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July / August 2020
Dear Member,

This issue reflects how there are quite a number of changes 
coming down the line in relation to consumer protection.  Food 
and packaging is again under scrutiny; the inadequate rights and 
protections in the digital economy are about to change; GDPR 
penalties will be enormously increased and entirely inadequate 
legal provisions have been reviewed in deep detail; and the means 
for collective redress actions are, well, at the EU level at least, finally 
being supported with a preference that this be done through 
independent consumer associations.

Key to provisions and protections is effective enforcement.  At the 
heart of this lies the importance of specific and detailed actions 
to be taken when a breach occurs.  Across the European Union, 
there are daily breaches which, because of a lack of specifics in the 
drafted Regulations, the out-of-pocket consumer is left to rely on 
Small Claims Court actions, lengthy complaint processes requiring 
review and decision by ombudsmen, mediation and adjudication 
through alternative or online dispute resolution platforms and 
schemes.

Should these not also be reviewed in terms of what we have and, 
rather than rewriting the entire book of law, look firstly to insisting 
upon action in the area of existing enforcement and dispute 
resolution mechanisms by those who should?  Consider this in 
terms of the shambolic treatment of consumer entitlements in 
terms of Covid-related travel refunds and cancellations.  Still, 
four long months after losing the ability to travel, thousands of 
consumers remain waiting for refunds, vouchers and resolution of 
their entitlements under the provisions of consumer law and, for 
many, for money they paid out in 2019.

The Consumer Omnibus Directive is long awaited and very much 
needed. However, is it not a clear fact that, in Ireland, we need a 
compensation fund to provide for consumers whose taxes provide 
only for less than adequate enforcement of the laws they depend 
upon when paying for goods and services?

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

More Than A Game

News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

It was in April that Nintendo reported that as many as 
160,000 of  its users, with Nintendo network identifying ad-
dresses (NNID), had been affected by a data breach. In other 
words, the accounts had been hacked with the potential for 
malicious fallout to the account holders. What has subsequent-
ly been clarified was how that originally quoted figure was 
off, significantly so, and the numbers affected were actually 
in excess of  300,000. What is most concerning regarding the 
illegal hack is that it was not the company that uncovered the 
fraudulent activity but the users who discovered and reported 
that their accounts had been accessed from remote locations 
across the globe. Many had money deducted from their cards 
or PayPal accounts registered with their NNID accounts.  
Nintendo launched an investigation and discovered that mon-
ies illegally deducted were used to purchase Fortnite V-Bucks, 
an in-game virtual currency that the hackers could use or sell 
on for profit. Nintendo advised that it would be refunding all 
affected account holders. In addition, it disabled the NNID 
login system and replaced it with a new and more robust  
two-step verification structure for security and support.

Dublin-based start-up Drop was established in 2012 to develop smart-kitchen software.  The company has just received funding of 
almost €12 million to make a total of €20 million in funding since its inception.  The company now employs more than 40 people 
in offices in Dublin, San Francisco and Zaragoza.  So, how does it work?  Drop has created a platform that enables home cooks 
and bakers to connect their favourite recipes with smart appliances in their kitchens.  To back this up, technology has been inte-
grated into appliances made by companies that include market leaders such as Bosch, Electrolux, Kenwood and GE Appliances 
and across the full spectrum of appliances from coffee machines to ovens and from blenders to fryers.  Consumers connect their 
smart appliances to their Drop profile, the platform will adjust the recipes to match that appliance and provide that consumer with 
the correct times, temperatures and settings to follow a recipe or adapt it for a specific number of portions.  It also allows users to 
convert their favourite recipes into a single format and store them all in one place.  Gone are the days of a shilling for the meter 
and, apparently, an innate kitchen appliance!

Just one day after outages in the UK, customers here re-
ported 4G outages across the country on the Vodafone 
Ireland network. Customers took to social media advising 
how they could only access slower internet speeds and it 
became clear quite quickly that it was not an isolated prob-
lem.  Vodafone issued advice that it was experiencing an in-
terruption to its mobile services. Later, a spokesperson for 
Vodafone advised that the outage had been resolved, but 
they gave no detail or explanation as to what was its cause.  
The outage in the UK resulted in customers being unable to 
make or receive calls but they were still able to use text and 
mobile data.
 In the previous month, Vodafone had advised 
that the Covid-19 pandemic had led to a dramatic shift in 
consumer behaviour that included a 50% increase in voice 
traffic volumes and a 50% increase in data usage on desk-
tops or fixed terminals. It has to be said that the systems 
underpinning our engagement, with few exceptions like 
these, delivered exceptionally well and consumers really 
did get good value for money from their packages. Con-
gratulations to all those hidden in the background keeping 
the technology fit for purpose. 

Keeping Us Up To Speed

ANIMAL, MINERAL AND TECHNICAL
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Surveys carried out in the various countries 
have shown a serious lapse of attention 
from consumers in removing or deleting 
their data from devices and tablets offered 
free for use in hotels and resorts.  By way 
of avoiding unexpected call costs or data 
download charges on their own devices, 
many consumers upload their data, contacts 
and preferences to these devices without 
ensuring that they delete them before 
departure.  The same, very much, applies 

to cars hired, leased and sold.  A recent 
Which survey found that a very high number 
of owners were not deleting detail, which 
would include home address, passwords and 
sensitive personal detail, from their cars prior 
to sale or return.  The apps that are available 
now facilitate remote door opening, starting 
and tracking of a car and its location and so 
it is of primary importance that it is deleted 
and removed to restore the car to its original 
settings.

Low Mileage: One Previous Owner (Unusual taste 
in music, father of two, likes…………..)

Courtesy of our Australian colleagues at 
Choice magazine there, I noted an inter-
esting court case taken against Trivago, 
the hotel web comparison site.  This 
service promises to find you the cheapest 
rates available for the hotel room, making 
the consumer choice a simplistic and posi-
tive expense in terms of value for money.  
You would think that all right.  However, 
as outlined in Choice, what the service 
really does is find you the cheapest room 
among the providers that pay it the most 
money for including their hotels on the 

website.  In January this year – ruling on 
a case taken in 2016 – the Federal Court 
found that Trivago breached the Austra-
lian Consumer Law by making misleading 
claims.  It was stated that “By prominently 
displaying a hotel offer in ‘top position’ 
on its website, Trivago represented that 
the offer was either the cheapest avail-
able offer or had some other extra feature 
that made it the best offer when this was 
not often the case”.  The penalties against 
Trivago have yet to be declared. Good on 
ya, Cobbers!

Hotel? Crikey!

Malaria remains to be one of the greatest 
health risks to humans across the world.  
The mosquitoes that spread the disease 
are proving more and more resilient and 
resistant to the more commonly used 
insecticides.  A team of researchers from 
North Carolina University has come up 
with a new spray that has shown promise in 
controlling the disease.  It is a spray, for use 
indoors, made of a combination of volcanic 
glass and water.  The volcanic glass used 

in the spray is Perlite.  Perlite is mined and, 
as a raw material, it contains water trapped 
by the rapid cooling of lava.  The moisture 
vaporises explosively when heat is applied.  It 
is most commonly used in building materials 
and in gardens as a soil additive.  This new 
insecticide, Imergard WP, can be applied 
to interior walls and ceilings as an indoor 
residual spray.  Key to its formulation are the 
proven findings that no additional chemicals 
are needed, making the spray non-toxic to 

mammals.  And, more importantly, studies 
and testing have shown that mosquitoes 
have no resistance to it.  A controlled study 
showed that units treated with the volcanic-
glass spray resulted in the largest mosquito 
mortality rates.  Results showed mortality 
rates of mosquitoes alighting on Imergard 
WP-treated walls were greater than 80% up 
to five months after treatments, and 78% at 
six months.

 A (non-tech) Stinging Blow



www.thecai.ie July / August 2020 5

FOOD & HEALTH/News

Food &  
Health

 by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Recent UK research on the growing category 
of pre-mixed spirits and cocktails has found 
that these beverages can contain very high 
levels of sugar but often provide little or 
no information on the packaging to alert 
consumers.  Known in the trade as ‘ready-to-
drink’ alcoholic beverages, these products 
comprise of an alcoholic drink and a mixer 
sold pre-mixed in either a can or a bottle.   
Feeding into the ‘grab-and-go’ culture, these 
beverages focus on convenience and market 
statistics show that sales of these products 
are growing faster than wine, beer, or spirits 
sold for consumption outside licensed 
premises.  Given the increasing popularity 
of these pre-mixed drinks, UK organisation 
Action on Sugar conducted a study of 202 
ready-to-drink alcoholic beverages and, using 
independent laboratory analysis, found that 
in some cases there was up to nine teaspoons 
or 36g of sugar in a single 250ml can.  In 

addition, just 63 of these products (41%) 
had any form of nutrition information on 
the packaging and nine out of ten products 
provided no information on sugar content 
– so, for 91% of these beverages, consumers 
were left completely unaware of the large 
amounts of sugar they were drinking.   These 
products can sidestep EU regulations on 
mandatory lists of ingredients and nutritional 
information on packaging because of their 
alcoholic content.  
  The study further found 
discrepancies with portion sizes, given 
that volume-per-can/bottle ranged from 
200ml to 700ml, with some manufacturers 
even suggesting that one small 250ml 
can would contain two portions.   Such a 
lack of consistency creates confusion and 
incorrect assumptions of suitable portions 
sizes for consumers.   Moreover, the study 
found huge variation in the sugar content 

of the ready-to-drink alcoholic beverages 
studied – from zero in a number of instances, 
including Tesco Triple Distilled Vodka With 
Lime and Lemonade, to a whopping 59g or 
15 teaspoons of sugar, the equivalent of four 
iced doughnuts, in a large 700ml bottle of 
Blue WKD.  This finding clearly demonstrates 
that it is possible to make these drinks with 
less sugar.
  This research is important given 
the role that excessive sugar consumption 
plays in contributing to overweight and 
obesity levels and related health conditions, 
such as type 2 diabetes, various cancers and 
tooth decay.  Action on Sugar concludes its 
study with recommendations for government 
and drinks manufacturers as well as for 
consumers, who are urged to look for 
nutrition labelling and compare products 
to choose better alternatives or to seek out 
low-calorie and low-alcohol options.

High sugar content in pre-mixed spirits and cocktails

Although concerns in relation to asthma 
often centre around children, the over-50 
age group was a focus of a recent study 
into the effect of air pollution on asthma 
rates.   Conducted by the Economic 
and Social Research Institute (ESRI), the 
research analysed data from the Irish 
Longitudinal Study on Ageing (TILDA) on 
8,162 adults over 50 years old in Ireland and 
combined information on these individuals’ 
socioeconomic background and health 
conditions with estimates of annual average 
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) concentrations 
around their home addresses.  NO2 is one 
of a number of pollutants emitted by motor 
vehicles and so is often used as an indicator 
of transport-related air pollution generally.
  Respondents with asthma were 

identified in two ways – participants were 
asked if they had been given a diagnosis of 
asthma and the study additionally checked 
if the individuals were using any asthma 
medications, such as inhalers.   Overall, 9% 
of the participants in the 50-plus age group 
reported an asthma diagnosis and 6.9% 
reported using relevant medications.   Having 
controlled for personal characteristics that 
might affect the likelihood of having asthma, 
such as age, sex, history of smoking and 
education level, the study found that living in 
an area with higher NO2 concentrations was 
linked to an increased probability of asthma.  
  Asthma affects more than 300 
million people globally, making it the world’s 
most chronic respiratory condition, and 
there is growing evidence that air pollution 

can contribute to the risk of developing 
asthma and the severity of the condition for 
those who suffer from it.  To date, research 
has focused on the risk to children, with less 
evidence of possible risks to older adults.  
Even though levels of air pollution are 
relatively low in Ireland compared to many 
other countries and rarely exceed standard 
regulatory limits, the new ERSI study found 
significant links between NO2 exposure 
and higher asthma rates among over-50s 
in Ireland.  Further research is needed to 
demonstrate if air pollution causes asthma 
or makes it more severe for older groups but 
the current findings suggest that this may be 
the case.

Effects of air pollution on asthma rates in the over-50s
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MONEY NEWS

Money News Money News by Clodagh O’Donoghue

New Moneylending 
Rules To Strengthen 
Consumer Protection

“The high-cost warning requirement for 
advertisements for moneylending loans 
with an APR of over 23% will come into 
effect on 1st September 2020.”

In June, the Central Bank of Ireland 
announced a number of new regulations 
for moneylenders aimed at providing 
better protection for consumers and 
enhancing professional standards in the 
moneylending sector.   Consumers of 
licensed moneylending services must 
be made aware of the high-cost nature 
of the loans on offer and so, under the 
new measures, prominent warnings must 
feature on all advertisements for loans with 
an APR of more than 23% and consumers 
must be prompted to consider lower-cost 
alternatives.
  Other new rules introduced by 
the Central Bank will have the effect of 
restricting moneylenders’ contact with 
consumers and limiting the promotion 
of loans to consumers, giving greater 
control to consumers to decide when they 
want to be contacted by a moneylender.  
Importantly, moneylenders will not be 
allowed to make an unsolicited offer to 
apply for credit to consumers who have 
recently fully repaid or are nearing full 
repayment of a moneylending loan.   
Moneylenders will have to ensure that their 
marketing strategy is fair and reasonable 

and a number of new requirements will 
be put in place for people working in the 
sector in order to enhance professional 
standards.   If a loan is required for 
basic needs, such as accommodation or 
electricity bills, then the moneylender must 
tell the consumer that a moneylending 
loan may not be in their best interest and 
contact information for the Money Advice 
and Budgeting Service (MABS) must be 
provided.
  These regulations are set to 
take effect on 1st January 2021 but, 
in recognition of the serious financial 
difficulties that may be experienced by 
people as a result of the Covid-19 health 
emergency, the high-cost warning 
requirement for advertisements for 
moneylending loans with an APR of over 
23% will come into effect on 1st September 
2020.   
  Given the high interest rates 
often charged on moneylending loans, 
the Central Bank’s Director of Consumer 
Protection Gráinne McEvoy urges 
consumers to consider other options 
before using the services of licensed 
moneylenders and to never borrow from 

an unlicensed moneylender.   The Central 
Bank provides a register of licensed 
moneylenders on its website at http://
registers.centralbank.ie/.   The issue of 
exorbitant interest rates charged by 
moneylending services, which can be as 
high as 287% when collection charges are 
included, has been raised by the Society 
of St Vincent De Paul and other groups 
seeking better protection for consumers 
who are struggling financially.  The Central 
Bank points out that it has no statutory 
power to impose a market-wide cap on 
interest rates and that this is a question 
for the Oireachtas as it would require a 
legislative amendment.

The Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection has been warning 
the public not to disclose bank or other 
financial details in response to text messages 
purporting to relate to the Covid-19 payment.   
A new scam has emerged in which members 
of the public receive a message on their 
mobile phone from an unknown number 
telling them that they are entitled to the 
Covid-19 payment and inviting them to click 
on the ‘socialwelfareireland’ link provided, 

whereupon they are asked to enter their 
bank account details.  This link has nothing 
whatever to do with the Department of 
Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 
which urges people not to click on the link or 
reply to the text.  The Department states that 
it will never request bank account or other 
financial institution account details by phone 
or on social media and nor does it ever seek 
to clarify or check this information over 
the phone.   The Department only accepts 

bank account information from customers 
as part of a written application.  Consumers 
need to be aware of this fraudulent activity 
and ensure that they keep their bank and 
other financial account information safe and 
private.   If you think you may have provided 
personal information in response to one 
of these scam text messages, you should 
contact your bank immediately.

Covid-19 Payment Scam Warning
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In April, energy supplier switching rates 
fell to their lowest point in seven years, 
according to the Commission for Regulation 
of Utilities (CRU) Customer Switching 
Report for the Electricity and Gas Retail 
Markets.  During the month, there were 
17,843 switches in electricity, down from 
23,882 switches in April 2019 – a decline 
of 25%.  Moreover, April 2020 saw 6,141 
switches in gas providers, compared with 
9,921 switches made in April 2019 – a drop 
of 38%.   These decreases in switching 
levels follow similar drops in March.  In 
fact, the number of electricity and gas 

switches in April 2020 reached the lowest 
level recorded since December 2013, when 
there were 16,204 electricity switches 
and 6,308 gas switches.  It is believed that 
the significant year-on-year reduction in 
switching numbers is at least partially 
related to the onset of the Covid-19 public 
health emergency in Ireland in March, with 
consumers understandably not focused 
on some aspects of their household bills.   
However, there are substantial savings 
to be made on energy bills, with the CRU 
estimating that customers who switched 
supplier or renegotiated with their current 

supplier every year for the last four years 
could have saved €704 on gas, €1,097 on 
electricity or €1,696 on their dual fuel costs.
  The CRU strongly recommends 
that customers review their energy bills 
and look at offers from other suppliers 
that may be cheaper using accredited 
price comparison websites.  It stresses 
that switching is free of charge and easy 
to do and that the savings gained may 
be significant.  On page 22 of this issue, 
Consumer Choice examines what is on offer 
in the Irish energy market and how to switch 
suppliers where a better deal is available.

