers.   There 
are examples of all these fridge freezer types 
among our Choice Buys, with a particularly 
high number of side-by-side appliances in our 
current batch.
  Dimensions are all important in your 
buying decision and much will be dictated by 
the amount of space you have in your kitchen 
to house your appliance.  You will also have 
to consider how much fridge and freezer 
storage you will really need, as the larger the 
appliance, the more energy it costs to run and 
you should avoid a situation where you will be 
paying to cool down empty space.  Equally, a 
fridge or freezer that is overly stuffed will be 
less energy efficient to run and, as the cold 
air will not be able to circulate effectively, the 
temperature of the contents can be uneven.  
So size matters when it comes to choosing the 
right appliance for your family circumstances.  
In our tests, we measure the appliance’s 
usable space with all the storage features left 
in – as a result, our measurements can differ 
widely from manufacturers’ claimed capacity 
of their appliances as they tend to make 
their calculations with the storage features 
removed.  The storage space on offer in the 
fridge compartments in our current batch 
ranges from a cavernous 317 litres to a modest 
107 litres and, for our freezers, from a paltry 40 

REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue
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litres to a much more useful 158 litres.  You 
will also need to consider how much frozen 
food you like to keep on hand compared with 
fresh food and what fridge-to-freezer ratio 
would suit you best – common options are 
70:30, 65:35 and 60:40. 
  All of our current Choice Buys 
are freestanding models and the vast 
majority of appliances on test incorporate 
frost-free technology, which eliminates the 
time-consuming task of defrosting your 
freezer on a regular basis.   Most models also 
offer super-cool and fast-freeze settings, 
which provide an additional boost of chilling 
or freezing power when required.  These 
features are especially useful when you are 
popping your weekly shop of groceries into 
the fridge or a large batch of cooked food 
into your freezer, as the extra burst of cold air 
will ensure that the contents already in place 
in the fridge and freezer compartments do 
not warm up to unsafe temperatures when 
the new contents are added.  Door alarms 
that let you know when you have accidently 
left the door to the fridge and/or freezer 
open are becoming more common and high-
end models now often include a ‘vacation’ or 
holiday mode.  A holiday setting assumes that 
the fridge compartment is nearly empty and 
that the door will not be opened much for a 
period and, as a result, the appliance runs in 
a slightly warmer and more energy-efficient 
mode for the time you are away.
  Leading our current Choice Buys 
is a smart side-by-side fridge freezer from 
Samsung that the manufacturer has dubbed 
the ‘Family Hub’ and that seemed a futuristic 
item when a similar model was showcased at 
the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas a 
few years back.  Now, however, the Samsung 
RS68N8941SL is in our shops and available to 
buy, albeit at a gob-smackingly high price.  
Much of the fridge door is taken up with a 
large, wi-fi-enabled touchscreen on which 
most of the smart features run, allowing 
you to display recipes, play TV programmes 
or music, organise your calendar and write 
notes to family members.  You can log food 
as you put it into the fridge and you will be 
notified when use-by dates are approaching.  
Internal cameras take photos of the fridge’s 
contents and send them to your smartphone 
so that you can check what you need when 
you are in the shops.  By downloading the 
SmartThings app onto your smartphone 
or other mobile device, you will be able 
to remotely control such features as the 
super-cool and fast freeze functions or turn 
the ice maker on or off.   This fridge freezer is 
an all-round excellent performer beyond its 
smart capabilities but the high price paid for 
this appliance will only be worth it for those 
who will make use of the smart functions, as 
other equally impressive non-smart options 
cost at least €1,000 less.

  Safety is a priority in any home 
and always-on appliances like fridge freezers 
need to have impeccable safety credentials.  
Fridge freezers ideally should have flame 
retardant backing so that, in the unlikely 
event that a fire starts, the material at the 
rear of the appliance will help to contain 
the spread of flames.   All of our Choice Buys 
have a flame retardant backing, something 
that the Consumers’ Association of Ireland 
believes should come as standard on all 
household appliances.  

Energy efficiency
Whereas all of the Choice Buys in our current 
test scored top marks for energy efficiency, 
the scores for other models assessed varied 
widely.  We noted that many – though not all 
– built-in appliances struggle to keep energy 
consumption low.   Given that fridge freezers 
are, by their nature, always-on appliances, 
the amount of energy they use is a key factor 
in how costly they will be over their lifetime.  
Beyond making sure to choose an energy-
efficient fridge freezer at the buying stage, 
there are a few simple measures that you can 
take to keep energy costs down.

• Unsurprisingly, smaller fridge freezers use 
less energy than larger ones to keep the 
interior cold so, unless your food storage 
needs are substantial, opt for a more modest-
sized appliance.

