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Dear Member,

The reality of commerce for most consumers is a matter of 

strategic planning. Early in the year, the marketing and finance 

managers of most retail businesses will determine how they are 

going to interact with the consumer, when they are going to do 

it and, most importantly, set a bottom line of profit to be made 

through that engagement.  The tools used will be through a 

format of sales and offers that you cannot refuse or, at least, will 

be tempted to just ‘take a look’ at. 

In terms of Christmas, the planning continues, as with previous 

years, with the major stores opening their Christmas sections in 

early to late August.  September sees the real strategic planning 

come into effect with some nudging messages and advertising 

that time is flying by and it’s time to plan to buy early.  October 

casually brings Christmas confectionary – notably the iconic 

selection box – to the fore and the stage is set.

From November 1st we see the commencement of pre-Christmas 

sales, the establishing online of pre-Black Friday and Cyber 

Monday enrolment lists across the US, UK and all social media 

outlets used by Irish consumers.  The race to meet the profit 

margins is on and the date set is November 29th!

We are always keen to get a bargain and so we sign up to loyalty 

cards, newsletters, alerts, secret offers and any other variation on 

the theme that facilitates retailers knowing your buying habits

and preferences at any time of the day, week, month or year.

Most of our younger consumers would not be aware of the 

Groceries Order, which determined rules for selling.  This was 

deemed a barrier to competition and consumer choice and so 

was abolished, paving the way for today’s ability to sell goods 

at below their cost.  This facilitates the loss leading item to be 

sold and attract your custom or footfall to that store or site.  The 

bargains are not in a basement anymore but up front and centre, 

encouraging you not to miss this bargain. 

Small onstreet retailers know all too well about this business 

approach and it is why many will not survive.  It is also why we 

see the ‘pop-up’ outlets, which have always posed a problem 

in the sense that you will have nowhere or no-one to return a 

faulty item to after December 24th.  The same applies online 

and, unless you are exceptionally careful, you will lose money to 

rogue sites or, worse, your identity or financial records can be 

manipulated.

So, while across the counter you have some semblence of 

authority, online the offers  - really – do need to be 

considered for value and authenticity.  This is 

our early planning message to you.  And

remember, cookies are not just for Christmas!

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

Just Drop Me Off Here!

News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

Volocopter GmbH is the German aircraft manufacturer, based in 
Bruchsal, that has followed up the launch of  its Singapore office at the 
beginning of  this year with its first, crewed, test flight of  an air taxi over 
Marina Bay. The single pilot travelled a distance of  approximately 1.5km 
on a two-minute flight at a height of  40 metres. The company designed 
its VoloPort prototype floating dock especially for placing on site in the 
Singapore Bay. The dock is designed to provide passengers with a safe, 
secure and integrated infrastructure for flying taxis - as demanded by 
Singaporean safety standards.  This was the most advanced Volocopter 
flight to date, and brings the world closer to experiencing what urban air 
mobility in the city could bring.   
 The question of  driving versus pilot licence seems to be of  lit-
tle concern at this point and, when it comes to payment – well...that’s up 
in the air too.

Researchers at the University of Washington School of Medicine have 
made an impressive discovery. They found that photoreceptors, respon-
sible for giving a chameleon the power to change its skin colour, are also 
found in humans.  This, they believe, could play an important part in future 
medical treatment and, notably, how skin heals. This is because their re-
search has found that skin keeps time, independently of the brain, which 
suggests that specific colours of light, at certain times of day, could influ-
ence the process that heals our skin. Photoreceptors are part of a family of 
retinal proteins called Opsins and are responsible for dim light and colour 
vision.  Previous research has shown that exposing mice to ultraviolet light 
in the early morning had a five-fold higher effect in initiating skin cancer 
when compared with the same light given in the late afternoon. Now, the 
researchers have discovered a NeurOpsin in mice hair follicles.  This means 
that skin can sense whether it is day or night and so the research now will 
focus on the specifics of how colours of light, at certain times of day, will 
influence how the skin heals.

The Tokyo Motor Show brought some very (no, really, I mean 
very) interesting new visions and inventions to the table.  The 
Suzuki Waku Sports is a realistic concept car that can change 
shape from an estate car to a coupe.  This is to facilitate a 
family changing the size of the car depending on their needs.  
They also introduced a model called the Hanare – which 
is derived from the Japanese word for a detached second 
house.  The Hanare is an autonomous car with no steering 
wheel and a large TV screen and seats inside for lounging.  I 
agree - more detail required together with an answer to the 
question of: Why?!  Meanwhile, for those who like to actually 
drive, the serious contender for the electric car market was 
the Mercedes Benz Vision EQS Concept.  This car can travel 
up to 700km on a single charge. Game-changing.

These Fuelish Things

HARD GRAFT

November 2019
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In the US, Uber has bought a majority share in Cornershop, a South American-focussed grocery delivery start-up that currently operates in 
Chile, Mexico, Peru and Canada.
  Uber management have now announced their plan to start delivering groceries. This will be in addition to their cab and takeaway 
food delivery platform and really broaden the consumer direct interface they have creatively changed to what is now consumer demand 
over recent years.  For its part, Cornershop, which was founded in 2015, sees Uber as the perfect partner to bring its app-focussed, on-
demand, grocery deliveries to a global level.

‘Appy Days

BREAD – WITH CuRRENTS IN IT

A new baking process for baking a superior quality of  gluten-free 
bread, in minutes, is suggested to be through shocking it from the 
inside using electrical current.  Researchers from the University of  
Natural Resources and Life Sciences in Vienna (home of  the Vienna 
Roll?) developed the process using Ohmic heating – which is gener-
ated instantly.  The principle is basic and taken from the light bulb 
where an electrical current passes through a wire and heats it up 
until it glows.  When the metal wires are replaced with bread dough, 
instead of  glowing, it immediately heats up and starts the baking 
process.  Starch is used to replace the glutenous wheat protein in 
traditional bread.
 The rapid and uniform heating of  the whole dough is one 
of  the major advantages obtained from Ohmic heating with a benefit 
for the production of  gluten-free bread.  I wouldn’t rush to try this at 
home!

A new and serious hacking problem has arisen which 
has been identified by the Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation (FBI) in the US and, if history has shown us 
anything, will be quickly replicated across to the EU.  
Skimming is well understood and, generally, is fo-
cussed on the credit card and ATM user.  This is why we 
are always warned to check machines for any unusual, 
added skimming devices.  E-skimming, does not have 
any visible checking option - this is because it hap-
pens when cyber criminals inject malicious code onto 
a legitimate website.  The FBI warns how, now, the site 
will have, for example, a trusted lock sign on it and be 
the actual retail site, but there will be no indication that 
anything is wrong to almost all users.  So, the key rec-
ommendation is to not store your credit or debit card 
information on any website.

Online Buyer Beware
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FOOD & HEALTH/News

Food & Health
 by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Sushi has seen a surge in popularity with 
many consumers perceiving it to be a 
healthy food option but findings have been 
released by the Food Safety Authority 
of Ireland (FSAI) that show an alarming 
rate of non-compliance with key food 
safety practices in sushi production and 
processing.  With a reported increase of 
80% in the number of restaurants offering 
sushi in Ireland since 2018, the FSAI 
undertook a targeted audit of 11 premises, 
including three major manufacturers 
supplying the corporate sector and 
eight restaurants and takeaways. Of the 
11 businesses audited, only one had no 
breaches of food safety and hygiene 
legislation.  In all, 76 breaches were found 
and 90% of the businesses did not have 
adequate controls in place to safeguard 
human health.

  With sushi, two main areas of 
concern in relation to food safety arise.  
First, the raw fish from both fresh water and 
salt water sources can contain parasites 
that can infect humans and, with no cooking 
process to destroy such parasites, it is 
important that the fish used is parasite 
free.  A second area of concern is the 
rice component and specific food safety 
controls are needed to avoid the potential 
presence of foodborne bacteria commonly 
found in rice.  The FSAI audit found 
that there were inadequate food safety 
practices in place including not freezing 
the fish at sufficiently low temperatures for 
parasite control, defrosting of fish at room 
temperature instead of in a fridge, and 
unsatisfactory time/temperature and pH 
controls for acidified sushi rice.   According 
to  FSAI Chief Executive Dr Pamela Byrne, 

“the poor standards overall are worrying 
and suggest a lack of awareness by the 
sector as a whole of the serious food 
safety risks that sushi can pose if there are 
inadequate food safety controls in place”.
  Dr Byrne has noted that the 
premises in the audit have rectified the 
issues found and, as well as producing 
specific new advice on the safe production 
of sushi to assist all sushi producers to 
comply with the law, the FSAI will continue 
to apply enforcement measures for 
non-compliance on businesses that fail to 
meet the legal standards set in the interest 
of safeguarding their customers’ health.  
This assurance will be welcomed by sushi 
lovers all over the country who want to feel 
confident in the safety of the products that 
they consume.

Sushi safety assessed

New research has shown that where calorie 
information is placed on a menu has an 
impact on how much people order and 
eat.  Making good consumer choices is all 
about having access to full and accurate 
information and this also applies to eating 
out and deciding what to choose from 
a menu.  There has been considerable 
debate on whether calorie information 
should appear on menus, with many 
foodservice businesses today opting to 
provide this information voluntarily, while 
others have pointed to the impracticalities 
and costs of accurately calculating calorie 
content for dishes that change frequently.  
Consumer sentiment has been found to be 
overwhelmingly in favour of calorie posting 
on menus and this practice may soon 
become mandatory under government 
proposals made as part of the Department 
of Health’s Obesity Policy and Action Plan.   
  Ahead of action being taken 
on the proposed policy, a study was 
undertaken by the Economic and Social 
Research Institute’s Behavioural Research 

Unit and funded by the Department of 
Health that looked at how the positioning 
of calorie information on menus influence 
the decisions consumers make.   The study 
participants, who were initially unaware 
that their lunch choices were being 
observed, were given different lunch menus 
at random.  Findings reveal that people 
ordered and ate less when calorie labels 
were put on menus but that the impact 
depended on exactly where the calories 
were displayed.   Whereas some menus 
had no calorie information, others had the 
calorie count placed either just to the right 
of the price or just to the left.   The study 
found that the biggest impact was recorded 
when the calorie count was displayed just 
to the right of the price in the same font 
and at the same size.  This positioning of 
the information resulted in a 19% decrease 
in the calories consumers ordered for 
lunch and a very significant 37% reduction 
in the calories they ate.  The researchers 
were also able to track the participants’ eye 
movements as they read the menu and 

made real food choices and they found 
that those who were given a menu with 
calorie information placed just to the right 
of the price looked more at this information 
and were better able to recall the calorie 
content of their lunch.  The study also found 
that, contrary to a common argument that 
calorie posting diminishes consumers’ 
enjoyment of their food, participants who 
were provided with calorie information 
rated their satisfaction with lunch at least 
as highly as those who were not shown the 
calorie content.
  The study’s lead researcher, 
Dr. Deirdre Robertson, pointed to the 
importance of providing objective evidence 
about calorie posting given the strongly 
held and differing views on the topic and 
said that the “results show not only that 
calorie posting changes behaviour, but also 
that seemingly small changes to the format 
influence how well people understand and 
respond to the information”.