Fall In Energy Supplier Switching Rates

Consumers in receipt of social 
welfare payments may feel they 
have little option when looking 
for a loan other than to turn to a 
moneylender, but their local credit 
union may be able to provide a far-
preferable alternative in the form 
of an ‘It Makes Sense’ loan.  The It 
Makes Sense scheme is an initiative 
on offer at participating credit 
unions that provides loans of small 
amounts of money at low interest 
rates, with the aim of reducing 
borrowers’ dependence on high-
cost loans from moneylenders.
  It Makes Sense loans are 
available to anyone aged over 18 
years who receives a social welfare 
payment who may not be able to 
secure a loan or credit from any 
other source.  Loan amounts range 
from between €100 to €2,000, with 
a maximum interest rate of 12% or 
12.68% APR.  These loans must be 
repaid within a maximum period 
of two years and can be used for 
any purpose, including repaying an 
outstanding debt on a high-interest 
loan.
  Borrowers must agree 
to pay the loan either through the 
Household Budget Scheme for 

those receiving welfare payments 
in cash or through a standing order/
direct debit for those receiving 
welfare payments into an account.  
The Household Budget Scheme 
spreads the cost of household bills 
by enabling you to pay regular 
amounts towards your bills directly 
from your weekly social welfare 
payments.  Some credit unions 
will only consider loans that are 
repayable through this scheme.
  Every application will be 
considered on its own merits and 
social welfare recipients will not 
automatically be entitled to a loan.  
Potential borrowers will need to 
show a capacity and a willingness 
to make the repayments and the 
local credit union can decide 
whether or not to grant a loan.  
Consumers who are not already 
members of their local credit union 
can be signed up very quickly, 
once they can show that they live 
or work in the area, and they can 
then be immediately considered for 
an It Makes Sense loan.  For more 
information on how to apply and a 
list of participating credit unions, go 
to https://itmakessenseloan.ie/.

The ‘It Makes Sense’ Loan
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Product News by Clodagh O'Donoghue

Product/Tech  News

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

In June, Tesco Ireland announced plans to use renewable gas 
generated from food surplus to power six of its stores across the 
country.  Tesco claims that its initiative is a first among Irish retailers 
and that it will help to reduce the company’s carbon emissions by 
1,200 tonnes a year.   Renewable gas, sometimes called biomethane, 
is a clean, carbon-neutral fuel that is produced using a process 
known as anaerobic digestion that breaks down food waste and other 
waste products.  It offers a promising alternative to natural gas and 
its potential as a renewable fuel for transport, heat and electricity, as 
part of a move to a low-carbon economy, is well recognised.
  Much of Tesco Ireland’s food surplus is donated to its charity 
partner, FoodCloud, for redistribution and now leftover food will be 

sent for processing to Green Generation’s €2.5-million anaerobic-
digestion plant in Nurney, Co. Kildare, where it will be converted into 
renewable gas.   This will then be fed into the gas network at a facility 
in nearby Cush, from which Tesco will buy the renewable gas outputs 
via energy supplier Naturgy.  Thus, Tesco will be both supplying 
waste for conversion into renewable gas and using the clean energy 
produced.
  The initiative is facilitated by Gas Networks Ireland, which 
invested €1.7 million in the dedicated renewable gas entry point 
in Cush and is planning to develop larger gas entry points across 
Ireland in the coming year as part of a project to fully decarbonise the 
country’s gas network by 2050.

Food waste turned into clean energy

A new device could offer a simple way of recycling coffee pods at home.  Our independent product tests have 
shown that coffee capsule machines consistently deliver a convenient and flavoursome caffeine hit but the 
environmental impact of pods may weigh on our collective conscience.   Recycling pods is tricky due to the 
difficulty of separating the plastic and aluminium components from the coffee grounds inside – although this is 
perfectly possible, it is a time-consuming and fiddly exercise.   Recycling programmes are on offer by Nespresso 
and other manufacturers but instead of having to store capsules to have them collected or deliver them to 
specific locations, it would be preferable to be able to dismantle these small items at home and dispose of all 
components appropriately.   
  It is with this in mind that UK manufacturer Dualit has developed the EcoPress, a new gadget that 
turns used Nespresso or Nespresso-compatible pods inside out so that they can be easily rinsed out and then 
popped into your recycling bin.  Our colleagues at Which have tried this device out and found that it is indeed very 
simple to use, involving little more than popping the used capsule inside, replacing the lid and pushing down.  You 
may need two hands and a degree of pressure will have to be applied, but testers found it reasonably easy to do 
overall.   They did note, however, that once turned inside out, the capsules have sharp, jagged edges so users will 
need to be careful when rinsing them out.   The container below the EcoPress can collect coffee grounds from ten 
pods before it will need to be emptied, and these can be put into your brown bin or added to a compost heap.   The 
EcoPress can be washed either by hand or on the top rack of the dishwasher.  If this sounds like an appealing way 
to assuage any environmental guilt you may have about using coffee capsules, the Dualit EcoPress is available 
online for £12.50 (€14 approx.). 

Coffee capsule recycler
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Euro NCAP has further contributed to the 
area of car safety by launching its Euro 
Rescue app, a new and vital source of 
information for emergency first responders 
attending the scene of an accident.    Since 
1997, Euro NCAP – the European New Car 
Assessment Programme – has worked 
to drive innovation in vehicle safety and 
the testing organisation is focused on not 
only preventing crashes and minimising 
injury in the event of a collision but also on 
enhancing post-crash safety.   
  As vehicles become increasingly 
advanced and complex with alternative 
fuel systems incorporated, it has become 
crucial that emergency responders know 
what they can and cannot do at the scene 

of an accident.  Time is critical immediately 
following a traumatic injury and every 
second counts in the ‘golden hour’ during 
which there is the highest likelihood that 
prompt treatment will prevent death.  
Developed by Euro NCAP in collaboration 
with the International Association of Fire 
and Rescue Services, the Euro Rescue app 
is aimed at saving first responders vital 
seconds by providing them with quick and 
straightforward information regarding the 
construction of the vehicle to help safely 
remove occupants from the wreck.  
  The key benefit of the app is that 
it centralises all the information provided 
by vehicle manufacturers in their rescue 
sheets and emergency response guides, 

gathering together crucial details on how 
to extricate occupants swiftly and safely 
and ensuring that no time is lost in finding 
the correct rescue sheet.  The information 
provided on the app includes the location of 
various components, such as airbags, and 
high-voltage electrical cables and batteries, 
all of which could pose a danger to trapped 
occupants and to the rescuers themselves.   
The app can be downloaded for free onto 
both Android and iOS devices and it can be 
used online and offline, so that rescuers can 
access the information even when network 
coverage is poor or non-existent.   The app 
is currently available in English, French, 
German and Spanish and will be available in 
all European languages from 2023. 

European app to the rescue

          

Sleep-deprived new parents may be 
tempted to check out Cradlewise, a 
smart cot system that claims it will 
automatically rock your baby back 
to sleep if they wake up during the 
night.   The crib acts as a real-time baby 
monitor, using its built-in night-vision 
camera and microphone to track your 
baby’s sleep patterns, with artificial 
intelligence (AI) software helping to 
develop, over time, a sleep profile for 
your baby that includes typical bedtime 
and wake-up times. 
  If the baby shows signs of 
waking prematurely, such as opening 
their eyes or moving around more, then 
Cradlewise will automatically start to 
gently bounce its bed up and down, 
mimicking the way a parent might rock 
a baby in their arms to soothe them.  
Simultaneously, the cradle produces 
white noise from a built-in speaker, 
which ceases along with the bouncing 
once the AI system detects that the 
baby has gone back to sleep.  At this 
point some light instrumental music 

will play, with parents able to choose 
from a number of gentle music options 
via an accompanying app that can be 
downloaded onto an Apple or Android 
device.  This app can be used to send 
alerts to the parent when the baby is 
waking or record sleep analytics, such 
as hours slept.  In addition, the app can 
act just like a regular baby monitor, 
allowing parents to watch and listen 
to their baby in real time.  Parents can 
manually control the bed-bouncing 
action either using the app or by 
pushing down on the bed to start it 
bouncing and holding it down for five 
seconds to stop it.  The key aim of 
Cradlewise is to soothe babies before 
they start to cry as, once the crying 
actually starts, getting an infant back 
to sleep is a much greater challenge.   
Priced at $999 (€885 approx.), this 
smart cradle can be used from birth as a 
bassinet and then, as the baby grows, it 
can be converted into a cot by lowering 
the bed so that it becomes suitable for 
toddlers up to 24 months.

Bouncing baby
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Collective Redress
In November 2009, the Consumers’ 
Association of Ireland (CAI) made a 
submission to the then Government calling 
for the introduction of a collective redress 
mechanism for consumers in Ireland.  It is 
important to mention that this was the latest 
call by the Association in an engagement that 
we commenced in the 1990s.  This has long 
been established in a number of Member 
States and has proven to be of enormous 
power in resolving disputes, common to many 
consumers, caused by a single, and often 
dominant, provider in the marketplace.
  In 2018, following years of 
engagement at European Commission level, 
the issue began to receive the attention it 
deserved and the CAI, together with all BEUC 
member associations, renewed our lobbying 
at national level.   Here in Ireland, we met 
with representatives at the Department of 
Justice and Equality, we engaged directly 
with Minister Flanagan, we reviewed and 
revised our outline submission document 
and submitted it to the Department of Justice 
and Equality and the Department of Business, 
Enterprise and Innovation. 

  Our focus has been outlined on 
every occasion on what, in our opinion, are 
the advantages of group or collective actions 
for consumers as well as business and the 
economy.

a) It would provide a cost-effective and 
efficient legal mechanism for large numbers 
of consumers or those acting on their behalf 
whose rights have been infringed or who 
have been the subject of unfair commercial 
practices to seek redress when individual 
action through the courts would be costly 
and time consuming. While consumers have 
the right to pursue a claim on an individual 
basis, the high cost of legal, court and expert 
fees they would incur is likely to outweigh any 
compensation they would receive.  Examples 
could include claims taken by large numbers 
of consumers who have been overcharged 
by telecommunications companies, those 
suffering from food poisoning as the result 
of actions by a food company, concert-goers 
claiming sectors of the economy are colluding 
to keep prices high, or airlines imposing unfair 
charges and fees. 

b) It would enhance the options open to 
consumers whose rights have been infringed. 
Consumers in Ireland can pursue individual 
claims through the courts but this can be 
very costly and time consuming.  Where the 
potential compensation is under €2,000, they 
can make a claim through the Small Claims 
Court.  In some sectors, consumers can 
pursue their claim through alternative dispute 
resolution procedures.  And, of course, 
they can make a complaint to a number of 
ombudsmen and/or regulators.  However, 
not all sectors are covered and the power of 
ombudsmen/regulators can be limited.

 c) The harmed consumers would benefit.  In 
many cases in Ireland where companies or 
business are found to have breached the law 
and acted inappropriately, fines and penalties 
are imposed by the courts or regulators.   
However, the consumers who have been 
harmed are not compensated for loss.  In 
Portugal, a telecommunications company 
was found to have overcharged customers 
over a number of years – in total, two million 
customers were affected.  As the result of 
a group action case taken, the company in 

The Need for Access to Justice and  
Mechanism for Supporting the Consumer 
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question agreed to offer compensation to 
those who could produce bills and 70,000 
came forward and received compensation.  
However, the vast majority of consumers 
could not produce bills and the company 
was also required to offer free calls to all 
consumers over a number of weekends as 
compensation for the overcharging. 

d) Legal action should always be a last 
resort and the CAI would always acknowledge 
the benefit of affordable mediation and 
arbitration procedures to settle consumer 
complaints. However, evidence from other 
jurisdictions suggests that unless these 
are backed up by effective legal redress 
they are not taken seriously by traders and 
businesses.  If a trader believes there is no or 
little likelihood that a consumer can or will 
take them to court, then they can ignore these 
procedures.  The lack of collective redress 
procedures has been identified as one of the 
institutional barriers preventing access to the 
courts. 

e) Group actions and collective redress 
is about more than seeking restitution and 
compensation – it is about enforcement 
and creating a culture of compliance with 
consumer rights.  In our view, it would 
complement and enhance the existing 
consumer protection infrastructure and act 
as a form of regulation driven by consumers 
themselves. Regulation is too important to be 
left to public regulators.  However, for legal, 
financial and regulatory reasons, regulators 
are not always in a position or appear 
reluctant to pursue actions against those 
who harm consumers.  We should seek to 
develop a regulatory system that empowers 
consumers to hold traders, businesses and 
companies to account alongside regulators 
through court action if necessary. 

f) Group actions would act as a deterrent 
against breaches of consumer law and 
unfair commercial practices.  In certain 
circumstances, a business or trader may 
be tempted to act unfairly (e.g. overcharge) 
in the knowledge that even if a number of 
affected consumers individually complain and 
secured compensation, the business may still 
gain from the unfair practice.  However, if the 
business or trader considered that they might 
be subject to a group action from all or most 
of the affected consumers, they would be less 
likely to engage in the unfair practice.
 
g) If businesses act unfairly and make 
unjust and illegal profits, they are not only 
infringing the rights of consumers, they are 
gaining an unfair commercial advantage over 
competitors who are abiding by the law.  If 
these actions go unchecked, they distort the 
market, undermine consumer confidence and 
impede fair competition. 

Progress at long last?
In recent weeks, we have direction from the 
European Commission, which, potentially, 
brings cause for celebration.  On June 23rd, 
approval was reached for a law that would 
allow all citizens in the European Union to 
go to court as a group if they have suffered 
the same damage.  In terms of scope, the 
Directive will apply to representative actions 
brought against infringements by traders of 
provisions of EU law, and also as transposed 
into national law, that harm or may harm the 
collective interests of consumers.  It has broad 
coverage that includes general consumer 
law, product liability, passenger rights, data 
protection and e-privacy, financial services, 
pharmaceuticals and medical devices.

Legal standing for the CAI
The Directive obliges all Member States to 
have representative action mechanisms, 
which allows qualified entities to bring 
representative actions for the purpose of 
both injunction and redress measures.  For 
the CAI, the key required enactment provision 
is that, to have a legal standing to bring 

representative actions, each Member State 
will need to designate “qualified entities”.  EU 
countries have to ensure that, in particular, 
consumer associations can get a status of a 
qualified entity (Article 4).
  The lists of the qualified entities 
will be communicated to the European 
Commission and made public both at national 
and EU levels.  The courts or administrative 
authorities shall accept this list as proof of 
the legal standing of the qualified entity to 
bring a cross-border representative action.  
Member States will be obliged to ensure that 
procedural costs do not prevent qualified 
entities from seeking injunctions or redress 
measures (Article 15).  As examples, Member 
States may provide public funding, including 
the structural support for the qualified 
entities, the limitation of applicable court or 
administrative fees, or access to legal aid.

What next?
Member States will have 24 months to 
transpose the Directive.  We will now seek 
engagement to begin discussion with the 
relevant Department officials for update 
on the planned means of progression and 
the role that the Consumers’ Association 
of Ireland will play in this long-awaited and 
long-sought means of resolution and access 
to justice for the Irish consumer.

Dermott Jewell
July 2020
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Consumer Choice readers will have heard 
much in the past months about the 
EU’s Green Deal, a programme aimed at 
making all EU actions more sustainable 
in line with the UN Sustainability 
Goals.  Throughout 2020, the European 
Commission will be publishing sectoral 
strategies with proposed measures to 
help achieve that goal.  In May 2020, the 
Commission published its Farm to Fork 
Strategy, which aligns with the Green 
Deal targets by advocating a fundamental 
change in the way agriculture operates 
and how food is produced for, and 
provided to, EU consumers.

 In relation to agriculture, the 
Strategy sets concrete targets to be 
reached by 2030, which include a 50% 
cut in the use of pesticides, a 20% cut in 
the use of fertilisers, a 50% reduction in 
sales of antimicrobials used for farmed 
animals and aquaculture, and a target to 
increase the size of the EU’s agricultural 
land dedicated to organic farming to 25%.

 In terms of food waste, the 
EU calls on countries to reduce food 
waste at each stage of the food supply 
chain, establish food waste prevention 
programmes as part of their annual 
general waste prevention programmes 
and encourage food donation.  With the 
data provided by Member States’ waste 
prevention programmes, the EU in 2022 
will propose legally binding targets to 
reduce food waste across the EU. 

 On food packaging, the 
Commission will revise the food contact 
materials legislation to support the use 
of innovative and sustainable packaging 
solutions using environmentally-friendly, 
re-usable and recyclable materials 
contributing to food waste reduction. 

 Relating specifically to the 
consumer and their position in the food 
supply chain, the EU foresees a number of 
proposals that would impact on existing 
mandatory food labelling requirements in 
the EU.

The CAI’s Raymond 
O’Rourke outlines 
proposed changes 
aimed at improving 
the sustainability of 
food production and 
supply.

FOOD & HEALTH / Food sustainability

The EU’s
Farm to Fork Strategy 
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Sustainable food labelling 
framework
Consumers are more and more seeking 
sustainable food options but a BEUC 
survey (June 2020) found that the lack of 
information meant that they find it hard 
to make choices between different foods 
as to their sustainability credentials.  The 
Strategy proposes a new overarching 
EU law establishing rules for all actors 
along the food chain in order to establish 
sustainable food systems.  At the 
consumer level, the Commission will 
examine ways to harmonise voluntary 
green claims and to create a sustainable 
labelling framework that covers, in 
synergy with other relevant initiatives, 
the nutritional and environmental 
credentials of food products.