• Both the fridge and freezer compartments 
work most efficiently if they are at least three 
quarters full of food.   If your appliance is 
looking a bit empty, filling it up with bottles 
of water can improve energy efficiency. 

• It is important, however, not to overfill your 
fridge or freezer as this would mean that 
there is no room for the air to circulate and 
the appliance will have to work harder to 
keep the contents cool or frozen, using more 
energy as it does so.

• Adding warm food to the fridge freezer can 
raise the temperature in the compartment 
and the appliance will have to work harder to 
cool everything down again.  Cooling food 
before popping it into the fridge or freezer 
will avoid this problem – though for food 

safety reasons, you should not leave cooked 
food sitting on the counter for more than two 
hours.  Dividing it into smaller batches helps 
to speed up the cooling process.

• In contrast, adding frozen food to the fridge 
for defrosting will mean that the appliance 
will have to put less effort into keeping the 
interior cold and so will use less electricity.  
Defrosting food in the fridge is also far safer 
than defrosting it on the countertop and 
clearly is more energy saving than using the 
microwave oven to hurry the process along. 

• In the past, freezers with frost-free 
technology were more energy hungry than 
appliances without this function but now that 
is not necessarily the case.  If your appliance 
is not frost free, you will need to keep an 
eye on how much ice builds up as this can 
reduce energy efficiency and regular manual 
defrosting is needed to keep the machine 
running at optimum efficiency.

• Fridges need to be set at between 0°C and 
5°C and freezers at -18°C to keep your food 
at a safe temperature.  Any warmer than this, 
your food will spoil, but any colder is just a 
waste of energy.  Investing in a fridge and 
freezer thermometer will let you check the 
temperature of the appliance and adjust it as 
needed.

• Try not to open the door of either the fridge 
or freezer compartment too often as this 
allows warm air to flood in and the appliance 
will have to use up energy counteracting 
the rise in temperature.  Think ahead and 
get several items out in one visit, making 
sure not to leave the door open any longer 
than necessary.  A well-organised fridge 
and freezer with items clearly marked and 
logically stored will cut down on the amount 
of time you spend rummaging around for 
what you are looking for.

• Keep all door seals clean and ensure they 
make good contact as poorly maintained 
door seals will let cold air escape and warm 
air in, pushing up energy consumption.

• Door alarms that let you know immediately 
if you have left the door of the fridge or 
freezer compartment open will enable you 
to rectify the problem quickly - thereby 
stopping the freezer from having to use 
additional energy in the effort to keep food 
frozen, as well as preventing your frozen food 
from thawing unexpectedly and ending up 
in the bin.

• It is a good idea to periodically vacuum the 
condenser coils at the back or under your 
appliance as thick dust can reduce their 
efficiency significantly.
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1. Samsung RS68N8941SL €3,200

The Choice Buy Samsung RS68N8941SL is eye-

wateringly expensive but this side-by-side, American-

style fridge freezer offers ample storage space and a 

full complement of high-end features as well as a smart 

dimension.   As a fridge freezer, this Samsung model 

offers everything you would expect from a top-of-the-

range appliance, including rapid cooling and freezing, 

reliable temperature stability, and impressive energy 

efficiency.  It also boasts frost-free technology to 

relieve you of the job of manual defrosting, super-cool 

and fast-freeze modes to boost power when needed, 

an energy-saving holiday setting, and alarms to let you 

know if you have left the fridge or freezer door open.  

One quibble our testers had was that the four fridge 

shelves are not height adjustable, fridge and freezer 

drawers did not slide out smoothly and, overall, storage 

features could be easier to use.  Setting this appliance 

apart, however, is its smart capabilities.  Most smart 

features run on a large wi-fi-enabled touchscreen on 

the fridge door, which can display recipes, TV shows, 

calendar entries and much more.  Inside the appliance, 

internal cameras can send images to the SmartThings 

app downloaded onto a smartphone or tablet to inform 

your shopping list.  This is a great fridge freezer but 

you will need to make use of the smart features to 

justify the very hefty price tag.

2. Samsung RS68N8230B1 €1,950
Another pricey appliance, the Choice Buy Samsung 

RS68N8230B1 is a spacious, high-end, side-by-side 

American-style fridge freezer that can be relied upon 

to take great care of your fresh and frozen food.  To lock 

in nutrients, this powerful appliance chills and freezes 

all contents very swiftly and super-cool and fast-freeze 

settings provide a boost as required. Once inside, 

temperatures remain unwaveringly stable regardless of 

changing room temperatures and alarms will alert you 

if you accidentally leave the fridge or freezer door open.  

