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Dear Member,
We are in the grip of exceptionally challenging price increases
across the board of every item the average consumer buys.
From the house or room, its furnishing, lighting, heating and
maintenance; our food, clothing and entertainment; transport,
education and health – each come at an increased cost and all
are now under constant watch for affordability.
The recent statistic of how 12% of households (223,000) in
Ireland have a net wealth in excess of €1 million suggests
otherwise. But is this not a quick attention-grabbing headline
to serve only to frustrate many for whom simply paying rent
and buying food is a weekly challenge? The €1 million is likely
correct but is a reflection of house values that, realistically, to the
settled owner, means very little in terms of real wealth.

allowance. This is not to diminish the generosity of the action
but rather to focus upon its value to the user.
If we are to approach Christmas with true consideration of
those in need then we can only hope that it is reflected in the
generosity of contributions to the many charitable and notfor-profit organisations that will be seeking to make the future
bright for those less fortunate.
If you can, then give to where it can do most good - for the
average person for the year ahead.

What it does reflect, however, is how the term ‘average’ requires
considerable engagement with in terms of the actual cost of
living and paying for the basics of the listed items above. It
is why, for example, there was utter frustration at a blanket
allowance to all and sundry in terms of an energy bill
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News Briefs by Dermott Jewell

NEWS BRIEFS

Slow To React Or Protect

The Irish Council of Civil Liberties (ICCL), in a recent letter to the
European Ombudsman, raised its concerns to the European Commission for what it sees as a potential failing to properly monitor Ireland’s
GDPR enforcement. Notably, the Irish data watchdog acts as the EU’s
lead data supervisor for several major US tech players that have European headquarters in Ireland. It is now some nine months since the EU
Ombudsman, Emily O’Reilly, opened an inquiry into the European Commission’s monitoring of how data protection rules are applied in Ireland.
In that letter, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen was
requested to provide a detailed and comprehensive account of the details
it has collected on the manner and means through which the Irish Data
Protection Commission (DPC) applies GDPR.
Many consumer bodies across the Member States and including BEUC, of which the CAI is the Irish Member, have been critical of
the DPC over how it has been handling GDPR complaints against tech
companies such as Meta, Google and Apple. GDPR came into effect in
2018 and gives regulators the power of investigation and the potential to
issue fines against companies of up to 4% of their global turnover or €20
million, whichever is greater, for violating Europe’s data protection rules.
With this in context the lack of detail, at this point, is a matter of concern
for the effectiveness of the provisions and, certainly, of the robustness of
their enforcement.

Face to Face Advertising
Netflix is now launching its cheaper subscription option with advertising in twelve countries. In the US, as the streaming service focuses
on drawing in more viewers, the new plan will cost $6.99 (€6.99) per
month with an average of five minutes of advertisements per hour playing before and during shows and movies. However, this is a limited plan
through which certain movies and TV shows won’t be available to view
due to licensing restrictions, but Netflix said it is working on this issue.
In the other countries (UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, France, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Japan, Korea, Mexico) this cheaper option is now available
since November 3rd. Netflix had resisted inserting advertisements for
many years, but the loss of some 200,000 subscribers in the first quarter of this year - the first loss in over ten years – triggered the change of
policy. In addition, Netflix has had to react to the launches of Disney+
in 2019, HBO Max in 2020 and Paramount+ in 2021. Disney has become
the key rival for Netflix and the subscription gains by them illustrate this
very clearly. That said, as they also are about to introduce new pricing
and advertising content, while there may be a battle to attract the consumer, it will still come at a cost to that consumer. In an environment
of increasing inflation, where affordability and value for money are of
primary concern, some may simply choose to flick off.

BUT NO MENTION OF SPEED
A Swedish micro-mobility company, Voi Technology AB. is teaming up with
Limerick based start-up Provizio to trial e-scooter safety technology and is
doing so through its AI-based accident prevention technology. The focus is on
ensuring that Voi e-scooters have the capability to identify other vehicles up
to 200 metres away and pedestrians up to 60 metres away. The goal is to help
predict and prevent potential accidents in real time and this is being accomplished through a five-dimensional perception system that can continually see,
track and interpret vehicular behaviour and identify roadway elements, which
Provizio has developed. In June of this year, the company also moved to combine and share data with the Science Foundation Ireland software research
centre in terms of onboard cameras and radar sensor capability. All of this
onboard technology will be tested on units from Voi at the Future Mobility
Campus Ireland in Shannon, where companies can test tech in a real-world
environment. They will, no doubt, also be compared in every way possible
against all other e-scooter providers who are ready to roll out their services
as soon as legislation is passed into Irish law. Safety concerns are welcomed
as there seems to be little discussion of late around insurance requirements,
hours of use, registration of ownership…………………etc.
Novemberwww.thecai.ie
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Life Savers
I read of a highly important and progressive initiative that the CAI
warmly welcomes to benefit Irish consumers. More than 600
low-cost sensors are being installed across eight local authorities
in Dublin, Laois, Meath, Sligo and Limerick. These sensors are
designed to alert water safety officers when ring buoys are
tampered with or, worse, simply vanish through vandalism.
The sensors are paired with a mobile, map-based platform that
has real-time monitoring to ensure ring buoys are replaced as
quickly as possible. I had referred to this initiative in news as
far back as 2018 and so this final post-Covid progress is a cause
for celebration. The project was developed as part of the Smart
Dublin initiative, which aims to future-proof Dublin’s regions by
trialling technology to address a wide range of local challenges.
The Smart Dublin team worked with Dublin-based tech partners
Civic Integrated Solutions, mSemicon and ZiggyTec to develop
the technology and with the full support of local authorities and
Water Safety Ireland.

HIGH ALERT
In the US, the owners of 276,000 older Chrysler cars have been advised to
immediately stop driving after three crash deaths tied to faulty Takata driverside airbag inflators were reported in the last seven months. Stellantis, the
Chrysler parent company, advised that replacement driver-side airbags have
been available for these particular vehicles since 2015 and so are urging drivers
to avail of them. However, this is not a problem unique to the US. More than
30 deaths worldwide and hundreds of injuries in various cars have been linked
to Takata airbag inflators that can explode and blow metal shrapnel inside cars
and trucks. Stellantis said it had made more than 150 total contact attempts to
try to convince the owners of the vehicles involved in the three fatal crashes to
get recall repairs completed. Most of the deaths reported are advised to have
been in Honda Motor vehicles. Over the last decade, more than 67 million
Takata airbag inflators have been recalled in the US and more than 100 million
worldwide, in the biggest auto safety callback in history. Last year, the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) opened a probe into 30 million
vehicles built by just 24 car makers that have potentially defective Takata airbag
inflators on board.

				
ReHearsing For The Big Day
In Paris, undertaker Isabelle Plumereau cycled around Paris on a recent autumn day with a bicycle hearse that she hopes will soon
bring a new ‘green’ way of conducting funerals to the French capital. It would appear that quieter, environmentally conscious burials are a small but growing trend in Paris, and Madame Plumereau considers that transporting the coffin with a specially designed
cargo bike can confer a more down to earth pace to a funeral. Bicycle hearses already exist in some other countries, including
Switzerland and Denmark, but this represents what would be a first in France. The owner already has, after adapting it to meet
French regulations, acquired official authorisations to use the bicycle hearse and is now only waiting for the green light from her
insurer to get started. I suppose that mourners can follow on their scooters in the event that there is a distance to travel to the
funeral ceremony?
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FOOD & HEALTH/News

by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Food & Health
News
Survey findings on food-related concerns
Unsurprisingly, the cost of food is
currently the biggest food-related
concern among Irish consumers but food
safety is also a major focus, according
to EU-wide research conducted by the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA).
The 2022 Eurobarometer on food safety
in the EU is the fourth such survey since
2005, with the last one carried out in
2019. The survey focused on a range of
topics including how Europeans choose
food, their food safety awareness
and concerns, and who they trust for
information on food safety issues. The
findings are based on interviews with
27,000 consumers across the EU –
including over 1,000 Irish consumers – in
March and April 2022.
		
When asked about factors
affecting food purchases, 63% of Irish

consumers ranked cost as the most
important consideration, with taste
and food safety following close behind,
at 54% and 52%, respectively. The
Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI)
notes that, interestingly, these results
are higher overall than the average top
concerns across the whole EU of cost
(54%), taste (51%) and food safety (46%).
		
The 2022 Eurobarometer
findings also found that chief among Irish
food safety concerns are food poisoning
from food or drinks contaminated by
bacteria, viruses, and parasites (39%);
pesticide residues in food (36%); and
additives like colours, preservatives or
flavourings used in food or drinks (29%).
The majority of Irish consumers (82% of
men and 83% of women) said that they
would change their behaviour if they

were made aware of a foodborne disease
outbreak news story, rising to 90% of
those aged 15 to 24 years.
		
FSAI Chief Executive Dr Pamela
Byrne has noted that 90% of Irish
consumers agreed that regulations are
in place to ensure that the food we eat
is safe, with 84% of these respondents
trusting national authorities as a source
of information on food risk – a figure that
is nearly 20% higher than the EU average
of 66%. Dr Byrne reiterates that the
FSAI is responsive and understanding
of Irish consumers’ concerns regarding
food safety and it continues to work
with food businesses in Ireland “to
ensure that food safety regulations are
complied with and that Ireland maintains
its positive reputation for producing safe
food”.

New organisation to trial supports for dementia sufferers
Dementia Trials Ireland (DTI) is a
recently launched organisation that
aims to offer every person in Ireland
at risk of or living with dementia the
opportunity to access clinical trials.
With funding from the Health Research
Board for the next five years, DTI will
develop a national infrastructure to
develop, attract and conduct dementia
clinical trials across Ireland. According
to DTI, up to now, dementia trials have
been conducted by only a few centres
in the country, meaning that just a
handful of the more than 65,000 people
with dementia in Ireland have had the
opportunity to participate in a study
and access the potentially important
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treatment.
		