Animal welfare labelling
Better animal welfare improves animal 
health and food quality, reduces the need 
for medication and can help preserve 
biodiversity.  The Farm to Fork Strategy 
proposes to revise the existing EU animal 
welfare legislation, including that on 
animal transport and the slaughter 
of animals.  Most importantly for 
consumers, the Strategy notes that the 
Commission will consider mandatory 
rules on animal welfare labelling.  
Voluntary animal welfare labelling exists 
at present in some Member States – e.g. 
Germany – and there are a plethora 
of animal welfare voluntary schemes 
and logos used on food labelling.  New 
EU rules would certainly offer clarity 
to consumers on this important issue 
when purchasing food, as the voluntary 
schemes and logos vary considerably 
in relation to animal welfare standards, 
which is confusing for consumers.
 

Date marking
Misuse and misunderstanding of date 
marking leads to food waste (‘use by’ date 
is used on highly perishable foods and 
‘best before’ date is used on other foods).  
A study carried out by the Commission 
in 2018 estimated that up to 10% of food 
waste generated annually in the EU is 
linked to date marking.  The Commission 
therefore will revise EU rules on date 
marking to take account of this consumer 
research.

Mandatory front-of-pack nutrition 
labelling
Current food consumption patterns are 
unsustainable from both health and 
environmental points of view. While in 
the EU, average intakes of energy, red 
meat, sugars, salt and fats continue to 
exceed public health recommendations, 
consumption of whole-grain cereals, 
fruit and vegetables, legumes and nuts is 
insufficient.
 In order therefore to assist 
consumers to make informed and healthy 
food choices, the Commission suggests 
introducing harmonised mandatory 
front-of-pack nutrition labelling.
 The Commission published a 
report on front-of-pack labelling along 
with the Strategy – the report noted 
that front-of-pack nutritional labelling 
has the potential to help consumers 
make healthy food choices and that 
harmonised mandatory front-of-pack 
nutrition labelling at the EU-level could 
help inform these decisions.  The French 
NutriScore labelling scheme is supported 
by our colleagues in BEUC as the scheme 
that should be chosen.  On the other 
hand, Sweden and Denmark use a front-
of-pack Keyhole nutritional logo. We here 
in Ireland are in a dilemma as some food 
products utilise the front-of-pack ‘traffic 
lights’ scheme established in the UK, 
whilst the majority choose a Guideline 
Daily Allowance (GDA) front-of-pack 
scheme devised by industry in opposition 
to the ‘traffic lights’ scheme. 
 The Commission notes at 
this stage that they would not be 
recommending any specific scheme but 
will first launch an impact assessment 
on the different options and solicit input 
from stakeholders through a public 
consultation.  Alas, this sounds like 
the same arguments utilised against 
the ‘traffic lights’ scheme when it was 
first introduced many years ago.  The 
Commission failed to agree on a specific 
mandatory front-of-pack nutrition label 
but instead left it to food businesses to 

decide on the format of front-of-pack 
nutrition label they would use on their 
products.  With different Member States 
supporting different schemes, sadly 
the Commission seems once again to be 
leaving the issue of critical nutritional 
information on food labels to be agreed 
in contravention of public health 
recommendations.  The danger is that, 
once again, food companies will be able 
to continue to ‘mask’ foods high in fats, 
sugars and salt to the detriment of the 
health of European consumers.  
 In conclusion, the Consumers’ 
Association of Ireland (CAI) supports the 
proposals in the Farm to Fork Strategy on 
food waste, food packaging, sustainable 
food labelling, animal welfare labelling 
and date marking.  On the other hand, 
the CAI has major concerns over the 
Commission’s proposals on mandatory 
front-of-pack nutritional labelling – we 
believe they may not come to pass and 
we will be left with the present situation 
where the nutritional information on 
front-of-pack labels is very confusing for 
consumers.  The CAI will make its views 
known to the Commission in the coming 
months at the proposed stakeholder 
public consultation on mandatory front-
of-pack nutritional information.    

Raymond O’Rourke
Consumers’ Association of Ireland 
July 2020  
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FOOD & HEALTH / Food safety

Keep a cool head as you stand over the hot coals  
with food safety staying top of mind.

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donodghue

A Good Grilling… 
The basics of barbecue food safety 

be thoroughly washed before starting 
any food preparations and frequently 
throughout the process, especially 
after working with raw meat, poultry or 
fish.  Meat and chicken are often key 
components of barbecues and need to be 
handled correctly to avoid endangering 
your guests.  If you are using chicken in 
your barbecue, do not be tempted to wash 
it first as this can spread food-poisoning 
bacteria around your kitchen, spraying it 
onto surfaces, worktops, chopping boards, 
utensils, clean dishes or food that might 
be in the vicinity.  Once chicken and meat 
are cooked properly, all harmful bacteria 
are destroyed, so washing is not necessary 
and will likely do more harm than good.   If 
you are marinating meat or poultry, it is 
very important that the marinade is not 
then poured over vegetables or cooked 
meat as it will contain raw meat bacteria 
– it can only be used as a sauce if it is 
brought to a rolling boil before serving.
  Using a barbecue to cook 

food involves some unique challenges, 
particularly in terms of controlling the 
heat and avoiding ending up with burnt 
offerings that are still raw on the inside.  
It is vital that poultry, pork and minced or 
skewered meats are cooked thoroughly 
until they are piping hot throughout.   With 
steaks, harmful bacteria live only on the 
surface and are destroyed by searing 
at a high heat, so you can serve them 
pink on the inside according to taste.  In 
contrast, because burgers are made up 
of minced meat, the bacteria are present 
on the inside as well as the outside, and 
so undercooked burgers could make you 
seriously ill – this means that they must be 
cooked to well done at all times.   
  Finally, the potential for cross 
contamination must remain top of mind, so 
make sure that raw meat and poultry and 
their juices are kept well away from cooked 
items and ready-to-eat food, and separate 
utensils and dishes should be used to avoid 
the spread of harmful bacteria.

With our travel options limited this 
summer, many of us will be holidaying at 
home and, when weather permits, this 
could involve breaking out the barbecue 
to enjoy some alfresco feasting in the 
garden.  Food always seems to taste 
better outdoors and temperatures only 
have to rise a little to tempt us outside 
for mealtimes.  It may be fun to take a 
break from routine by eating out in the 
open but food safety is a serious business 
and it is important not to relax all the key 
hygiene and safe cooking practices that 
you follow when in your own kitchen.  To 
avoid your barbecue ending in tears due to 
a nasty bout of food poisoning, all-island 
organisation safefood offers some helpful 
advice.
 
Meaty matters
We all now have a heightened awareness 
of hand hygiene and this needs to remain 
a focus as we handle raw meat and 
prepare food for others.  Hands need to 

14
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Safe barbecuing involves taking extra care 
with meat and poultry along with some 
other food-safety practices to ensure that 
everyone can enjoy their meal without 
suffering any unpleasant food-related 
illness afterwards.  Seven tips from safefood 
for best-practice barbecuing are provided 
below.

1. Keep perishable foods like salads, 
coleslaw and quiche in your fridge until 
you are about to serve them as germs can 
multiply quickly once temperatures rise. 

2. Burgers, sausages and kebabs, pork and 
poultry must be cooked all the way through 
- but steaks can be served 'rare' as harmful 
bacteria are on the outside only (and not in 
the centre).

3. If you like to marinate your meat, make 
sure any marinade used on raw meat is not 
then used as a sauce to coat vegetables 
or cooked meat as it will contain raw meat 
bacteria.

4. If you choose to barbecue any frozen food, it must first be completely thawed on the bottom shelf of your fridge before 
you cook it.

  5. When handling raw meat and poultry, wash your hands   
  thoroughly and frequently, most importantly before going    
  on to prepare salads and other ready-to-eat foods.

  6. Once your meat is cooked thoroughly, make sure to keep   
  cooked meat separate from raw meat and to use separate 
  chopping boards, cooking utensils and plates.

  7. If there are leftovers from your barbecue, allow the food   
  to cool before refrigerating, but make sure to refrigerate 
  food within two hours of cooking.  Always remember with 
  leftovers – if in doubt, throw them out.

Seven tips for a safe barbecue 

In general, warmer weather and the opportunity to eat outside brings some additional food safety considerations into play.  Getting out 
of the kitchen means getting into some extra hygiene habits.  So, whether you are hosting a barbecue in the garden or packing a family 
picnic to make the most of the great outdoors, a wealth of information and advice is provided on safefood.eu, where you will also find a 
range of tasty and healthy barbecue recipes plus ideas for salads, smoothies and more.
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REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

Walk This Way

to fit into a daily routine and requires no 
special equipment apart from a sturdy 
pair of shoes.  Walking helps with weight 
loss as it burns calories and can reduce 
body fat.  It also lowers blood pressure and 
blood sugar levels and improves circulation, 
strengthening the heart and warding off 
heart disease.  But beyond these well-
recognised benefits, studies in recent years 
have indicated some other, perhaps more 
surprising, payoffs.

Reducing joint pain
Walking can help protect the joints, 
including the knees and hips, because 
it helps to lubricate and strengthen the 
muscles that support them.  Several studies 
have found that walking can reduce pain for 
those living with arthritis and that walking 
five to six miles a week may help to prevent 
arthritis from developing in the first place. 

Boosting the immune function
It appears that walking can help safeguard 
you during cold and flu season.  A study 
involving more than 1,000 participants found 
that those who walked at least 20 minutes a 
day at least five days a week had 43% fewer 
sick days than those who exercised once 
a week or less.  What’s more, if the regular 

walkers did get sick, it was for a shorter time 
and their symptoms were less severe. 

Curbing sugar cravings
Not only does walking contribute to weight 
loss, but it can also tame a sweet tooth, 
encouraging better food choices.  Two 
studies from the University of Exeter found 
that a 15-minute walk can curb cravings for 
chocolate and other sugary snacks and can 
even reduce the amount of chocolate eaten 
in stressful situations.

Improving mental health and 
creativity 
Studies have demonstrated that walking 
can improve your mental health, reducing 
anxiety, depression, and a negative 
mood, while boosting self-esteem, social 
interaction and cognitive function.  As well 
as clearing your head, walking can help 
you think more creatively.  Researchers at 
Stanford University conducted a number of 
experiments that compared people trying 
to come up with new ideas while they were 
walking or sitting and found that, across the 
board, creativity levels were consistently 
and significantly higher for those walking 
compared with those sitting.  The study 
found that although walking in the open 

You will likely have heard of research in 
recent years that indicates that sitting may 
be more harmful than smoking but, on the 
plus side, many detrimental effects of long 
hours on the couch or at the computer can 
be offset by the simple exercise of walking.  
Few forms of exercise are as accessible, 
affordable and beneficial, given that regular 
walking can help prevent everything from 
heart disease and type 2 diabetes to 
depression and memory problems.  Going 
for a walk has taken on new significance in 
recent months as it has been one of the few 
activities consistently available to us as the 
country shut down and we all stayed close to 
home.  If you have got into the habit of going 
for a daily walk, now might be the time to 
improve your technique to reap even greater 
rewards.  And if the pleasures of walking 
have so far passed you by, there is no time 
like the present to get off the sofa and get 
into your stride.

Health benefits
As we all know, any physical activity is 
beneficial for your health and walking is 
particularly appealing as it is free, easy 

Lifestyle/Walking benefits and techniques

Consumer Choice explores some surprising benefits of walking and 
provides step-by-step instructions for improving your walking technique. 
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air was particularly beneficial, creative 
inspiration was boosted by walking both 
outdoors and indoors and that it was 
the act of walking itself, rather than the 
environment, that was the key factor.

Slowing mental decline
As we have seen, walking brings mental as 
well as physical benefits, and University 
of California researchers conducted a 
study involving 6,000 women aged 65 and 
older that found that age-related memory 
decline was lower in those who walked 
more.  Among the participants, women who 
walked 2.5 miles a day experienced a 17% 
decline in memory compared with a 25% 
decline in women who walked less than half 
a mile per week.  Another study, this time 
by the University of Virginia, found that men 
aged between 71 and 93 years, who walked 
more than a quarter of a mile a day had half 
the incidence of dementia and Alzheimer’s 
disease than those who walked less.

Six steps to better walking 
technique
Typically, we have all been walking since 
we were around a year old but this does not 
mean that there is no room for improvement 
in our walking technique.  Adopting some 
specific practices can help you avoid injuries 
and enhance the associated health benefits 
as well as making walking more enjoyable.   
For those who are looking to get fitter and 
lose weight, adopting proper techniques will 
enable you to walk faster and for longer.  A 
good walking technique is dependent on 
improving your posture and standing tall, 
which will alleviate aches and pains, enable 
you to take deeper and more energising 
breaths, and ensure that your muscles 
move through a greater range of motion for 
a more powerful stride.  Our postures may 
be suffering additionally at the moment 
with so many of us still trying to work from 
home, possibly hunched over laptops or 
sitting on unergonomic chairs at the kitchen 
table and alternating this with long hours 
slumped in front of a TV, soaking in all that 
Netflix has to offer.   All the more important, 

then, that once we get out and about that 
we straighten up and consider how we hold 
ourselves.  
  According to experts from the 
Harvard Medical School, keeping the 
following points in mind will help you to 
maintain a good frame as you walk:

1. Stand tall, extending your spine as if you 
were being lifted from the crown of the head.  
You can test the difference this makes by 
placing your thumbs on your lower ribs and 
your fingertips on your hips and noticing 
how the distance in between the two areas 
increases when you stand up tall.  The idea 
then is to try to maintain this elongation 
as you walk.  By straightening up, avoiding 
either stooping or leaning backward, you are 
aiding your breathing and helping to avoid 
back problems.

2.Keep your eyes up and avoid looking at 
your feet as this puts pressure on your upper 
back and neck.  Instead, focus your gaze 
to around 10 or 20 feet ahead of you, which 
will enable you to spot obstacles ahead but 
prevent upper-body tension.

3. Ensure that your shoulders are down, 
back and relaxed as you walk rather than 
pulled up toward your ears.  By keeping your 
shoulders in this position, you will again 
reduce upper-body tension and allow for a 
freer arm swing.  

4. Swing your arms back and forward from 
your shoulders but don’t bring them across 
your body or let them rise higher than your 
chest.

5. Maintain your pelvis in a neutral position, 
keeping your core tight but avoiding tucking 
your tailbone under or sticking your stomach 
out and overarching your back.

6. Step lightly, rolling from heel to toe as 
you walk rather than landing flat-footed.  
Don’t let your strides become too long as 
this increases impact on your joints.  You are 
aiming for a smooth, quiet stride that avoids 
either bouncing or plodding along in order to 
reduce your risk of injury.

To ensure your safety while you are walking, remember the following points:

• Walk in areas that are designated for pedestrians and ensure these are well-lit.

• Wear a reflective vest or light if walking in the evening or early morning to ensure 
that cars can see you.

• Wear sturdy shoes that have good heel and arch support.

• Drink plenty of water before and after the walk to keep hydrated.

• Use sunscreen, even on cloudy days, to prevent sunburn and guard against skin 
cancer.

Some safety tips while walking
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Lifestyle / Home composting

Consumer Choice digs into the dos and don’ts  
of home composting. 

Home Composting – A Beginner’s Guide 

Our gardens are getting an increased 
amount of attention these days, so the 
time may be right to delve into home 
composting.  With a little effort, those 
with even small gardens can get to 
grips with composting their organic 
waste. Home composting is a win-win-
win scenario in that it benefits the 
environment, reduces your bin charges, 
and saves money by turning a waste 
product into a valuable organic fertiliser 
that can improve the health of your soil.  
Composting is a natural process, so all 
we need to do is to help build the ideal 
conditions and nature will happily take 
care of the rest.  Although composting 
is not very complicated, it requires a 
certain amount of effort to achieve the 
desired results, plus a bit of knowhow to 
avoid any potential problems. Consumer 
Choice has the lowdown on some home 
composting basics to help you get 
started. 

Composting benefits
Estimates suggest that around one 
third of household waste is made up 
of food and organic materials, with 
much of this unfortunately ending up 
in the black bin, destined for landfill.  
Organic material deposited in landfill 
goes anaerobic, which means that it 
decomposes without oxygen, creating 
a highly potent gas methane that is 

then released into the atmosphere 
and is a major contributor to global 
warming.  By disposing of biodegradable 
material properly, we can cut down on 
greenhouse gas emissions as well as 
saving increasingly scarce landfill space 
and reducing high black bin charges.  
Composting at home is kindest to the 
planet as it also eliminates the need to 
collect, process and treat biodegradable 
matter and reduces the fuel and 
environmental impact of transporting it 
to another location.  What’s more, you 
will be putting your organic waste to a 
productive use and the end product is 
full of nutrients that helps to improve 
soil’s fertility, texture, and structure. 

Composting basics
Essentially, anything that was once 
living, either plant or animal, can 
be composted but food waste is not 
recommended for those new to home 
composting as it can create problems 
with smells and rodents.   In contrast, 
home composting of green or garden 
waste will not attract unwanted pests or 
generate unpleasant odours.  Although 
the use of food waste, particularly 
animal-derived materials like meat 
and dairy, should be avoided, an 
exception is raw fruit and vegetable 
peelings, which can be added to your 
compost heap without any resulting 

difficulties.  All other food waste, either 
cooked or uncooked is best disposed 
of in the brown bin scheme if this is 
available in your area and this will go 
to be composted or used for anaerobic 
digestion to create electricity as a by-
product.  More experienced composters 
can try using a home wormery for food 
waste, but basic home composting 
techniques using green or garden waste 
should be mastered first.
  All organic matter will 
gradually rot if the conditions are right 
and composting is a way of speeding 
up this process by providing the ideal 
environment for microorganisms, 
worms and insects to do their work and 
break down the material.  Successful 
composting involves combining the 
right ingredients together in the right 
proportions.  Two different types of 
materials are needed:

• Greens, which are nitrogen-rich, soft, 
wet materials like grass clippings, fresh 
plants, and fruit and vegetable peelings.

