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In June 2015, Ombudsman Services: Communications (OS:C) was approved by Ofcom to provide
alternative dispute resolution under the Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR] for Consumer Disputes
(Competent Authorities and Information) Regulations 2015 (the Regulations). Services/products that fall
within the jurisdiction of OS:C include those provided to domestic and/or small business customers
which fall within the scope of “electronic communications services” as defined under Section 32(2) of
the Communications Act 2003.

As part of Ofcom’s approval, under Schedule 6 of the Regulations, OS:C is required to produce a
biennial activity report containing the information below:

a)] The number of disputes received by the ADR entity and the types of complaints to which
the disputes related.

OS:C received 71,651 disputes during the reporting period. A dispute is defined as a request from a
complainant notifying OS:C of an unresolved compilaint for investigation.

Of these cases 39,431 fell within the scope of what OS:C can deal with.

In the table below, the types of complaints referred to OS:C within the reported period that came
within the scope of the service, can be found:

Complaint Type # Complaints 9%
ging | mes | i
Service Quality 9,998 25.36%

Security 3.71%
Unknown 1.33%
Grand total 100%

b) The percentage share of alternative dispute resolution procedures which were
discontinued before an outcome was reached.

During the reporting period, OS:C discontinued 0 cases.
c) The average time taken to resolve the disputes which the ADR entity has received.

The average time taken to resolve disputes was 73 days. This is calculated from the date the complaint
was received from the consumer rather than the date a full complaint file had been received from both
parties.

d) The rate of compliance, if known, with the outcomes of its alternative dispute resolution
procedures.

The table below shows the rate of compliance with the remedies confirmed within OS:C decisions
during the reporting period:
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Reason for refusal
Remedies implemented within 28 days 96.45%

Remedies implemented outside of 28 days 2.41%
Remedies not implemented 1.14%

e) Any recommendations the ADR entity may have as to how any systemic or significant
problems that occur frequently and lead to disputes between consumers and traders could
be avoided or resolved in future.

The Covid-19 pandemic hit in the UK in March 2020 which meant that the traders, and OS:C had to find
ways to work differently and support the most vulnerable consumers.

OS:C saw a rise in complaints of ‘bill shock’, where a consumer had been using their telephone more
frequently in a bid to keep connected to the outside world during the harsh lockdown periods, as well
as increased complaints relating to debt. There was an expectation that disconnection would be a last
resort and traders were asked to keep customers connected. This saw a change in habitual patterns
with more leniency towards debt, mid-term tariff changes to avoid high-usage bills, as well as
repayment plans. The need for consumers to make contact with their providers also rose, but this
proved difficult whilst traders made major adaptations to be able to work remotely.

Also, during this reporting period, we saw an upturn in complaints relating to fraudulent activity.
Fraudsters preyed on the most vulnerable. As traders turned to sending text messages to consumers to
get their communication messages out, so did the fraudsters. Consumers became victims of ‘smishing’
with fraudsters posing as traders, charities, or even the NHS. Porting Authorisation Code (PAC]) fraud
became prominent and this led to the loss of telephone numbers and service when they were of the
utmost importance to a consumer. This also led to wider fraud issues where fraudsters were able to
access One Time PINs for banking applications resulting in consumers having funds withdrawn from
their bank accounts.

While consumers are much more aware of the potential for ‘smishing’ and ‘phishing’, the SMS and
emails are very convincing. Consumers should be encouraged by traders to forward ‘smishing’ SMS
messages to the Shortcode 7726 to help tackle this crime and have these numbers blocked from the
account. Itis recommended that this information is shared with prominence on billing platforms and
online accounts. Given the nature of the issue, SMS may not be the best option for this.

f) Where the ADR entity is a member of any network of ADR entities which facilitates the
resolution of cross-border disputes, an assessment of the effectiveness of its co-operation
in that network.

OS:C has not investigated any cross-border disputes during the reporting period. OS:C is a member of
the Telecoms-Net group of European ADR entities. The group shares best practice relating to ADR in
the sector.

g) Where the ADR entity provides training to its ADR officials, details of the training it provides.

OS:Cinvests in its ADR officials and provides continuous training, both when new regulations are
introduced, and to support the officials in making confident and robust decisions.
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In the reporting period, training was given on the following topics:

e Broadband Universal Service Obligation

e Communications sector overview/refresher training

e Recording outcomes of complaints

e Updates and amendments to the Automatic Compensation Scheme and discussion focus
groups

e RPI/CPI refresher training

e End of Contract Notification/Annual Best Tariff Notification

e Covid-19, the effects and requirements

e Investigating cases with minimal evidence (Trader capacity to respond meant this was
necessary more than normal)

h) An assessment of the effectiveness of an alternative disputes resolution procedure offered
by the ADR entity and of possible ways of improving its performance.

In the reporting period, on average, it took 73 days to handle a dispute through the OS:C procedure.

The ADR Regulations stipulate that OS:C must notify the parties of the outcome of the ADR procedure
within a period of 90 days from the date on which the complete complaint file has been received. The
procedure operated by OS:C has proven effective in handling disputes within this timeframe.

The majority of this reporting period was impacted by the operational challenges brought about by
the Covid-19 pandemic. This increased the average days to respond to the dispute compared with the
previous reporting period. OS:C is pleased that it has been able to provide a service to consumers and
stakeholders throughout the pandemic.
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