DTI notes that dementia is a
clinical syndrome that results from a
number of different brain diseases of
which Alzheimer’s disease is the most
common cause. Dementia manifests
as difficulty in thinking and memory
that is severe enough to impact on a
person’s ability to live independently.
Interventions are needed to support
people with this condition but also to
potentially slow or cure the condition in
the longer term. DTI aims to increase
the country’s capacity and capability
to develop and deliver clinical trials
for dementia. A clinical trial is a
research study that evaluates the

effectiveness of an intervention for a
particular disease or disorder. In the
case of dementia trials, the goal is to
understand which kinds of treatments
or other interventions might either
slow the disease course, manage
symptoms or improve the quality of life
of people living with dementia. DTI will
involve lay and professional members
of Ireland's dementia community and
will provide a range of supports, from
social and creative arts interventions,
such as dance therapy, to complex drug
interventions. More information can
be found on dementiatrials.ie, where
details of how to get involved in trials
will be coming soon.

November 2022

MONEY NEWS

Money News
The risks of
under-insurance for
homeowners
A review by the Central Bank of Ireland
has found evidence of growing levels of
under-insurance in the home insurance
market. Under-insurance occurs
when the sum insured on a property
is less than the amount it would cost
to rebuild or replace the property,
leaving consumers at risk of not being
fully covered if they need to make a
home insurance claim. The Central
Bank undertook a review of the home
insurance market because consumers
are currently facing rising rebuild
costs and this affects the level of
cover that consumers should have on
their property. The review found that
under-insurance has been steadily
increasing over the last five years,
rising from an average of 6.5% of paid
claims being under-insured in 2017 up
to 16.5% in 2021.
		
The implications for
consumers of under-insurance are
significant. Where a policyholder
makes a claim and is deemed to be
under-insured, the insurance firm can
reduce the sum it must pay against
the claim in proportion to how much
the policyholder is under-insured.
For example, where a house with a
rebuilding cost of €200,000 is insured
for only €100,000, this property is
deemed to be only 50% insured. If
partial damage occurs to the house
costing a total of €50,000, then only
50% of the €50,000 will be paid out by
the insurance firm – that is, €25,000
– leaving the policyholder having to
pay the remaining €25,000 of the total
cost.
		
The review by the Central
Bank found that for those who have
had their claim reduced due to underinsurance, the average reduction in the
claim payment was approximately 19%
in 2021, meaning that those consumers
would have incurred significant
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Money News by Clodagh O'Donoghue

"The Central Bank encourages consumers to make
sure that they have sufficient home insurance
cover in place when renewing or switching their
policy.”

expense to fully meet the cost of their
claim.
		
In the wake of the review,
the Central Bank has informed
insurance firms about the extent of
the risk posed to consumers due to
insufficient home insurance cover and
the need for firms to take proactive
measures to reduce this risk and to
better highlight to consumers the
implications of under-insurance. The
Central Bank notes that some firms
have proactively identified the risk
to consumers and have taken some
steps to help mitigate the risk of
under-insurance. However, all firms
need to take action to lessen the risk
to their customers. Firms do remind
consumers of the need to review their
sum insured but more could be done to
underline to consumers the practical
consequences of under-insuring their
home.
		
The Central Bank expects
insurance firms to:
1. Communicate the risk of underinsurance to customers in a clear
and understandable way, including
by writing to all home insurance
policyholders explaining underinsurance; setting out the implications
of being under-insured and how
policyholders can better estimate
an adequate ‘sum insured’ value;
and providing clear examples of the
consequences of under-insurance.
2. Better manage the increased
consumer risks, including by using
the data available to them to
identify the risks associated with
under-insurance and taking action
to protect consumers’ interests; and
strengthening their oversight of home
insurance products to regularly assess
whether they meet the needs and

expectations of customers.
		
		
Of course, increasing the
level of cover has implications for
consumers’ premiums and the Central
Bank is requiring insurance firms to
act honestly, fairly and professionally
in the best interests of its customers
and the integrity of the market.
		
According to the Central Bank
Director of Consumer Protection Colm
Kincaid, “this review highlights the
actions we expect of firms to ensure
consumers are properly informed
about the risk of under-insurance,
and to provide them with relevant and
clear information when taking out,
or renewing, an insurance policy to
ensure they are adequately protected.
This is especially important at this
time of increasing costs, which
heightens the risk that consumers
could be left without adequate
insurance cover”.
		
The Central Bank also
encourages consumers to make
sure that they have sufficient home
insurance cover in place when
renewing or switching their policy.
When reviewing home insurance
cover, consumers should not only
focus on the premium but also on the
level of buildings and contents cover
that is currently in place to ensure it
is adequate. Moreover, consumers
should review these details regularly
and check with their insurer or
broker to avoid the risk of receiving
a reduced payment in the event of a
claim.  Consumers are also urged to
fully consider any communications
that insurance firms provide in
relation to the risk of under-insurance,
particularly at this time.

November 2022

Greater consumer protection on the Shopify platform
The European Commission has announced
that it has secured higher levels of protection
for European consumers shopping on
Shopify-based webshops. The announcement
follows an 18-month dialogue between the
EU Consumer Protection Cooperation (CPC)
Network and webshop-building and -hosting
platform Shopify in the wake of numerous
cross-border complaints received by all the
European Consumer Centres across the EU
and EEA. During the Covid-19 pandemic years
of 2020 and 2021, online shopping grew
hugely and many new webstores were created
in response to the increased demand. The
increased rate of online buying and selling
also generated more complaints from EU
consumers to the European Consumer Centres
Network, particularly in relation to illegal
practices by some traders operating online
shops on the Shopify platform, among others.
Many webstores on the Shopify platform
were found to operate outright scams, while
others supplied counterfeit goods, failed

to deliver orders or failed to supply contact
details of any kind.  Following contact with
the European Commission and the CPC
Network, Shopify has agreed to address and
monitor illegal practices by traders operating
webstores on its platform, by responding
swiftly to notifications about problem traders
and making its trader registration more
comprehensive and transparent. Shopify has
committed to the following actions:
• Redesigning its webshop templates to
make pages for contact details, terms and
conditions, privacy policies and refund policies
mandatory;   
• Providing clear guidance to web traders
on EU consumer law applicable to their
e-commerce trade operations within the EU
and EEA;
•Supplying the registered company details
of any EU trader on request by any national

consumer authority in the EU Member States;
• Removing webshops reported by national
consumer authorities and supplying their
details for further investigation.
		
		
In response to these undertakings,
the European Consumer Centre (ECC) Ireland
said that it is “optimistic that the result of
the EU dialogue and the commitments made
by Shopify will pre-empt a lot of relevant
complaints and make online shopping safer
and transparent in the EU going forward. Irish
and European consumers should be confident
when shopping online within the EU/EEA space
at all times; however, caution and common
sense is advisable at all times”.
		
Consumers who have disputes and
complaints against traders based in another
EU country as well as in Norway, Iceland and
the UK can contact the ECC Network, including
ECC Ireland at eccireland.ie, for assistance in
resolving the issue.

Second-hand car prices continue to rise
Prices for used cars rose a whopping 67%
between March 2020 and September 2022,
according to new analysis released by
second-hand sales website Done Deal. The
analysis, based on listings on Done Deal, shows
an annual rate of used car price inflation of
21% due to turmoil in the market since the start
of the pandemic. According to the research,
the rate of inflation for lower-priced cars was
higher than for more expensive vehicles, with
the quarterly rate of inflation for cars under
€6,000 in value put at 6.4% compared to 3.3%
for cars over €20,000.
		
There are a number of reasons
for this rapid hike in prices, including the
worldwide shortage of semiconductors – a
crucial component in new cars – during the
pandemic and the consequent reduced
production by car manufacturers, tightening
supply. At the same time, demand for vehicles
soared boosted by pandemic savings, and
so consumers looked to the used car market,
where supply was also under strain. Poor
availability has been exacerbated by the
impact of Brexit, with a dramatic decrease in
the number of cars entering the market from
the UK. Thus, increased demand and reduced
supply have been pushing prices up for
second-hand models.
		
Interest in electric vehicles (EVs)
continues to grow and sales of new models
have risen steeply, but this has yet to translate
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into many EVs entering the second-hand
market. EVs currently account for just 1% of
second-hand sales, with prices continuing
to rise, again due to strong demand and low
supply.
		
If you are buying a used car,
remember to check the history of the car,
including its true mileage, number of previous
owners, whether it has ever been in a crash
and if there is any outstanding finance on it.
A number of companies can provide these
checks for a small fee. Consumers should
remember that when they are buying from a
dealer, the vehicle should be of merchantable
quality, meaning that it should be of reasonable

and acceptable quality given its age and
history. In addition, the vehicle should be fit for
purpose and roadworthy and it should match
the description provided either verbally or in
an advertisement. It is an offence for a dealer
to give misleading information when selling a
car or to withhold information about a vehicle.
However, if you are buying a car from a private
seller, you will have no consumer rights as the
individual is not selling the car as part of their
business. As a result, if a problem arises with
the car afterwards, there may be little you can
do. If you are thinking of purchasing from a
private seller, you should get the car checked
out by a qualified mechanic first.

November
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Product/Tech News
Product News by Clodagh O'Donoghue

An Post’s Digital Stamp
Last month saw the launch of the world’s first digital stamp
with next-day delivery confirmation via text or email. In a move
touted as a major digital advancement by An Post, the new
Digital Stamp is available to buy through the An Post app at a
cost of €2.00 for standard-size envelopes under 100g or €3.80
for large A4 envelopes up to 500g. This compares to the usual
postage cost of €1.25 and €2.10, respectively.
		
Through the app, once the purchase is made, the
customer will receive a unique 12-digit code, which they can then
handwrite onto their envelope in the space where a traditional
stamp would go. An Post’s advanced sorting technology will
identify only correctly acquired digital stamp codes, while
incorrect or illegible codes will be rejected and returned to the
sender. Customers are reminded to always include a return
address on the top left corner of every envelope.

		
As well as the convenience of being able to buy a stamp
from wherever they happen to be, the Digital Stamp offers next
working day delivery when posted in any post box by the latest
collection time for delivery and the sender will receive a text,
email or app push notification to confirm delivery of the item.
An Post representatives note that the innovation is aimed at busy
individuals who are time-poor and want to purchase stamps at a
time and place that suits them, as well as at last-minute senders
who need to post at irregular hours and may not have stamps to
hand. In addition, the confirmation of delivery offers peace of
mind to the customer to know that the envelope has arrived at
its destination. The Digital Stamp service only covers delivery
within the Republic of Ireland and the An Post app is free to
download from the Apple App Store and Google Play Store.

