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Purpose of Report 

This report is to update members on the operation of Consumer Direct Scotland, the national 
telephone help line for consumers funded by the Department of Trade & Industry (DTI), and its effect 
on the consumer advice services provided by the Council's Trading Standards service. 

Background 

The Sub-Committee received a report in February 2004 confirming that Scotland had been chosen 
as one of the pathfinder areas for the new consumer telephone help line and that a consortium led 
by the Western Isles Council would provide the service. It was agreed that a further report would be 
submitted once the help line had been operational for a period of time. 

The aim of Consumer Direct is to provide first line advice and information to enable consumers to 
resolve for themselves issues with goods and services they have purchased. It also enables them to 
identify and report dishonest traders and other scams. The help line works in partnership with 
existing advice providers including local authority trading standards services and consumer support 
networks that also involve citizens advice bureaux and other organisations. Callers can either 
contact the help line directly using the 0845 4040506 local call rate telephone number or be 
transferred when they ring trading standards. 

Considerations 

Telephone callers who contact any of the Council's consumer advice centres are dealt with by an 
adviser from Consumer Direct Scotland. The call is transferred to the Consumer Direct contact 
centre via a free-phone link paid for by Consumer Direct. If their enquiry or complaint cannot be dealt 
with during that initial call to the contact centre, then their details are sent electronically to the 
appropriate local authority, usually the Council in whose area they live. This will happen in the more 
complex cases, where for example the consumer may need to see an adviser in person to go 
through the terms of a consumer credit agreement, or some intervention from the trading standards 
service with the business or trader being complained about is required. 

Consumer Direct Scotland was launched in July 2004 and was the first to be operational in the 
United Kingdom. Initially seventeen advisors were employed by the contact centre but the immediate 
popularity of the help line number led to a further fourteen advisors being recruited and trained by the 
end of October. The contact centre deals with around 7,500 calls a month. Over 28,000 cases have 
been dealt with nationally, of which around 21 % have been referred onto local authority trading 
standards services for further action. 

The impact on North Lanarkshire Council can most clearly be seen in the Audit Scotland 
performance indicators. The diversion of telephone calls to Consumer Direct has resulted in a sharp 
fall in the number of complaints dealt with on the same day as they are received. As a result of the 
more complex matters being referred to the Trading Standards service, the proportion of complaints 
that take more than 14 days to resolve has risen sharply. The introduction of Consumer Direct has 
affected all local authorities in a similar way to a greater or lesser extent depending on the number of 
referrals and Audit Scotland is reviewing the usefulness of this indicator. 

C:\TEMP\CDS Feb05.doc 



I . 
3.4 

3.5 

3.6 

4. 

4.1 

4.2 

5. 

5.1 

It is important that any resources released by Consumer Direct now dealing with the majority of first 
line complaints and enquiries are used to best effect in providing an enhanced service for consumers 
in North Lanarkshire. A number of improvements are planned, such as the automatic diversion of 
calls to the help line. At present calls are diverted manually and this fails to assist consumers who 
contact the Council outside of our normal operating hours but within the longer opening hours of 
Consumer Direct which also includes Saturdays. 

In addition to referrals from Consumer Direct requiring further action from the Council's trading 
standards service, a significant number of notifications are received where the help line has dealt 
with the consumer's enquiry or complaint. Similarly information is also received where a resident 
from another local authority area has complained about a trader or business in North Lanarkshire. In 
this way a complete picture of traders and issues causing consumer dissatisfaction in North 
Lanarkshire will be obtained. This enables the service to shape its local enforcement priorities and 
target rogue traders through Enterprise Act enforcement. 

Currently the information provided by Consumer Direct is sent using a secure post office e-mail 
system, and it is then manually entered onto the Protective Services Flare database. Negotiations 
are underway between Flare Systems and local authority Flare users in Scotland around the use of a 
Connector that will allow the information provided by Consumer Direct to be entered directly onto 
individual authority's Flare database. 

Corporate Considerations 

The recommendations are consistent with policy and there are no personnel, finance or property 
implications in this report. 

Discussions will continue with the relevant Departments over the use of the Council's Contact Centre 
telephony software for the introduction of automatic call diversion. 

Recommendation 

The sub-committee are asked to note the contents of this report on the implementation of Consumer 
Direct, and to receive a further report on the progress of this issue. 

For further information please contact David Roderick, Trading Standards Manager on 01 236 61 641 5. 
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