• Browns, which are carbon-rich, dry 
hard materials like straw, twigs, dead 
leaves, and even cardboard.

  Once you have a good mix of 
green and brown materials, you will need 
to introduce sufficient air and moisture 
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into the compost pile, again in the right 
proportions.  Materials should be moist 
but not waterlogged to encourage 
optimal composting.  If the compost pile 
is too wet, it will stagnate and become 
smelly, but if it is too dry, composting 
will be stalled.  When all elements are 
in the correct proportions, however, the 
pile will compost successfully and the 
end product is a brown-black substance 
that is rich in nitrogen and that provides 
nutrients for all soil types.

Home composting options
There are two main options for home 
composting.  First, you can build a 
compost heap at the end of your garden.   
You simply add a mix of greens and 
browns, ensuring that there are plenty of 
air spaces throughout.  The heap should 
be covered with plastic, old carpet or 
plywood to avoid it becoming saturated 
with rain water, especially given Ireland’s 
wet climate.  Once the microorganisms 
get to work, the heap will heat up.  If it 
cools down, it may need to be turned 
to introduce more air and enable the 
microorganisms to resume their activity.   
  An alternative is to use a 
compost bin, which can be ideal for 
households with small gardens that are 
looking for a simple, low-maintenance 
composting solution.  These are generally 
made from hard plastic in a dark colour 
like black or green.  The dark coloured 
plastic can absorb and retain more 
sunlight and heat than lighter coloured 

plastic.  Placing the bin directly on the 
ground on soil or grass allows beneficial 
organisms access to the contents.  You 
will need a similar balance of green 
and brown materials and the speed of 
composting can be improved by chopping 
and mixing materials as they are being 
added.  These bins come with a lid so you 
don’t have to worry about covering them 
and this lid should be kept on to retain 
heat.  Adding twigs, hedge trimmings 
and woody plant stems, particularly at 
the bottom of the bin, will help drainage 
and create air pockets and space for 
air to flow through.  It is handy if the bin 
includes an aerating cone in the centre as 
this enables air to get into the middle of 
the compost.  As always, regular turning 
with a garden fork or a long-handled 
aerator tool will accelerate composting 
but you can simply add the right 
materials to the top and composting will 
eventually occur.  A removable side door 
or large opening allows for easy access 
to harvest the composted material from 
the bottom of the bin.  Depending on the 
materials used, compost will usually be 
created in six to 12 months and you will 
know it is ready when it is crumbly, dark 
and moist.

  Successful composting is 
a matter of trial and error and it may 
take a few attempts to get the desired 
results.  Once you have got the hang of it, 
however, it can be very satisfying to have 
created a rich fertiliser for your flower 
beds while saving organic matter from 
landfill, minimising environmental impact 
and lowering your bin charges.  Having 
grasped the basics, there are many more 
home composting options to be explored 
and a wealth of information is available 
from the Stop Food Waste and Clean 
Ireland Recycling websites along with 
other online sources.

Conventional compost bins are relatively inexpensive but there are also compost tumblers 
on the market that cost significantly more and that are designed to help with turning the 
bin contents without needing a garden fork.   A price survey of the Irish market found that, 
whereas conventional compost bins cost around €40-€50 for 220-litre capacity, compost 
tumblers start at around €150 and rise to a whopping €500 for capacities ranging from 125 
litres to 400 litres.  
  Our UK colleagues at Which recently tested out several compost tumblers, 
pitting them against two cheap plastic compost bins, to see which product created compost 
the fastest.   The compost tumblers on test ranged in size from 140 litres to 315 litres, while 
the compost bins held 300 litres and each one was two thirds filled with garden waste.  The 
tumblers were turned three times a week, while one conventional bin was forked over weekly 
and the other one was left unturned.  The testers found that the conventional bin that had 
been forked over weekly produced well-rotted compost in just ten weeks – a month sooner 
than the compost tumblers and four months faster than the bin that had not been forked 
over.  Testers noted that the tumblers became harder to turn as the garden waste broke 
down and the container became bottom heavy, requiring a fair degree of strength to rotate it.  
The research concluded that compost tumblers represent an expensive way of speeding up 
composting and that making the effort to fork over the contents of a low-cost conventional 
compost bin produces results as quickly or even faster.  

Research on compost tumblers

Useful Contacts

Stop Food Waste
stopfoodwaste.ie

Clean Ireland Recycling
cleanireland.ie
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Consumer Choice examines the expenses 
faced by families with a child beginning or  
returning to primary or secondary school for  
the 2020/2021 academic year. 

We have become accustomed to home 
schooling since last March when Irish 
schools closed their doors but at this 
point in time it appears that schools are 
set to re-open at the beginning of the 
2020/2021 academic year.  The easing of 
Covid-19 restrictions will facilitate the 
re-opening of schools at the usual start 
of term in September but it remains to 
be seen whether all students will begin 
at this stage or whether full classes 
will return on a full-time basis.  While 
debate continues as to the risk Covid-19 
poses for children themselves and their 
potential as carriers and the knock-on 
risk factor this poses for their families, 
the fact remains that families must now 
prepare for the return of their child to 
school for a new academic year and all 
that this entails in terms of costs. 
 According to the Barnardos 
School Costs Survey 2019, the basic cost 
of sending a child to school in 2019 for 
a senior-infants pupil averaged €340, 
while the cost for a fourth-class pupil 
was €380 and for a first-year pupil was 
€735.  It is not surprising with these 
average costs that families report the 
significant impact these back-to-school 
expenses have on their household budget 
and the associated stress and worry 

that this generates.  Many households 
report cutting back on other household 
expenses, postponing the payment of 
bills, using savings or borrowing from 
various sources, such as family, credit 
card, financial institutions and money 
lenders.

Back to School Clothing and 
Footwear Allowance
The Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection provides support 
to families sending a child or children 
to school through the Back to School 
Clothing and Footwear Allowance 
(BSCFA). This is a means-tested 
payment and it provides an allowance 
to each eligible child aged 4-11 on 
or before 30th September 2020 of 
€150.  The allowance for each eligible 
child aged 12 to 22 on or before 30th 
September 2020 and in full-time 
education is €275. Many eligible 
parents will receive the payment 
automatically, with award letters 
issued in June. Those who do not 
receive an award letter and who are 
in receipt of a social welfare payment 
will need to apply for the allowance, 
even if they received the payment last 
year.  Applications for the allowance 

open online from 6th July 2020, with 
the closing date for applications set 
at 30th September 2020.  It has also 
been confirmed by the Department 
of Social Protection that the Covid-19 
Pandemic Unemployment Payment will 
be treated as a qualifying payment for 
the BSCFA once other criteria are also 
met.  There is likely to be a significant 
increase in applications this year, so it 
is prudent to apply early.  Applications 
can be made on www.mywelfare.ie 
using a verified MyGovID Account.  
Alternatively, paper application forms 
are available from the end of June 2020.   
Those who have experienced a change 
in circumstances recently can contact 
the Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection by phone on 1890 
662244 or by email at bscfa@welfare.
ie. 
  In order to qualify for the 
allowance, applicants must be in 
receipt of a qualifying social welfare 
payment, such as the Jobseekers 
Benefit or the Working Family Payment, 
and be in receipt of an increase for a 
qualifying child (IQC) in respect of each 
child for whom the allowance is being 
claimed. The requirement for an IQC 
payment does not apply in the case of 

MONEY / School costs 

Costs

REPORT by Róisín Moloney Weekes

At a glance

• Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance 
• Covid-19 impact 
• Research findings



www.thecai.ie July / August 2020 21

recipients of the Covid-19 Payment, 
Maternity Benefit and Adoptive Benefit.  
  Applicants must also satisfy 
the household means test.  To qualify, 
household income on a weekly basis 
must be below €603.70 for a couple 
with one child or €435.30 for a lone 
parent with one child.  For a couple 
with two children, their income must be 
below €643.70 to qualify and €472.30 
for a lone parent with two children.  
For a couple with three children, 
their income must be below €683.70 
or €509.30 for a lone parent with 
three children.  For a couple with four 
children, they must have an income 
of less than €723.70 or €546.30 for a 
lone parent with four children.  The 
Child Benefit payment is not taken into 
account when calculating income for 
the purposes of this allowance. 

School expenses
When it comes to clothing and 
footwear, the Department of 
Education previously issued a circular 
recommending that schools reduce 
the costs associated with uniforms by 
opting for iron-on or sew-on crests and 
choosing generic rather than branded 
items.  However, in the Barnardos 
survey results, the majority of parents 
reported their children having a crested 
uniform or tracksuit.  Another very 
significant cost faced by parents is for 
books and stationery and of particular 
annoyance to families is the use of 
workbooks as they cannot be reused.  
The book rental scheme was introduced 
by some schools with funding provided 
under the School Book Grant Scheme 
and the distribution is ultimately at 
the discretion of the school.  It also 
appears from Barnardos research that 
access to book rental schemes was 
much higher in primary school than in 
secondary school.  In primary school, 
49% of parents indicated that their 
contribution for the book rental scheme 
is less than €50 while a further 34% pay 
between €51 and €100.  On average, 
parents of secondary school students 
taking part in the book rental scheme 
report paying €100.  In January 2020, 
Minister for Education Joe McHugh 
announced additional funding of €1 
million to reduce the cost of school 
books.  It is expected that 15,000 
pupils across more than 100 primary 
schools will benefit from the increased 
investment.  The pilot programme will 
apply to DEIS schools only. 

Voluntary contributions
The ongoing controversial topic of 
the voluntary contribution continues 
to feature in the discussion of 
back-to-school costs. The Barnardos 
research reports that, of the parents 
surveyed, over two thirds were asked 
for a voluntary contribution from their 
child’s school - 67% of respondents 
in the primary school survey and 
69% of respondents in the secondary 
school survey.  There appears to be no 
consistent approach in how families 
are asked for such contributions or 
how the figure requested is reached 
and how the proceeds of the voluntary 
contribution are used.  The amount 
parents are asked to pay varies in 
secondary school from less than €100 
up to above €300.  In primary schools, 
most parents are asked to pay a 
contribution of up to €100. 
  An increase in the capitation 
fee announced in Budget 2019 has not 
had a significant impact, with parents 
not indicating that they have seen a 
decrease in the amount requested by 
the school in voluntary contributions.  
On top of this, 80% of parents report 
that schools pursue parents for 
payment of the voluntary contribution 
through general reminder letters, 
emails and text messages, contacting 
parents directly by phone or sending 
specific reminders home with children 
if they have not paid. 
  A further expense faced 
by parents are those arising from 
extra-curricular activities offered by 
the school, such as swimming lessons 
or music lessons.  In addition to these 
sometimes-compulsory extra activities 
is the situation where parents are 
being asked to fund basic classroom 
materials, such as photocopying and 
stationery supplies.  On top of these 
classroom supplies, parents are very 
often required to supply or contribute 
towards the cost of digital devices for 
use by students - this is particularly 
the case in secondary schools.  This 
then generates the need for additional 
software to be purchased, again at the 
expense of parents. 
  Parents should be aware 
that, as per the Education (Admission 
to Schools) Act 2018, schools cannot 
charge fees or ask for a contribution 
from parents as a condition for 
admission to the school or continued 
admission except in the circumstances 
of a fee-charging school. 

Need for action
Barnardos reminds us of the child’s 
constitutional right to free primary 
education and it suggests that an 
investment of an additional €103.2 
million annually is required to realise 
this right for children.  It suggests that 
investment should begin with free 
schoolbooks.  Other recommendations 
include the enforcement of school 
board of management adherence 
to Department of Education 
recommendations in relation to 
reducing uniform costs and an 
increase in the Back to School Clothing 
and Footwear Allowance as well as 
equalising the income thresholds for 
two-parent and lone-parent families. 
The Society of St Vincent de Paul (SVP) 
reports annual year-on-year increases 
in calls during the month of August as 
thousands of parents seek help with 
back-to-school costs.  Many families 
approach the SVP at this time of the 
year looking for assistance with utility 
bills or food shopping because of the 
pressure to purchase school uniforms, 
schoolbooks and other expenses, such 
as the voluntary contribution.  The SVP 
points out, as Barnardos does, that the 
preparation for the new school year 
is a hugely stressful time for many 
households as a result of the additional 
financial pressures placed on them. 
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Consumers have the power to lower their energy bills by switching providers if they 
are not getting the best deal. Consumer Choice sheds light on the energy market and 
how consumers can make the switch. 

Power 
Switch 

The summer can give consumers 
something of a reprieve in terms of high gas 
and electricity bills but, with autumn on the 
horizon, energy costs will inevitably climb 
over the next few months and now may be 
a good time to examine your current energy 
plan and consider your supplier options.   
The Irish energy market has undergone a 
transformation in recent years, with the 
entrance of a number of new suppliers 
catering for residential customers, 
with some bringing the option of 100% 
renewable energy in a move toward a 
more sustainable, low-carbon future. New 
suppliers mean more competition, which is 
always good for consumers as companies 
try to attract new customers with lower 
prices and better deals. However, in this 
market as elsewhere, customer loyalty 
rarely pays, as companies typically focus 
on luring newcomers to the company 
rather than retaining the customers they 
already have. Thus, consumers need to 
periodically explore their options instead of 
sticking with their current energy provider 
and plan and to be prepared to switch if 
they find a better deal.  The Commission 
for Regulation of Utilities (CRU), which 
oversees the energy sector, is keen to let 
consumers know that switching provider 
is a very simple process, that researching 
the market has never been easier and that 

significant savings can be made. 

Price comparison websites
A key asset for consumers are price 
comparison websites that allow them to 
do some homework on how other deals 
and offers on the market compare with 
their current energy plan. It is critical, of 
course, that any such comparisons are 
independent, objective and impartial and 
the CRU has accredited three websites that 
can help consumers navigate the market 
and find the best supplier and tariff for 
their individual needs. This accreditation 
means that consumers can trust that 
the information provided will be clear, 
independent and accurate and the CRU 
conducts on-going reviews and audits of 
the price comparison websites to ensure 
that high standards and impartiality are 
maintained.  The three accredited price 
comparison websites are www.bonkers.ie, 
www.powertoswitch.ie and www.switcher.
ie.  Not only can consumers use these sites 
to find the best offer available to them but, 
in some cases, they may be able to switch 
supplier through the price comparison 
website, making the process even more 
streamlined.  When searching on the 
price comparison websites, keep in mind 
that not all deals and plans are available 
through all of the sites and that each one 
has deals that are exclusive to them, so 
it is worth checking all three sites before 
making your decision to find the best offer 
available.

Energy costs 
On average, the Irish consumer uses 
4,200kWh of electricity each year and 

11,000kWh of gas, according to figures 
from the CRU.  At standard tariff rates, 
this amounts to an estimated annual 
cost of €1,006 on our electricity bills and 
€781 on our gas bills, adding up to a very 
substantial €1,787 for our energy costs 
each year.  Clearly, some households will 
have above-average usage, while others 
will have lower energy consumption, with a 
range of factors coming into play, including 
the size of your home, its BER rating and 
its level of insulation.   Being aware of 
your own annual gas and electricity usage 
figures will give you an idea of how your 
consumption and bills compare to the 
national average and help you make the 
best decision in terms of switching energy 
providers. 
  According to the CRU, consumers 
can save up to €300 a year by switching 
from standard tariffs with their current 
energy supplier, while the price comparison 
websites indicate that even greater 
savings may be made, up to €440 or even 
more for larger households.  However, 
estimates suggest that less than 15% of 
consumers go to the effort of switching 
energy suppliers each year, which means 
that many of us could be missing out on 
major savings.  In fact, switching is free, 
easy and fast to do and it is certainly worth 
taking a look to see if there are cheaper 
deals available that suit your situation and 
preferences.

The Irish energy market
Price deregulation of the electricity and 
gas markets between 2005 and 2014 
means that there is a much greater choice 
in terms of energy providers, products and 
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offers than there used to be.  At the time 
of writing, there are 12 main suppliers of 
electricity to residential homes on the 
Irish market, with one more set to launch.  
Of these providers, eight also supply gas.  
Several of the suppliers today are offering 
electricity that is generated entirely from 
renewable sources so you can make a 
decision that is not only based on price 
but also on environmental considerations.  
For consumers who find difficulty 
budgeting for their energy needs, two 
providers offer pre-pay or pay-as-you-go 
options whereby meters are installed 
in homes and topped up as required, 
similar to top-ups for mobile phones, 
eliminating the possibility of running up 
potentially unaffordable bills.  These may 
not be the cheapest energy plans on the 
market but the meter system could prove 

beneficial for some consumers.  Energy 
providers may also offer payment plans 
that help consumers with budgeting and 
spread energy costs for the year across 
12 equal monthly instalments.  The idea 
is that consumers will use less energy in 
the summer so their monthly payments 
will be higher than their actual usage but 
then, during the winter, when their energy 
consumption rises, their payments will 
be lower than their actual usage and they 
can use the credit built up during the 
summer, evening out payments to avoid 
very high bills in colder months.  Such 
payment plans are often only available 
for direct debit customers.  Indeed, a 
look at the cheapest offers in the energy 
market suggest that the best savings can 
be made when consumers are prepared 
to set up direct debits for their payments 

and to accept online billing as opposed 
to receiving bills through the post.  With 
online billing, it will be the consumer’s 
responsibility to check bills online and 
ensure they are paid.  Such stipulations 
may not appeal to all consumers and the 
CRU advises that you should only sign up 
for online billing if you have online access 
to check bills.
  The box below provides a brief 
outline of each of the energy providers in 
Ireland that currently supply residential 
customers and Table 1 shows the fuel mix 
for those energy suppliers for which there 
are relevant figures.  A couple of newer 
suppliers have been trading on the Irish 
market for less than a year and so there 
are no fuel mix figures available as yet for 
these companies.
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BEenergy has operated in the Irish market since 2017, providing electricity-only plans.  BEenergy is part of Budget Energy, which has been supplying electricity to homes in 

Northern Ireland since 2011 and which has recently been acquired by Flogas.