Water-saving shower head
An innovative new product is aimed at reducing the amount of hot water you use in the shower and, in these days of hyperconsciousness of energy costs, it could help cut energy bills also. The makers of the Reva shower head took account of the fact
that we don’t need the water to be running at full force for the entire time that we are in the shower – there is inevitably some time
spent soaping up or shampooing, when minimal water flow is required. San Francisco-based firm Oasense sought to tackle the
challenge created by drought in California with its invention of a shower head that automatically reduces water flow whenever
you step back. The head can be installed on any standard shower arm and its electronics are powered by a built-in hydro-turbine
generator, which is spun by the flowing water and connected to an integrated battery. When the user wants to begin showering,
they turn the taps to the desired temperature and the Reva responds by initially running the water at its 100% flow rate of 6.8 litres
per minute. Once the device's temperature sensor detects that all the residual cold water is gone from the pipes and the incoming
‘new’ water is at the chosen temperature, it reduces the flow to about 1.1 litres per minute – or around 15% of the maximum flow.
		
When the user steps in, infrared sensors in the Reva detect their presence beneath the shower head and bring the
pressure back up to 100%. Whenever they step back to shampoo or whatever, though, the flow is temporarily brought back down to
15%. Reassuringly, there are no in-built cameras and no information is transmitted to the internet. According to Oasense, users
have reported water savings of over 50% – though, of course, this will vary among individuals. The Reva shower head will set you
back a hefty $415 plus international shipping charges from the US, though we note that the product is currently sold out – so it
must be proving popular.
		
A cheaper option for Irish consumers looking to shave energy costs down a little is to simply cut their shower time by
potentially investing in an inexpensive waterproof shower timer or simply setting an alarm on a clock or phone.

The products featured on these pages have not been tested by the Consumers’ Association of Ireland and
their inclusion here is not, in any way, an endorsement of them.
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A new Kindle
Amazon has announced a multitasking addition to its Kindle
ebook reader line-up 15 years after the device first appeared. The
Kindle Scribe adds the ability to handwrite notes to its reading
capabilities. So, if a thought strikes you as you read, you can jot
down a note either straight onto the digital page or on a digital
post-it.
		
The Kindle Scribe is a generously sized device,
measuring 10.2 inches diagonally, which is substantially bigger
than the 6- and 6.8-inch displays of the more standard ebook
readers in the Kindle range. Memory options include 16GB, 32GB
and even 64GB for really avid readers.
		
The new device boasts the manufacturer’s glare-free
Paperwhite display and the screen is front-lit for using in the dark.
As with other Kindles, the Scribe can be utilised to simply read
books, pdfs and digital documents imported onto the device. What
is new with this model is the addition of a stylus – known as the
Pen – that allows users to scribble a note on the page, assign a
digital sticky note to a specific page, or create entirely handwritten
documents, such as to-do lists or journal entries, from scratch
using a range of supplied templates. The stylus does not need to
be charged and attaches magnetically to the side of the device so
you have it to hand as needed. Buyers can choose between a Basic
Pen, which will allow you to access various tools via an on-screen
menu, or a Premium Pen, which will feature a dedicated eraser on
top and a customisable short-cut button to carry out tasks such

as highlighting or opening sticky notes. Compared with Amazon’s
updated original Kindle and its popular Kindle Paperwhite model,
which are priced at €85 and €160, respectively, the manufacturer’s
latest offering is pretty expensive, with a projected starting price
of around £329.99 (€378 approx.). It is due to begin shipping by the
end of the year and is available to pre-order online.

Unsafe electricity-saving boxes
With concerns about energy costs this winter uppermost in the minds of most consumers, they may be tempted by anything that
promises to reduce energy use – but when it comes to ‘electricity-saving boxes’, they need to steer well clear. Our colleagues at
Which in the UK have raised safety concerns about these devices, which had been on sale on both Amazon and eBay but which have
now been delisted. These relatively inexpensive devices plug into the mains and claim to work by ‘smoothing’ household voltage,
which manufacturers suggest then ‘optimises’ the performance of appliances such as fridges and promises to save on electricity
costs. Following extensive testing, Which specialist laboratories found no evidence that these devices actually work to save
consumers either energy or money. Even more important and worrying, however, was the finding that these boxes may be dangerous
as a result of not complying with electrical safety standards and could potentially present a serious risk of fire or electrical shock. All
devices tested were found to be of poor construction quality and they failed basic safety tests.
		
Although the tested devices have been removed from Amazon and eBay, there are concerns that nearly identical products
could re-emerge on these and other online marketplaces, where stronger measures are clearly required to prevent sellers from
offering ineffective or unsafe products to unsuspecting consumers. In the absence of sufficiently effective vetting measures for
products on sale on online marketplaces, consumers should be wary of these types of devices, which have the potential to do far
more harm than good.

Two-in-one automated floor cleaning
The newest kid on the block in terms of comprehensive floor care is the iRobot Roomba
Combo j7+, which will both vacuum and mop as required, switching seamlessly between
the two tasks. Robot vacuum cleaners have grown increasingly popular, with their ability to
take over the hoovering while you are out at work or while you get on with other less tedious
activities. These devices map out a plan of your home and can detect and swerve around
obstacles while eliminating dust and debris from your carpet, rugs and hard flooring.
		
Now these devices have added another string to their bow, with the introduction
of the two-in-one Roomba Combo j7+ to mop as well as vacuum hard flooring while keeping
carpets dry. This vacuum and mopping combination robot features a retractable mop head
that swings up and out of the way to enable it to transition from hard flooring to carpet and
back again. The machine’s sensors distinguish between different floor types and can even
detect oncoming carpet, enabling the mopping mechanism to lift up and lock neatly into the
top surface so the Roomba can carry on cleaning without getting the carpet or rug wet.
		
As with previous Roomba models, this latest addition to the line-up includes voice commands and automated
emptying functionality at the base station, allowing the machine to continue cleaning on its own for up to 60 days. The Roomba
Combo j7+ is priced at €999 online with free shipping for those who are tempted by an all-in-one floor-cleaning solution.
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FOOD & HEALTH / Dairy alternatives

Plant-based Dairy Alternatives –
What you need to know
REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Plant-based alternatives to
dairy products are growing
increasingly popular but
do they give you all the
same nutrients? A new
safefood study assesses the
nutritional content of dairy
alternatives and highlights
what consumers need to
know.
In recent years, the range of plant-based
alternatives to dairy products on
supermarket shelves has increased hugely
in line with greater consumer interest
in these products. The trend is driven
by a number of factors, including the
rising popularity of vegan, vegetarian and
semi-vegetarian diets and consumers’
desire to become more climate conscious
and reduce their personal environmental
impact. There has been significant media
attention given to the impact of meat
and dairy product production on global
warming and greenhouse gas emissions
and many consumers are looking for more
sustainable options. The promotion of
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animal welfare is also a key motivator in
the adoption of plant-based diets, while
many consumers additionally feel that
dairy alternatives are a healthier food
choice. In practical terms, plant-based
milk products last longer than dairy milk
once opened and many are ‘shelf stable’
or ‘long life’, which means that they do not
need to be stored in the fridge until they
have been opened.
		
Given that foods such as milk,
cheese and yoghurt play an important role
in our diets by providing calcium, protein
and other essential nutrients, the question
then becomes whether plant-based
alternatives offer similar nutritional
benefits. As part of its role in promoting
consumer awareness of food safety and
nutrition, safefood conducted a survey of
the dairy alternatives currently available
in supermarkets across the island of
Ireland and compared the nutritional
profile of these products with their dairy
equivalents. The research also looked at
consumer purchasing and consumption
behaviours and perceptions relating to
these products.

Consumer survey findings
To ascertain consumers’ purchasing
behaviours and motivations for opting
for vegetarian, plant-based dairy

alternatives, the safefood Ipsos MRBI
survey polled 2,000 participants – 1,000 in
Ireland and 1,000 in Northern Ireland – in
February 2021. The survey found that one
third of adults report that they consume
plant-based dairy alternatives, with
10% stating that they always consume
plant-based dairy alternatives. Milk
and milk-drink products are the most
popular plant-based alternatives to
dairy, consumed by 84% of those who
consume these products, followed by
yoghurt alternatives (36%) and then
cheese alternatives (29%). Half (51%) of
those who consume the products agree
that plant-based alternatives to dairy are
better for the environment.
		
Moreover, the main reasons cited
for choosing plant-based alternatives to
dairy are as follows:
• 20% of participants said they think they
are “healthier/better for me”
• 18% wanted “a change/variety”
• 15% said that they “like the flavour/
taste”
• 14% choose alternatives because they or
a family member have a dairy intolerance
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Nutritional research findings
In its audit of plant-based dairy
alternatives available in supermarkets on
the island of Ireland, safefood identified
a total of 201 products – 105 milk
alternatives, 38 cheese alternatives and
58 yoghurt alternatives. When it comes
to milk alternatives, these are liquids
that have a similar look and texture to
cow’s milk but that are typically made
from cereals like rice or oats; legumes
or pulses, including peas or soyabeans;
or nuts, such as almonds, cashews or
hazelnuts. Alternatives to cheese are
made using vegetable proteins – for
example, peanut or soybean protein or
vegetable oils like coconut or palm oil –
and they also may be derived from soy,
nuts, coconut, tapioca and nutritional
yeast. Alternatives to yoghurt are
generally made by fermentation of liquid
evaporated from plant materials such as
legumes, oilseeds and cereals.  
		
Dairy products are important
because they provide calcium and
protein, along with other nutrients,
which are needed for good health and
strong bones and teeth. To see how
the plant-based alternatives fare in
comparison, the products in the safefood
audit were analysed for their calcium
and protein content as well as for their
energy, fat, sugar and salt content. The
analysis uncovered wide variation in
the nutritional profile of the samples
surveyed and the results were then
compared to the nutritional content
of their dairy equivalents. Some key
findings are as follows:

Calcium
The average calcium value for
alternatives to milk and yoghurt was
similar to that of dairy equivalents,
while the average calcium value for
alternatives to cheese was less than that
of dairy cheese.