Large households will appreciate the extremely generous 

storage on offer, with our testers measuring usable fridge 

space of a whopping 317 litres over four shelves, a bottle 

shelf, five door racks and two sizeable crisper drawers.  The 

freezer is similarly roomy with 152 litres of usable storage 

provided.  Despite its very substantial size, this fridge 

freezer is very frugal in terms of energy consumption.  An 

appealing feature is the ice and water dispenser, which will 

have to be plumbed into the mains in order for it to work.  

This model comes with a black finish but a version with a 

stainless steel finish is also readily available for a similar 

price.

3. Samsung RS68N8240S9 €2,200

The Choice Buy Samsung RS68N8240S9 is another 

high-priced, high-end offering from the South Korean 

manufacturer but you will get a lot of fridge and freezer 

for your money.  With a matt stainless-steel finish, this 

stylish side-by-side fridge freezer performed very well 

across all our tests, and particularly impressed in terms 

of its ability to quickly get food down to sufficiently low 

temperatures in both the fridge and freezer and maintain 

those temperatures regardless of how hot or cold the 

surrounding room gets.  Both the fridge and freezer 

compartments are generously proportioned, providing 

ample room for your groceries.  The fridge can fit an 

impressive 316 litres of food over its four shelves, bottle 

shelf, five door racks and two large crisper drawers for 

storing fruit and vegetables.  The freezer, for its part, 

offers 157 litres of usable storage space spread over four 

shelves, two drawers and two door racks.  Testers noted 

that a few more shelves in both compartments would be 

useful.  The appealing features on this Samsung model 

include frost-free technology to eliminate the task of 

manual defrosting, alarms to warn you if either door is left 

open and an energy-saving holiday mode.
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4. Kenwood KSBS4DX17 €750

The least expensive Choice Buy model in our current 

batch, the  Choice Buy Kenwood KSBS4DX17 is a multi-

door fridge freezer that put in a strong performance 

across all our tests.  Sporting a stylish stainless-steel 

exterior and a well-lit interior, this four-door Kenwood 

model does a great job of rapidly getting food down to 

safely cold temperatures both in the fridge and freezer 

compartments to lock in nutrients and prevent the 

growth of harmful bacteria.  This appliance is excellent 

at maintaining temperature stability in both its fridge 

and freezer sections and door alarms are provided 

to alert you if one is left open. This energy-efficient 

appliance will not push up your electricity bills and 

other appealing aspects include a water dispenser 

that you will need to refill manually.  One thing to note 

is that this Kenwood model will not provide as much 

storage space as many American-style appliances.  In 

all, you will be able to fit a decent 204 litres of food 

into the fridge compartment, which features four 

shelves, seven door racks, and two crisper drawers.  In 

the freezer compartment, positioned on the bottom of 

the appliance, 104 litres of usable storage are provided 

over the six transparent drawers.  

5. Hisense RQ689N4WF1 €1,100
The Choice Buy Hisense RQ689N4WF1 is a four-door 

fridge freezer that offers plenty of high-end features and 

very good overall performance.  The fridge compartment 

excels at getting food swiftly chilled and offers a 

substantial 256 litres of usable storage space spread over 

three shelves, two crisper drawers for fruit and vegetables, 

one chiller drawer for meat and fish and seven door racks.  

The freezer does a decent job of getting food frozen 

quickly, though it is not as powerful in this regard as our 

other Choice Buys, and a fast-freeze setting is on hand if 

you need an added burst of freezing power.  Once safely 

cold temperatures have been reached, they will remain 

stable and uniform throughout both fridge and freezer 

compartments regardless of changing temperatures in 

the surrounding room.  The freezer section is split into 

two compartments, each with a separate door and three 

drawers providing 65 litres of usable space, for a total of 

130 litres of storage for frozen items.  Moreover, one of 

these freezer compartments can be converted into extra 

fridge space as needed.  As well as being extremely energy 

efficient and very quiet, other appealing aspects include a 

refillable water dispenser and frost-free technology.