Bord Gáis Energy, which supplies gas and electricity and oiler services to over 750,000 customers in Ireland, has been in operation in some form since 1976.  Now part of 

Centrica Global plc, which also owns British Gas, Bord Gáis Energy began supplying electricity to residential customers in 2009, following deregulation of the electricity 

market in 2007.

Community Power is a community-owned electricity supplier, made up of a partnership of community energy groups working for a sustainable energy future for Ireland.  

Electricity that has been generated renewably at the Templederry Wind Farm in Co. Tipperary and sourced from a number of small micro hydro and wind generators across 

Ireland is sold to customers for use in their homes, farms, businesses and community buildings.

Electric Ireland is one of the country's largest gas and electricity suppliers, supplying electricity to around 1.8 million customers in Ireland.  A division of ESB, the company 

was launched in April 2011 when it entered into the residential gas market.

Energia began operating in the electricity market in Ireland in 2000 and entered the Irish gas market in 2009, following deregulation.  Energia initially only catered to business 

customers but began supplying residential customers in 2014.  It currently supplies 100% green energy from wind farms to over 250,000 homes across the country.

Flogas has been in operation since 1978 and, as well as being a leading supplier of LPG in Ireland, it also offers electricity and natural gas to the country’s residential and 

business markets.  The company purchased Just Energy in November 2019 and has recently finalised an agreement to buy Budget Energy, which includes BEenergy.

Glowpower launched in Ireland in November 2019 and provides a number of electricity-only plans for homes across the country.

Iberdrola began supplying electricity in Ireland in June 2019.  The company is part of the Iberdrola Group, one of the largest electric utilities in the world, producing and 

supplying electricity to around 100 million people globally.  Iberdrola is currently the top renewable energy producer in Europe, guaranteeing customers that their electricity 

is sourced from 100% renewable generation.

Panda Power entered the Irish electricity market in 2015 and is a sister company to recycling firm Panda.  Panda Power provides green energy from renewable sources such 

as wind, solar and wave energy.

Pinergy is an Irish-owned, pay-as-you-go (PAYG) electricity supplier, which has been in operation in Ireland since 2013 and currently has 27,000 domestic electricity 

customers.

PrePayPower was established in 2009 as Ireland’s first dedicated prepaid electricity supplier.  The company currently supplies both pre-pay electricity and gas tariffs to 

140,000 homes across the country. 

SSE Airtricity supplies 100% green electricity and natural gas to 800,000 homes and businesses across the island of Ireland.  With a portfolio of 28 onshore wind farms, it is 

the country’s largest generator and provider of renewable energy.

At the time of writing, another energy provider was about to enter the Irish market. Bright is a new electricity supplier, based in Belfast, that aims to provide 100% green 

energy to homes and businesses across the island of Ireland. Renewable energy will be derived from wind, solar, bio and hydro energy sources and there will be one variable 

electricity tariff for all customers.

Energy suppliers to residential customers in Ireland 
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Supplier Coal Gas Peat Renewable Other

BEenergy 17.9% 43% 12.1% 23.9% 3%

Bord Gáis Energy  2.5% 62.2% 1.7% 33.2% 0.4%

Electric Ireland 5.9% 51.3% 4.0% 37.7% 1.0%

Energia 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0%

FloGas 17.9% 43% 12.1% 23.9% 3%

Panda Power 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0%

Pinergy 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0%

PrePayPower 17.9% 43% 12.1% 23.9% 3%

SSE Airtricity 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0%

TABLE 1:  FUEL MIX FIGURES FOR ENERGY PROVIDERS TO RESIDENTIAL CUSTOMERS IN IRELAND 

Source:  CRU’s Fuel Mix Disclosure Report 2018, published in September 2019.

How to switch
Most energy discounts only last for one 
year after signing up, so if you have been 
with the same energy supplier for more 
than 12 months you may be paying more 
for your gas and electricity than you need 
to.  Once the discount period has ended, 
consumers are typically put onto the 
supplier’s standard rate, which is generally 
considerably higher than the discounted 
rate.  In addition, most contracts are for 
one year, so you will be free to switch 
when this year is up.  The first step is to 
check your most recent utility bill to find 
out who your current supplier is, how 
much energy you use, and how much you 
currently pay.  You should also find out 
when your current contract or discount 
period ends and you may need to contact 
your supplier for this information.   Armed 
with these details, you can begin to do 
some research on other deals that are on 
offer.  The price comparison websites are 
a highly useful tool in letting you know the 
deals that may be available to you and the 
savings you can gain.  These websites will 
ask you a few simple questions about your 
current energy plan and how you make your 
payments and then they generate a list of 
alternative plans on offer that will cost you 
less.  Knowing that there are significantly 
better deals available, you are then in a 
strong position to see if you can renegotiate 
your current energy plan.  You should 
contact your current energy supplier to ask 
what discounts are available to existing 
customers and to see if it can offer you a 
more attractive package or better tariff in 
order to retain your custom.   As long as you 
are not on a fixed-term contract, there are 
no penalties or charges for switching to a 
new provider so, if you are not happy with 
what your current energy supplier offers, 

you should make the decision to move.  
  With so many suppliers in the 
Irish gas and electricity markets currently, 
there is very active competition in trying to 
attract new customers and there is a range 
of tariffs available, so shopping around is 
strongly advised and the price comparison 
websites make this very easy to do.  As 
noted above, not all deals and plans are 
available through all of the sites and each 
one has some offers that are exclusive to 
them, so you should make sure to check on 
all three sites before deciding on the plan 
that suits you best.  As well as letting you 
know what electricity and gas deals are 
available, the price comparison websites 
will also show you ‘dual fuel’ plans, where 
suppliers are offering special deals for 
customers who switch both electricity and 
gas to them.
  Another advantage of using one of 
the three CRU-accredited price comparison 
websites is that, once you have made your 
decision on a new energy plan, you can 
often make the switch directly through 
them free of charge, by clicking on the 
‘switch now’ link.   Alternatively, you can 
contact your chosen supplier and confirm 
that you want to switch over.   At this point, 
you will need your Meter Point Registration 
Number (MPRN) for electricity switches 
or your Gas Point Registration Number 
(GPRN) for switching gas provider, both of 
which can be found on your current bill.   
You will also need to provide an up-to-date 
meter reading when switching to ensure 
that you are billed correctly.   The new 
supplier will notify your old supplier, who 
will send you a final bill.    If you are paying 
off any debts to your current supplier, then 
it will be entitled to seek payment for any 
money owed, even after you switch to a new 
provider.  Moreover, if there is a debt of over 

€225 on your account, the CRU notes that 
your current supplier will notify your new 
supplier of this debt by placing a debt flag 
on the account, and the new supplier may 
reject the switch in this instance.  To avoid 
this, it is best to pay off any arrears owed to 
your supplier before switching.  Consumers 
who are on a fixed-term contract may have 
to pay an early termination fee, so this 
should be first checked with your current 
supplier and factored into your decision.
  Switching energy provider 
typically takes place online or over the 
phone and so is a distance selling contract, 
which means that, under consumer 
protection law, you will have the statutory 
14-day cooling-off period during which you 
can change your mind and you can cancel 
the switch free of charge by contacting your 
new supplier.
  Having made the switch and 
paid your final bill to your old supplier, 
you should make sure to cancel any direct 
debits to this supplier.  There will be no 
interruption in your energy supply as, apart 
from the company that bills you being 
different, nothing else will change and you 
can continue to use energy as and when 
you need it, though hopefully you will be 
paying less.   
  A recent CRU report has noted 
that supplier switching rates for April 
2020 fell to their lowest levels in seven 
years – a decrease that may be at least 
partially explained by the Covid-19 public 
health emergency.  The CRU highlights 
that customers should move to actively 
review their energy bills and consider 
offers from other suppliers that may deliver 
better value.   The power is in the hands 
of consumers and a simple switch can 
significantly reduce your household energy 
bills.
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Energy plans on offer
The three tables below show some energy 
plans that, according to switcher.ie, 
were among the cheapest on the market 
as of 24th June 2020.  The annual cost 
of these plans based on the national 
average consumption is provided and may 

be compared with the national average 
consumption at standard tariffs, which 
typically total an estimated cost of around 
€1,006 a year for electricity and €781 for 
gas, adding up to €1,787 overall.   The plans 
highlighted on these tables are generally 
aimed at new customers only, with 

contracts that typically last 12 months.  In 
order to find the best deal for you and the 
savings that can be made, visit one of the 
three CRU-accredited price comparison 
websites – bonkers.ie, powertoswitch.ie 
or switcher.ie – and enter details of your 
current plan and consumption.

Supplier Plan name Payment type Billing method Annual cost

Glowpower Summer Glow Simple direct debit online billing €752

BEEnergy Budget Bonus 28% Discount direct debit online billing €759

Energia Electricity 41% Discount direct debit online billing €765

Iberdrola Green 32.5 direct debit online billing €772

Bord Gáis Energy Best Electricity - 32% Discount direct debit online billing €782

TABLE 2: CHEAPEST ELECTRICITY PLANS 

Supplier Plan name Payment type Billing method Annual cost

Bord Gáis Energy Best Gas - 26% Discount direct debit online billing €613

Iberdrola Gas 29 direct debit online billing €621

Flogas Summer Saver Gas direct debit paper billing €624

Flogas Summer Saver Gas 2 Year direct debit paper billing €624

Bord Gáis Energy Best Gas - 23% Discount direct debit online billing €632

TABLE 3: CHEAPEST GAS PLANS

Supplier Plan name Payment type Billing method Annual cost

Bord Gáis Energy
Best Dual Fuel - 29% Electricity & 
38% Gas

direct debit online billing €1,346

Energia Dual Fuel 40/39% Discount direct debit online billing €1,364

Iberdrola Dual Fuel 32.5 direct debit online billing €1,370

Bord Gáis Energy
Best Dual Fuel - 31% Electricity & 
29% Gas

direct debit online billing €1,385

Flogas Summer Saver Dual Fuel direct debit paper billing €1,453

TABLE 4: CHEAPEST DUAL FUEL PLANS 

Source:  www.switcher.ie, with information correct as of 24th June 2020.
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PRODUCT TEST/Ebook readers                                         

Can a new Kobo or an 
updated Kindle tempt you to 
make the switch to an ebook 
reader?

As our lives increasingly move online 
and to digital formats, now might be the 
time to invest in an ebook reader, giving 
you a whole library at your fingertips 
without having to leave the house.   Of 
course, reading in digital modes can be 
done on a tablet or even a smartphone, 
but for a more comfortable reading 
experience that is easier on the eyes, a 
dedicated device is the better option.   
Faced with stiff competition from 
mobile devices in a range of sizes, not 
to mention from good old-fashioned 
physical books, manufacturers 
continually work to enhance their ebook 
reader offerings, but this market moves 
slowly, with typically only one or two 
new or updated models launched each 
year.   This time, a new entrant comes 
from Kobo and presents a worthy 
alternative to the Kindles on the market, 
which include an updated version of a 
popular classic.

Kobo Libra H2O 
Similar in design to last year’s Kobo 
Forma, the Kobo Libra H2O is over 
€100 cheaper, with a smaller 7-inch 
screen compared with the Forma’s 
8-inch display.   The rubberised back 
makes this device feel secure to grip 
and physical page-turn buttons are 
positioned on one side of the screen, 
which has a thicker bezel than the other 
side providing a larger area to hold.  
From here, you can operate the device 
one-handed or you can opt to control 
it via the responsive touch-sensitive 

screen instead.  Impressive 1680 x 1264 
resolution on the e-ink screen makes it 
a pleasure to view and reading is aided 
by an uncluttered display and the ability 
to adjust fonts and text sizes to your 
personal preference.  You can turn the 
screen light on or off and its colour tint 
will adjust during the day to respond to 
changing lighting conditions for a more 
comfortable reading experience.  As 
you read, you can tap words to check 
definitions or do an internet search 
but, as with all ebook readers, the 
web browser tends to be slow at best 
and you will be better off turning to a 
smartphone or tablet for any online 
searches.
  This device comes in a choice 
of two colours – black or white – and 
has 8GB of storage, which provides 
plenty of room for text-based books, 
though those who want to store PDFs 
or graphic novels may need to look for a 
device with greater storage capacity.   A 
key benefit of opting for Kobo readers 
over a Kindle is their ability to open 
ePub files.  This means that you can 
purchase books from sources other 
than the Rakuten Kobo Store and you 
will even be able to borrow books from 
your local library for some free reading 
material.  During the recent coronavirus 
public health crisis, Ireland’s public 
libraries extended their BorrowBox 
offering, which makes ebooks and 
e-audio books available to library 
members.   Whereas you will not be able 
to take advantage of this service with a 

Kindle ebook reader, Kobo devices are 
compatible and can be used to borrow 
up to five ebooks at a time.
  Printed books do not fare 
too well if dumped into water, and nor 
do most mobile devices, but ebook 
manufacturers have worked hard to 
ensure that their newest devices are 
waterproof.  So, those who like to read 
while soaking in the bath or lounging 
by the pool can do so happily, safe in 
the knowledge that the odd splash or 
even a quick dunking won’t do much 
in the way of damage.   As its name 
suggests, the Kobo Libra H2O offers 
built-in waterproofing that proved its 
effectiveness in our water immersion 
test.  It performed less well in our 
scratch and durability tests, however, 
so you should probably buy a case to 
protect your new device.
  The Kobo Libra H2O is currently 
priced at €180.  Other available options 
in the Kobo range are the smaller Kobo 
Clara HD with a six-inch screen and the 
larger 8-inch Kobo Forma, priced at 
€130 and €300, respectively. 

Amazon Kindle Oasis 2019
Amazon has again updated its popular 
Kindle Oasis to enhance its all-round 
performance.  The 7-inch e-ink screen 
offers stunning 1680 x 1264 resolution 
with 25 separate LEDs making up the 
frontlight.  Text is beautifully clear and 
sharp and the Oasis is unique among 
its Kindle siblings in its ability to adjust 
the warmth of the lighting to suit your 

Ebook 
Readers                                                       

Amazon Kindle Oasis 2019

Kobo Libra H2O

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue
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surroundings, eliminating the slightly 
harsh blue hue of other devices and 
adapting the screen to deliver the best 
reading experience whether you are in 
strong sunlight or a dimly lit room.  This 
automatic colour adjustment is also a 
feature of the three currently available 
Kobo ereaders, including the Kobo Clara 
HD.
  You can use the touchscreen to 
turn pages and there are also physical 
page-turn buttons on offer that are 
easy to reach with your thumb for 
streamlined, one-handed operation, 
whether you are right- or left-handed.   
You can adjust all aspects of how the 
page is displayed, including the font, 
text size, depth of the margins and 
line spacing, to suit your preferences 
and you can highlight text, make notes 

and bookmark passages as you read.  
Although a web browser is built in, this 
is not an area in which ebook readers 
perform well and the Oasis is no 
exception.
  A significant feature of 
the Kindle Oasis 2019 that may be 
important for some users is the fact 
that it supports text-to-speech, where 
a robotic voice reads text aloud, and 
you can also listen to Amazon Audible 
audiobooks, though you will need 
Bluetooth headphones or a Bluetooth 
speaker as there is no headphone 
port.  Audiobooks tend to take up a lot 
of storage space, however, so this may 
need to be kept in mind.
  As with all Kindles, you will 
be confined to purchasing books 
from the Kindle Store and won’t have 

access to ePub files through your local 
library or elsewhere. The Kindle Store 
is incredibly well-stocked, however, 
and testers found this device a breeze 
to use, from initial set-up and buying 
and downloading books to navigating 
through controls. This model comes 
with effective waterproofing but a 
poor performance in our drop test 
indicates that it would be wise to buy 
a case to safeguard the device from 
sudden shocks or falls.  The new Oasis 
is expensive at €280 for 8GB of storage, 
whereas the Kindle Paperwhite, which 
also comes with a reading light and 
waterproofing, offers a capacity of 
32GB for a significantly lower price of 
€180. 