Protein
The average protein value for all plantbased dairy alternative products was
less than their dairy equivalents.

Energy
Both milk and cheese alternatives had
more energy than their dairy equivalents,
whereas plant-based yoghurt
alternatives had less energy than their
dairy equivalents.

Carbohydrate
The average milk, cheese and yoghurt
plant-based dairy alternative products
contain more carbohydrate than their
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dairy equivalents.

Sugars
Both milk and yoghurt alternatives had
more sugars than their dairy equivalents,
whereas plant-based dairy alternative
cheeses had less sugars than their dairy
equivalents.

Fat
Plant-based dairy alternatives to yoghurt
contained less fat and saturated fat
than dairy yoghurt equivalents. Cheese
alternatives contained more saturated
fat but less total fat than their dairy
cheese equivalents. Milk alternatives
contained less saturated fat but similar
total fat to their dairy milk equivalents.

Salt
Plant-based dairy alternatives to milk
contained less salt than their dairy milk
equivalents, while yoghurt and cheese
alternatives contained more salt than
their dairy equivalents.
		
When the plant-based dairy
alternative products are profiled
according to front-of-pack ‘traffic light’
labelling
• milk alternatives tend to be low in fat,
saturated fat, sugars and salt
• cheese alternative products tend to be
high in fat, saturated fat and salt and low
in sugars
• yoghurt alternatives tend to be low in
fat, saturated fat and salt and medium
in sugars

Advice for consumers
The research highlights the huge range of
plant-based dairy alternatives available
to shoppers today and many consumers
are regularly choosing them over dairy
products, with one in three adults
replacing traditional milk, cheese and
yoghurts with plant-based alternatives
like soya, oat, almond and vegetable
oil products. However, the study also
makes clear that the nutritional value of
the products on offer varies widely and
so the consumer will need to make sure
to carefully read the nutritional labelling,
particularly when moving to a vegan or
vegetarian diet or using these products
to directly replace dairy products.
		
Consumers need to be aware
that dairy alternatives contain several
ingredients and are processed in nature.
Moreover, they should keep in mind that
all dairy alternatives have less protein

than their dairy equivalents and that
there is less calcium in alternatives to
cheese. As a result, consumers who
are buying any dairy alternative need
to check that it is a source of protein,
that it has added calcium and that it is
unsweetened in order to find a healthy
equivalent.  
		
The Healthy Eating Guidelines
in Ireland recommend three servings
a day of milk, cheese and yoghurt and
five servings a day for those aged 9 to 18
years. Consumers are advised to
• choose reduced-fat or low-fat varieties
• choose low-fat milk and yoghurt more
often than cheese
• enjoy cheese in small amounts
• consume no more than the
recommended portion – examples of a
single serving are 200 millilitres of milk,
125 grams of yoghurt and 25 grams of
hard cheese
• if choosing plant-based dairy
alternatives such as soya milk and
yoghurts, choose those with added
calcium
		
Whether for environmental
reasons, animal welfare concerns, dairy
intolerance, or health motives, more and
more of us are choosing plant-based
dairy alternatives. However, we do need
to take into account the nutritional
benefits that dairy products provide and
make sure that the equivalents that we
choose are an adequate source of the
same key nutrients and, in particular,
protein and calcium. As so often, the
consumer needs to do their homework
and check nutrition labels carefully
to ensure that the plant-based dairy
alternative will be a healthy substitute.
		
For more information on the
safefood research, visit safefood.net.
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Lifestyle
/ Consumer
rights advice
Lifestyle
/ Online shopping

Test Your
Consumer Rights
Knowledge
Are you a savvy consumer? Remind yourself of your rights before you head into the
year’s big shopping season.
With shopping for the festive season getting earlier and earlier, November finds many consumers in full purchasing mode and, with
financial resources tighter than ever, they need to ensure that there will be no unexpected costs that will throw their budget out of kilter.
Consumers also need to know what are their rights and entitlements so that they get full value for any money spent and are not left out
of pocket for any reason. Whether they prefer to buy online or in-store or a mixture of the two, an informed consumer will be better able
to navigate the challenges that can arise in today’s marketplace.
From consumer communications to the Consumers’ Association of Ireland, we know that there are a number of areas that continue to
cause confusion and frustration. Our Test Your Consumer Rights Knowledge quiz focuses on some of these areas with answers and a
full explanation below. First, answer TRUE or FALSE to each of the statements and then scroll down to see how many you got right

01

You have a right to pay cash for your
purchase when buying in store.
True or false

02

Retailers can charge whatever they
like for a product.
True or false

03

Retailers are legally obliged to automatically
provide customers with a receipt.
True or false

04

You are entitled to return goods bought
in store due to a change of mind.
True or false
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05
06
07

The 14-day cooling off period applies to
all online purchases.
True or false
Online purchases from the UK can
incur VAT and customs charges.
True or false
When a website ends in .ie, this
means that it is based in Ireland and
so no customs charges will apply.
True or false

08

Gift vouchers must have an expiry
date of at least five years.
True or false

09

You have the same rights shopping in
the sales as you do at other times of
the year.
True or false
November 2022

So, how did you do? Here are the answers and a brief discussion of the issues raised.

01

You have a right to pay cash for your purchase when buying in store.

02

Retailers can charge whatever they like for a product.

03

Retailers are legally obliged to automatically provide customers with a receipt.

04

You are entitled to return goods bought in store due to a change of mind.

05

The 14-day cooling off period applies to all online purchases.

FALSE. Cash is legal tender but a business does not have to accept cash payments if it has made it clear that they only accept other
ways to pay – for example, by credit or debit card. This can be as simple as the business putting up a sign in the shop stating ‘card
transactions only’. Once the sign is displayed, a consumer deciding to continue in the presence of the sign is considered to be agreeing
to this requirement. However, if a business does not clearly state that it only accepts certain methods of payment, it must accept
cash. Additionally, the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission notes that a business does not have to accept cash if it runs
out of change or if there are safety concerns, such as if it cannot store the money safely.

TRUE. It can be very frustrating for consumers to find that a local retailer has hiked up prices suddenly or is charging significantly more
than other retailers that may be farther away. Some consumers can perceive this as overcharging but, legally, the retailer is within its
rights to charge whatever price it chooses. There are concerns that, amid the current era of rapidly rising costs, some retailers may
take the opportunity to push up prices for consumers further than is necessary to cover legitimate business expenses. However, there
is no pricing control to set a limit on the price charged and it is then up to the consumer to decide whether they are prepared to pay the
price asked or to forego the product. As ever, consumers are advised to shop around for the best available value whenever possible
and, in this way, signal to more unscrupulous retailers that they may need to rethink their pricing.

FALSE. Although receipts are generally issued as a matter of course, it is perhaps surprising that the legislation does not oblige a
retailer to provide a customer with a receipt. Some retailers may suggest that there are economical or environmental reasons for no
longer automatically supplying a receipt. However, if the customer requests a receipt, then the retailer must provide one. This can be
in the form of an email and would require the customer to give their contact details, which they may prefer to keep private. In the event
of the item needing to be returned for any reason, retailers are entitled to require proof of purchase. However, this does not have to be
a receipt and you can instead provide a credit or debit card statement, for example.

FALSE. Unless the product you buy is faulty, not as described or deficient in some way, you have no legal right to a refund or even an
exchange. If you simply change your mind about a purchase, your chances of getting your money back or swapping your purchase for
something else is down to the returns policy of the retailer. This is particularly important to keep in mind if you are buying an item as a
gift on the basis that the recipient can return it if they wish. To encourage consumers to buy, many shops offer decent returns policies
that include full refunds, but they are under no legal obligation to do so. In recent years in the run-up to Christmas, retailers have
sought to boost confidence among shoppers by extending their returns period from the standard 28 days to a date in January to give
gift recipients a chance to return any unwanted items. Consumers should always check the shop’s returns policy before paying for the
item.

FALSE. For many types of products and services ordered online, consumers have the right to cancel the order without having to give
a reason during the ‘cooling-off period’, which is at least 14 days from when you receive your goods. However, it does not apply to
all online purchases. First of all, this is an EU right and so it automatically applies to businesses based in Ireland and the other EU
countries along with all the EU standard consumer protections. Although EU and Irish consumer laws apply in principle to businesses
trading from anywhere outside the EU into the EU, in practice consumer rights and the way in which they are extended to international
customers may be different and their application may not be guaranteed. Consumers should read through the terms and conditions
of a non-EU business to see its returns policy and whether a cooling-off period is offered. Secondly, there are some exemptions to
the right to the 14-day cooling-off period, including where the item is perishable and deteriorates quickly, like flowers or food; where
the item has been personalised to your specifications; or where you have broken the seal on items such as CDs, DVDs or software.
Moreover, with a trend towards gifting experiences instead of material goods, it is important to remember that the cooling-off
period does not apply to tickets for cultural and sporting events bought online. Your right to cancel here will depend on the trader’s
cancellation policy.
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06

Online purchases from the UK can incur VAT and customs charges.

07

When a website ends in .ie, this means that it is based in Ireland and so no customs charges will apply.

08

Gift vouchers must have an expiry date of at least five years.

09

You have the same rights shopping in the sales as you do at other times of the year.

TRUE. Now that the UK has left the EU, it is treated as a third country for the purposes of customs duty and VAT. Online shoppers
need to keep this in mind when they are dealing with a seller based in the UK and where their order will be shipped from the UK. All
online shopping packages received from the UK (excluding Northern Ireland) will incur Irish VAT and customs charges depending on the
value and type of items bought. These charges are generally applied upon delivery. Before shopping from outside the EU, consumers
should find out what VAT and import charges will be applied. Many large non-EU retailers provide a simple and clear ‘duty paid’ facility
at the online checkout so that consumers pay all VAT and customs charges upfront, which means that these parcels can be delivered
to customers straightaway on arrival into Ireland. However, small businesses or sellers may not provide this option or be unaware of
tax requirements and the consumer must work out any likely additional costs to prevent any unpleasant surprises on delivery and to
check if the purchase still makes financial sense. For further information on custom duties and charges, see the February 2021 issue
of Consumer Choice.

