J. Prohibition on customer helplines charging more than basic rate

How can I comply with the basic rate requirement? 

1. Where a telephone helpline is provided, the basic rate requirement means not charging more to phone a trader about something you have bought than to call a friend or relative, that is to say the simple cost of connection. This telephone number provided should not provide the trader with a contribution to their costs. 

2. The following numbers, if used by traders, would comply with the regulations: 

· Geographic numbers or numbers which are always set at the same rate, which usually begin with the prefix 01, 02, or 03; 

· Numbers which are free of charge to call, for example, 0800 and 0808 numbers; 

· Standard mobile numbers (as typically used by a small business as their main or only contact point), which usually begin with the prefixes 071 to 075 or 077 to 079. 

3. Premium rate numbers would not comply. They begin with the prefix 09. 

4. Other revenue sharing numbers would not comply. These are numbers in which a portion of the call charge can be used to either provide a service or make a small payment to the trader. These usually have the prefix 084 or 087. 

5. OFCOM has ensured those wishing to change from an 084 or 087 number have access to 03 numbers where the only change will be the substitution of the digit ‘3’ instead of the ‘8’ in the prefix, for example, where 0845 becomes 0345. 

Do the regulations say that I have to provide a telephone helpline? 

6. No. Regulation 41 on charges for customer helplines only applies if you offer a telephone line on which consumers can contact you about something they have bought. 

7. Sales lines, and those offering services paid for through a phone bill (e.g. a weatherline) are unaffected. The regulation only applies to lines that are used for customer service, either exclusively or alongside other functions.
Do I have to subsidise the phonecall? 

8. No. There is no requirement to subsidise the phone call. A subsidised phone call could be one where the call is free, for example, numbers beginning with the prefix 0800 or 0808. 

I am a sole trader using a mobile number. Is this permitted? 

9. Yes, standard mobile numbers are permitted. These numbers usually begin with the prefixes 071 to 075 or 077 to 079. 

I sell computers and offer technical phone support. I use a revenue sharing arrangement with my telephone provider to fund this service. Does the number have to comply with regulation 41? 

10. Where a trader offers a technical support line, this need not come under regulation 41, provided it is a discrete service, and not one on which the caller is also expected to call to discuss problems with a purchase already made. Provided the trader makes it clear that it is a separate service for which a separate fee (paid for through the enhanced cost of the call, commonly declared as the ‘Service Charge’) is payable and not one for post purchase problems, regulation 41 will not apply. Horoscope and weather lines are similarly excluded. Regulation 41 applies where a phone line is offered which allows a customer to contact the trader about a problem which may have arisen with a product already purchased or to exercise cancellation rights. 

11. If, however, a consumer having contacted a ‘paid through a telephone bill’ service, is unhappy and wishes to raise an issue (for instance the recording was muffled and they could not hear it properly) then, if the provider offers a phone line for such complaints, that phone line should comply with regulation 41. 