Kobo Libra H2O Amazon Kindle Oasis 2019

SPECIFICATIONS

Price (€) 180 280

Weight (g) 189 189

Screen size (inches) 7 7

Screen resolution (pixels) 1680x1264 1680x1264

Storage (GB) 8 8

Reading light ✓ ✓

Waterproofing ✓ ✓

TEST PERFORMANCE

Ease of use (30%)  

Viewing test (20%)  

Loading/buying (20%)  

Reading comfort (13%)  

Formats (5%)  

Build (5%)  

Battery (5%)  

Special features (2%)  

Total score 75% 76%

Star ratings are out of five.
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Whatever summer 2020 
holds, a great digital 
camera will capture the 
memories in style.  Take 
your best shot with one 
of our Choice Buys.

the best dedicated cameras will still 
outperform them in many areas.   Real 
photography enthusiasts will want to get 
their hands on a digital SLR (DSLR) or 
mirrorless camera where they can swap 
out lenses and exert ultimate creative 
control.  Those who do not want to go to 
the expense or deal with the complexity of 
professional-style cameras, however, may 
still like to up the ante in the photography 
stakes beyond simply whipping out their 
smartphone and invest in a great compact 
or bridge camera.  
  Compact cameras are 
essentially basic point-and-shoot 
devices but, at the top end of the market, 
increasingly premium design enables 
them to offer advanced features that 
allow for some manual adjustments 
and a degree of creativity.  The beauty 
of compact cameras lies in their neat 
and lightweight dimensions, making 
them easy to slip into a pocket and small 
enough to use with one hand.  This means 
that they are ideal for snapping on the 
go or vlogging about your travels – and 
high-end devices are increasingly offering 
more options for customising control and 
tweaking manual settings.  With advanced 
features and the associated greater 
creative control over shots, the line 
between premium compact cameras and 
bridge cameras is blurring a little.  Bridge 

PRODUCT TESTS  / Digital Cameras

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

At a glance
• Compact and bridge cameras 
• Technical terms explained 
• Seven Choice Buys

Digital Cameras
cameras tend to be bulkier and heavier, 
involving more of a commitment to carry 
around, though they are still lighter and 
neater than full SLRs.  Unlike DSLRs, 
bridge cameras have a fixed lens so there 
is no option to switch the lens to suit 
different situations.  They also often offer 
superzoom features for getting up close 
and personal to far-off subjects and, as 
well as automatic settings, they allow 
users the flexibility of adjusting manual 
controls themselves.   
  Heavier cameras may be 
cumbersome to carry around, but if a 
camera is very light, it may be difficult 
to hold still.  Many of our compact 
Choice Buys hit the sweet spot of being 
lightweight and small but feeling solidly 
built due to high-quality metal casing 
that lends a premium feel.  The camera 
design may also incorporate rubber inlays 
to aid comfort and provide a secure grip, 
particularly important given the hefty 
price tags attached to many of these 
devices.  Digital cameras now double 
as camcorders with some capable of 
effortlessly delivering first-rate video 
footage, whereas others struggle, 
producing disappointing results. At the 
premium end of the market, compact and 
bridge cameras may be able to record in 
4K as well as full HD, though the higher 
resolution footage will take up more 

The summer will hopefully bring a bit 
of spare time and, although we may not 
be travelling very far afield this year, 
holidays are a great time to experiment 
with photography.  The go-to device for 
taking quick snaps and brief video clips 
is undoubtedly the smartphone, which 
has the advantage of rarely being very 
far out of reach.  When an irresistible 
photo opportunity arises, the best 
camera is the one you have to hand.   
Moreover, from humble beginnings, 
smartphone cameras have become 
increasingly sophisticated - however, 
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storage space.   In our independent tests, 
we assess video and audio quality along 
with all-important picture quality.  Testers 
also rate how user-friendly the camera is 

and how well the monitor and viewfinder 
perform in helping to compose and review 
shots.  The results of all this testing are 
contained on our table below and we 

focus on seven Choice Buys that deliver 
superior image quality and a great user 
experience.

Some technical terms explained 

When exploring the camera category, you will encounter specific terminology and jargon that can be mystifying to the novice 
photographer.  Basic explanations are provided below of some terms and features that you are likely to come across in your hunt for the 
perfect device.

Aperture
The lens aperture is the hole through which light passes and adjusting this controls the depth of field in your photo, enabling you to 
select how much of the image is in or out of focus. A wider aperture lets in more light and allows you to blur the background, whereas a 
smaller aperture lets in less light and captures more detail, enabling you to keep both the background and the foreground of the picture 
in focus. 

Image stabilisation
Even when perfectly focused, your photo may still look slightly blurry, especially if it has been taken in low-light conditions or if you have 
zoomed in a lot, due to the problem of handshake, with sometimes even very small hand movements affecting the picture.  To avoid this, 
most digital cameras now come with optical image stabilisation, which involves the lens or sensor moving very slightly to compensate 
for any shakiness and to ultimately provide sharper images.  Cameras with large zoom ranges should ideally have very effective image 
stabilisation as, when the maximum magnification is used, the camera becomes extremely sensitive to even the slightest motion.

ISO setting 
The ISO setting on a digital camera expresses how sensitive the sensor is to light. A higher ISO setting can make it easier to get a good 
shot without using the flash and decreases the chance of blur.  However, a higher ISO setting can also mean more noise – coloured dots 
are more visible in even areas of colour on your photo, making pictures look grainy and detracting from image quality. 

Monitor and viewfinder 
Most cameras have digital displays for framing and reviewing photos.  Some of these displays have touchscreens that can be used 
to help to select the focal point of an image when shooting or to quickly navigate through camera menus.  Some compact cameras 
additionally have a viewfinder to frame the shot.  Viewfinders come in particularly handy in strong sunlight when an LCD screen may be 
hard to see, making composing your shot very tricky.

Raw
As well as recording photos in the traditional Jpeg format, some cameras on test are able to capture Raw image files. These are digital 
photography’s equivalent to a negative in film photography and contain all of the detail needed to create an image.  Rather than let the 
camera ‘develop’ the images for you to create the Jpeg, saving your photos in Raw files means that you have far greater control over the 
end result when you edit the images afterwards.  However, Raw image files take up more space on a memory card than Jpegs. 

Sensor 
The sensor is the chip inside a digital camera that captures the image and, the larger the sensor, the more light it captures and the 
better the performance will tend to be, especially in poor lighting conditions.  Sensors measuring one inch and greater are generally 
associated with DSLR cameras but some compact and bridge cameras in our current batch offer impressively large sensors.

Shutter delay 
This refers to the length of time from when the shutter button is pressed until the shutter opens to take a picture. The quickest cameras 
have a shutter delay of less than one-third of a second so you won’t miss that fleeting photo opportunity.

White balance 
Different light sources produce different kinds of ‘white’ light that may not be noticeable to the naked eye but can introduce odd colour 
tones into your photos.  Automatic white balance makes adjustments for the many different colours of light to help ensure that your 
photos’ colours are as accurate as possible.  However, sometimes a better result can be achieved by using the camera’s manual controls 
and modifying the white-balance settings yourself. 

Zoom
There are two types of zoom for getting up close and personal to photographic subjects.  A digital zoom makes the image seem closer 
by magnifying the centre of the frame but it does this without increasing picture detail and as a result, image quality may be lost.  In 
contrast, an optical zoom is a true-zoom feature that uses the moving lens of the camera to bring the image closer without losing image 
quality.  Most cameras on test offer some kind of optical zoom, and a few models in our current batch can be classed as ‘superzoom’ 
cameras given their substantial zoom range of 40x and even higher.   
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The Choice Buy Canon PowerShot G5X II is a high-end compact camera 
that delivers excellent picture quality with advanced features while being 
straightforward to use.  An upgrade from the Canon PowerShot G5 X, this 
newer camera is less bulky and far more streamlined, boasting a 20MP 
one-inch sensor, a f/1.8-2.8 aperture lens and a 5x optical zoom.  Image 
quality is superbly sharp with great texture and though shots taken in 
low-light conditions can lose some detail and show some motion blur, 
using manual settings can minimise this slight loss of quality.  Testers were 
impressed with the clear and vibrant video footage taken on this camera, 
especially when shot in 4K, even in low light.  Solidly built and comfortable 
to hold, this camera has a multifunction ring on the lens for better control 
over shooting and you can compose your shots via either the pop-up 
viewfinder or touchscreen, which tilts right around to facilitate the taking 
of selfies.   Touch controls let you focus, take photos, playback footage and 
more and this Canon camera can be connected to a smartphone over wi-fi 
at the press of a dedicated button where you can view your shots and adjust 
advanced settings like aperture and ISO.  

3. Canon PowerShot G5X II €999  
(Compact camera)

The Choice Buy Panasonic Lumix DC-LX100M2 is a great all-rounder, scoring 
well across all of our stringent tests.  With a premium feel, this Panasonic 
camera is comfortable to grip and facilitates one-handed use, with conveniently 
placed buttons.  It boasts a large 17MP four thirds sensor, high-speed autofocus 
and image stabilisation for keeping shots crisp and sharp.  The lens offers 
several switches plus a multifunction ring and an aperture ring for easy and 
fast adjustment of settings and testers found manual focus to be smooth and 
precise, using both the monitor and viewfinder.   All-important image quality is 
excellent, whether shots are taken outdoors or inside, with plenty of detail and 
clarity.  Even low-light conditions present little problem, and manual settings 
can be used to minimise any slight loss of colour accuracy or sharpness.   Video 
quality is almost as good, with support for 4K video recording at 30fps, though 
testers were a little disappointed with the audio quality.  The touchscreen display 
is very responsive for straightforward navigation through the intuitive menu 
but the monitor doesn’t tilt or rotate, which is a slight drawback.   Connectivity 
options include wi-fi and Bluetooth, facilitating live viewing as you shoot as well 
as file transfer and direct uploads to internet platforms.

4. Panasonic Lumix DC-LX100M2 €930  
(Compact camera)

The Choice Buy Fujifilm X100F is a pricey digital camera that offers 
good portability along with great image quality and ease of use.  Testers 
were impressed with the level of detail from the 24MP sensor and the 
automatic white balance excels at producing accurate colours under a 
range of lighting conditions.  Some may feel a little restricted by the f/2 
lens, which is at a fixed length of 23mm, though optional dedicated lens 
converters are available.  The three-inch LCD display is not a touchscreen 
but it is excellent for viewing stills and video footage.  Video recording, 
which is limited to full HD, is not this camera’s strongpoint, so users may 
like to confine themselves to short video clips rather than embarking on 
major movie projects.  Ease of use is aided by the ergonomic positioning 
of buttons, which helps to speed up setting changes.  A key benefit is 
the hybrid viewfinder, which lets users opt to shoot in either optical or 
electronic modes.  This wi-fi-enabled camera can be operated remotely 
via the companion app, which also allows for image transfer, and built-in 
Raw file processing means that you can edit images in Raw format within 
the camera without using any computer software.

1. Fujifilm X100F €1,399  
(Compact camera) 

The Choice Buy Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VI delivers impressive image 
quality whether taking still photos or video footage and offers plenty of 
features within very compact dimensions.  This pricey Sony camera comes 
with a 20MP sensor and the new ZEISS Vario-Sonnar T 24-200mm F2.8-4.5 
lens with a multifunction ring to let you set the aperture or manual focus.   
Neat and lightweight, this camera is exceptionally portable, fits comfortably 
in one hand and is solidly built.  Image quality is very sharp and detailed with 
great colour balance and even low-light and indoor shots are well defined, 
with or without use of the flash.  Video quality is even better and footage can 
be shot in 4K HDR, with great audio to match. Image stabilisation is first rate, 
eliminating blur, and you can shoot in Raw or Jpeg modes, with good results 
achieved across the board.  Handy features include a pop-up electronic 
viewfinder, a tilting touchscreen display, and support for wi-fi, NFC and 
Bluetooth for swift image transfer.  You will also be able to remotely control 
the camera and edit images via Sony’s PlayMemories software.  Autofocus is 
very speedy on this device and ease of use is aided by well-laid-out buttons 
and an intuitive menu.

2. Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VI €1,099  
(Compact camera)
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The Choice Buy Canon PowerShot G7 X III is a user-friendly compact camera 
that delivers excellent picture quality with plenty of advanced features and 
customisable controls.   This high-end device feels secure to hold and is small 
and lightweight enough for one-handed use.  It comes with a one-inch 20MP 
image sensor and the f/1.8-2.8 wide angle lens offers a 4.2x optical zoom.   Shots 
taken with this camera are sharp and detailed, with outdoor photos particularly 
vivid with a high level of colour accuracy but even indoor snaps are pretty good 
and the large sensor helps with low-light conditions for little impact on detail or 
overall quality.  With the ability to record in 4K, video footage is equally impressive 
and, although audio quality is a little disappointing, this camera has a mic 
connection for enhancing the sound element of your clips.  The first-rate monitor 
with touch controls flips up and can be tilted to facilitate selfies or to compose 
shots at awkward angles.  Highly effective image stabilisation ensures that your 
photos will be free from blur even when zoomed in.  The wireless functions work 
well, making file transfers a breeze, and are easy to use, with a dedicated button 
for connecting to a smartphone.

5. Canon PowerShot G7 X III €849  
(Compact camera)

Undoubtedly expensive, the Choice Buy Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VII is a 
high-performing compact camera that delivers impressive image quality whether 
you are shooting stills or video and that comes with an impressive array of 
features.   Neat and lightweight with a mostly metal body, this camera fits easily 
in the pocket and has a premium, solid feel.  It comes with a 1.0-type CMOS image 
sensor and a f/2.8-f/4.5 lens with an extra-wide zoom range of 24-200 and an 
8x optical zoom.  The effective built-in image stabilisation works well to remove 
motion blur even when you are zoomed all the way in and the autofocus feature 
is particularly speedy at 0.02 seconds.  Users can exert creative control with the 
multifunction ring on the lens and the zoom control ring on the release button.  The 
images produced are colourful, clear and detailed with even low-light conditions 
not presenting much of a problem and video footage is equally excellent in both 
full HD and 4K, with good audio quality to match and a mic connection to further 
enhance the sound.   The monitor performs brilliantly in all lighting scenarios and 
flips around to facilitate selfies and vlogging and the pop-up electronic viewfinder 
refreshes constantly to eliminate lag.

6. Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VII €1,299 
(Compact camera)

The Choice Buy Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ1000 is the top-performing bridge 
camera in our current batch and could be a great option for those who want a 
DSLR-like experience without having to change lenses.  This is a bulky camera 
that weighs a fairly hefty 871g, with a DSLR-like handgrip and plenty of buttons 
for fine-tuning your photographic results.  Image quality is excellently sharp and 
the large one-inch sensor helps capture more light, delivering first-rate low-light 
snaps with minimal noise and motion blur.  Testers were particularly impressed 
with the superb quality of the video footage taken on this camera, noting its 
clarity and vibrancy.   With a start-up time of a mere 1.1 seconds and minimal 
shutter delay of 0.2 seconds, this Panasonic model is super-fast, meaning you 
need never miss a photo opportunity.  Unusually for a bridge camera, the zoom 
is a modest 16x and this can be controlled via the camera’s zoom ring.  Our 
testers preferred this version to the slighter newer edition, the Panasonic Lumix 
DMC-FZ1000II, which introduces some incremental improvements and only 
just missed out on Choice Buy status in our independent tests but that will cost 
around €200 more than the older, higher-scoring model.

14. Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ1000 €639 
(Bridge camera)

Useful contacts

Canon Ireland  
tel 01 205 2436
canon.ie

Fujifilm
tel 01 8820200     
fujifilm.eu/ie/

Panasonic
tel 01 289 8333
panasonic.com/uk

Sony
tel 01 407 3341
sony.ie
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS TEST PERFORMANCE   SCORE 

Price 
(€)

Weight 
(g) 

Size (hxwxd) 
(mm)

Resolution 
(MP)

Monitor/LCD 
screen size 
(wxh) (mm)

Touch-
screen

Zoom range 
stated

Viewfinder Image quality 
(50%)

Ease of use 
(30%)

Video quality 
(10%)

Monitor and 
viewfinder 

(10%)

Versatility (0%) Outdoor* (0%) %

Compact cameras

1 Fujifilm X100F 1,399 508 75x135x58 24 63x42 1 ✓      na 75

2 Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VI 1,099 304 59x102x41 20 60x45 ✓ 8 ✓      na 75

3 Canon PowerShot G5 X II 999 342 65x115x51 20 62x41 ✓ 5 ✓      na 75

4 Panasonic Lumix DC-LX100M2 930 447 67x125x70 17 62x41 ✓ 3.1 ✓      na 74

5 Canon PowerShot G7 X III 849 306 65x110x43 20 62x41 ✓ 4.2      na 74

6 Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX100 VII 1,299 304 59x102x44 20 60x45 ✓ 8 ✓      na 73

7 Fujifilm XF10 499 291 65x112x44 24 62x41 ✓ 1      na 64

8 Canon PowerShot SX740 HS 419 300 66x110x40 20 60x45 40      na 61

9 Canon Ixus 285 HS 209 147 58x99x23 20 60x45 12      na 59

10 Sony Cyber-shot DSC-HX99 470 242 61x102x36 18 60x45 ✓ 28 ✓✓      na 58

11 Fujifilm FinePix XP140 199 210 71x111x33 16 59x44 5       53

12 Panasonic Lumix DMC-FT30 139 143 59x103x22 16 53x40 4       48

13 Canon Ixus 185 119 128 55x95x22 20 54x40 8      na 48

Bridge cameras

14 Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ1000 639 871 101x143x131 20 62x41 16 ✓      na 76

15 Panasonic Lumix DMC-FZ1000II 850 861 97x137x139 20 63x42 ✓ 16 ✓      na 71

16 Nikon Coolpix P1000 1,149 1,500 120x147x203 16 65x48 125 ✓      na 62

17 Sony Cyber-shot DSC-HX350 349 682 93x130x115 20 60x45 50 ✓      na 59

18 Sony Cyber-shot DSC-HX400V 399 695 96x130x114 20 60x45 50 ✓      na 52

19 Canon PowerShot SX70 HS 500 650 92x128x125 20 60x45 65 ✓      na 47

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop around.
Resolution: Effective pixel count, stated in 
millions of pixels.
Weight: The weight of the camera in grams, 
with the battery included.