6. Samsung RB33N321NSS €1,010

Another excellent appliance from Samsung, the Choice 

Buy Samsung RB33N321NSS is particularly impressive in 

terms of its freezer capabilities and its fridge also does a 

good job with a few handy added features thrown in.   The 

freezer, positioned on the bottom of this freestanding 

stainless steel appliance, is adept at getting food down 

to frozen temperatures quickly and you will be able to 

fit 74 litres of food in its three transparent drawers.  The 

fridge’s chilling function could be a little more powerful 

but food will be cooled to safe temperatures and both 

fridge and freezer compartments excel at maintaining a 

stable temperature inside regardless of how hot or cold 

the surrounding room gets.  The fridge will hold a decent 

181 litres of food spread across four shelves plus a bottle 

shelf, four door racks and a chill drawer that can be set at 

a different temperature to the rest of the fridge.  Useful 

features include frost-free technology to eliminate the 

tedious task of manual defrosting, a door alarm for the 

fridge door to let you know if you have left it open and a 

holiday mode for saving energy when you are away.
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...and the competition7. Fridgemaster MS91515BFF €780
Those yearning for an American-style side-by-

side fridge freezer but without a budget that runs 

into thousands of euro might be tempted by the 

relatively modestly priced   Choice Buy Fridgemaster 

MS91515BFF, which performed very well across our 

tests.  Sporting a black finish on its exterior, this 

Fridgemaster model is nicely roomy on the inside 

with 247 litres of usable storage space in the fridge 

compartment and 135 litres in the freezer.  The storage 

in the fridge is spread over five shelves, two big crisper 

doors and three door racks.  In the freezer, you can 

distribute your food over five shelves, two drawers and 

four door racks.   Our testers noted that the drawers 

did not slide easily and that cleaning was a little tricky 

with lots of nooks and crannies liable to trap debris.  

On the plus side, this appliance’s chilling and freezing 

power were both very good and temperatures inside 

remained reliably stable.  Handy features include 

frost-free technology, alarms on both the fridge and 

freezer doors, and a water dispenser that will need to 

be refilled manually.  This appliance will not push up 

your electricity bills thanks to its impressive energy 

efficiency.

8. Hisense RS694N4TD1 €1,050
The Choice Buy Hisense RS694N4TD1 is an American-style 

side-by-side fridge freezer in a stylish silver colour that 

comes with plenty of high-end features.  When it comes 

to the all-important task of getting food rapidly chilled 

or frozen to safe temperatures to lock in nutrients and 

prevent bacteria growth, this fridge freezer does a great 

job.   Inside both the fridge and freezer compartments, 

temperatures will remain safe and stable no matter 

how the outside temperature changes and when added 

boosts of chilling or freezing are needed, super-cool and 

fast-freeze settings are on hand to oblige.   The interior is 

generously proportioned and able to accommodate 247 

litres of food in the fridge compartment and 127 litres in the 

freezer section.  Appealing features include an automatic 

ice maker and a water dispenser that is refillable manually 

and so will not need to be plumbed into the mains.  Testers 

noted that cleaning this appliance is hampered somewhat 

by the lack of removable parts.  However, those who spend 

a lot of time in their kitchen may appreciate how quiet this 

appliance is as it operates and it is also extremely energy 

efficient so it should not have a major impact on your 

electricity bills.

9. Samsung RS67N8210S9 €1,599

Another excellent appliance from Samsung, the Choice 

Buy Samsung RS67N8210S9 is an attractive-looking 

American-style, side-by-side fridge freezer that offers its 

fair share of appealing features coupled with very good 

performance.  This appliance is capable of swiftly chilling 

and freezing contents down to safe temperatures and 

keeping them that way even when the temperature in the 

surrounding room fluctuates widely.   Large households 

will appreciate the very spacious interior in the fridge 

section in particular where 310 litres of usable space were 

measured in tests.  Storage in the fridge comprises of 

four shelves - none of which are height adjustable - plus 

two sizeable crisper drawers and four door racks.  The 

freezer also holds a pretty substantial 129 litres over its 

three shelves, two drawers and three door racks.  Our 

testers would have liked to see more shelves in both 

compartments and found that drawers did not slide out 

easily affecting the overall ease-of-use score.  In addition, 

this model is not as quiet or as easy to clean as some 

others among our Choice Buys.  All high-end features are 

present, however, including frost-free technology, door 

alarms and a water and ice dispenser that will need to be 

plumbed into the mains.
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS TEST PERFORMANCE   SCORE 

Price Freestanding 
or Built-in (F 

or B)

Fridge 
freezer con-

figuration

Size (cm) 
(hxwxd)*

Frost-free 
freezer

Usable 
fridge 

volume 
(litres)

Usable 
freezer  
volume 
(litres)

Energy use 
(15%)

Cooling power 
(25%)

Freezing power 
(15%)

Ease of use 
(15%)

Recommended 
thermostat set-

ting (10%)

Temperature 
stability (chang-
ing room tem-

peratures) (10%)

Temperature 
stability (room 
temperature of 

25°) (5%)

Noise  and vibra-
tions (5%)

Freezer insula-
tion (0%)