Positioning of calorie content on menus
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MONEY NEWS

Money News Money News by Róisín Moloney Weekes

In the run-up to Christmas, criminals 
take full advantage of the festive season 
and the fact that consumers may be 
feeling a little more flaithulach with their 
cash.  We may have received a Christmas 
bonus, we may have a Christmas saving 
fund or we may enjoy loosening the 
purse strings at this time of the year – 
but, as we let our guard down, we must 
remain vigilant to scams.  
  It is the season for giving 
but charity scams open a perfect 
opportunity for fraudsters at Christmas.  
Many consumers donate to good causes 
at this time of the year only and they 
should be on the lookout for scammers 
who create completely bogus charities, 
collecting donations online and through 
donation boxes.  Alternatively, scammers 
can use an existing charity name and 
hold themselves out as acting on behalf 
of this legitimate charity but instead 
pocket donations made.  Consumers 
must satisfy themselves that the charity 
to which they are donating is authentic 
and they can do so by checking the 
Charities Register, provided by the 
Charities Regulator on its website at 
charitiesregulator.ie.  This is a free online 
database that consumers can search 
to find details of all Irish registered 
charities.  In order to donate safely, 
the Charities Regulator also advises 
consumers to check the charity name, 
logo and Registered Charity Number 
(RCN) that appears on any collection 
leaflets and documentation or branding 
and to ensure that any fundraising 
materials have clear contact and 
registration details for the charity.  It 
further advises consumers to check 
that the person collecting the donation 
has official identification and has a 
permit to collect in that particular area.  
Consumers should question the collector 
about what the charity does and ask 
if they can give examples of its work.  
The Regulator warns consumers not to 
provide personal, credit card or online 
account details to anyone unless you 
know that they are a trusted collector.  
It suggests that if any member of the 
public suspects that an organisation is 

not in compliance with the Charities Act 
2009, they should contact the Charities 
Regulator’s concerns service, either 
by phoning 01 633 1550 or emailing 
concerns@charitiesregulator.ie. 
  When doing their Christmas 
shopping, consumers must stay vigilant 
to counterfeit goods, particularly when 
purchasing well-known brands online.  
Such merchandise can be poorly made 
and could be dangerous.  Moreover, 
traders of fake items tend not to 
respect a consumer’s statutory rights 
and customs may intercept counterfeit 
goods and destroy them, so that you will 
not receive your delivery.  As a result, 
you should avoid counterfeit items and 
be wary if a product is suspiciously 
cheap.  Before making a purchase, 
check the identity of the seller and if the 
website has a trust mark and is well laid 
out.  Look for online reviews by other 
consumers and check the brand’s official 
website for authorised and blacklisted 
sellers.  Finally, if you do decide to buy, 
use a secure payment method, such as a 
credit card, as you may be eligible for a 
chargeback if something goes wrong.
  On the Christmas break, you 
may take the time to book some holidays 
for the year ahead. As always, criminals 
seek to take advantage of this spend 
and numerous fake villa websites are 
in existence or are being set up to 
catch consumers who try to book these 
properties and who make payments in 
satisfaction of deposits.  These websites 
can be extremely convincing, so, once 
again, buyer beware and make all the 
checks you can to ensure authenticity 
before parting with your money. 
  Not confined to Christmas, 
other scams are plentiful year-round and 
many consumers will already be aware of 
tech support scams that start with either 
a phone call, email or pop-up message 
appearing on their computer screen. 
This message will indicate that there is 
something wrong with your computer or 
internet connection and that it needs to 
be fixed.  You will be asked for payment 
to fix this problem or, alternatively, 
you will be informed that they need to 

install software on your computer.  This 
software will allow the scammers to gain 
access to your personal and financial 
details with the aim of transferring 
money out of your account. 
  Smishing refers to fraudulent 
text messages that make it look like the 
person contacting you is a legitimate 
organisation and asking you to confirm 
personal or financial information.  The 
message is often intended to alarm 
you, indicating that unless you take 
immediate action, there will be negative 
consequences, such as the suspension 
of your account.  These scammers 
will again be seeking to extract your 
bank details from you.  No legitimate 
organisation will ever seek full banking 
passwords from its customers.  If you 
receive a phone call claiming to be 
from your bank, hang up and phone 
your bank using the number displayed 
on the back of your bank card or their 
correspondence.  If you receive an 
email or message purporting to be from 
a utility provider, a bank, Revenue, or 
the HSE and there is a link included, 
you can hover your mouse over the 
link to see where it is directing you and 
check the sender’s details to see if the 
email address looks correct.  If the link 
comes from a friend through social 
media and it looks in any way out of 
the ordinary, consider if their account 
has been hacked.  NEVER click on links 
or attachments that look in any way 
suspicious.  NEVER give out full online 
banking passwords or your PIN.  Do not 
be rushed or pressured but take the time 
to make the appropriate checks.  If you 
think you might have responded to a 
smishing text message or a fraudulent 
email or phone call giving any personal 
details, contact your bank immediately.
  Unfortunately, many people 
who have been the victim of such 
scams can be targeted again by being 
contacted with offers of assistance in 
getting their money back for payment of 
a fee.  In all circumstances, remember if 
something sounds too good to be true, it 
usually is - even at Christmas. 

Christmas Scams
“It is the season for giving but charity  
scams open a perfect opportunity for 
fraudsters at Christmas.”
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Household debt in Ireland continues to fall but 
nonetheless remains the fifth highest in the 
EU.   In October, the Central Bank published its 
Household Credit Market Report 2019 along 
with details of new mortgage lending for 
the first half of the year.   The findings reveal 
that household debt stood at €136.9 billion 
or €28,186 per person for the first quarter of 
2019.   This is down from the same period in 
2018, when the figures were €140.2 billion, or 
€28,869 per person.   The household debt-to-
disposable-income ratio has fallen to 119.8% in 

first quarter 2019, the lowest level since 2003.  
Despite significant reductions in recent years, 
household debt here is still the fifth highest 
in the EU after Denmark, the Netherlands, 
Sweden and the UK.
  The report also noted that new 
mortgage lending for the second quarter 
totalled €2.25 billion, with first-time buyers 
accounting for almost half of new mortgage 
lending, while refinanced mortgages 
represented about 14%.    Among first-time 
buyers this year, 40% had a loan term of 

more than 30 years, while the share of new 
lending to borrowers aged 30 or under has 
fallen steeply from almost a third in 2006 to 
just 14%.  According to the report, first-time 
buyers located in Dublin spend, on average, 
a quarter of their net monthly income on 
mortgage repayments, compared with those 
located outside Dublin, who spend a fifth of 
their income.   Moreover, around 40% of new 
lending to first-time buyers outside Dublin 
was for a detached property, compared with 
only 5% in Dublin.  

Household Credit and Mortgage Lending in 2019

New Insurance Transparency Rules

The Central Bank has introduced new 
rules aimed at enhancing transparency for 
consumers renewing their motor insurance 
policies. The measures are designed to 
enable consumers to make more informed 
decisions when buying this legally-required 
insurance. From 1st November 2019, insurers 
have to provide consumers with a greater 
level of detail when they send out their motor 
insurance renewal letters. These letters 
must now contain details of the premium 
the consumer paid for their insurance the 
previous year. This information must be 
featured prominently and on the same page 
as the renewal premium so that the consumer 
can easily make a direct comparison between 

the two to see if their premium has increased 
and by how much.   In addition, the motor 
insurer must provide the cost of different 
levels of cover available to the consumer, 
such as comprehensive, third-party fire and 
theft cover and third-party only – so that the 
consumer will receive a number of quotes.  
Finally, in a move that is not confined to 
motor insurance but that also includes all 
non-life insurance - including health, damage 
to property and general liability cover - the 
renewal notification period is extended from 
15 to 20 working days to give consumers 
more time to shop around, get comparison 
quotes and make their decision.  
  The new rules come in the wake 

of the work of the Cost of Insurance Working 
Group and public consultations, to which 
the Consumers’ Association of Ireland (CAI) 
contributed. However, while the CAI welcomes 
the new measures, more undoubtedly needs 
to be done to further improve transparency 
and reduce premiums for motor insurance.  
The purpose of the Group was to tackle the 
very significant cost burden for so many 
consumers and to do so, we consider it would 
be helpful to be consulted in advance of 
these announcements in order that balance, 
reasonableness and value be a part of the 
solutions which, as these ones go, will result in 
very little, if any, real savings for consumers.

Source:  Central Bank of Ireland, centralbank.ie.
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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 endorse-
ment of them. 

Product/Tech  News

EPIC The Irish Emigration Museum is currently running an exhibition 
that allows people of Irish heritage all over the world to pay tribute to 
their ancestors who left these shores by bringing their family name back 
to their homeland.  Located in the CHQ Building in Dublin’s Docklands, 
the original departure point for generations of Irish emigrants, EPIC tells 
the story of the Irish diaspora around the globe and the positive impact 
and contributions they have made.  Since opening in 2016, the museum 
has welcomed tens of thousands of visitors and uses state-of-the-art 
touchscreen technology to create an accessible and fun learning 
experience that highlights Irish history, culture and people.  
  In its latest interactive project, The Power of a Name 
exhibition, EPIC has been giving millions of people of Irish descent the 
chance to add the name of their ancestor who moved from Ireland.  
According to Patrick Greene, Museum Director and CEO, “these journeys 
were not taken lightly and this exhibition marks the decisions they 
made to leave and celebrates the journeys they made and the lives 
they went on to build”.   Since 1st October 2019, visitors to the museum 
have been invited to become part of the exhibition by providing their 
ancestors’ names, where they emigrated from, their destination and the 
year they left.  This can be done in person at the museum or through 
the EPIC website by visiting www.epicchq.com/names. 
  Opening daily between 10am and 6.45pm, the museum has 
an entry fee of €16.50 for adults, €15 for students and senior citizens 
and €8 for children, with family and group rates available.  Clearly 
enjoying some success recently, EPIC The Irish Emigration Museum was 

voted Europe’s Leading Tourist Attraction for 2019 at the World Travel 
Awards and is currently one of 14 finalists in the running for the World’s 
Leading Tourist Attraction.  The museum is in very good company, 
facing stiff competition from such iconic landmarks as the Taj Mahal in 
India and the Great Wall of China for the top prize, with the winner to be 
announced at the end of November.  

What’s in a name...

If you fancy enjoying the therapeutic benefits of stroking a pet but are less eager to take on the onerous responsibilities of caring for it, 
feeding it, cleaning up after it and finding someone to mind it when you are away, you may be in the market for a Qoobo.   This unusual 
product is essentially a robotic furry cushion with a tail that responds to patting and stroking with a limited range of movements.   
According to the manufacturer, if you stroke the cushion, the tail will wave gently, whereas if you rub it, the tail will swing playfully.   And, 
sometimes, the tail will wag of its own accord, just to say hi.   The manufacturer claims that the mechanism has been carefully designed to 
mimic the movements of an animal’s tail.   The main function of the Qoobo is to provide the beneficial stress-relieving effects that stroking 
a pet can produce and the company says that it has conducted tests that verify these claims, with participants experiencing positive mood 
changes and significant reductions in anxiety levels.   Your robot pet can fit in with your living room décor with grey or brown shades on 
offer and it runs on a rechargeable battery that gives eight hours of tail wagging/waving time on a single charge.   This product is available 
online and delivers to Ireland but does not come cheap at $202 (€182) – though, on the plus side, there will be no pet food or vet fees to 
fork out for.