TEST PERFORMANCE
Image quality: Rating includes the quality 
of photos taken of different scenes using 
the automatic mode, taking into account 
resolution of the images, colour reproduction, 
sharpness, and distortion in both normal and 
low-light settings and the effectiveness of the 
flash and image stabilisation features. 
Ease of use: Rating includes the ease of 
following the manual in addition to how well 
the camera handles in everyday use in terms of 
taking photos and videos, adjusting settings, 
navigating menus and inserting and removing 
the memory card and battery.
Video quality: Recorded on the highest-quality 
video settings in both bright-light and low-light 
conditions, videos are scored for resolution of 
detail, fluency of playback and audio quality.
Monitor and viewfinder: Rating for the clarity 
and resolution quality of the image displayed 
on the monitor both in bright and poor light 
and for the size, accuracy, and usability of the 
viewfinder in a range of lighting conditions.
Versatility: Rating includes the range of 
settings both for still photos and video footage, 
the lens settings on offer and the connectivity 
options.
Outdoor: Rating includes the resolution quality 
and colour reproduction of photos taken under 
water as well as how the camera fared in water 
pressure, water immersion and shock tests.

*Outdoor tests are only performed on rugged waterproof cameras.
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Bigger weekly shops and more food eaten at 
home add up to greater pressure on our fridge 
freezers – but which ones are up to the job?  

PRODUCT TESTS / Fridge Freezers

Clodagh O'Donoghue

At a glance

• 20 fridge freezers on test
• Six Choice Buys

Fridge 
Freezers

long been testing all these aspects of 
fridge freezers but their findings are 
taking on renewed significance for those 
looking for a new appliance at this time.  
With 20 fridge freezers in our current 
batch, our testers have found six Choice 
Buy models that stand out from the 
crowd.

Fridge freezers on test
Depending on what you are looking for, 
you can spend a little or a lot on your 
fridge freezer, with appliances in our 
current batch ranging in price from a 
relatively affordable €350 to a whopping 
€2,200.  Size and interior capacity varies 
hugely, however, clearly impacting price, 
as do the features on offer, with some 
appliances providing little more than 
basic cold storage whereas others boast 

stylish design, water and ice dispensers, 
frost-free technology, door alarms, smart 
capabilities, and more.  So, it is a question 
of determining the space you have 
available in your kitchen, what you are 
willing to spend, and what features you 
will find most useful in order to identify 
the model that best suits your needs 
within your budget.
  In terms of size, you will need 
to factor in not only the appliance’s 
dimensions but the air gaps required 
around it as recommended by the 
manufacturer.  On our table below, we 
provide the height, width and depth of 
each model rounded upwards to the 
nearest centimetre but you will also 
probably need to leave an extra few 
centimetres of space around these 
appliances for the air to circulate – the 

Food has been top of mind for many of 
us in recent months and, now more than 
ever, we are looking to our fridge freezers 
to ensure reliable and convenient cold 
storage as we cope with challenging 
new realities.  As we continue to try to 
minimise trips to supermarkets and 
with eating at home assuming greater 
importance, our fridge freezers are 
having to accommodate larger supplies 
of food.  As a result, we have a new-found 
appreciation of appliances that can 
quickly and efficiently cool and freeze 
big batches of newly added fresh food, 
that will keep everything at reliably safe 
temperatures, that are spacious enough 
to accommodate a week’s supply and 
with storage that is flexible and can 
be configured and reconfigured to fit 
everything in.  Our independent labs have 
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manufacturer’s manual will stipulate 
the amount of space to allow – so 
this should be taken into account in 
any measurements.  Some models 
have reversible doors to give you more 
positioning options and, if your appliance 
has to be located next to a wall, make sure 
that all shelves are removable with the 
door at a 90° angle, as this is important 
for access and cleaning.

  Fridge freezers come in a 
variety of styles and configurations, 
with American-style side-by-side 
models, multi-door appliances and more 
traditional fridge freezers on offer.  The 
vast majority of fridge freezers on the 
market and in our current test have 
the freezer compartment positioned 
on the bottom of the appliance.  This 
is because the fridge compartment, 
where fresh produce is kept, is used a 
lot more than the freezer compartment, 
so it is much more convenient to have 
the fridge section at eye level where it 
is easily accessible and where there 
is no bending involved.  Also on test is 
one American-style side-by-side fridge 
freezer, where a tall fridge compartment 
sits alongside a tall freezer compartment, 
each with its own door.  In addition, there 
are three multi-door appliances in our 
current batch.  Multi-door fridge freezers 
have two doors opening onto a fridge 
compartment on top and another two 
doors for the freezer compartment below 
or the freezer section may alternatively 
comprise of a number of external drawers.  
Whereas side-by-side fridge freezers tend 
to be high-end, high-priced items, multi-
door appliances can have far lower price 
tags depending on the brand and model.  
  Another aspect to consider is 
how your fridge/freezer space is divided.  

Whether you need a 70/30, 60/40 or 50/50 
fridge freezer combination depends on 
the type and amount of food you buy 
and how much freezing you do.  Some 
new high-end appliances have a feature 
that allows you to swap the role of one 
section of the appliance at the touch of 
a button to provide extra fridge space or 
extra freezer space as your needs change 
or to finely tune the temperatures in 
different areas of the appliance – from 
8°C right down to -25°C – to optimise food 
freshness and shelf life.
  With the big weekly shop taking 
on greater importance in the current 
challenging circumstances, you will need 
a fridge freezer that is roomy enough 
to fit it all and to also allow you to take 
advantage of the odd two-for-one bargain 
while avoiding bulk buying.   When it 
comes to an appliance’s claimed capacity, 
you should be aware that manufacturers 
typically take their measurements with all 
of the shelves and door racks removed – 
which is not the way you will be using your 
fridge and freezer space.   In contrast, our 
independent tests measure the amount 
of usable space with the various storage 
features left inside the fridge freezer to 
give an indication of how much food the 
appliance will actually hold.  Our findings 
for each model are contained on the table 
below.

  Importantly, the fridge and 
freezer compartments will need to be 
capable of swift and powerful cooling and 
freezing, as the faster food is brought 
down to low, safe temperatures, the 
more freshness and nutrients are locked 
in.  Fast-cool and fast-freeze settings 
are nice to have on hand to provide a 
power boost and speed up the process 
as needed, such as when adding the 
weekly supermarket shop or big batches 
of freshly cooked food.  Temperature 
stability is also key, as appliances must 
be able to withstand fluctuating room 
temperatures due to seasonal changes 
or times of the day and maintain a steady 
interior temperature throughout the 
compartments to ensure uncompromised 
food safety.  And as these appliances 
are always on, they should be energy 
efficient to keep down electricity costs 
and, ideally, be nicely quiet as they work 
away to avoid a constant irritating hum in 
the background.  Our testers considered 
all these aspects and more to assess 20 
fridge models of various types currently 
on the market.  The results are featured 
on our table below with six models 
achieving sufficiently high scores to be 
deemed worthy Choice Buys.   
  When choosing the appliance 
that best fits your kitchen, needs and 
budget, a final element to consider 
is brand reputation and consumer 
associations have noted that the 
Whirlpool Corp., which includes the 
Hotpoint and Indesit brands, has dealt 
poorly in recent years with a significant 
product safety issue involving tumble 
dryers.  Although there is now, finally, 
a product recall under way, there are 
numerous reports by consumers both 
in Ireland and the UK of unacceptable 
delays in actually receiving replacement 
dryers or other forms of redress.  A 
brand’s reputation and its track record in 
dealing with customer issues is always 
worth taking into account when making 
your purchasing decision.

35
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The Choice Buy Kenwood KMD60X19 impressed 
our testers with its first-class cooling and freezing 
performance and its ability to keep temperatures 
perfectly stable within the appliance regardless 
of how temperatures might fluctuate in the 
surrounding room.  The fridge compartment is 
super-speedy at chilling contents down to lock in 
freshness, and the freezer compartment is equally 
excellent at quickly freezing fresh food to seal in 
nutrients.  This is a fairly modestly priced multi-door 
appliance with decent dimensions.  Two doors 
open onto the fridge compartment into which you 
will be able to fit 141 litres of fresh food over four 
shelves – two of which are height adjustable – three 
door racks, a bottle shelf and a crisper drawer.  The 
freezer compartment comprises of two external 
drawers that will accommodate up to 86 litres 
of food and frost-free technology ensures that 
you won’t have to manually defrost it.  This is an 
extremely energy-efficient fridge freezer that works 
away quietly and that is fairly easy to use overall.  
Handy features include a fast-freeze function, 
a holiday mode, and an alarm that sounds if you 
accidentally leave a fridge door open.

1. Kenwood KMD60X19 €490 
(Freestanding)

Integrated models typically struggle to equal the 
performance of their freestanding counterparts but 
the Choice Buy Siemens KI86FPF30G more than 
delivers in terms of its chilling and freezing ability 
and is easy to use and clean into the bargain.  This 
appliance is exceptionally quiet as well as being very 
frugal in terms of energy consumption.  It offers very 
powerful and swift chilling in the fridge compartment 
and is pretty fast at freezing contents also, with stable 
temperatures reliably maintained throughout the 
interior.  The fridge compartment offers 112 litres of 
usable space, while the freezer compartment has 
a usable capacity of just 48 litres.  Fridge storage 
is nicely flexible, however, as two of the three glass 
shelves are height adjustable and one can be turned 
into a half-width shelf to accommodate taller items.   
There are also two full-width, humidity-controllable 
drawers and two door racks in the fridge, while the 
freezer space features a shallow tray for ice cubes 
plus two drawers, one of which is extra-deep to 
accommodate bulky items.  Digital controls allow for 
straightforward operation and supercool and fast-
freeze settings are on hand for use as needed.

3. Siemens KI86FPF30G 
€1,611 (Built-in)

4. Hisense RQ563N4AI1 
€980 (Freestanding)

With a positively eye-watering price tag, the Choice 
Buy LG GSX961MCVZ combines high performance 
and innovative features with cavernous dimensions.   
Freezing food down to safe temperatures is very 
speedy while the fridge compartment is a bit slower 
to chill contents.  Once everything is cooled, however, 
interior temperatures remain perfectly stable to 
ensure impeccable food safety.  The fridge section 
accommodates a whopping 289 litres of food, while 
the freezer compartment holds a generous 145 
litres.   A non-plumb water and ice dispenser is 
provided on one door while the other door offers LG’s 
InstaView technology, whereby two knocks on the 
mirrored panel turn on an interior light to let you see 
the contents – you can then open a smaller access 
door to grab an item without opening the full door 
and letting heat escape.  Despite its considerable 
size, this LG model is both extremely energy efficient 
and nicely quiet, and smart capabilities mean that 
it can be monitored and controlled remotely via the 
SmartThinQ app.  The LG GSX961MCVZ has a striking 
black steel finish and this model is also available in a 
stylish metallic version, the LG GSX961NSVZ.

6. Kenwood KNF70X19 €530 
(Freestanding)

The Choice Buy Samsung RB38R7737S9 is a pricey 
appliance that will deliver impressive cooling 
and freezing performance and that has a neat 
trick up its sleeve. With a stylish steel finish, this 
Samsung model offers 190 litres of fridge space 
over four shelves, plus a bottle shelf, four door 
racks, and two chiller drawers.  In terms of freezer 
space, this appliance has a capacity of almost 
100 litres over three drawers. What’s more, with 
the manufacturer’s CoolSelect Plus technology, 
you can convert one zone from fridge space to 
freezer space or vice versa depending on your 
needs for added storage flexibility. The fridge 
compartment does a great job of chilling food 
down to safe temperatures swiftly and the freezer 
compartment is particularly speedy, efficiently 
freezing all contents to preserve freshness.  
Temperatures in the interior of both compartments 
will remain rock solid, regardless of fluctuating 
temperatures outside. This fridge freezer works 
away quietly in your kitchen making little impact 
on electricity bills thanks to its excellent energy 
efficiency.  Useful features include a fast-freeze 
setting, a holiday mode and alarms to alert you if a 
door has been left open.

2. Samsung RB38R7737S9 
€1,150 (Freestanding)

 
5. LG GSX961MCVZ €2,200 
(Freestanding)

The Choice Buy Hisense RQ563N4AI1 is an 
attractive American-style fridge freezer that 
offers plenty of high-end features and impressive 
versatility.  This multi-door model has four doors, 
with the top two doors opening onto generous 
fridge space of almost 207 litres spread over four 
shelves, two crisper drawers and six door racks in 
all.  Storage capacity in the freezer compartment 
is almost 103 litres over six drawers.  Unusually, 
you can assign different temperatures to different 
areas of this appliance for maximum control over 
your food freshness, with the top two zones of 
the fridge offering temperatures of between 2°C 
and 8°C, while the bottom right freezer section 
can be set to between -5°C and -18°C and the 
bottom left zone can be turned into a deep freeze 
with temperatures set to as low as -25°C.  Setting 
temperatures is straightforward via the LED 
touch control panel.  Our tests showed that this 
appliance offered brilliantly fast cooling ability in 
the fridge section but that its freezing power was 
only about average.  Very stable temperatures are 
effortlessly maintained, however, and this Hisense 
model is fairly energy efficient to run.

The Choice Buy Kenwood KNF70X19 is a spacious 
fridge freezer that scored very well across our 
stringent tests.  Food popped into the fridge 
compartment will be cooled down quickly, though the 
freezer is a little slower at getting contents frozen, 
and temperatures will not fluctuate inside this 
appliance, keeping your food safe even when ambient 
temperatures rise and fall due to seasonal changes. 
What’s more, there are fast-cool and fast-freeze 
settings on hand to provide a power boost and speed 
up the process as needed, such as when adding the 
weekly supermarket shop.  The fridge section can 
hold a very generous 240 litres of food across three 
glass shelves, two small crisper drawers, a full-width 
chiller drawer and four height-adjustable door racks.  
Meanwhile, the freezer provides a usable capacity of 
almost 79 litres in its three plastic drawers.  Despite 
its sizeable dimensions, this appliance is very energy 
efficient and it offers frost-free technology along with 
digital controls and a holiday mode. Some storage 
features are not as solidly built as testers would have 
liked and cleaning can be fiddly due to dirt-trapping 
nooks and crannies.
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS TEST PERFORMANCE   SCORE 

Price 
(€)

Freestand-
ing or  

Built-in  
(F or B)

Fridge  
freezer  

configuration

Size (cm)  
(hxwxd)*

Frost-
free 

freezer

Usable 
fridge  

volume 
(litres)

Usable  
freezer  
volume 
(litres)

Energy use 
(15%)

Cooling 
power 
(25%)

Freezing 
power 
(15%)

Ease of use 
(15%)

Recom-
mended 

thermostat 
setting 
(10%)

Tempera-
ture stability 

(changing 
room tem-
peratures) 

(10%)

Tempera-
ture stabil-
ity (room 
tempera-

ture of 25°) 
(5%)

Noise  and 
vibrations 

(5%)

Freezer 
insulation 

(0%)

%

1 Kenwood KMD60X19 490 F Multi-door 185.5x63.5x60.1 ✓ 141.1 86.4          86

2 Samsung RB38R7737S9 1,150 F
Freezer on 

bottom
192.8x59.9x60.4 ✓ 190.2 99.5          84

3 Siemens KI86FPF30G
1,611 

online
B

Freezer on 
bottom

176.5x56x51.6 ✓ 112.4 47.9          83

4 Hisense RQ563N4AI1 980 F Multi-door 181.5x79.6x62.3 ✓ 206.8 102.8          76

5 LG GSX961MCVZ 2,200 F Side-by-side 179x92.7x62.3 ✓ 288.8 144.6          76

6 Kenwood KNF70X19 530 F
Freezer on 

bottom
188.2x70.6x62.1 ✓ 240.7 78.5          75

7 Haier HB20FPAAA 1,100 F
Freezer on 

bottom
200.7x70.8x60.2 ✓ 248 90.4          74

8 Samsung BRB260031WW 900 B
Freezer on 

bottom
177.4x54.6x51.5 ✓ 133 47          71

9 Hotpoint FFU3D.1X 700 F Multi-door 194.8x69.8x53.3 ✓ 230.4 120.7          65

10 Liebherr CUel2831 599 F
Freezer on 

bottom
161.1x55x55.7 167.1 40.2          60

11 Bush BI7030FF 350 B
Freezer on 

bottom
177x54.1x50 ✓ 124.2 41.8          57

12 Beko CFG1501W 410 F
Freezer on 

bottom
200.8x54.6x52.4 ✓ 114.2 94.6          57

13 Liebherr CUel 3331 640 F
Freezer on 

bottom
181.3x55.2x55.7 166.6 63.4          56

14 Bush BI5050FF 350 B
Freezer on 

bottom
176.9x54.3x49.9 ✓ 96.9 55.4          55

15 Hoover HVRDS 6172RKH 720 F Freezer on top 175.9x59.8x53.3 186.9 57.1          49

16 Beko CSP1685PS 450 F
Freezer on 

bottom
184.1x60.3x57.4 184 63.7          47

17 Indesit LR6S1WUK.1 330 F
Freezer on 

bottom
158.6x59.8x59.5 145.4 49.9          44

18 Bush B60185FFB 370 F
Freezer on 

bottom
186.1x52.3x61.7 ✓ 162.1 59.6          43

19 Bush B60185FFWTDW 390 F
Freezer on 

bottom
186.1x52.3x61.7 ✓ 158.7 59.6          41

20 Hisense RB327N4WC/1 370 F
Freezer on 

bottom
181.9x55.4x49.6 ✓ 138.2 60.1          26

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five.