FALSE. This is an area that continues to cause significant confusion. Many consumers are keen to buy from Irish companies to support
the country’s economy and they are aware that customs charges can apply to sellers that are not based in the EU. They may also have
an eye to delivery times and want to ensure that the item does not have to ship from a distant location. Thus, for a variety of reasons,
consumers look for a .ie domain name. What they sometimes do not realise, however, is that .ie in a website address is no guarantee
that the company is based here. Many .ie domains are in fact owned by companies that are based elsewhere and goods ordered from
these websites may ship from abroad. For an in-depth look at why a .ie website address will not necessarily indicate that the retailer is
based in Ireland see the April 2021 issue of Consumer Choice. Although it is undoubtedly confusing, it is not seen as legally misleading
for a company to have a country domain and not be based in that country. However, for consumers, it does mean that they will need
to try to find out where the business behind the website is based or registered by looking in the About Us or Contact Us sections of the
website or searching through the Terms and Conditions.

TRUE. Letting someone choose their own gift can be the ideal solution for someone who is tricky to buy for but, in the past, gift
vouchers could set sometimes very restrictive limits on the period for which they were valid. Enhanced legislation introduced a
couple of years ago means that gift vouchers now must have an expiry date of at least five years. Moreover, you do not have to use
the full value of the voucher in one transaction and more than one gift voucher may be used at a time to pay for an item. However,
consumers should be aware that some gift cards are exempt from these new rules, including One4All cards that can be used in a wide
range of retailers or a shopping centre gift card that is not limited to the shopping centre but can be used in other businesses located
elsewhere. Such gift cards may also have monthly maintenance fees that kick in after a set period of time, whittling away at the value
of the card if you do not use it soon enough. Vouchers bought on deal websites are also exempt from the gift voucher legislation. Even
when no expiry period applies, a savvy consumer will always use a gift voucher sooner rather than later, especially in today’s uncertain
economic climate with the sad potential for businesses to find it too difficult to continue trading. If a retailer goes out of business, it
will be very hard – if not almost impossible – for a consumer to redeem the value of their gift voucher.

TRUE. When shopping in the sales, some consumers believe that their rights become diminished but this is not the case. When
consumers make a purchase at a reduced price, they have the same rights as if they purchased the good at full price. The law states
that goods purchased must be of merchantable quality, fit for their intended purpose and as described. If the goods do not meet these
criteria - if, for example, they are faulty - then the consumer is entitled to a repair, replacement or refund, whether the goods were
bought at full price or at a discounted price. Consumers may be told that the fault lies with the manufacturer but consumers make
their contracts with retailers and so it is for the retailer to rectify the matter. Consumers should always bring their complaint to the
attention of the retailer at the earliest opportunity as delay can defeat a valid complaint. Consumers may be faced with signs stating
that the shop does not provide refunds or exchanges on items purchased at sale prices. Consumers need to be aware that where a
good is faulty these signs are irrelevant and have no impact on the consumer’s right to exchange or refund. If, on the other hand, you
make a purchase at sale or full price and you change your mind and want to return it, you may not be able to. Such exchanges are at the
discretion of the retailer and it is not a statutory right of the consumer. Moreover, a retailer may offer a different returns policy on sale
goods so it is important to check before buying.
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MONEY / Buy Now, Pay Later offers

Buy Now, Pay Later – Who should take the
credit?
Buy Now, Pay Later can sound like an easy payment
option but do consumers know what they are agreeing
to? Consumer Choice examines what is on offer and
what are the concerns and risks that can arise.

At a glance
• Buy Now, Pay Later offers
• New regulation
• Ongoing concern

With spending season upon us, consumers
may be tempted by the growing number
of Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL) services
and offers that have become available
at the point of purchase for many goods.
It certainly sounds tempting – buy the
item now, get the enjoyment or use out
of it immediately and pay for it in a while
with little or no interest charged. There
is nothing wrong with the idea behind
BNPL options – as long as you stick to
the repayment dates and keep your own
budget in mind. The problems can come
when you miss a payment, for whatever
reason, or if the ease of accessing these
services leads to multiple debts that are
hard to keep on top of. Ultimately, BNPL
offers are just another form of credit.
The companies maintain that BNPL gives

past, BNPL and other forms of ‘in-store
credit’ were used to buy large purchases,
such as TVs and domestic appliances.
Payments were made over a period of time
so that consumers did not have to find
all of the money upfront before getting
the use of the big-ticket item. What is
different about BNPL credit is that there
is a focus on smaller, cheaper items and
consumers may be using the service to
ensure their purchases are delivered the
next day with no payment made.
		
The BNPL concept is simple. At
the point of the retail sale, providers offer
consumers the option of spreading the
payments over a number of instalments
for a period of weeks, months or even
years. Consumers may make the
purchase directly through a BNPL service
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consumers more control and purchasing
power while offering a cheap or even
free alternative to high-cost credit cards
or moneylenders. But although BNPL
services make loans more accessible to
consumers, many may not understand
exactly what they are signing up to and the
risks involved. Moreover, consumers could
find themselves inadvertently putting
themselves in a precarious financial
situation by incurring unmanageable
debt. Consumer Choice explores the BNPL
landscape, what is on offer for consumers,
what concerns arise, and if new regulation
will help.

How BNPL works
The notion of paying for purchases in
instalments has long been with us. In the

REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue
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or app, such as Klarna, or the service
Missed payments
may be built into partnering retailers’
Given the ease with which these
websites. In general, the retailer and the
agreements are entered into, a key
BNPL provider are different companies so
concern is that it may not always be
although you may be buying goods from
obvious to the consumer that they are in
the business, you are also entering into
fact taking out a loan and the risks may
a separate contract to pay for the goods
not always be made clear. In theory, there
with the BNPL provider. Sometimes a
is nothing wrong with what BNPL provides.
small fee may be added to the cost of the
Often touted as interest-free, BNPL
item for the consumer, whereas other
options may indeed incur no interest but
providers will instead charge the retailer a
this is dependent on all instalments being
percentage of the purchase price, in which
paid on time. Thus, the consumer needs to
case the financing service is free to the
understand what will happen if repayment
consumer.				
deadlines are missed. The terms and
Although it is typically billed as an
conditions differ among providers and
easy payment method, BNPL is essentially
some will charge no interest even on late
a form of credit agreement and consumers
payments, though they may stop you
will need to carefully read the terms and
from making any further purchases using
conditions, which vary among different
their BNPL credit. However, with other
providers. Along with Swedish finance
providers, a late or missed repayment
technology firm Klarna, one of the world’s
could see a substantial interest rate
biggest BNPL providers that launched in
applied to the entire sum borrowed
Ireland in late 2021, other names in the
and, in some instances, it could see the
BNPL space operating here include humm,
money owed being passed on to a private
formerly known as Flexi-Fi, which partners
debt collector who will then pursue the
with a wide range of major brands, and
consumer for the defaulted payment. The
Revolut’s Pay Later service, which was
cost of debt collection may also be added
rolled out to Irish customers in June 2022.
to the final total owed by the consumer.
		
Once a consumer signs up to
		
All of this could also have a
one of these services, they are effectively
long-term impact on a consumer's ability
agreeing to an interest-free loan,
to borrow money from other lenders in
which means that checking the small
the future, if unpaid debts end up on the
print is vital. Unfortunately, however,
Central Bank’s credit register.
consumers may overlook the fine print,
		
The BNPL market is relatively
particularly when using a small screen like
new here in Ireland, but, in countries
a smartphone, and they may not be fully
where it is much more developed, missed
aware of the financial implications.
payments are a significant problem.
In the US, a survey found that a third
of users had fallen behind on one or
more of their payments, while in the UK,
research suggests that, again, around a
third of shoppers who have repayments
due to BNPL say they have become
unmanageable.
		
Part of the problem is the ease
with which consumers can gain credit
through BNPL. Consumers can buy goods
without paying a cent upfront and delay
the payments with no interest charged
and, with different BNPL schemes linked
to different retail sites, it is very easy
to rack up multiple debts with various
providers. Moreover, most BNPL providers
only carry out light-touch credit checks,
so that consumers may be given access
to more credit than they can afford. The
result is that the consumer may find it
hard to keep track of what they owe and
struggle to keep on top of repayments.
Reflecting the difficulty experienced by
many users of BNPL schemes, a recent
survey in the UK found that many people
are turning to high-cost credit options like
credit cards to pay off their interest-free
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BNPL debts. In the study, four out of ten
BNPL customers ended up borrowing
money to make their repayments over the
previous 12 months, often using credit
cards but also bank overdrafts, payday
loans and borrowing from family and
friends. This figure rose to 51% in the
18-34 age group.

New regulation
Until recently, there was little regulation in
this area but, as of May 2022, BNPL firms
must be authorised by the Central Bank
of Ireland in order to offer their services
to consumers here. Under the Consumer
Protection (Regulation of Retail Credit
and Credit Servicing Firms) Act 2022, the
Central Bank’s consumer protection rules
have been widened to include BNPL firms
or ‘indirect credit’ institutions, which
provide credit to consumers by paying
the retailer directly and then charging the
consumer interest on future repayments.
Firms that offer hire purchase agreements
such as hire purchase, consumer hire,
Personal Contract Plans and BNPL must
now register with the Central Bank as
either a Retail Credit Firm or a Credit
Servicing Firm. As part of the new rules,
such firms cannot charge an APR of more
than 23% and must also notify the Central
Bank of any plans to apply new fees or
change their interest rates. In addition,
customers of these firms will be able
to submit complaints to the Financial
Services and Pensions Ombudsman.
The Central Bank notes that the goal of
extending its consumer safeguards to
these firms is to ensure that consumers
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have the same level of protection no
matter where they source their financial
services. The new regulation is viewed
as a welcome step in protecting users of
services such as BNPL but the question is
whether the rules go far enough.

Ongoing concerns
Concerns remain about the potential for
consumers to become over-extended
due to BNPL services. Providers say that
they have measures in place to safeguard
consumers, with Klarna noting that it
runs eligibility assessments, including an
analysis of past activity on the service,
and Revolut pointing to its use of data
relating to the customer to calculate their
ability to repay. These credit checks may
not be sufficient, however.
		