Different strokes
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We have all become increasingly aware of 
the need to find alternatives to single-use 
plastic packaging and the travel sector is an 
area with plenty of room for improvement.  
With this in mind, UK design company 
PreistmanGoode has been focusing 
on developing eco-friendly solutions 
to address plastic waste in the aviation 
industry in its Get Onboard: Reduce. Reuse. 
Rethink project with one key innovation 
being an edible in-flight meal tray.
  Aside from the carbon 
emissions involved in flying, passenger 
flights generate vast quantities of cabin 
waste, from single-use plastic meal 
trays and cutlery to amenity kits and 
earphones. To help us travel more lightly, 
PriestmanGoode has been exploring 
ways to replace plastic items associated 
with on-board meal service with edible, 
biodegradable and commercially 
compostable materials.  The final in-flight 
tray concept includes a reusable tray made 

from coffee grounds and husks, reusable 
base dishes made from wheat bran, a side 
dish lid made from algae or banana leaf, 
an edible dessert lid made from wafer, a 
reusable spork made from coconut wood, 
small sauce or milk capsules made from 
soluble seaweed, a hot main meal lid made 
from bamboo and a reusable cup with an 
exterior made from rice husk and algae 
lining.  
  The aim is to encourage and 
inspire suppliers and airlines to rethink 
on-board meal service and how to 
eliminate single-use plastic ahead of 
legislative bans that are coming down 
the line.  PriestmanGoode has also 
come up with a new travel water bottle 
solution that seeks to replace single-use 
plastic bottled water sold in airports.  The 
design studio has created a water bottle 
from biodegradable and commercially 
compostable bioplastic and cork with the 
idea being that it can be reused for a short 

period of time – the length of a holiday, 
say.   As a bonus, the bottle is shaped to fit 
conveniently in the pocket of an aircraft 
seat back.  PriestmanGoode notes that 
the ultimate goal would be to “revisit the 
provision of refill stations in infrastructure, 
so that you would be able to empty your 
water bottle before security at airports, and 
refill it directly after”.  In addition, a water 
cooler cart would be provided on-board 
the aircraft, allowing passengers to refill 
during the trip and acting as an additional 
incentive for passengers to get up during 
long haul flights and increase blood flow 
as is recommended for health reasons.  
These concepts all point to possible ways 
to reduce the level of waste created when 
we fly and find a path to a more sustainable 
travel industry.
  The Get Onboard: Reduce. Reuse. 
Rethink project is currently on exhibition 
at the Design Museum in London and runs 
until 9th February 2020.

Travelling light

A product that has enjoyed phenomenal crowdfunding success 
recently is aimed at cutting down the recommended two 
minutes of brushing your teeth twice daily to a mere 20 seconds.   
Time is clearly of the essence to the thousands of people who 
have pledged money to back production of the Encompass, 
touted as a “game-changing half-mouth toothbrush”.   The 
company had a goal of €26, 920 (or $30,000) when it went 
looking for support on crowdfunnding site Indiegogo  and, 
with still a week of the campaign left to run at time of writing, 
enthusiastic backers had pledged €351,808, exceeding the initial 
funding target by 1,306%.  
  So what is so exciting about this product?  Invented 
by a former Director of Engineering at well-known electric 
toothbrush company Sonicare, the Encompass is a motorised 
toothbrush with a familiar long handle but the brushing end 
is a J-shaped, bristle-lined, half-mouthpiece.  After applying 
a small amount of toothpaste, you insert the brush head into 
one side of your mouth and the “flex fingers” self-adjust to 
the size and shape of your teeth as you gently close your lips 

around the brush head.  You then press the power button to 
activate the motor that drives an air pump system to move the 
top and bottom of the mouthpiece up and down a claimed 100 
times a second for thorough and even cleaning of all surfaces 
of the teeth simultaneously.  After 10 seconds, you repeat the 
process on the other side, spit out the toothpaste, rinse the 
device and place it on its charger, ready for the next time.  The 
manufacturers claim that only one in ten people actually brush 
their teeth correctly but that the Encompass eliminates user 
error.  Moreover, they say that, because each tooth receives 
a solid ten seconds of brushing on all three surfaces, you will 
be cleaning your teeth more thoroughly with the Encompass 
than if you spent two minutes with a normal toothbrush having 
to tackle each tooth and surface separately and only able to 
allocate an estimated 1.25 seconds to each.
  During the funding campaign, fans of fast brushing 
were able to nab a device for $99 (€89) but the planned retail 
price on general release is $199 (€179), with shipping due to 
begin next May.

Something to get your teeth into
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LIFESTYLE / Recycling

Our intentions may be good when it comes to 
recycling, but are we getting it right?  Are we 
sure that we are disposing of our waste in the 
best way?  Do many everyday items present 
something of a dilemma as we try to work 
out which bin they should go into?  And does 
it really matter much?  It may seem that any 
efforts we make in terms of recycling will be 
too small to make a difference but if we all do 
what we can to correctly manage our waste, 
we will help to conserve finite resources, 
reduce our environmental impact and make 
a contribution to meeting the challenge of 
climate change.
  Here in Ireland, we are doing lots 
right – for example, the country currently 
recycles 33% of its plastics, more than most 
other Eu states and ahead of our Eu target of 
22.5%.  But we are far from perfect and there 
is plenty of room for improvement when it 
comes to what we put into the recycling bin 
and how we prepare items for recycling.   In 
order for us to be able to provide quality 
recyclable material for export, a little extra 
thought and effort is needed on all our 
parts before chucking waste into our green 
recycling bins.   In an effort to reduce their bin 

Getting Serious About Recycling

charges, some wilfully put unrecyclable items 
like used nappies into the recycling bin.  Or it 
may be that some people are not bothered to 
clean out food containers and so throw them 
into the recycling bin while they are still half 
full.  Not only are these items not recyclable 
themselves but they are likely to contaminate 
the whole bin so that the entire contents will 
have to be diverted for landfill or incineration.  
In this way, much properly recycled material 
is rendered unusable and goes to waste.  Or 
it may be that you unintentionally ruin your 
good efforts to recycle by not understanding 
what is and is not suitable to discard in your 
recycling bin – popping in a wet telephone 
directory, for instance.  Wet paper and 
cardboard cannot be recycled and one 
soggy item can soak nearby materials, so that 
they will be unusable by the time they get 
to the recycling plant.   In order to remove 
any confusion and help us to maximise our 
recycling efforts, a new initiative from the 
Regional Waste Management Offices on 
behalf of the Department of Climate Action, 
Communications and the Environment 
has been introduced.  Touted as Ireland’s 
official guide to managing your waste, the 

Consumer Choice sifts through some 
of the finer points of responsible  
recycling.

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

At a glance
• Responsible recycling 
• Household waste bye-laws

My Waste initiative offers a useful website 
at mywaste.ie where consumers can find 
everything they need to know about how 
to dispose of their waste responsibly and 
efficiently.  In addition, a new set of symbols 
for packaging has been launched to make it 
easier for Irish consumers to determine how 
best to dispose of each item.   This initiative 
comes at a time when most local authorities 
have enacted household waste bye-laws 
with which consumers will need to comply.

Household waste bye-laws
Local authorities across Ireland have 
recently adopted a range of household 
waste bye-laws aimed at ensuring a 
consistent approach to managing waste 
around the country.   The bye-laws 
apply to all households, apartments 
and commercial businesses and seek to 
ensure that everyone manages their waste 
in a responsible and environmentally 
acceptable manner.  The bye-laws are 
aimed at ensuring that your waste 
is correctly segregated into organic, 
recyclable and general waste and that it is 
only given to an authorised door-to-door 
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collection service or brought to an authorised 
waste facility, such as a civic amenity site.  For 
consumers, the new rules mean that they 
must be able to prove that they have one of 
three arrangements in place:

i) they must have a current contract with an 
authorised door-to-door waste collector, or

ii) they must have a bin-sharing arrangement 
with someone who has an account with an 
authorised door-to-door waste collector, or

iii) they must be able to demonstrate that 
they regularly use an authorised waste 
facility, like a civic amenity site.

  Whichever of the options you 
choose, you must be able to provide 
documentary evidence, which can include 
receipts, statements or other proofs of 
purchase.  If you choose the door-to-door 
waste collection service option then, as with 
all aspects of consumer spending, you should 
shop around and compare quotes to find the 
waste collector that delivers the service that 
best suits your needs at the best available 
price.  Those who generate smaller amounts 
of waste may like to opt to share a bin with a 
neighbour or family member but they must 
be able to produce a signed letter of consent 
from the person who has the account with a 
waste collection service.  Currently, it is not 
clear how approximately 80,000 homes or 5% 
of households in the country dispose of their 
waste, so these new bye-laws are aimed at 
helping to ensure that these households are 
operating within the system and dealing with 
their waste responsibly.  Reminiscent of the 
TV-licence inspection system, consumers will 
be asked to prove they have a valid means 
of disposing of the waste they create.  It is 
hoped that the new measures will reduce 
illegal dumping or backyard burning of waste 
and also that it will encourage people to 
recycle more.  
  Other rules contained in the 
bye-laws stipulate the time at which you can 
present your wheeled bin for collection on 
the evening before and the time by which 
your bin will need to be removed from 
the kerbside on the day of collection.  In 
addition, wheeled bins must be maintained 
in good condition, not be overfilled, and 
not contain any unwanted electrical or 
electronic equipment or any hazardous 
waste, such as batteries or aerosols.  There 
is also a requirement that recyclable waste 
be properly segregated from residual 
waste bound for landfill and households in 
urban areas or small towns or villages with 
populations of over 500 must additionally 
separate food waste and put all organic 
matter into the brown bin.   There are 

penalties for those found not to comply with 
the new bye-laws and consumers could have 
to pay a fixed payment notice of up to €75 or 
a fine on conviction of up to €2,500 for failing 
to meet the household waste requirements. 

Sorting our recycling
We can all do our bit in not only reducing 
the amount of waste going to landfill but 
in improving the quantity and quality of 
recyclable material collected.  By turning our 
waste materials into useful new products, 
recycling reduces the use of raw materials, 
saves energy and helps to control air, water 
and land pollution.  But to ensure we are 
recycling properly, we may just need to brush 
up on what exactly is permissible to put into 
our recycling bin and to pin down, once 
and for all, what to do with various items to 
ensure that they will not cause problems in 
the recycling plant.
  As part of its work to help 
consumers make the right choices when 
disposing of packaging materials, My Waste 
has launched a new set of recycling symbols 
that are specific to the Irish market.  These 
symbols should start appearing on more 
and more Irish-produced products to 
guide consumers in making their recycling 
decisions.

Symbol 1

This symbol indicates the items are widely 
recycled.  They fall into three broad 
categories:

• rigid plastics, such as drinks bottles, butter 
and yoghurt tubs, vegetable trays, shampoo 
and shower gel bottles and household 
cleaner containers;

•tins and cans, including drinks cans, pet food 
tins, soup cans and food tins; 

• paper and cardboard, including 
newspapers, magazines, greeting cards, egg 
cartons, cereal boxes, and milk and juice 
cartons.

  All items need to be clean, dry and 
loose. The reasons for each are summarised 
below:

Clean:  There should be no remaining food 
in containers or tins or liquids in bottles or 
cartons due to the problem of contamination 
of other items in the recycling batch.

Dry: All items need to be dry as wet paper 
and cardboard cannot be recycled and 
drenched items can soak other materials 
rendering them unusable by recycling 
facilities.

Loose: The items need to be easy to view in 
the recycling plant as filled bags and boxes 
could contain contaminants – so even if 
a paper bag or cereal box contains only 
recyclable materials, it could be diverted for 
landfill or incineration without inspection.

  With this in mind, consumers need 
to take a few minutes to rinse out plastic, 
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glass and tin containers, possibly using 
leftover water in the sink after washing up to 
avoid unnecessary water usage. You will then 
need to leave the item on the draining board 
to dry off before putting it into the recycling 
bin.  With cartons and plastic bottles, after 
quickly rinsing them, it is best to squash them 
to maximise space in your recycling bin and 
to pop their tops or lids back on.  Glass items 
do not go into domestic recycling bins but 
need to be brought to your local bottle bank. 
These will also need to be rinsed out and any 
metal tops or lids from bottles and jars should 
be removed and put in the recycling bin 
instead of the bottle bank.

Symbol 2

This symbol indicates that the items require 
a little adjustment before you can recycle 
them, which generally involves taking them 
apart to dispose of elements separately.  My 
Waste provides some common examples, 
including the following:

Pump action bottles, such as soap 
dispensers: You will need to unscrew the 
lid from these types of bottles and put the 
plastic bottle part in the recycling bin, while 
the pump action part just goes into general 
waste.

Video and cassette tapes: These can be 
recycled but they will need to be dismantled 
first.  Take the tapes apart and any rigid 
plastic items can be popped into the 
recycling bin while all other elements go into 
general waste.

Envelopes with windows: You will need to 
tear off the soft plastic window and discard 
it in your residual bin while the paper part 

of the envelope can be recycled.  The same 
principle applies to any paper bags or 
cardboard boxes with plastic windows.