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

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

*The dimensions given are the minimum size, not including air gaps or spaces recommended by the manufacturer.
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One good turn…our 
seven Choice Buy  
tumble dryers  
combine high  
performance with low 
energy consumption.

Tumble Dryers

PRODUCT TESTS / Tumble Dryers

REPORT by Clodagh O'Donoghue

At a glance
• 18 tumble dryers on test
• The lengths we go to
• Seven Choice Buys

A spot of good weather in the summer 
months can make for excellent outdoor 
clothes drying but, once the autumn 
and winter roll around again, many 
of us have little option other than to 
revert to using a tumble dryer.  The best 
appliances are those that combine great 
drying performance with minimal energy 
use, benefiting both the planet and our 
pocket.
  Heat pump condenser dryers 
appeared on the market some years 
ago and, every year, there are more and 
more heat pump models available with 
fewer condenser and vented dryers 
on shop floors.  Given the far superior 
energy efficiency of heat pump dryers, 
this trend makes perfect environmental 
sense.  Although the initial purchase 
price for these appliances is higher, 
significant savings can be made in the 
form of reduced running costs and lower 
electricity bills.  At the top end of the 
market, heat pump dryers have very hefty 
price tags in the region of €1,000 or even 

more.  However, increasingly, mid-range 
models are appearing that often deliver 
very decent results.   Of the models in 
our current test, the vast majority are 
heat pump dryers and all of our seven 
Choice Buys are found in this category.   
Vented dryers are becoming particularly 
scarce on the ground, with only one in 
our current batch.  You can compare the 
results of the 13 heat pump condenser 
dryers, four conventional condenser 
dryers and one vented dryer on test on 
our table below.

Tumble dryers on test
Most of the tumble dryers in our test and 
on shop floors are condenser dryers, in 
which water from wet laundry is collected 
in a removable container located within 
the appliance.  This water tank will need 
to be emptied regularly, though some 
models also have a hose option that will 
allow you to run water off through a drain 
instead.   The addition in recent years 
of heat pump technology to condenser 
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dryers means that warm air is reused 
within the appliance, passing through 
the condenser when it leaves the drum 
to once again work on drying the clothes.  
This recycling of the warm air makes 
these appliances extremely energy 
efficient – with all heat pump models 
in our test significantly outperforming 
conventional condenser and vented 
dryers in terms of energy use.   The more 
frequently you use your tumble dryer, the 
more important the machine’s energy 
usage – so heavy users will particularly 
appreciate low energy consumption that 
translates into lower electricity bills. 
The reduced running costs of heat pump 
machines also help to offset the much-
higher initial purchase price.   
  The main drawback of heat 
pump dryers has traditionally been slow 
speeds, leaving you waiting for your dry 
laundry, but drying times have been 
improving, with some coming close to 
rivalling condenser models as can be 
seen from our current test results.  In 
addition, some machines allow you to 
speed up the cycle to reduce drying 
times, though this will have a knock-on 
effect in the form of increased energy use 
– so you will be choosing between saving 
time and saving energy.  
  Whereas vented dryers expel 
the moisture extracted from wet laundry 
through a hose hung out of a window 
or attached to a vent, condenser and 
heat pump dryers collect the moisture 
in a water reservoir or tank.  A good 
condenser will trap all the moisture 
inside the appliance until the tank is 
emptied, but a poor one will leak steam 
and moist air into your home, potentially 
creating damp and mould problems 
and causing difficulties for those with 
respiratory conditions.  Our tests assess 
condenser efficiency and have found 
huge discrepancies between the best and 
worst performers. 
  Manufacturers have been 
working to improve performance by 
installing increasingly accurate sensors 
that detect when all moisture from a 
laundry load has been eliminated, at 
which point they will stop the cycle to 
avoid energy wastage and overdrying 
that could damage clothes.  Recent 
innovations include reverse action drums 
that change the direction of rotation 
periodically to avoid tangling of clothes 
and reduce creasing.   Some machines 
further offer an anti-crease feature 
whereby the drum continues to gently 
tumble clothes at intervals after the cycle 

has ended until you are ready to unload 
your laundry.  
  Tumble dryers often offer 
the ability to delay the start time to a 
later point in the day, sometimes up 
to 24 hours away.  Moreover, the most 
advanced models have smart capabilities 
that enable you to remotely control 
your tumble dryer, generally via an app 
downloaded onto a smartphone or tablet.  
It must be said that, though both of these 
features may be appealing, from a safety 
perspective, tumble dryers should be set 
to run at times when you are at home and 
awake.  Tumble dryers have been shown 
to occasionally be the cause of house 
fires in the past and so it is not advisable 
to leave them totally unattended and 
having a working smoke alarm in the 
vicinity is strongly recommended.   High-
end appliances with wi-fi connectivity 
may also let you download additional 
programmes or diagnose or troubleshoot 
common problems.  

The lengths we go to…

In our independent labs, tumble dryers are put to work to assess their drying 
performance, energy use, condenser efficiency and more. To measure 
how well each model dries clothes, two programmes are scrutinised – one 
70%-capacity cottons loads containing jeans, towels and other everyday 
items and a full synthetics load, containing a mix of polyester, polycotton 
and cotton items including shirts. These loads are weighed before the test, 
after they have been given a wetting, and after the programme to assess how 
much water they still contain and their humidity level is also measured.  This 
process is repeated three times for each of the two test loads and a rating for 
drying performance is given.  To measure the evenness of drying throughout 
the load, each individual item in the cottons load is weighed after the cycle to 
gauge dryness.
  The creasing rating is provided by three expert laboratory assessors 
who rate the ease of ironing the shirts in the synthetics load after being dried 
in the tumble dryer.  These experts rate the level of creasing on the back of the 
shirt as well as on the button edge, from one to five. A rating of one indicates 
that the shirt will be extremely difficult to iron, while a rating of five indicates 
that only light ironing will be needed and the shirt will be easier to iron than if 
it was air-dried.
  When it comes to condenser efficiency, our testers compare the 
amount of water in the machine’s reservoir or tank after a cycle has finished 
with the amount of water in the clothes before drying.  Any discrepancies 
indicate the amount of water that has leaked out of the appliance and into the 
air as steam. 
  Three laboratory experts also assess how easy each machine is to 
use, looking at such aspects as the clarity of the instruction manual, the ease 
of opening and closing the door, the size of the door opening, whether the door 
stays open or swings closed, the presence of an interior drum light, whether 
the operating controls are clearly labelled and intuitive to use and the ease of 
cleaning the condenser, heat pump exchanger and filters.
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The Choice Buy Miele TCF 640 offers plenty of features alongside 
impressive energy efficiency and great drying performance. This 
machine does a good job of getting both cottons and synthetics 
thoroughly dry, with fairly even results so you won’t find too many 
soggy patches left in an otherwise dry load.  For those in a rush, this is 
also a pretty speedy appliance and the heat pump technology ensures 
that energy use is kept to a minimum. The range of drying programmes 
on offer includes dedicated settings for delicates, denim, woollens 
and bed linen and programming this machine is easy via the dial and 
touch control panel. Testers were impressed with the efficiency of the 
condenser, which excels at trapping moisture to prevent a build-up of 
humidity and steam in the surrounding room. The 8kg-capacity drum 
offers an interior light to aid visibility when unloading and it changes 
the direction of its rotation periodically to cut down on tangling and 
creasing of clothes as they dry. Handy features include the ability to 
delay the start time by up to 24 hours and to pause programmes to let 
you pop a forgotten item into the drum.

3. Miele TCF 640 €1,050  
(Heat pump condenser dryer)

The  Choice Buy LG FDJ608W is a smart machine that dries excellently 
for those who are not in too much of a hurry for the finished results.  
Whether you put on a cottons or a synthetics load, this LG model can 
be relied upon to get your laundry thoroughly dried with little risk of odd 
soggy patches. This 8kg-capacity heat pump dryer is very frugal in terms 
of energy consumption, keeping ongoing costs low, and its condenser 
scored top marks for efficiency, maintaining moisture inside with little 
or no damp escaping. Speed is not this machine’s strong point, however, 
with cottons loads taking a particularly long time to dry, and although it 
can be programmed for shorter cycle times using the manufacturer’s Eco 
Hybrid technology, this will have a trade-off in terms of increased energy 
use. Those who detest ironing will be happy with the relatively low level of 
creasing this machine produces and a self-cleaning micro filter captures 
fluff as it passes through the condenser unit, helping to maintain high 
performance. This is one of the quietest tumble dryers on test and wi-fi 
connectivity allows for remote operation and monitoring, downloading 
additional programmes and trouble-shooting problems.

4. LG FDJ608W €1,100  
(Heat pump condenser dryer) 

The Choice Buy Miele TSJ 663 is undoubtedly extremely expensive 
but it delivers a first-class drying performance with plenty of high-
end features.  Whether you pop in a cottons or a synthetics load, your 
clothes will emerge perfectly and evenly dried thanks to effective 
sensors that accurately detect when moisture has been eliminated.  
Drying times are only about average, however, so this may not suit 
those who regularly find themselves in a hurry for their finished 
laundry. This Miele model particularly impressed testers with its low 
energy consumption, keeping running costs to a minimum, and its top-
notch condenser efficiency, preventing moisture from escaping into 
the surrounding room. The drum holds a generous 9kg of cottons and 
it reverses the direction of its rotation at irregular intervals to prevent 
your clothes getting into a tangle, thereby reducing creasing and 
improving the evenness of results. Programming is straightforward via 
the control panel, and loading and unloading is easy with an interior 
drum light to help you spot the odd stray sock lurking at the back. 
Advanced features include smart connectivity that allows you to 
control and monitor this machine remotely and a pause function to let 
you add a forgotten item mid-cycle.

1. Miele TSJ 663 €1,527  
(Heat pump condenser dryer)

The Choice Buy LG FDV909W is a high-performing heat pump 
condenser dryer that is very frugal in terms of energy consumption 
while delivering excellent drying results. Not the fastest of machines, 
you will have to wait a while for your dry clothes, particularly cottons 
loads, and though you can opt to speed up the process, this will use 
more energy. Once the cycle has come to an end, however, clothes 
will emerge from the spacious 9kg drum thoroughly dry with even 
results throughout. What’s more, this LG model does a great job of 
reducing creases so that you won’t have to spend too long with the 
iron in your hand afterwards. The condenser in this machine scored 
top marks in our tests for capturing moisture and not letting it escape 
into the surrounding room to cause damp and mould problems.With 
wi-fi connectivity, this smart machine can link to other LG appliances 
or you can download new programmes and troubleshoot problems 
via LG’s SmartThinQ app. Tumble dryers are not known for their quiet 
operation but this one is a lot less noisy than most and testers found it 
straightforward to programme and use.

2. LG FDV909W €1,000  
(Heat pump condenser dryer)
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The Choice Buy Bosch WTR88T81GB is a super all-rounder, scoring 
highly across all of our stringent tests. This 8kg-capacity machine 
does a very good job of getting both cottons and synthetics perfectly 
dried, with fairly even results throughout the load and few soggy 
surprises. Electricity costs are kept low thanks to excellent energy 
efficiency and, though heat pump dryers are traditionally on the slow 
side, this Bosch model is pretty fast at the task in hand and there is 
a quick-dry option for smaller loads. Further speeding up the entire 
laundry process, your clothes won’t be too creased when they emerge 
from the drum, cutting down on the time spent ironing, and there is an 
additional anti-crease option to gently tumble drum contents at the 
end of the cycle for up to 60 minutes until you are ready to unload it.  
Other handy features on this easy-to-use appliance include a drum 
light to aid visibility when unloading, a delay timer to start a cycle at a 
later point, and an indicator to let you know when it is time to remove 
and clean the micro filter.

7. Bosch WTR88T81GB €600 
(Heat pump condenser dryer)

The Choice Buy Miele TSF 643 WP will do a great job of getting your 
laundry thoroughly dry at the same time as keeping running costs 
to a minimum. This machine can cope with 8kg of cottons and 4kg 
of synthetics, which should serve medium-sized households well, 
and the heat pump technology ensures superb energy efficiency.  
Meanwhile, the condenser excels at trapping moisture from the 
drum and condensing it in the water tank to prevent moist air from 
escaping.  The automatic sensors on this Miele model do sterling work 
of detecting when the clothes inside are dry with results that are fairly 
even throughout the load. A reverse action drum helps to reduce the 
tangling of laundry, cutting down on creasing and the amount of time 
you will have to spend ironing afterwards. The user-friendly dial and 
touch control panel lets you choose between a range of specialist 
programmes as well as setting the delay timer or pausing the cycle 
to add a forgotten item to the drum.  As with many Miele models, a 
fragrance can be added to the lint filter through the Fragrance Dos 
feature to give a pleasant scent to your laundry.

5. Miele TSF 643 WP €1,088  
(Heat pump condenser dryer)

The Choice Buy Miele TCB 140 WP impressed our testers with its 
outstanding energy efficiency and low running costs while drying 
laundry to a high standard.  Unusually, there is no window on the 
drum door so you won’t be able to view your clothes as they spin but 
you can rely on the automatic sensors to accurately judge when both 
cottons and synthetics loads are thoroughly dried. You will be able to 
dry up to 7kg of cottons or 4kg of synthetics in the reverse action drum, 
which alters the direction of its rotation to reduce tangling.  Laundry 
emerged pretty creased in tests, however, so you will need to keep a 
good iron to hand. A quick-dry programme is on offer to dry smaller 
loads in a hurry but this machine is very speedy anyway.  Programming 
is straightforward via a dial, digital display and touch controls and you 
can delay the start time by up to 24 hours or pause a cycle midway 
through.  Potential purchasers should be aware that this Miele model 
is quite noisy, which may be a problem depending on where it is 
installed in your home. 

6.  Miele TCB 140 WP €899  
(Heat pump condenser dryer)
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Bosch
tel 01 450 2655
www.bosch-home.ie

LG
tel 01 686 9454  
www.lg.com/uk/

Miele Ireland
tel 01 461 0710
www.miele.ie

Useful contacts
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MODEL SPECIFICATIONS TEST PERFORMANCE   SCORE 

Price
Size (cm) 
(hxwxd)

Energy 
label

Capacity 
(kg)

Smartphone 
programme 

control

Exactness of programme  (50%) Programme time (10%)

Energy use 
(10%)

Condenser 
efficiency 

(10%)

Ease of use 
(10%)

Creasing 
(5%)

Noise (5%)
Cottons load

Synthetics 
load

Evenness of 
drying 

Overall  
exactness of 
programme 

score

Cottons load
Synthetics 

load

Overall 
programme 
time score

%

Heat pump condenser dryer

1 Miele TSJ 663 WP
1,527 

online
85x59.5x64.5 A+++ 9 ✓             78

2 LG FDV909W 1,000 84.5x59.5x66 A+++ 9 ✓             77

3 Miele TCF 640 WP 1,050 84.5x59.5x64 A+++ 8             76

4 LG FDJ608W 1,100 84.5x59.5x66 A+++ 8 ✓             75

5 Miele TSF 643 WP
1,088 
online

85x59.5x64.5 A+++ 8             74

6 Miele TCB 140 WP 899 84.5x59.5x64.5 A++ 7             74

7 Bosch WTR88T81GB 600 84x59.5x66.5 A+++ 8             73

8 Beko DTBP10011W 550 85x59.5x65 A+ 10             70

9 Hotpoint NT M11 82 500 85x59.5x65 A++ 8             68

10 Zanussi ZDH8903W 479 85x59.5x66 A+ 8             67

11
Sharp KD-HHH8S7GW2-
EN

400 85x59.5x62.5 A++ 8             67

12 Bosch WTH84000GB/01 499 84x59.5x64.5 A+ 8             64

13 Zanussi ZDH8333PZ1 550 85x60x67.5 A+ 8             60

Condenser dryer

14 Indesit IDCE8450BH 299 85x59.5x64 B 8             68

15 Beko DTGCE7010W 280 84.5x59.5x57.5 B 7             64

16 Whirlpool FT CM10 8B 449 85x59.5x66 B 8             56

17 Hoover DX C10DG-80 370 84.5x60x62.5 B 10             47

Vented dryer

18 Beko DTGV8000 260 84.5x59.5x59 C 8         n/a    58

USING THE TABLE

Star ratings are out of five.

SPECIFICATIONS 
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop 
around.  Prices found online only are 
indicated.
Capacity: The stated capacity of the 
appliance for a full load of cottons.

TEST PERFORMANCE
Exactness of programme: A rating for 
the results delivered by the drying 
programme for both a cottons  load and 
a synthetics load including whether all 
items are evenly dried or some are still 
soggy while others are dry.
Programme time: A rating for the time 
taken to complete the programme on 
both a cottons load and a synthetics 
load.
Condenser efficiency: A rating for how 
little water from the laundry escapes 
from the dryer.
Creasing: A rating for the extent to 
which the items that have been dried 
are creased and in need of ironing.  The 
higher the score, the less creasing 
produced.
Ease of use: Rating includes the ease of 
loading and programming the appliance 
and of removing the water container and 
cleaning lint filters and heat exchangers.
Energy use: A rating for the energy 
consumption of the appliance when it is 
in operation and on standby.
Noise: A rating for how noisy the 
appliance is at the loudest part of the 
drying cycle.  The higher the score, the 
less noise the appliance makes.
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