Currently, authorised credit
providers must notify the Central Bank’s
credit register about loans of €500 or
more. However, BNPL loans tend to be
much lower than this, with Revolut loans
in fact capped at €499, and so they evade
this requirement. The result is that a
consumer can build up debts with several
different providers, which will be unaware
of the other money owed and so accurate
assessments of the customer’s exposure
to debt and their ability to repay will not
be possible. Moreover, as BNPL loans go
unrecorded, responsible borrowers who
reliably meet their commitments do not
get a chance to build up their credit record
and show their credit worthiness.
		
BNPL services can undoubtedly
be useful for luxury purchases or one-off
items where splitting the cost over a
number of instalments makes financial
sense and the consumer is confident
of their ability to meet the repayments
on schedule. The worry is that this
easy access to credit can encourage
people to spend money that they do
not have currently and will not have
in the near future. Financial experts
fear that these services lead to poor
consumption decisions, less restrained
borrowing habits and longer-term overindebtedness, particularly for those who
find it difficult to control their spending.
		
BNPL services can be more
heavily targeted at younger people, often
using celebrity endorsements and social
media influencers and focusing on the
empowering effects of consumption.
The danger here is that this can lead to
ill-advised spending habits among these
groups and build up an over-reliance on
loans and borrowing instead of an ethos of
saving up for a purchase.
		
Moreover, it is not just luxury or
nice-to-have items that can be purchased
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through BNPL, and financial experts are
concerned about the potential for the
growing use of these services for everyday
essentials. Warning signs are coming
from the more developed BNPL market in
the UK where there are increasing reports
of consumers buying food and groceries
through this line of credit. Moreover,
in Australia, where the BNPL market is
well-established, our colleagues at Choice
conducted a survey that found that more
than one in ten Australians (12%) had used
a BNPL service in recent months to cover a
cash shortfall until payday. The potential
for these trends to emerge here in Ireland
as BNPL services proliferate, particularly
amid the current cost-of-living crisis, is a
cause of serious unease. BNPL services
are not designed to be used as a budgeting
tool for those experiencing financial
difficulties and consumers struggling with
money management and debt are urged
to make contact with MABS, the Money
Advice and Budgeting Service at mabs.ie
or by phone on 0818 07 2000.

Advice to consumers
If used correctly, BPNL can be a useful
form of short-term credit that could
cost less than using a credit card for
the purchase. It can offer an alternative
access to credit with less rigorous credit
checks than a traditional loan. In most
cases, you will not be charged interest on
the amount borrowed once you pay within
the agreed timeframe. However, before
entering into the agreement, you should
ask yourself a number of questions:
Do I really need or want this item or is it
just an impulse purchase?
Could I pay for it out of savings?

more for the item than if you had bought it
outright. The Competition and Consumer
Protection Commission (CCPC) warns that
BNPL can often appear as the default
payment option when buying online,
so consumers should be careful not to
choose this option if they intended to pay
by another method, such as with a debit or
credit card.
		
If you do take out a BNPL loan, it
can be a good idea to set up reminders or
alerts for when payments are due so that
you keep on top of your financial affairs
and ensure that there are sufficient funds
in your account if payments are taken
out automatically by the BNPL provider.
Moreover, regular users of BNPL credit
should set a limit on their spending to
ensure that they will be able pay it all back
within a short period.
		
Make sure you understand the
implications for missed or late payments
with each BNPL scheme you are using and
prioritise repaying those with the highest
charges. Moreover, remember that missed
payments could have an impact on your
credit rating, affecting your ability to
secure a loan in the future, so be careful to
only take out loans that you know you can
repay.
		
If you are struggling to keep up
with your BNPL debts, try to avoid turning
to other high-cost credit, such as a payday
loan or credit card that charges interest,
as you could find yourself caught in a
debt spiral. It may be worth contacting
your BNPL provider to discuss your
options, such as giving you more time or
putting in place a sustainable payment
plan. Moreover, you can seek free and
confidential advice from MABS to help
you find a solution to paying down these
debts while staying on top of your most
important living expenses.

Am I spending money that I don’t actually
have?
Do I really want to take out credit without
having planned to?
Am I sure that I will be able to meet the
repayments on time?
What other debts am I currently trying to
repay?

Useful contact
MABS, the Money Advice and
Budgeting Service
mabs.ie
tel 0818 07 2000

Will I incur late fees or charges if I miss a
payment?
		
Remember that if you miss a
payment, you may incur a late payment
fee which will push up the total cost of the
item. Moreover, in situations where you
are charged interest, you will be paying
November 2022

PRODUCT TESTS / Slow Cookers

Slow Cookers
REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue

For winter warmers and one-pot wonders on a budget,
a great slow cooker can help keep the food and energy
bills down over the cold months ahead.
As we face into a challenging winter,
the ability to create warming, hearty
meals cheaply, economically and with
the minimum of fuss holds greater
appeal than ever. A slow cooker could
be an excellent and cost-effective
investment for the cold months ahead.
These countertop electric appliances
use relatively low temperatures (79°C
– 93°C) for a long period of time – often
eight to ten hours on the lowest setting
– to cook food. On a chilly evening,
coming home after a hard day at work to
a warming stew or creamy casserole that
is all ready and waiting definitely sounds
tempting. Similarly, being able to put a
nourishing hot meal on the table for a
hungry family without having to stand
over the stove for most of the afternoon
is an attractive option. And with a slow
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cooker, all it takes is a little preparation
in the morning and you can go about
your business for the rest of the day,
leaving your appliance to do all the work.
Along with their convenience, the big
appeal of slow cookers amid the current
cost-of-living crisis is their impressive
cost-effectiveness.
		
For a start, these are not overly
expensive appliances to purchase. Four
of our six current Choice Buys cost
between €50 and €60, while the other
two are priced between €100 and €120
and offer more in the way of features.
And you may be able to find models
from less well-known brands for as
little as €20. Not only is the purchase
price relatively modest, but running
costs are very low as these appliances
are exceptionally frugal with electricity,

At a glance
• What to consider
• Safe slow cooking
• Six Choice Buys

especially when compared to cooking
in a traditional oven, which is one of
the biggest energy guzzlers in the
kitchen. With a focus on avoiding as far
as possible using energy in the home
during peak hours – generally between
5pm and 7pm, which is dinnertime in
most households – using a slow cooker
throughout the day to cook your meal
helps to protect the national grid while
still letting you serve up on time. Adding
to their cost-effective credentials is
the fact that slow cookers come into
their own in preparing cheaper cuts of
meat – such as flank, chuck and blade
of beef, lamb shoulder and shanks, pork
shoulder, and chicken thighs – breaking
down the connective tissues to ensure
that the results are beautifully tender
and succulent and giving rich flavours
November 2022

plenty of time to develop.
		
So, for winter warmers and
one-pot wonders on a budget, a slow
cooker could certainly be the way to go.
Consumer Choice serves up six great
Choice Buy models.

What to consider
In a slow cooker, some form of liquid
such as water, stock, wine or gravy is
used to cook the food, releasing steam
that condenses on the tightly sealed lid
and returns to the pot, making these
devices ideal for producing stews, soups
and casseroles. Cooking a meal is as
simple as preparing the ingredients,
popping them in the cooking bowl,
adding the required amount of liquid,
switching the appliance on and leaving it
to do its job.
		
You will need to consider the
size of appliance you require for your
household. Smaller, compact models
can be good for feeding single students
or working couples, while larger models
can cater for families or bigger groups.
Slow cookers come with various
capacities, from large 6.5 litre devices
to medium 3.5 litre offerings to compact
appliances that hold just 1.5 litres.
These are the manufacturers’ claimed
capacities, however, and in practical
terms, you will only be able to fill the
pot to, at most, two-thirds of its overall
capacity to ensure your dish is cooked
through. Generally speaking, a large
device with a usable capacity of around
four litres will be sufficient to feed five or
six people whereas medium-sized pots
that can accommodate 2.5 litres should
feed three to four people.
		
Along with the size, the shape
of your slow cooker is also important, as
a circular device is good for preparing
stews and curries but is not as suited to
cooking longer joints of meat or whole
chickens as an oval-shaped appliance.
Many of our Choice Buys do a very good
job of roasting a chicken, and although
the skin may be a little pale rather than
a nice golden-brown colour, the meat
should be tender and succulent.
		
These appliances are designed
to make your life easier, so they should
be straightforward to clean. Look
for dishwasher-safe pots and lids to
minimise washing up by hand and,
although stylish, stainless-steel models
will take more work to keep shiny and
free from fingerprints. Moreover, a glass
lid is handy as it allows you to check the
progress of your meal without having to
lift the lid and letting the heat escape.
		
Slow cookers range from
extremely basic models with a single
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switch to those with a range of useful
features. The different settings options
you may find on slow cookers include
low, high, and auto cook. The low
setting gently simmers your meal for a
long time and is particularly good for
cooking inexpensive cuts of red meat,
while the high setting will cook the
dish over a shorter time at a slightly
higher temperature and is useful for
pale meats like chicken. An auto setting
starts cooking the food on ‘high’ before
switching to ‘low’ for the rest of the
cooking time. Some appliances offer
a useful keep-warm function that will
automatically kick into action at the end
of the cooking time to ensure that your
food doesn’t get cold or dry out if the
meal is delayed. With machines that
lack a keep-warm function, you can
generally use the low setting to perform
the same job until you are ready to eat.
		
One useful feature of some
slow cooker models is a removable
inner cooking pot that you can use to
sear meat on the hob without needing a
second pan – this saves on the washing
up and lets you brown ingredients such
as meat and onions before the slow
cooking begins, producing a better
flavour. And at the end of cooking,
you have the option of transferring the
cooking pan back to the hob to reduce
the liquid and further concentrate the
flavours – all without creating extra dirty
dishes. Some models even let you sear
meat in the slow cooker itself, so you
don’t need a hob. These features will
add to the cost of the appliance but will
increase its versatility.