CD and DVD cases: With CD cases, separate 
the paper sleeve from the rigid plastic case 
and pop both elements into the green bin.  
With DVD cases, there may also be a soft 
plastic cover and this will need to be removed 
and put into general waste.  The paper sleeve 
and rigid plastic case can then be separated 
and placed in recycling. 

Lever arch folders:  Both the cardboard 
and metal elements of these folders can be 
recycled, but they need to be separated, so 
where possible the metal centrepiece and 
ring on the spine should be torn off first.

Symbol 3

This symbol indicates that, for the moment, 
these items are not accepted in recycling bins 
in Ireland.  However, recycling technology 
is constantly developing and evolving and 
it is hoped that this symbol will become the 
least common on supermarket shelves over 
time.  Some items that may be a cause of 
confusion but are not currently accepted in 
the recycling bin include spectacles, hangers, 
toothpaste tubes, crockery, rubber gloves, 
crisps tubes, blister packs, padded envelopes, 
plastic toys, make-up bottles, and soft plastic 
bags.
  Many other common household 
items may present a conundrum when it 
comes to deciding on their suitability for 
recycling.  Happily, My Waste provides an A 
to Z listing of products and how they can be 
properly disposed of on its website.  When 
uncertain, you can check mywaste.ie and if 
the item is not listed, you will be able to make 

contact through the website for clarification 
on any questions you might have.
  Given the urgent nature and 
massive scale of the environmental 
challenges facing our planet, we need to get 
serious about recycling.  If we all do our part, 
each small contribution will be amplified 
many times over and together we can work 
towards a more sustainable way of living. 

Useful contacts

My Waste
mywaste.ie

Eastern-Midlands Regional Waste Office
c/o Dublin City Council, Motor Tax 
Office, Floor 2
Blackhall Place, Queens Street
Smithfield, 
Dublin 7
email: emwr@dublincity.ie

Connaught-Ulster Regional Waste Office
Second Floor, Mayo County Council
Aras an Chontae, The Mall,
Castlebar,
Mayo
email: rwmo@mayococo.ie

Southern Waste Regional Management 
Office
7/8 Patrick Street
Limerick
email: info@srwmo.ie
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Lifestyle/Legal services complaints and costs

Since 7th October 2019, under a newly 
introduced system, all complaints relating 
to solicitors and barristers will be dealt with 
by the Legal Services Regulatory Authority 
(LSRA).   This independent statutory body 
was established in October 2016 under 
the Legal Services Regulation Act 2015 to 
regulate the provision of legal services by 
legal practitioners and to maintain and 
improve standards in the sector.  As part of 
its remit, the LSRA seeks to promote and 
protect the interests of consumers in relation 
to the provision of legal services and, having 
done all the necessary preparatory work and 
following a recent Commencement Order 
that gives effect to additional aspects of the 
2015 legislation, it is now the organisation 
charged with accepting and investigating 
complaints from consumers about legal 
practitioners in relation to inadequate 
services, excessive costs or alleged 
misconduct. Consumer Choice looks at how 
consumers can access the new complaints 
system and how the LSRA will work to resolve 
issues.

Complaints process
until now, consumers with a legal services-
related complaint had to pursue the matter 
through the legal professional bodies.  
Complaints were previously dealt with by 
the Law Society of Ireland, the Solicitors 
Disciplinary Tribunal and the Barristers 
Professional Conduct Tribunal. Complaints 

New Complaints Process for 
Legal Services

made to the Law Society prior to October 
7th will continue to be dealt with to their 
conclusion under the older system, while 
all complaints made after that date will be 
handled by the LSRA.
  Consumers who are a client of a 
solicitor or barrister can make a complaint 
about inadequate standard of service or 
excessive costs or someone else can make a 
complaint on their behalf. In contrast, there 
is no need for a client relationship to make 
a complaint about misconduct of a legal 
practitioner. 
  Anyone can make an allegation 
of misconduct, with a range of practices 
covered - from acts or omissions involving 
fraud or dishonesty to criminal activity 
and arrestable offences.  Complaints may 
also be made relating to the behaviour of a 
legal practitioner that is likely to bring the 
profession into disrepute or that indicates 
that the legal practitioner is not a fit and 
proper person to provide legal services.  
Complaints relating to alleged inadequate 
service standards or excessive costs have 
a time limit of three years, after which a 
complaint cannot be brought, whereas there 
is no time restriction for complaints involving 
alleged misconduct.  You do not have to 
have legal assistance to bring a complaint 
but if you decide to obtain legal advice then 
any associated costs will need to be paid by 
you.  It is important to note that the LSRA 
will not be able to investigate a complaint 

Consumers who have a complaint about a  
solicitor or barrister now have a new  
independent route through which to seek  
redress.

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

At a glance
• New complaints process
• Informal resolution
• Legal costs

where the same complaint has already 
been determined by the Law Society, the 
Bar Council or the Honorable Society of 
King’s Inns, even if you were unhappy with 
the outcome of that complaint.  Thus, such 
complaints cannot be reopened under the 
new system.

How to complain
If you decide to make a complaint against a 
legal practitioner, you will need to submit 
it to the Complaints and Resolution unit of 
the LSRA in writing.  This may be done by 
filling in an online complaint form, which 
can be found on the LSRA website, lsra.
ie.  Once completed, this form should be 
emailed to complaints@lsra.ie along with 
any scanned documents in support of 
your submission.  Alternatively, you can 
print off the form or request that one is 
posted out to you by phoning 01 8592911.  
Completed complaints forms along with 
any supporting documentation may be 
posted to the LSRA at the address provided 
below.
  The complaints form requires 
your own contact details plus those of 
the legal practitioner involved.  You will 
need to explain precisely what happened 
and when and where the events took 
place.  Copies of documents that help to 
support the complaint - including letters, 
advices, statements of account, bills and 
so on - should be included.  The LSRA will 
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also need to know if the same complaint 
has been or is the subject of criminal or civil 
proceedings or if it has been brought before 
the Law Society of Ireland, the Honorable 
Society of King’s Inns or the Bar Council and, 
if so, what happened.    
  Once the LSRA receives the 
complaint and is satisfied that it falls under 
the inadequate service, excessive costs or 
misconduct categories, it will notify the legal 
practitioner involved.  The practitioner then 
must respond to the complaint and, at that 
point, the LSRA will conduct a preliminary 
review and determine if the matter is 
admissible – that is, made within the required 
time limits and not frivolous, vexatious 
or without substance or foundation.  If 
the complaint is not admissible, the LSRA 
will notify the complainant and the legal 
practitioner of this, explaining the reasons 
for the decision, and no further action will 
be taken.  Admissible complaints involving 
inadequate service or excessive costs will 
be pursued through an informal resolution 
process, whereas complaints relating to 
alleged misconduct will be investigated 
by a Complaints Committee.  Sometimes, 
a legal practitioner will seek to resolve the 
issue directly with the complainant before 
the LSRA makes its determination on 
admissibility.

Informal resolution
If your complaint is accepted and related 
to inadequate service or excessive costs, 
then the LSRA will ask you and the legal 
practitioner to engage in a form of mediation 
known as informal resolution.  LSRA staff 
who are trained mediators will conduct 
the mediation free of charge, usually by 
telephone.  Alternatively, you can choose 
to enter mediation conducted by a third 
party, but charges will then apply that will 
have to be paid equally by you and the 
legal practitioner unless you agree some 
other arrangement regarding costs.  The 
mediation is aimed at informally finding a 
solution that is acceptable to both you and 
the legal practitioner. This is a voluntary 
process, however, and either you or the 
legal practitioner can reject it at the outset 
or withdraw from it after it has commenced.  
In either instance, both you and the legal 
practitioner will be asked to submit a 
statement setting out your position in writing 
and the LSRA will then make a determination 
on the matter, either upholding or dismissing 
the complaint based on the evidence.  
This will also be the process if resolution 
between the two parties cannot be reached 
informally.  If a complaint is upheld, the 
LSRA can direct the legal practitioner to 
take specific action, including payment of 
compensation or rectification of any error, 

omission or deficiency arising in connection 
with the legal services concerned.   Either 
party can appeal the LSRA’s determination to 
a Review Committee and this should be done 
in writing within 30 days of notification of the 
determination.

Misconduct complaints
Complaints involving allegations of 
misconduct are not suitable for informal 
resolution and instead are referred to 
a Complaints Committee.  While the 
Complaints Committee has a total of 27 
members, each individual complaint is heard 
by a smaller group of three or five members, 
known as a Divisional Committee.  Each 
Divisional Committee will be made up of 
a majority of lay people plus solicitors or 
barristers as appropriate and will investigate 
complaints of misconduct by looking at both 
the complainant’s submission and the legal 
practitioner’s response to it. The Divisional 
Committee can make a determination 
and impose a range of sanctions on the 
legal practitioner as it deems appropriate.  
Appeals against any determination of the 
Complaints Committee can only be made by 
the practitioner or the LSRA, with no appeal 
mechanism available for complainants.  
  Where the alleged misconduct is 
very serious, the Divisional Committee may 
refer the matter to the Legal Practitioners 
Disciplinary Tribunal (LPDT).  This body is 
made up of 33 members, most of whom are 
lay people, and in conducting its inquiry the 
Tribunal can hear evidence, call witnesses 
to appear before it and compel documents 
to be produced. Hearings are generally 
held in public unless the LPDT deems a 
private hearing to be more appropriate.  
When determining the case, the LPDT can 
impose a wide range of sanctions, including 
admonishment, censure, the waiver of costs, 
refund of costs paid, or payment of sums up 
to €15,000.   The LPDT can also refer the case 
to the High Court and the legal practitioner 
or the LSRA can appeal any decision by the 
Tribunal, again to the High Court.

Legal costs
Another aspect of the Legal Services 
Regulation Act 2015 that was commenced 
recently are the provisions relating to the 
creation of a new and enhanced legal costs 
regime that will be more user-friendly 
for consumers and that will bring greater 
transparency to how legal costs are 
charged by solicitors and barristers.  As a 
result of the new measures, solicitors and 
barristers have to give their clients more 
detailed information about legal costs.  
This information must be provided in clear 
language in a written notice so that the 
client knows at the outset what costs will be 

incurred. When it is not possible to disclose 
the costs that will be involved, then the 
notice should outline the basis on which the 
costs will be calculated. The client should be 
given a cooling-off period during which they 
can consider the costs and decide whether 
to go ahead with the legal service.  Moreover, 
if there are any significant developments in 
the case that result in additional costs, the 
client must be updated on this and given the 
option of whether or not to proceed with the 
case.
  New provisions have also been 
put in place to deal with situations where 
a dispute arises in relation to legal costs.  A 
reformed and modernised Office of the Legal 
Costs Adjudicators has been established 
that replaces the Taxing-Masters’ Office and 
to which dissatisfied clients can apply for 
adjudication of disputed legal costs.   The 
2015 legislation sets out a series of Legal 
Costs Principles that identify the various 
factors that are taken into account by 
adjudicators when settling disputes about 
legal costs and, for the first time, the new 
office will publish a register of decisions taken 
in relation to legal costs and the  adjudicators’ 
reasons for these decisions. As this Register 
of Determinations will be publicly accessible, 
consumers will now be able to see the rates 
charged for different types of legal work.
As outlined above, consumers who have a 
complaint about excessive costs for legal 
services can, in the first instance, pursue the 
issue with the LSRA and attempts will be 
made to resolve the disagreement through 
informal resolution. Where informal channels 
fail, the case will escalate to formal resolution 
and instances where clients are charged 
grossly excessive legal fees will be treated as 
cases of professional misconduct and dealt 
with by the LPDT.
  Whether these new measures will 
have the effect of driving down legal costs 
remains to be seen but giving consumers 
clear details about the charges they will 
incur at the very least helps them to make 
more informed decisions about whether to 
avail of the legal service and enables them 
to avoid unexpectedly large and potentially 
unaffordable legal bills.