%

1 Samsung RS68N8941SL 3,200 F Side-by-side 178x92x75 ✓ 299 158          86

2 Samsung RS68N8230B1 1,950 F Side-by-side 178x92x75 ✓ 317 152          86

3 Samsung RS68N8240S9 2,210 F Side-by-side 178x92x75 ✓ 316 157          85

4 Kenwood KSBS4DX17 750 F Multi-door 182x80x72 ✓ 205 104          82

5 Hisense RQ689N4WF1 1,100 F Multi-door 181x92x73 ✓ 256 130          79

6 Samsung RB33N321NSS 1,010 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
186x60x67 ✓ 181 74          77

7 Fridgemaster MS91515BFF 780 F Side-by-side 179x92x65 ✓ 247 135          76

8 Hisense RS694N4TD1 1,050 F Side-by-side 178x92x70 ✓ 280 127          76

9 Samsung RS67N8210S9 1,599 F Side-by-side 179x92x79 ✓ 310 129          75

10 Hisense RIB312F4AW1 440 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
178x55x54 ✓ 145 41          71

11 Haier HRF-522IG6 980 F Side-by-side 181x92x66 ✓ 249 120          70

12 Siemens KI86VVF30G 840 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
177x55x55 145 50          70

13 Hoover HMNB6182X5WDK 500 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
186x61x66 ✓ 150 75          70

14 Hisense RIB291F4AW1 480 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
178x55x54 ✓ 112 55          69

15 Grundig GKN16220DZ 830 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
202x60x69 ✓ 203 68          68

16 Logik LSBSX18 550 F Side-by-side 179x92x65 ✓ 260 139          66

17 Beko MN1416224PX 400 F Multi-door 183x92x75 ✓ 261 123          65

18 Kenwood KIFF7017 330 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
178x55x54 ✓ 141 40          65

19 Kenwood KIFF5017 400 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
178x55x54 ✓ 112 55          65

20 Samsung RS50N3513SA 1,200 F Side-by-side 180x93x74 ✓ 252 101          64

21 Logik LFFD55S18 330 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
177x55x58 ✓ 123 52          63

22 Grundig GKNG1691G 600 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
191x61x65 ✓ 155 92          61

23 Liebherr CUEF3311 570 F
Freezer on 

bottom 
182x56x67 167 63          56

24 Samsung RS52N3313SA 1,270 F Side-by-side 180x93x73 ✓ 225 129          54

25 Samsung RS54N3103SA 1,000 F Side-by-side 180x93x73 ✓ 250 130          52

26 Zanussi ZBB24431SV 605 B
Freezer on 

bottom 
144x55x56 107 42          46

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop 
around. 
Size: The dimensions of the appliance 
rounded upwards to the nearest 
centimetre, measured for minimum 
height, width and depth with the door 
closed - though the appliance may 
need further space or gaps around 
it for ventilation according to the 
manufacturer’s instructions.page.
Usable fridge/freezer volume: As 
measured in our labs, with all the storage 
features in place.

TEST PERFORMANCE
Energy use: Rating for the energy 
efficiency of the appliance for the amount 
of usable space it provides, measured 
over 24 hours with the ambient room 
temperature at 10°C, 25°C and 32°C.
Cooling power: Rating for the time taken 
to cool down a light and heavy load in 
the fridge to a maximum temperature of 
5°C, both with and without the fast-cool 
function.  
Freezing power: Rating for the time taken 
to cool down a light and heavy load in the 
freezer to an average temperature of -18°C, 
both with and without the fast-freeze 
function.
Ease of use: Includes ratings for the 
ease of opening the door, accessing the 
contents and adjusting the controls, and 
cleaning both the interior and exterior 
as well as for the quality and handling 
of the storage features, the visibility and 
audibility of any warning signals and the 
brightness of the interior light.
Recommended thermostat setting: 
Rating for the accuracy of the thermostat 
on the appliance and whether the 
manufacturer’s recommended settings 
create the ideal temperatures for storing 
chilled and frozen food.
Temperature stability (changing room 
temperatures): Rating for the evenness 
and stability of the temperature in the 
fridge and freezer compartments at 
ambient room temperatures of 10°C and 
32°C.
Temperature stability (room 
temperature of 25°C):  Rating for the 
evenness and stability of the temperature 
in the fridge and freezer compartments at 
an ambient room temperature of 25°C.
Noise and vibrations:  Rating for the 
level of noise and vibrations emitted by 
the appliance when switched on, while 
running and when switched off. 
Freezer insulation: Rating for how long 
the freezer will be able to keep food at a 
safe temperature in the event of a power 
cut.

*Dimensions are rounded upwards to the nearest centimetre and measured with the door closed.  The manufacturer may stipulate that further gaps and spaces may be required around the appliance.
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