Safe slow cooking
Slow cookers cook food at a sufficiently
low temperature that they are safe to
be left unattended for long periods of
time. However, the food needs to reach
a core temperature of at least 70°C to
destroy harmful bacteria. As there are
different types of slow cooker on the
market, it is important to follow both the
appliance’s instructions as provided by
the manufacturer along with standard
food-safety practices to ensure that the
dishes produced are safe to eat. Some

advice from all-island organisation
safefood includes the following tips:
• Don’t overfill your slow cooker – the
ingredients should take up around half
or, at most, two-thirds of the cooker’s
capacity.
•Make sure that frozen meat, poultry or
vegetables are thoroughly thawed before
putting them into the cooker. Remember
to always thaw meat and poultry in the
fridge, rather than on the counter.
• Before adding dried beans, such as
red kidney beans and cannellini beans,
to a dish, boil them thoroughly to get rid
of toxins, which will otherwise survive
the slow cooker’s low temperatures and
could cause illness.
• Unless stated in the recipe, don’t
remove the lid during cooking as this
lets heat and moisture escape. Slow
cookers are designed to cook the food
thoroughly once they are set correctly so
there is no need to check or open them
once they are switched on. Removing
the lid will release steam and cause the
temperature to drop, which will affect
cooking times. If you do remove the lid,
you will need to extend the cooking time.
•A lot of steam can build up in a slow
cooker so be careful when removing the
lid as steam can cause nasty burns.
• Cooked food should not be left to
cool down completely in the pan –
after cooling for two hours at room
temperature, it should be put in the
fridge or freezer. If the food is taking a
very long time cool, putting the food into
smaller containers will help to speed up
the process.
• You can reheat food that has been
cooked in a slow cooker but you should
only reheat it once from a food safety
perspective. Don’t use the slow cooker
to reheat the leftovers, however –
instead use a microwave or conventional
oven or hob.
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1. Crock-Pot SCCPRC507B 060 €100

2. Morphy Richards 6.5L Ceramic Slow
Cooker 461013 €50

The Choice Buy Crock-Pot SCCPRC507B-060 has been around for a number
of years but continues to impress in tests by delivering excellent stews and
casseroles as well as doing a very good job of roasting meat. This is a circular
appliance with a usable capacity of around three litres, meaning that it can
prepare food for four to five people. This Crock-Pot has a digital timer that
lets you programme the appliance on either the high or low temperature
settings to stop after the desired amount of time – from 30 minutes to 20
hours. The digital display will then count down the cooking time remaining,
though this can be a little difficult to see, and the glass lid allows you to see
how your meal is doing without having to lift it up and letting precious heat
escape. When cooking time is up, a keep-warm function will automatically
kick into action so you won’t need to eat immediately. Build quality is
excellent and both the removable ceramic cooking pot and glass lid are
dishwasher-safe for particularly easy cleaning. The cool-touch handles
mean that you can carry the pot to the table without burning your hands.

Cooking

Ease of use

Cleaning

Build quality


3. Morphy Richards Sear and Stew 6.5L
Slow Cooker 461014 €60
The Choice Buy Morphy Richards 6.5L Sear and Stew Slow Cooker 461014
is a roomy stainless-steel slow cooker that will produce excellent results
and that is very straightforward to use. Inside there is a usable capacity of
almost four litres, making it suitable for families with five to six people or
for those who like to batch cook and freeze leftover portions. Stews and
casseroles will emerge deliciously succulent with tender meats and evenly
cooked vegetables, especially on the low setting. This machine will also do a
very good job of roasting a chicken – though, as with all slow cookers, the skin
will be pale rather than golden. The removable inner pot is made of non-stick
aluminium and can be used on electric or gas hobs for searing your food prior
to slow cooking for tastier results. Afterwards, the pot can be washed in the
dishwasher for convenient cleaning, though the removable lid will need to be
washed by hand. There are no auto-cook or keep-warm functions on offer on
this simple machine and the controls are particularly easy to master, as you
simply turn the dial to the low, medium or high setting.
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The Choice Buy Morphy Richards 6.5L Ceramic Slow Cooker 461013 is a
generously sized slow cooker that can be relied upon to produce delicious
stews and casseroles and is also adept at roasting a chicken. Bigger families
will appreciate the spacious interior, which will let you cook enough for five or
six people in one go or give you plenty of leftovers for the next day or to freeze
for another time. The removable ceramic inner bowl is oval-shaped, making it
ideal for accommodating a joint of meat or a whole chicken, which it will roast
perfectly, though the colouring may be a little pale. Controls are via a simple
and intuitive dial and, whether you use the high or low setting, you will be
pleased with the tasty and succulent results of your stew or casserole, which
will be evenly cooked throughout. There is no dedicated keep-warm function
but turning the machine to the lowest setting will do a similar job without
drying out your dinner. When cooking is done, the pot can be popped into the
dishwasher for ease of cleaning, although the lid will need to be washed by
hand.

Cooking

Ease of use

Cleaning

Build quality


4. Morphy Richards Sear and Stew 3.5L
Slow Cooker 460020 €50

For a fairly modest price, the Choice Buy Morphy Richards Sear and Stew
3.5L Slow Cooker 460020 is a good all-rounder that will produce satisfying
stews and even better roast chicken. The usable capacity is around 2.5 litres,
meaning it can cater to a family of four in one go and you can remove the
inner aluminium pot to sear ingredients on an electric or gas hob before slow
cooking to add flavour. The straightforward controls are via a dial that you
simply turn to a high, medium or low setting as needed. Roast chicken cooked
on a high setting for four hours yields great results with slightly browned
skin and succulent meat. Meanwhile, stews and casseroles prepared in
this machine are very decent and evenly cooked throughout. Build quality
is very good and the hinged lid can be handy for when you want to access
the contents without needing a place to put down a hot lid. It can also be
completely removed to pop in the dishwasher along with the bowl for ease of
cleaning. There is no dedicated keep-warm function but manually switching
to the lowest setting will do the same job.

November 2022

Cooking

Ease of use

Cleaning

Build quality


Cooking

Ease of use

Cleaning

Build quality


5. Russell Hobbs 25630 Sous Vide €120

6. Crock-Pot Sizzle and Stew 6.5L CSC086 €50

The priciest model in our current batch, the Choice Buy Russell
Hobbs 25630 Sous Vide is a multi-cooker that offers plenty of versatility with
three different cooking options. As well as a standard slow cooker function,
this Russell Hobbs model also offers the option of using a temperature
probe, designed for perfect roasting, and a sous vide function where a water
bath is used to cook food that has been sealed in a plastic bag. The usable
capacity of this machine is around 3.6 litres letting you feed five to six people
at once. As a slow cooker, this machine performs to a high standard whether
you are preparing succulent stews or roasting a whole chicken, which will
be pale in colour but perfectly and evenly cooked. You can choose between
high and low settings and a keep-warm function will automatically kick into
action when cooking time is up, so you won’t need to eat immediately. With
more features on offer, this machine is not quite as intuitive as some other
Choice Buys but the instructions manual is clearly laid out. Neither the pot
or lid are dishwasher safe so they will require washing by hand.

Again for a relatively affordable price, the Choice Buy Crock-Pot Sizzle and
Stew 6.5L CSC086 may be a little short on fancy features but it cooks to a
high standard. This slow cooker has a generous usable capacity of just over
four litres that large families will appreciate but it is a fairly bulky machine
that will take up quite a bit of room on your countertop and you may need
to check if you have sufficient storage space for it. The inner non-stick
pot is made from aluminium and can be used on electric, ceramic, halogen
and gas hobs for searing ingredients ahead of slow cooking to add extra
flavour. Though the low setting gives perfectly good results, this machine
particularly shines on the high setting, producing rich and tasty stews and
evenly cooked and tender roast chicken. Controls are pretty basic, however,
with a single dial to let you choose between settings and no timer or clock –
so you will have to turn this slow cooker off manually when the cooking time
is up or switch to the keep-warm function. Both the inner pot and the lid are
safe to pop into the dishwasher for ease of cleaning.

Useful websites:
Crock-Pot
crockpot.co.uk
Morphy Richards
morphyrichards.com/en-gb
Russell Hobbs
ie.russellhobbs.com
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PRODUCT TESTS / Wireless home speakers

Wireless Home Speakers
REPORT by Clodagh O’Donoghue

Our four Choice Buy wireless home speakers
are not at the very top end of the price bracket
but they are definitely worth a listen.
Wireless home speakers come in all shapes
and sizes, from large, bulky, powerful wi-fi
devices to those with small and compact
dimensions that look more like a portable
Bluetooth speaker. Wireless home speakers
are not completely without wires, as they
tend to be mains-powered, so they are
designed to stay indoors. The wireless
aspect instead refers to the ability of these
devices to wirelessly connect to an audio
source, such as a smartphone, tablet or
laptop, generally via wi-fi or Bluetooth.
Sound quality is clearly all-important in
choosing a wireless home speaker and many
high-end models are capable of fantastic
audio with rich bass and plenty of clarity
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and detail. You may be able to tweak your
audio preferences via an accompanying app
and some models offer the option of pairing
with another compatible device for stereo
sound or connecting with other speakers
around the home as part of a multiroom
system. Ease of use is another important
consideration, with models typically offering
only a few physical buttons and many of the
more advanced features accessible through
an app downloaded onto a smartphone or
tablet or via voice commands. Some models
have physical connections that give you
other options besides wi-fi or Bluetooth
in terms of music playback – for example,
through a port for a USB stick or a 3.5mm

At a glance
• 13 models on test
• Smart speakers
• Four Choice Buys

audio input socket. In our independent
labs, wireless home speakers go through a
range of technical assessments and expert
evaluations to find the best models currently
on sale. From 13 speakers in our current
test, Consumer Choice has uncovered four
Choice Buys that are definitely worth a
listen.