Useful contact

Legal Services Regulatory Authority
www.lsra.ie
tel:  01-8592911
email: complaints@lsra.ie
Complaints and Resolutions 
Legal Services Regulatory Authority 
P.O. Box 12906 
Dublin 2
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Consumer Choice reviews credit unions’ new 
current account, what is on offer and how it 
compares to the existing current accounts of 
major banks. 

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes 

At a glance
• Credit union benefits     
• Current accounts 
• Fees and charges

Credit Union Current Accounts

financial institutions, such as banks.
  The credit union works by creating 
a communal pool of money available to be 
used for providing loans to members at fair 
and reasonable rates.  Interest charged on 
loans to members generates an income for 
the credit union.  Additional savings that are 
not used in lending can be invested to return 
a further income to the credit union from 
which operational expenses are paid and 
any remaining surplus is paid to members 
in the form of a dividend on shares.  Credit 
unions may also choose to pay a loan interest 
rebate, which is a refund of loan interest paid 
to all members who borrowed during the 
preceding financial year.
  A second defining feature of the 
credit union is that it offers a face-to-face 
service.  This is a service that is becoming 
less and less common as other financial 
institutions encourage their customers to use 
facilities online or machines in branches, with 
fewer and fewer staff members available at 
counters.  In October, Irish credit unions were 
named as the organisations offering the best 
customer experience in Ireland for a record-
breaking fifth consecutive year at the CX 
Awards.  Credit unions have also been named 
as the most highly regarded organisations in 
the country, ranking number one among the 
100 companies rated in the Ireland RepTrak® 

2018 Study.

Current account offering
Now, alongside providing a high level of trust 
and customer experience, credit unions have 
launched a current account for members 
for the first time.  This is described as a 
full-service account, allowing members to 
receive their salaries into the account and 
pay bills by direct debit or standing orders 
for regular payments.  It also offers online 
account facilities and a mobile app.  The 
current account comes with a dedicated IBAN 
(International Bank Account Number) as well 
as a Mastercard debit card with contactless 
payments so members have instant access 
to their money whenever and wherever 
they require it. This service is designed to 
compete directly with traditional banks. 
  It is important to note that not all 
credit unions are participating in offering a 
current account.  At the moment, there are 
115 credit unions offering a current account 
with further credit unions to offer current 
accounts in the years to come. To find out if 
a current account is available at your credit 
union, go to https://currentaccount.ie/
support/participating-credit-unions/. 
  In order to be eligible to apply for 
a current account with the credit union, you 
must be a member of a participating credit 

With membership of more than 3.6 million 
in Ireland, I have no doubt that most 
readers are familiar with the Irish credit 
union movement.  You may not be aware, 
however, that this movement was founded 
by three Dublin-based pioneers in the 1950s.  
Against a backdrop of high unemployment, 
malnutrition, money lending, poverty and 
emigration, the need to establish a system 
that would give people greater control 
over their finances was identified. The Irish 
credit union movement has grown in the 
intervening decades and, by 2018, Irish credit 
unions affiliated with the Irish League of 
Credit unions (ILCu) reported €13.4 billion 
in savings, with loans of almost €4.5 billion.  
The majority of credit unions on the island 
of Ireland are represented by the ILCu, and 
together these organisations have 3.6 million 
members - a figure that represents one of the 
highest numbers of credit union members 
per head of population worldwide.  
  A credit union is owned by its 
members – that is, the people who save with 
it and borrow from it - with the common 
denominator between members being the 
place they live or the occupation they work 
in or employer they work for.  Credit unions 
exist to serve their members, rather than to 
make a profit - this is the main characteristic 
that sets the credit union apart from other 

Money/Credit union current accounts 
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union and you must be over 16 years of age.  
You can open the account online or in your 
credit union office and you will require proof 
of identity such as a valid signed passport, a 
national Eu identity card or driving licence.  
You will also need proof of address, such as a 
utility bill or bank or credit card statement that 
is not older than six months.  Joint accounts 
are also available but must in opened in 
the credit union office and both parties are 
required to call to the office with proof of 
identity and address together with a signed 
application form. 
  Once the account is opened you 
will receive correspondence enclosing your 
BIC and IBAN, which you will require to set 
up payments or get your salary paid into the 
account.  Once you are registered for online 
access, which you can do on the website or in 
the credit union office, you will receive your 
PIN by post within a few days. You can then 
use your online account and the mobile app 
can be downloaded for free.  You will be able 
to view your balance and account transactions 
online, transfer money within your credit 
union and externally, manage standing 
orders and direct debits as well as download 
e-statements. 
  You will receive a debit card for each 
account and each account holder in a joint 
account can have a card in their name.  If you 
wish to dispute a transaction on your debit 
card, you can request a refund within 120 days 
for reasons including duplicate transactions, 
goods not received, a cancelled subscription 
not actioned, received goods not as described, 
a refund not processed after 30 days, or 
a transaction not recognised.  If you have 
identified a transaction that you are suspicious 
of on your debit card, you must contact 

your credit union immediately.  A disputed 
transaction request initiates a ‘chargeback’, 
which alerts a request to the merchant to 
reverse the transaction on a debit card.  A 
disputed transaction form must be completed 
and returned to the credit union with a 
detailed cover letter describing the situation, 
proof of purchase, evidence of the transaction 
and any correspondence with the company 
you contracted with. 
  The credit union loans and savings 
are insured at no direct cost to an eligible 
member. Credit unions loans are insured by 
the union’s own policy, which means that, in 
the event of the member’s death, the loan 
outstanding will be paid off - this is, however, 
subject to eligibility criteria.  The credit union 
also differs from regular banks in that they 
offer flexibility regarding loan repayments and 
a loan can be paid back earlier than scheduled 
without penalty. 

Fees and charges
Fees apply to the credit union current account 
in the form of a monthly charge of €4.  This 
covers unlimited euro point-of-sale and 
contactless transactions, unlimited mobile and 
online banking and unlimited standing orders 
and direct debit processing as well as up to 
five euro ATM withdrawals per month.   Our 
table below outlines the charges attached to 
credit union current accounts compared with 
those of a selection of major banks.
  The credit union current account 
will also offer members over 18 years the 
ability to apply for an overdraft up to 12 
months, within the range of €200 up to 
€5,000.  This overdraft facility will cost €25 per 
annum or per overdraft sanction, whichever 
is the more frequent. The interest rate is a flat 

rate of 12% a year, which is only charged on 
overdrawn balances. 
  You can use your card to obtain up 
to €100 cashback when making purchases at 
participating retailers. You can also withdraw 
up to a maximum of €700 per day at ATMs 
located through the country and abroad.  In 
addition, you can use your card anywhere in 
the world where the Mastercard Acceptance 
Mark is displayed, but you should note that 
foreign exchange fees and charges apply 
where the transaction is conducted outside 
the eurozone.
  For more information about the 
current accounts on offer by participating 
credits unions, go to currentaccount.ie and to 
check out the fees and benefits of the different 
current accounts available from various 
financial institutions, the Competition and 
Consumer Protection Commission provides a 
useful comparison tool at https://www.ccpc.
ie/consumers/financial-comparisons/current-
account-comparison/.

With all debit cards, you will have to pay annual government stamp duty and the cards attaching to credit union current accounts are no 
different.  This duty is charged at €0.12 per ATM transaction carried out within Ireland.  This charge is capped at €2.50 for ATM transactions 
only and at €5.00 if you use the card for buying goods as well as for withdrawing money from ATMs.  The charge is applied to your account in 
January for the preceding year.

Government stamp duty
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Service Credit Union AIB Ulster Bank Bank of Ireland

Account maintenance fee

Monthly fee of €4.00  
(€48 a year) These fees 
include unlimited euro point-
of-sale and contactless trans-
actions, mobile and online 
banking, and standing orders 
and direct debit processing.   
   
 

Quarterly fee of €4.50  
(€18 a year) These fees can 
be avoided by keeping a 
minimum of €2,500 in the ac-
count at all times. But going 
below €2,500 at any time in a 
quarter will result in charges 
being applied for the whole 
quarter.

Quarterly fee of €6.00 (€24 
a year) Administration fee 
cannot be avoided. Plus, if the 
balance on the account goes 
below €3,000 in any month, 
you will also be charged 
transaction fees on top.

Quarterly fee of €5.00 (€20 a 
year) These fees can be 
avoided by keeping a 
minimum of €3,000 in the 
account for the full quarter.

Debit card transaction fee Free €0.20 €0.20 €0.10

Contactless transaction fee Free Free €0.01 €0.01

Direct debit/ standing order 
fee

Free €0.20 €0.20 €0.10

ATM withdrawal fee

Up to five ATM withdrawals 
per month free, after which a 
charge of €0.50 per transac-
tion applies.

€0.35 if balance falls below 
€2,500.

€0.35 if balance falls below 
€3,000.

€0.25 if balance falls below 
€3,000.

In-branch staff assisted  
transaction fee

Free €0.39 €0.80 €0.60

In-branch automated  
transaction fee  

Free €0.35 €0.80 €0.25

Table:  Current account fees compared

Choice  Comment

As you watch the classic It ’s a Wonderful Life this Christmas, consider how the building and loan model has 
moved on in such significant terms as is outlined in this article.  It is a reality that the move, in Ireland, is long 
overdue.
 Following the financial crisis, it was abundantly clear that an alternative to the, now highly unpopular 
and mistrusted, banks was needed in terms of providing current account facilities to a frustrated and angry 
nation. The frustration came because the idea for the model from the credit union movement had, on many 
occasions, been suggested to them as both an opportunity not to be missed and a gaping gap in the money 
market from one of the most trusted financial entities in the state.
 Is it too late? Certainly not. This is competition that, in this market, in Ireland that is devoid of real 
competition in trusted banking, is to be welcomed.
 Can it improve?  Definitely yes.  As soon as the economy of scale builds through take up and opening of 
accounts with the credit unions we should see the opportunity to improve the offer and see a real competitive 
challenge emerge.
 The credit union movement has begun its journey of stepping up to the plate.  Consumers will, in time, 
react similarly.  The attitude of the established ‘old guard’ will be moderately welcoming and dismissive of the 
challenge.  This would, in our opinion, be short-sighted. 
 Consumers are increasingly becoming aware that the main profit-bearing activity of the banking sector 
lies in charges and fees and how near to impossible it is to reduce, let alone, avoid them.
 So, we encourage the credit union movement not to rest on its laurels but to move quickly to improve 
their standing in this crucial area for the average consumer.  That is what the culture of the movement is based 
upon.  When comparing cultures as well as the offers we highlight above, we suggest that, the choice is made 
much easier.

17
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Ditching the cord...for free and easy 
vacuuming we have seven Choice 
Buy cordless models to recommend.
Whether you do a weekly blitz on your floors 
or a quick run-around with the vacuum 
cleaner most days, having an easy-to-use 
machine that is smooth to manoeuvre 
and reliably sucks up all manner of dust 
and debris will simplify and speed up this 
household chore.  Traditionally, vacuum 
cleaners are corded appliances, so you will 
be limited by cable length in terms of how 
much floor you can cover before having to 
change sockets.   With increasingly available 
cordless models however, you will be able to 
move freely all over the house and are limited 
in your cleaning sessions only by how long 
the battery will last.  So are you tempted to 
ditch the cable and opt for a cordless vacuum 
cleaner?  Certainly, there are some excellent 

products out there that can match the power 
and oomph of a corded model, but are 
there any drawbacks to cordless machines?  
Consumer Choice looks at the pros and cons 
of going cordless and points to seven Choice 
Buys that can be relied upon to get the job 
done. 

Pros and cons of cordless models
As their cleaning performance and 
battery life improves, cordless models 
are increasingly making inroads into the 
traditional vacuum cleaner market.  Many 
of the benefits of cordless machines focus 
on their convenience.   Typically weighing 
around 3kg or less than half the weight of 
corded machines, which tend to be a rather 

PRODUCT TESTS  / Cordless Vacuum Cleaners

REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue

At a glance
• Cordless models 
• Pros and cons
• Seven Choice Buys

Cordless Vacuum 
Cleaners

heftier 7-8kg, cordless vacuum cleaners are 
very light for pushing around. Moreover, 
their key advantage is their slimline design 
and freedom from the shackles of a cable, so 
that you can zip all around the house, nimbly 
navigating obstacles and swiftly sucking up 
dust and dirt as you go.   Generally, cordless 
models can be used both as a stick vacuum 
cleaner or in handheld mode.  They usually 
will have a trigger that will allow you to 
detach the handheld vacuum from the stick 
and you then have an extremely portable 
device to enable you to tackle tricky areas like 
stairs or tight spaces like the interior of cars 
with ease.  Their smaller dimensions make 
them neater to tidy away and some models 
can be wall mounted for streamlined storage 
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and easy accessibility.   
  Alongside all these positives for 
cordless vacuum cleaners, there are a few 
negatives.  Since their power source comes 
from the onboard rechargeable battery, 
the amount of time you will be able to 
spend vacuuming is dependent on battery 
life – and, with some models, this can be 
quite restrictive.  Higher power settings 
will naturally use up battery charge more 
quickly, so while you may be able to get a 
decent cleaning session of between half 
an hour and an hour done on the standard 
setting, the highest settings may see you 
run out of charge in just a few minutes.  This 
is an important consideration if you have 
a lot of deep carpet pile in your house, 
which generally will require greater oomph 
from your vacuum cleaner for effective 
cleaning – and you may find most cordless 
models simply do not have the ability to stay 
operating for long enough to allow you to get 
the job done.   Some cordless models come 
with a second battery to extend the length 
of your vacuuming session.  If you have to 
do the job in two goes, recharging time can 
become an issue, and while the best models 
can fully recharge themselves in two to three 
hours, others can take far longer.
  Their compact design inevitably 
means that the dust capacity of cordless 
models is on the small side, especially when 
compared with their corded equivalents.  
Previous Choice Buy vacuum cleaners have 
had dust capacities ranging from 1.8 litres to 
4.1 litres, whereas the cordless models in our 
current batch hold less than a litre of dust, 
and some can only manage 0.6 litres.  Smaller 
capacity means more frequent trips to the bin 
to empty contents.  Most cordless vacuum 
cleaners are bagless models, so allergy 
sufferers will need to take care not to come 
into contact with the dust when emptying 
the canisters.   You might also like to note 
that, as well as tending to be more expensive, 

cordless models are generally noisier than 
their corded cousins.
  Beyond these ease-of-use issues, 
the important question is whether cordless 
models can match the performance of their 
corded siblings. Cleaning ability and power 
have improved in recent years and, while 
there are undoubtedly substandard cordless 
vacuum cleaners available, the best models 
will be equally efficient at not only sucking up 
dirt and debris from all manner of flooring, 
but they will be able to retain fine particles 
inside thanks to effective filters that prevent 
allergens from escaping back into the air.  
Our Choice Buy models have demonstrated 
exceptional cleaning ability and excellent 
allergen retention.  In general, a cordless 
vacuum cleaner works best for those with 
smaller homes without too much carpet or 
where users like to do a quick, regular clean 
rather than a lengthy weekend blitz on their 
floors. Cordless machines can also be very 
useful for those who would struggle with a 
heavier model, especially when it comes to 
hauling it up and down stairs.  

Cordless vacuum cleaner market
Our current Choice Buys are dominated 
by uK manufacturer Dyson, which feels so 
strongly that cordless vacuum cleaners are 
the way forward that it announced last year 
that it will no longer be developing any new 
corded models.  This is because it feels it has 
succeeded in developing cordless models 
with the same suction power as corded 
machines and so there is no longer any need 
for users to be confined in their cleaning 
by a cable connected to a plug.  Dyson is 
betting that consumers will opt for cord-free 
cleaning in their droves and certainly all the 
manufacturer’s currently available cordless 
models have impressed sufficiently in tests to 
be deemed Choice Buys.  
  You will be paying for the privilege 
of doing away with the cord, however.  

Although there are plenty of cheap and 
cheerful cordless vacuum cleaners available, 
to get the first-class cleaning of our current 
Choice Buys you will need to spend around 
€300 and up to double that for a top-of-
the-range model.  They may cost a pretty 
penny, but our recommended models give 
their corded cousins a run for their money, 
equalling their power and performance and 
surpassing them in terms of ease of use with 
no cords to tie them to a socket. 
  Our reviews include some older 
Dyson models, which continue to be readily 
available in shops and which are lower in 
price than the latest market offerings.  If you 
can do without the premium performance of 
the newest versions but still want great cord-
free cleaning, it can be worth considering 
these earlier models.

1. Dyson V11 Absolute €649
At the very top end of the price scale for these appliances, 

the Choice Buy Dyson V11 Absolute is also the top performer 

among our current batch with outstanding cleaning ability 

regardless of floor type.  The manufacturer’s latest cordless 

vacuum cleaner, the V11 Absolute offers three cleaning modes 

– eco, auto and boost – and features a new Torque head that 

excels at lifting both fine dust and larger debris from carpets 

and hard flooring and out of crevices.  What’s more, you will 

be able to get plenty of vacuuming done before this machine 

runs out of charge, with 76 minutes measured in tests on its 

minimum setting and 13 minutes on the high-powered boost 

mode. An LCD display lets you know how much charge is 

left and recharging from empty takes three and a half hours.  

Allergy sufferers will appreciate the highly effective filters that 

trap harmful particles inside and the manufacturer credits this 

bagless model’s ‘point and shoot’ mechanism with efficiently 

and hygienically ejecting the dust when the canister is full.  To 

operate this vacuum cleaner, you will need to continuously 

hold down the on/off trigger, which may not appeal to some 

users and is worth testing out before you buy.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  
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...and the competition4. Dyson V11 Animal €549

Dyson’s latest V11 cordless vacuum cleaner comes in two 

versions, with the Choice Buy Dyson V11 Animal being 

the slightly cheaper model while delivering performance 

standards that are almost as good as our top recommended 

appliance, the V11 Absolute.   The V11 Animal lacks the Torque 

head that comes with the V11 Absolute and that helps the more 

expensive model to outperform its sibling in the cleaning 

stakes.  Nonetheless, the V11 Animal is an excellent machine, 

effectively removing dust and debris from hard flooring of all 

types, with very good carpet cleaning also delivered.  As the 

name suggests, the V11 Animal is first rate at picking up pet 

hair and allergy sufferers will appreciate the sterling work of 

the filters in terms of allergen retention.  This model comes 

with a direct drive cleaner head, mini motorised tool, crevice 

and combination nozzles, and mini soft dusting brush – two of 

which can be clipped onto the cleaning tube so you have them 

handy as you work through the house.  Three power levels are 

on offer and a smart digital display indicates how much battery 

charge is left.  Battery life is on a par with the V11 Absolute, 

lasting 76 minutes on the gentle minimum setting, though 

significantly less on the more effective higher settings.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  


...and the competition3. Bosch Athlet Ultimate BCH732KTGB €490

From the German manufacturer’s Athlet range, the Choice Buy 

Bosch Athlet Ultimate BCH732KTGB is its premium offering 

and can be relied on to get your floor spotless regardless of 

surface type.  Whether you are looking to suck dust from 

deep carpet pile, remove pet hair trodden into fibres or lift 

debris from hard flooring, this Bosch model will be more 

than up to the job.   It is also fairly adept at retaining allergens 

once they are trapped inside the machine, though as with all 

bagless models, emptying the dust canister can be messy.  

Happily, the dust container is a decent size, holding 0.9 litres, 

translating into fewer trips to the bin.   This cordless vacuum 

cleaner is easy to use on the stairs and it stands by itself for 

neat storage. It is not the lightest of machines, however, at 

3.7kg and the handheld unit is tricky to detach and both heavy 

and bulky to use, especially when tackling high-up areas.  

Supplied accessories include a shoulder strap to help carry 

the portable unit as you work, a crevice tool for getting at dirt 

lurking between floorboards and an upholstery nozzle to help 

with this machine’s effective removal of fur and fibres from soft 

furnishings.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  


2. Dyson Cyclone V10 Absolute €450

For a couple of hundred euro less than Dyson’s latest 

cordless vacuum cleaner, the V11 Absolute, you can get its 

predecessor, the Choice Buy Dyson Cyclone V10 Absolute, 

which offers similarly excellent performance. The V10 Absolute 

is lightweight to move around at 2.6kg and delivers great 

cleaning on all surfaces, efficiently sucking up dust, dirt, hairs 

and fibres.  Compared with previous Dyson models, the V10 

offers a smaller, lighter motor that importantly retains all the 

power of its predecessors, a larger dust container holding 0.8 

litres that sits in line with the cyclones and longer battery life.  

In tests, the V10 Absolute managed 43 minutes of cleaning 

on carpet on the minimum setting and eight minutes on the 

highest power mode.   Allergen retention is first class thanks 

to the impressive filters and this model comes with plenty 

of accessories including a soft roller cleaner head, a mini 

motorised tool, a combination tool for upholstery and a mini 

soft dusting brush.  Also in this range, the similarly priced 

Dyson Cyclone V10 Animal comes without the soft roller 

cleaning head, whereas the top-of-the-range V10 Total Clean 

priced at €549 includes everything the Absolute offers as well 

as a mattress tool, a flexible extension hose and an ‘up-top 

adaptor’ for cleaning high-up areas.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  
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6. Vax Blade 2 Max VBT3ASV1 €300
Coming down a bit in price, the  Choice Buy Vax Blade 2 Max 

VBT3ASV1 combines some handy features with excellent 

cleaning ability.   There are two power settings on this machine 

but you will need to use the higher boost mode in order to get 

a quality cleaning performance.  On the higher setting, this 

Vax model efficiently eliminates dust and dirt from a range of 

flooring types and it makes quick work of removing embedded 

pet hair, fur and fibres.  Having to use this higher setting for 

an effective clean will impact battery life as you will only get 13 

minutes on a single charge compared with 47 minutes on the 

lower power mode.  On the plus side, recharging time is fairly 

swift coming in at under three hours.  A very appealing feature 

is the ‘DustTracker’ LED lighting on the cleaning head that helps 

to illuminate dark corners and tricky-to-reach places, helping 

you to achieve a perfect clean.  The dust container is modestly 

sized, holding up to 0.6 litres, but the fact that it is removable 

makes it easier to empty the contents into the bin.  Although 

generally very straightforward to use, it is worth noting that 

this Vax model is a particularly noisy machine.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  


7. Dyson V7 Motorhead €280

Although Dyson’s cordless vacuum cleaners have moved on 

significantly in the last number of years since the introduction 

of the Choice Buy Dyson V7 Motorhead, this remains a widely 

available machine that is attractively priced and will not 

disappoint in terms of cleaning performance.  Even using the 

standard power setting, this machine is effective at eliminating 

dust and hair from carpets and hard flooring and particularly 

excels at lifting debris out from between floorboards.  The 

battery lasts 28 minutes on the standard setting and seven 

minutes on the higher setting, so you will need to work fast 

to get your vacuuming done.  At 2.4kg, this cordless model is 

pretty lightweight and the easily detachable handheld unit is 

useful for tackling awkward-to-reach places.  The Dyson V7 

Motorhead is the entry-level model but for €50 more you can 

get the premium version, the V7 Total Clean, which comes with 

additional tools.  In the box with the Motorhead version, you 

will get the main direct drive cleaning head, a combination 

tool and a crevice tool, while with the Total Clean version, you 

will also be supplied with a mini Motorhead tool, a soft roller 

cleaner head and a mini soft dusting brush.