Smart speakers
More than half of the models in our
current test are smart speakers that offer
the ability to control them hands-free
by simply talking to them via a built-in
microphone and voice assistant. In
the past, smart speakers often fell
November 2022

short in their audio performance but
manufacturers such as Google, Amazon
and Apple have been working to improve
the sound quality of their devices so that
they can meet the significant challenge
of providing an excellent listening
experience as well as serving as a swift,
responsive and accurate voice assistant.
In fact, all four of our current Choice Buy
models are smart speakers, impressing
with both their audio quality and their
voice control capabilities. On our table
below, we indicate the voice assistants
that are directly supported (e.g. Alexa,
Google Assistant or Siri) by the speaker
or whether a separately-connected voice
assistant device is needed to enable
voice assistant control (e.g. Works with
Alexa). You will need to consider which
voice assistant is best for your needs and
will work well with your existing devices
– for example, you may want to seek out
a speaker offering Google Assistant if
you have a lot of Android devices in the
home, whereas if you have mainly Apple
products, a speaker offering Siri as a voice
assistant would be the better choice.
		
Smart speakers can connect
directly to the internet so you can
stream online music without having to
use a Bluetooth device such as your
smartphone, though this will depend on
the services that are available on the
speaker. You should check before you
buy that your favourite streaming services
are included – although you can always
just stream music via Bluetooth instead.
Some streaming services require a paid
subscription.
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Using a voice assistant offers
impressive additional functionality beyond
merely playing music, such as requesting
news or weather updates, setting alarms
and calendar alerts, making online
purchases, accessing recipes and much
more. Smart speakers can also act
as a hub to control other compatible
smart home devices, such as lights and
thermostats, all through simple voice
commands.

Previous Choice Buys
Three Choice Buy speakers from our
September 2020 test remain available in
shops and could prove to be worthwhile
investments. A big name in the audio
category is Sonos and two of its speakers
from the 2020 test continue to provide
exceptional audio quality across all music
genres and the spoken word. Priced
at €199, the Sonos One SL combines
premium build quality with first-rate audio
and a plentiful range of music-streaming
services are available, including Spotify,
Apple Music and Amazon Music. The
sound is spread evenly throughout the
room with good maximum volume levels
and this speaker can be plugged into an
existing Sonos set-up with multi-room
capabilities managed through the Sonos
Controller app. As with all Sonos devices,
there is no Bluetooth connectivity
and although the initial set-up is a
time-consuming process, once this is
completed, touch-sensitive controls make
for easy everyday operation.
		
For those prepared to really
splash out on their listening experience,
the Sonos Five, priced at €549, is a large
feature-laden wi-fi-only wireless speaker
that delivers outstanding audio quality,
though you will need to angle it towards
where you are listening as sound is not
dispersed evenly in all directions. There
is a very high maximum volume, however,
enabling you to fill large spaces with
sound. Moreover, the Sonos Five plays
in stereo when placed horizontally, while
two Fives placed vertically like traditional
bookshelf speakers can produce a full
stereo effect or the device can be linked
to other Sonos speakers to create a multiroom system. Although there is no built-in
voice control, this model can be operated
via a separate Alexa, Google Home or Siri
device.
		
A third recommended model
from our 2020 test, the Audio Pro A10,
priced at €199, offers both Bluetooth and
built-in voice control through Alexa along
with great sound quality and exceptional
ease of use. Sound dispersion was not
even in all directions so you will need
to face this speaker where you want to

focus the sound. However, this Audio Pro
model scored top marks for convenience
– connecting via Bluetooth was especially
straightforward but the wi-fi set-up was
also intuitive via the accompanying Audio
Pro Control app. Setting up a multi-room
system with up to six other speakers is a
breeze and you can choose whether the
device is the left or right speaker when
stereo pairing with another A10. A 3.5mm
input allows for a wired connection to
audio devices and supported music and
radio services include Spotify, TuneIn
Radio and Apple Music.
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1. Google Nest Audio €110

2. Apple HomePod Mini €100

The Choice Buy Google Nest Audio delivers outstanding sound quality despite its compact

The Choice Buy Apple HomePod Mini is a small, spherical speaker that produces big,

dimensions and fairly modest price tag. Measuring 18cm tall and 8cm deep and available

high-quality sound and offers an excellent voice assistant for controlling Apple devices and

in either white or grey, this solidly built fabric-covered speaker won’t take up a lot of space

services. Despite its tiny and lightweight dimensions – just 10.5cm wide and 8.4cm high and

but will produce high-end audio that is warm, natural, well-balanced, detailed and clear,

weighing only 345 grams – this speaker delivers audio that is rich and warm, with plenty of

with the option to tweak sound levels to your personal preferences via the Google Home

energy and clarity, detail and depth. The volume can be surprisingly loud and sound is evenly

app. The volume can be turned up impressively loud without distortion and the sound is

dispersed throughout the room. It may look like a portable speaker, but the HomePod Mini is

evenly dispersed around the room. This excellent smart speaker also responds swiftly and

mains-powered with no battery option and, unusually, it is a wi-fi only device with no Bluetooth

accurately to your voice commands, which should start with the words ‘Hey Google’, and you

support. Setup via an Apple device is exceptionally easy and a touch panel on the top of the

will be able to not only control your listening experience but also other compatible devices

speaker allows for most basic operations, including adjusting the volume, playing and pausing

in the home, such as smart thermostats and lights. The Nest Audio is straightforward to

tracks, and activating voice assistant Siri. Voice control via Siri is responsive and accurate and

set up and use and there are some touch-sensitive areas on the device for adjusting volume

you will be able to operate various Apple HomeKit-compatible smart home products. However,

or playing tracks along with a physical switch to disable the voice assistant by muting the

some major non-Apple services are not supported including Spotify and YouTube Music,

microphone as needed. Two Nest Audios can be paired together for stereo sound or you can

though you will be able to stream them without going through Siri. Using the Apple Home app,

connect your device to other speakers supporting Google Chromecast multi-room.

you can pair two HomePod Minis for stereo sound or create a multi-room setup.

3. Amazon Echo (4th Gen) €75

4. Denon Home 150 €229

The competitively priced Choice Buy Amazon Echo (4th Gen) is a great all-rounder, delivering

The most expensive of our current recommended models, the Choice Buy Denon Home 150

a satisfying listening experience and responsive voice control over a range of smart home

is a high-end wi-fi and Bluetooth speaker that offers powerful sound combined with a range

devices. The newest version of Amazon’s flagship wi-fi and Bluetooth home speaker, the

of features. With premium build quality, this fabric-covered speaker comes in black or white

fourth-generation Echo sports a new spherical design with a flattened base and is available

and is water- and stain-resistant. Audio quality is very good overall, with lots of energy and

in a choice of colours – black, white, red and blue. Build quality is nicely solid and the device

depth along with a strong bass – though this may be a little too strong for some and can be

weighs a fairly hefty 960 grams. Audio quality is very good indeed, with testers deeming it to

adjusted via the sound equaliser in the app. Sound is pretty evenly dispersed throughout the

be energetic and engaging, with plenty of warmth and depth while delivering excellent clarity.

room and there is the option of pairing two Denon Home 150s for stereo sound, with multiroom

You might like to tweak bass and treble levels via the Alexa app and there is a high maximum

support also on offer. There is a good range of physical connections on this Denon model, with

volume on offer for filling larger rooms, with sound dispersal pretty even all round. This device

a port for a USB stick, a 3.5mm audio input socket and an Ethernet connection. On the top of

is simple to use either via the physical buttons on the top or through voice commands to the

the speaker are touch controls for adjusting the volume and playing and pausing tracks, along

Alexa voice assistant. With a built-in smart home hub, this Amazon speaker will give you direct

with three preset buttons for quick access to your favourite internet radio stations. There

control over Zigbee-compatible smart home devices, including smart lights and thermostats.

is built-in voice control via Alexa, which can also operate various compatible smart home

Stereo sound with a second Echo or multiroom operation with other Echo speakers can be

systems, and you can use a separate device to activate voice commands via Google Assistant

activated through the Alexa app on your smartphone or tablet.

and, to a more limited extent, Siri.
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MODEL

SPECIFICATIONS

TEST PERFORMANCE

USING THE TABLE

SCORE
Sound quality (70%)

Star ratings are out of five.

Price (€)

Size (hxdxw)
(mm)

Bluetooth

Smart speaker

Voice assistant/s supported

Multi-room
capable

Overall sound
quality

Classical music

Speech

Pop music

Jazz

Ease of use
(20%)

Features (10%)

Energy use (0%)

✓

✓

Google Assistant

✓

















82

✓

Siri

✓

















75

✓

Alexa

✓

















73

1

Google Nest Audio

110

180x79x123

2

Apple HomePod Mini

100

84x105x105

3

Amazon Echo (4th Gen)

75

138x146x144

✓

4

Denon Home 150

229

187x14x120

✓

✓

Alexa; Works with Google
Assistant/Siri

✓

















71

5

Amazon Echo Dot (4th Gen)

60

91x112x97

✓

✓

Alexa

✓

















65

6

Marshall Stanmore II

330

196x184x349

✓

none

















61

7

Sony SRS-RA5000

600

330x220x236

✓

none

✓

















61

8

Amazon Echo Studio

220

205x199x177

✓

Alexa

✓

















60

9

Ikea Eneby (Small)

60

202x90x199

✓

none

















58

10

Marshall Acton II

280

159x186x259

✓

none

















58

11

Bose Home Speaker 500

319

204x168x115

✓

✓

Alexa/Google Assistant

✓

















57

12

Denon Home 350

549

228x210x380

✓

✓

Alexa; Works with Google Assistant/
Siri

✓

















55

13

Sony SRS-RA3000

299

247x178x146

✓

none

✓

















52
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SPECIFICATIONS
Price: Typical retailer’s price if you shop
around.
Smart speaker: Whether the device is a
smart speaker with a built-in microphone
that directly supports voice assistant
control.
Voice assistant/s supported: An indication
of the voice assistants that are directly
supported (e.g. Alexa or Google Assistant)
by the speaker or whether a separatelyconnected voice assistant device is
needed to enable voice assistant control
(e.g. Works with Alexa).
TEST PERFORMANCE
Sound quality: Results of both technical
assessments and listening tests for a
range of genres including classical, jazz
and pop music and the spoken word.
Ease of use: Rating for how simple the
speaker is to set up and connect to
devices via wi-fi and Bluetooth, the clarity
of instructions and controls, and the ease
of everyday operations and using any
accompanying mobile app.
Features: Rating for the availability of such
features as sound adjustment controls,
connectivity options and controls on the
speaker housing and if the device can be
used to charge other devices.
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