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  


...and the competition
5. Dyson V8 Animal €399

An older Dyson cordless model, the Choice Buy V8 Animal 

continues to be widely available in shops and remains an 

impressive performer.  When it comes to the all-important job 

of eliminating dust and debris from your home, the lightweight 

V8 Animal does very good work on carpets and is particularly 

excellent on wooden floors.  Two power modes are on offer, 

with the standard power setting nicely effective so you won’t 

need to use the higher setting too often.  Battery life depends 

on which setting you choose and, with this older model, you 

will only be able to manage 30 minutes on the lower power 

mode and seven minutes on the highest power level so those 

with larger homes and lots of carpeting might struggle to get 

the job finished in one go.   Recharging time, however, is pretty 

good at just under three and a half hours.  Effective filters on 

this model ensure good allergen retention.  However, the dust 

container can hold just 0.6 litres of debris and so is likely to 

need emptying fairly often.  To help with this messy job, the 

manufacturer touts its ‘no-touch’ bin emptying mechanism 

that allows you to push the contents of the dust container into 

the bin by simply pressing a button.  

Carpet 

Wooden floors  

Allergen retention  

Pet hair removal  


Ease of use 

Battery 

Noise  
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Product Test/ Laptops

Whether it’s a 
Chromebook, 
a Macbook or a 
Windows laptop 
you are after, our 
independent tests 
reveal the top 
performers.

need a device with long battery life or will 
it mostly be plugged into a socket?  Do you 
need high-end performance for gaming 
or lots of storage for photos and videos?   
And which laptops are a breeze to use and 
which ones will be a constant headache?  
Consumer Choice looks at all these 
factors and the options available, while our 
independent tests assess how well each 
device performs in terms of speed, ease of 
use, battery life and more. 

Choosing a laptop
As with any purchasing decision, you will 
need to have a budget in mind before 
going shopping.  ultimately, how much 
you need to spend will depend on what 
you will want your laptop to do.  Prices 
for laptops start at the €200-€300 mark 
and there are plenty of entry-level models 
for under €400 that will carry out all the 
basic tasks, including web browsing, video 
streaming, emailing and word processing.  
These generally low-powered devices are 
best suited to casual users and younger 
students.   Moving up the price scale, 
mid-range laptops for around €400 to 
€700 are aimed at regular computer users, 
families, students and business people 
and will be able to run most software and 
games, though they will likely struggle with 
more demanding tasks like video editing 
or programmes that require fast graphics 
processing.  From €800 onwards, you 
will be moving into high-end devices for 

serious computer users that challenge their 
laptops with video and audio editing and 
graphics-intensive games and tasks.  As is 
so often the case, the more you spend, the 
more capabilities you will be likely to get, 
with price tags running into thousands of 
euro for dedicated gaming machines.
  Having determined your price 
bracket, the next big decision is the type 
of laptop you are looking for – a Windows 
laptop, a MacBook or a Chromebook, all of 
which have their benefits and drawbacks.

Windows laptops
Laptops running the Windows operating 
system have the benefit of familiarity 
and will be readily recognisable to most 
computer users with easy access to 
ubiquitous Microsoft products like Word 
and Excel.  There is a huge range of these 
devices to choose from at all price points 
and while basic users will enjoy the ease of 
use, more advanced enthusiasts will be able 
to customise their systems.  These devices 
offer plenty of opportunity to upgrade 
and improve performance by adding a 
hard drive or more memory.  However, the 
huge selection of products on offer can 
make choosing tricky, especially as quality 
varies greatly, and Windows laptops are 
more prone to being targeted by viruses so 
additional antivirus software is advisable.

MacBooks
MacBooks run Apple’s proprietary 

Laptops
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Those who want the choice of being able to 
work on the go or from the comfort of their 
sofa, with all the capabilities that a desktop 
PC can provide, may be on the lookout for 
the perfect laptop.   But choosing the right 
device is not necessarily straightforward.  
How much will you have to spend?  Which 
operating system will you be comfortable 
with?  What specifications and capabilities 
do you really need and which ones would 
be overkill?  How will you be using your 
new laptop?  Do you need it to be portable 
and light for taking out and about?  Do you 
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operating system, macOS, which is 
designed to work specifically with 
the manufacturer’s hardware and has 
the advantage of consistency across 
programmes as well as being fast, slick and 
easy to use.  The operating system may take 
a little getting used to initially but performs 
seamlessly and offers strong software for 
creative tasks like making music and video 
and photo editing.   Macbooks are premium 
devices that typically deliver very good 
reliability and longevity but that come at 
a significant cost, starting at around the 
€1,000 mark for older models and moving 
upwards from there for the latest releases.  
Moreover, the newest MacBooks have got 
rid of their full-size uSB ports in favour of 
uSB-C connectors so adaptors may need to 
be bought separately to add your existing 
accessories.

Chromebooks
The newest entry into the laptop 
category, Chromebooks are generally 
slim, lightweight devices that run the 
Chrome OS, based on Linux.  Working on a 
Chromebook is similar to working in a web 
browser, with these devices designed to 
work with internet-based apps instead of 
with software installed on your computer 
and with data being saved in the cloud.   
The simplicity of the operating system 
makes them generally easy to use, though 
you may miss your usual software like 
Word or Excel, and they typically are faster 
than an equivalent Windows laptop for the 
same price.  However, they work best when 
connected to the internet and you will 
need a Google account to get everything 
set up properly.  Moreover, although 
Chromebooks tend to be highly portable 
and relatively affordable, there may be a 
few trade-offs in terms of screen and sound 
quality.

Performance factors
Laptops come with a bewildering array of 
specifications that give an indication of 
their capabilities and the level to which 
they can be expected to perform.  Below 
are brief explanations of the various 
performance factors and how they will 

translate into real-life use.

Display screen
Laptops today tend to have screens ranging 
from 11 inches to a whopping 17 inches.  
Those who use their laptops mainly for 
viewing content or gaming will benefit 
from a larger screen and the resolution will 
also be important.  Most of our laptops on 
test have full HD resolution of 1920 x 1080 
with a few high-end models exceeding this 
and offering even greater depth of detail 
and clarity.  Devices with larger screens will 
be heavier and generally less portable and 
the display will be an additional drain on 
battery life – both factors to consider if you 
plan to use your laptop mostly on the go.

Central processing unit (CPU)
Probably the most bewildering aspect of a 
computer’s specifications are those relating 
to the CPu or processor.  There are multiple 
elements to the power of a processor, with 
one being clock speed.  Measured in GHz, 
this figure tells you how many operations 
a processor can do each second, with the 
higher the number, the faster the computer.  
Another element is the number of cores 
the laptop has.  Most common are two or 
four cores (known as dual- and quad-core) 
though some newer models can have six 
and even eight cores. The more cores a 
laptop has, the better the device will be 
able to run multiple tasks at the same time 
without slowing down.  Most of the laptops 
on test and all of our Choice Buy laptops 
have an Intel Core processor, with i3, i5 and 
i7 variations on the market. 

Storage
Documents, programmes, photos, films, 
and music all take up space on your laptop 
and the storage capacity of the device will 
determine how much it will be able to hold.  
Storage capacity will tend to be larger on a 
hard disk drive (HDD) but solid-state drives 
(SSDs) are common on laptops.  Also known 
as flash storage, SSDs are more expensive 
than HDDs for the space provided but, 
because they have no moving parts as 
HDDs do, they are significantly faster at 
loading as well as being exceptionally 
quiet.  Some cheaper laptops, including 

Chromebooks, offer embedded Multi-
Media Controller (eMMC) storage instead 
but this is typically lower capacity and 
slower.   

Random Access Memory (RAM)
RAM refers to the temporary storage used 
by programmes when they are running.  A 
lack of RAM will slow your laptop down 
when performing labour-intensive tasks 
or running a number of programmes at 
the same time.  Generally, 4GB of RAM will 
be the starting point for most laptops but 
ideally you should look for 8GB for most 
general-use devices.  Paying more for a 
little extra RAM initially can help to give 
your device a longer usable life and be a 
worthwhile investment.

Other features
A number of other features will affect how 
convenient you will find your new laptop 
to use.

Battery life
A major selling point of a laptop over a 
desktop PC is its portability but the device’s 
battery life is a key factor here.  The power 
supply unit or ‘brick’ and cord that you use 
to plug a laptop into a standard wall socket 
can be bulky and heavy and, if you have to 
take this with you for constant recharging, 
it can add considerably to the overall 
weight.  Thus, the battery needs to be able 
to provide a long working time between 
charges to allow for maximum portability 
and mobility.  It is ideal if you can get a 
full working day of eight hours or more 
on the go without needing to plug the 
laptop in, though various factors will affect 
this, including the types of tasks you are 
undertaking, the size of the screen and any 
accessories you have attached that are 
drawing power from the device.  

Two-in-one devices
Just as many tablets these days seek to 
do double-duty as a laptop, some laptops 
can be converted quickly and easily into 
touchscreen tablets when the main work 
on the keyboard is done.  The switch 
between traditional keyboard mode and 
touchscreen tablet mode can be done in 
a variety of ways, including detaching, 
sliding, twisting and fold-back mechanisms.  
Most models with this capability now 
take the fold-back or detachable screen 
approach.

Connectors
You may well be looking to attach 
accessories like DVD drives or external 
memory to your laptop so the range of 
connections and ports on offer on any 



www.thecai.ie November 2019  24

potential purchase is worth considering.  
Some laptops may be a little stingy in 
this regard, with only a couple of ports 
provided.  Moreover, while many older 
accessories will require full-size uSB 
ports, the trend now is for laptops to 
move increasingly toward offering uSB-C 
ports.  These are much smaller physical 
connectors with the advantage of being 

reversible, making them easier to use as 
you don’t have to flip the plug around 
looking for the correct orientation.   
Moreover, uSB-C cables can carry more 
power and allow for faster transfer speeds 
and these ports can support different 
protocols, such as HDMI, when adaptors are 
used.  High-performance laptops may have 
Thunderbolt 3 ports, which are extremely 

fast connectors for high-end equipment 
like hard disks or monitors and uSB-C 
connectors double as Thunderbolt 3 ports 
in some devices.   uSB-C connectivity is 
set to become the industry standard over 
the next few years but, for the moment, for 
those with older uSB accessories, adaptors 
will need to be bought separately.  

1. Google Pixelbook €1,230 (Chromebook)
undoubtedly extremely pricey for a Chromebook, 
the Choice Buy Google Pixelbook is nonetheless 
an exceptional device that will be a pleasure to 
use.  This high-end Chromebook sports a stunning 
12.3-inch screen with 2400 x1600 resolution that 
makes for incredibly detailed and bright visuals 
and copes well in all lighting conditions.  unusually 
for a Chromebook, this model houses a very 
powerful Intel i5 processor that combines with the 
8GB of RAM and the streamlined Chrome OS to 
ensure lightning-speed operation.  Start-up time 
is a mere five seconds and this device will run for 
a very decent nine hours on a full battery charge.  

The keyboard’s touchscreen is very responsive 
and you can also navigate this Chromebook using 
the effective ‘Pixel Pen’ stylus or through voice 
activation via Google Assistant.  This slimline 
Chromebook is one of the most lightweight devices 
on test and works extremely well as a tablet if you 
push the screen against the back of the laptop.  
Given the thin dimensions of this device, however, 
there is little room for built-in speakers and sound 
can be a little tinny.  For traditional Windows users, 
the Chrome OS will take a bit of getting used 
to and there are other far more wallet-friendly 
Chromebooks available if the budget is tight.

2. Acer Spin CP713-1WN €610 (Chromebook)
The Choice Buy Acer Spin CP713-1WN is a 
two-in-one laptop running the Chrome OS that 
provides a premium look and feel combined with 
impressive performance.  There are a number 
of versions of this Acer Chromebook providing 
different specifications at different price points 
but the model tested offers 8GB of RAM together 
with a Core i5 processor that make for speedy 
operation overall.  The hinged screen can be 
folded back to turn the laptop into a tablet, 
complete with touchscreen, and though not the 
lightest device at 1.5kg, it is still not too heavy 
to carry around.  With 1410 x 910 resolution, the 

13.5-inch screen is nicely clear and provides a 
good viewing experience, and its slightly taller 
and more square dimensions make it particularly 
suited to editing documents.   Whereas the 
touchpad may take a little time to get the feel 
of, the keyboard is comfortable to type on and 
is helpfully backlit for working in dim lighting 
conditions.  In terms of connections, there is a 
full-sized uSB port, two uSB-C connectors and a 
microSD card reader but no HDMI port.  The audio 
quality is a little disappointing from the built-in 
speakers, sounding harsh and tinny, but battery 
life is pretty good, lasting almost nine hours.  

3. Lenovo Yoga C630 €839 (Chromebook)
The Choice Buy Lenovo Yoga C630 is a versatile 
device and a speedy performer for those looking 
for a great Chromebook.   This model comes with 
a range of specifications at various price points 
but the tested laptop comes with an Intel Core i5 
processor and 8GB of RAM translating into fast 
and smooth operation that won’t slow down 
even when multiple web pages and documents 
are open at once.  This is a substantial device 
weighing 1.8kg and with a large screen measuring 
15.6 inches – all of which makes it better suited 
to working from a desk rather than on your lap.  
The sizeable screen offers 1920 x 1080 resolution 

that delivers fairly vibrant images, though the 
gloss finish leads to some reflection issues in 
bright lighting conditions.  Our testers were 
not impressed with the touchpad due to some 
usability issues but found the keyboard was 
comfortable to type on with a satisfying button 
press.  Despite the larger dimensions, the sound 
from this laptop was thin and disappointing but 
battery life was pretty satisfactory, running for 
nine hours on a full charge thereby putting in a 
good day’s work before needing recharging.  This 
two-in-one device can also be used as a tablet 
thanks to a 360-degree screen hinge.
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6. Apple 13-inch MacBook Air (2019) €1,179 (Small laptop)
The Choice Buy Apple 13-inch MacBook Air (2019) 
impressed our testers with its stunning screen and 
excellent performance levels.  With 2560 x 1600 
resolution, the 13-inch screen delivers beautifully 
sharp, bright, colourful images, though reflection 
issues may creep in in strong sunlight due to the 
glossy coating.  This device offers outstanding sound 
quality to match the exceptional screen quality and 
the Core i5 processor keeps everything zipping along 
speedily for all everyday tasks - though, for more 
demanding programmes, the MacBook Pro and 
Microsoft Surface Laptop will provide more power.  
A fingerprint scanner can be used to swiftly open up 

this device and battery life is very satisfactory at 11.5 
hours, though earlier models ran for longer.  Testers 
found the large touchpad very responsive but that 
both it and keyboard took some getting used to with 
no familiar click and button press feel.  As well as a 
headphone jack, there are two Thunderbolt 3 ports 
for connecting high-end accessories so an adaptor 
would be needed to connect uSB devices.  Those 
looking for many of the same great attributes of this 
model but with even longer battery life plus a couple 
of uSB ports might like to consider the older Apple 
MacBook Air (2017), which remains on sale for €959. 

7. Apple 13-inch MacBook Pro (2019) €1,459 (Small laptop)
The Choice Buy Apple 13-inch MacBook Pro 
(2019) costs a pretty penny but our testers found 
it a pleasure to view, listen to and work on.   The 
13-inch screen sports top-of-the-range 2560 x 1600 
resolution and is wonderfully bright with excellent 
colour accuracy and sharp detail, though the glossy 
finish causes some reflection problems in certain 
lighting conditions.  Sound quality is similarly 
impressive with rich, clear audio through the built-in 
speakers.  With a start-up time of just six seconds, 
this premium laptop runs the well-designed macOS 
and features a quad-core Intel Core i5 processor 
and 8GB of RAM for ultra-speedy operation on all 

tasks, including demanding photo and video editing 
programmes.  For all its advanced capabilities, this 
laptop is not too heavy for carrying around at 1.3kg 
and battery life is very good at over 12 hours.  Both 
the large and highly responsive touchpad and the 
keyboard are somewhat idiosyncratic in feel and 
warrant testing out in the shop before you commit 
to your purchase.  There are just three ports - a 
headphone jack plus two uSB-C/Thunderbolt 3 
ports - so you will need to buy a separate adaptor to 
connect full-size uSB or HDMI accessories.  Higher 
specifications and storage sizes are on offer on even 
pricier models in the range.

8. Microsoft Surface Laptop 2 €999 (Small laptop)
Those who like the familiarity of Windows might 
like to consider the  Choice Buy Microsoft 
Surface Laptop 2, which offers exceptional screen 
and sound quality combined with a great user 
experience.   An updated version of the Microsoft 
Surface Laptop, this newer model adds faster 
processors for enhanced performance.  You can 
use facial recognition to open this laptop and the 
tested model features 128GB of SDD storage plus 
8GB of RAM and a quad-core Intel Core i5 processor, 
ensuring swift and smooth operation across a 
wide range of tasks.  For even greater power and 
storage, higher-specification model versions 
are available but the price will rise accordingly.  

Weighing 1.2kg, this laptop is lightweight, slimline 
and highly portable with an appealingly bright and 
sharp 13.5-inch display delivering impressive 2256 
x 1504 resolution with only a few reflection issues.  
Audio quality more than lives up to the quality of 
the screen with plenty of clarity and richness of 
tone.  The touchpad is very responsive and easy to 
use and the backlit keyboard is comfortable and 
accurate to type on.  One area of disappointment is 
the limited range of connectors, comprising of one 
uSB 3.0 port, a mini DisplayPort connector and a 
headphone jack – so you are likely to need to buy 
adaptors separately for adding accessories.
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13. Dell XPS 15-7590 €1,620 (Large laptop)
For those in the market for a laptop with larger 
dimensions, the Choice Buy Dell XPS 15-7590 
is a great all-rounder that will allow you to get 
plenty of work done.  At 1.8kg, this laptop it is 
not the lightest to carry around but it is solidly 
built with an impressive range of ports for 
connecting accessories.  As well as a headphone 
jack and an SD card reader, this device offers two 
full-size uSB ports plus a uSB-C/Thunderbolt 3 
connector.  under the hood, the tested model 
boasts an Intel Core i5 processor, 8GB of RAM 
and 256GB of storage, all of which help with swift 
and smooth operation across a range of tasks 

including web browsing, photo and video editing 
and graphics-intensive gaming.   Testers did note, 
however, that transferring large files over wi-fi was 
less speedy.  The 15.6-inch screen delivers great 
vibrancy and colour accuracy, while the sound 
quality was satisfactory without being overly 
impressive.   Both the touchpad and keyboard are 
responsive and satisfying to use and battery life is 
good, lasting almost 11 hours on a full charge.  A 
more powerful, higher-specification model with 
an Intel Core i7 processor, 16GB RAM and massive 
512GB storage is also on offer but this will cost a 
very hefty €2,099.
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USING THE TABLEMODEL SPECIFICATIONS                                               TEST PERFORMANCE SCORE

Price 
(€)

Operating system
Weight 

(kg) 
Screen size 

(inches)
Screen  

resolution

Claimed 
memory 

storage (GB)

Available 
memory  

storage (GB)

RAM 
(GB)

Clock 
speed 
(GHz)

Performance 
(30%)

Ease of use 
(25%)

Screen and 
sound quality 

(25%)

Battery (10%) Features (5%) Portability 
(5%)

%

Chromebooks

1 Google Pixelbook 1,230 Chrome OS 1.117 12.3 2400x1600 128 100 8 1.2-3.3       79

2 Acer Spin CP713-1WN 959 Chrome OS 1.495 13.5 1410x940 128 98.4 8 1.6-3.4       62

3 Lenovo Yoga C630 839 ChromeOS 1.827 15.6 1920x1080 128 98.4 8 1.6-3.4       62

4
Acer Chromebook 15 CB515-
1HT-C8J6

520 Chrome OS 1.753 15.6 1920x1080 64 48.8 4 1.1-2.2       55

5
Asus C523 Touch (C523NA-
A20057)

349 Chrome OS 1.701 15.6 1920x1080 64 48.6 4 1.1-2.5       45

Small laptops

6
Apple 13-inch MacBook Air 
(2019)

1,179
macOS Mojav 

10.14.5
1.238 13.3 2560x1600 128 99.34 8 1.6-3.9       78

7
Apple 13-inch MacBook Pro 
(2019)

1,459
macOS Mojav 

10.14.5
1.365 13.3 2560x1600 128 97.78 8 1.4-3.9       78

8 Microsoft Surface Laptop 2 999 Windows 10 Home 1.241 13.5 2256x1504 128 76.55 8 1.6-3.4       74

9 Huawei Matebook D 800 Windows 10 Home 1.43 14 1920x1080 256 173.29 8 2-3.6       61

10 Dell Inspiron 14 5000 (5480) 819
Windows 10 Home 

1809
1.492 14 1920x1080 256 175.44 8 1.6-3.9       55

11 Lenovo IdeaPad S340-14IWL 399
Windows 10 Home 

1809
1.433 14 1920x1080 256 204.6 8 1.6-3.9       50

12 Geo Book 1M 250
Windows 10 Home 

1903
1.115 11.6 1920x1080 32 6.64 4 1.1-2.6       41

Large laptops

13 Dell XPS 15-7590 1,620
Windows 10 Home 

1903
1.829 15.6 1920x1080 256 175.82 8 2.4-4.1       70

14 Acer Nitro 5 AN515-54-506T 999
Windows 10 Home 

1903
2.231 15.6 1920x1080 1256 1103.16 8 2.4-4.1       59

15 Dell G3 15 3590 1,379
Windows 10 Home 

1903
2.353 15.6 1920x1080 512 400.79 8 2.4-4.1       58

16 Lenovo Legion Y540-15IRH 1,079
Windows 10 Home 

1903
2.303 15.6 1920x1080 1128 994.15 8 2.4-4.1       57

17 Acer Aspire 7 A715-72G 920
Windows 10 Home 

1803
2.362 15.6 1920x1080 1000 890.8 8 2.3-4       52

18
Asus TUF Gaming FX505DT-
AL086T

1,049
Windows 10 Home 

1903
2.147 15.6 1920x1080 256 172.05 8 2.1-3.7       52

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop 
around.  Prices may vary depending on the 
specifications provided in different model 
versions.  
Operating system: The operating system 
running on the tested device.  
Weight: The weight of the device in kilograms 
including the battery charger.
Screen size: Measured diagonally in inches.
Claimed memory storage: The memory size in 
GB of the laptop version tested.
Available memory storage: The measured 
amount of internal storage available to 
users taking into account the space used 
by the operating system and preinstalled 
programmes.

TEST PERFORMANCE
Performance: Includes the results of 
benchmark tests to gauge how quickly data is 
moved around the system as well as ratings for 
the speed and performance of the laptop in 
terms of start-up time, opening programmes, 
browsing the web, editing photos and 
documents and copying files.
Ease of use: Includes ratings for the ease of 
setting up the laptop, the quality and labelling 
of the various connectors, the responsiveness 
and convenience of the touchpad and 
keyboard, the comfort of using the device on a 
desk and on a lap, and the level of noise made 
when operating.
Screen and sound quality: Rating includes 
subjective and technical assessments of the 
screen’s size and resolution, viewing angle, 
brightness, colour purity, readability and 
absence of reflection in various lighting 
conditions as well as expert assessments of the 
quality of sound delivered through the built-in 
speakers and headphones.
Battery: Rating for the length of time a fully 
charged battery lasts when playing video or 
web browsing using wi-fi and the battery life 
gained after charging the device for just 30 
minutes.
Features: Rating for the size of the onboard 
storage and short-term memory (RAM), the 
range of connectors and secure access options 
on offer, and the presence of a DVD drive.
Portability: Rating for the device’s portability 
based on its weight and measurements 
including the battery charger.
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