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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, would you buy a home that hasn’t been built 

and before you can get a mortgage? That’s off-plan purchase and where house prices 

are booming, it’s growing too. More than 8,000 pensioners fined for having too many 

free eye tests in England may be refunded after one man’s Ombudsman victory. A 

new clampdown begins this week on firms that charge up to £1.53 a minute for a 

phone call that could be free. And nearly 5 million customers of Lloyds Bank will 

wake up on Monday as customers of the new TSB, and they’ve been promised a 

“seamless” transition. 

But first, would you buy a home that’s not been built when all you’ve got are some 

drawings and a location? Buying property off-plan, as it’s called, is coming back in 

fashion, boosted by the Government’s Help to Buy Scheme, easier mortgages and low 

interest rates. Hamptons Estate Agents, for example, says 85% of new homes in a 

development in Reading have sold off-plan. Half of those are pre-sold at another 

development in Cheltenham. And in London figures say 48% of new homes are 

pre-sold. But it can cause problems, as first time buyer and Money Box listener Erica 

found. In the summer of 2007, she saw adverts for a development of flats in her area 

and went along just to have a look. 

ERICA: Suddenly it gets into quite a kind of hot-headed sales pitch and they build 

some pressure - that you know everything’s gone and there’s only two left and they’re 
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selling like hot cakes and you need to reserve now - and you just get into this kind of 

panic which is oh I have to do something now or I’m going to miss out. 

LEWIS: Erica agreed to buy one of the flats for more than £300,000. She paid a 10% 

deposit. The developer suggested she used their solicitors because they were 

specialists in the field of off-plan buying and that would make the purchase smoother 

and easier. 

ERICA: We didn’t have a mortgage offer in place because of course you’re looking 

at an 18 month or a 2 year time span between securing a property and actually 

completing, so a mortgage offer never lasts that long. So you couldn’t actually go in 

and do that piece of financial security, I guess. 

LEWIS: By the time the flat was finished, property prices had plummeted and the 

value of the property had fallen by £100,000. So she couldn’t get a mortgage, but the 

developers said she still had to pay the full amount. Five years later, she’s just reached 

a settlement with them, but she wanted to warn others about the risks. 

ERICA: I think it’s a really dangerous model to buy off-plan with a mortgage. 

Because you exchange contracts before you’ve got any finance in place and then 

you’ve got that big gap, whether it be 12 months or 18 months or 2 years until the 

property’s completed and you can get a mortgage offer on it, you’re really just 

gambling on what’s going to happen to property prices. And you are gambling 

because you’ve already contracted and locked in a price and you have to come up 

with that money. 

LEWIS: Well listening to Erica’s story is Vanessa Ambler, Director of the firm New 

Home Adviser, which offers advice to anyone buying a brand new home. Vanessa 

Ambler, how common is Erica’s story? 

AMBLER: From that era, very common to be honest with you. We dealt with 
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thousands of investors at the time who were buying off-plan. And the whole premise 

of off-plan is that you’re investing in property prices increasing, so whether you’re 

actually going to live in the property, let it out, or a lot of people would actually flip 

the contract prior to completion, take that increase. But of course property prices 

crashed. It’s not so common nowadays, it’s just picking up, but I don’t want to see 

that happen again. 

LEWIS: No. I think the thing that surprises most people when they hear about this is 

that you’re committing to the full price before you’ve got the mortgage in place. 

Normally with property, you don’t commit yourself till the moment you get the keys, 

but in this case you’re committing to the full price maybe 2 years (in Erica’s case) in 

advance. 

AMBLER: Yeah, it can be. I mean some properties have been sold in London that 

won’t complete until 2016. It is a gamble. You’re gambling on property prices 

increasing and being able to take that profit. But you have to look at … It’s like any 

investment: there is always going to be a risk involved. 

LEWIS: You say investment. Erica was buying it to live in. Is that more unusual? 

AMBLER: Not necessarily, no. But you know I would imagine that she was still 

hoping that you know by the time she came to complete, it was worth more than she 

had originally agreed to pay. 

LEWIS: Now we’re not in a boom like we were in 2007, but we are in a bit of a 

boom. Headlines this morning - ‘house prices soar’ - which they are in some parts of 

the country, and we’ve heard that this kind of deal, this off-plan deal is growing. In 

that kind of atmosphere, do you think people are likely to think ooh I might just miss 

that unless I buy it well in advance? 

ALMER: Yeah and that’s what I’m concerned about. As Erica said, you can get a 
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kind of hot-headedness about it, there’s a lot of sales pressure. These guys are trained, 

on commission, so you must do your due diligence very carefully. 

LEWIS: And that means having your own lawyer, your own valuation, does it? 

ALMER: Absolutely. You can’t really get … You can get a kind of valuation, but it’s 

difficult to get one. You must do your own … You know look at the area, look at the 

prices that properties sold at before, properties are selling at now. Look at all the plans 

in place - how many more units are going to be going up, is there going to be an 

excess, an overload of units by the time you complete? 

LEWIS: And are new properties often slightly overpriced by developers anyway? 

ALMER: Yes, most probably, to be honest with you.  

LEWIS: That was a yes. 

ALMER: I mean there is a premium. 

LEWIS: Yes. And do you think people should … How should people feel? If they 

see this, what should they just think to themselves before going ahead? 

ALMER: You just need to think very carefully about if you’re going to go into this, 

why are you doing it? Are you going to live in it? Can you let it out? If so, what kind 

of person would you let it to? Or realistically can you flip the contract, take the 

money? 

LEWIS: Okay. Also with us is Richard Donnell. He’s Research Director from 

property analysts Hometrack. Richard, we hear buying off-plan is booming in many 

parts of the country and house prices are rising in many parts of the country. Do the 

two go together? 
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DONNELL: They do really. It’s all about the scarcity of supply. We’ve got very low 

turnover in the housing market at the moment and that’s what builders are using as a 

market advantage. People want to be able to secure a property and actually buying a 

new build is often much easier than waiting in the second hand market. 

LEWIS: But of course the problem is if you are buying something now, but your 

mortgage won’t be arranged for a while - I mean property prices might fall, we don’t 

know, but you could lose your job, your circumstances could change - you might just 

find no-one will lend you the money. 

DONNELL: And that’s the risk and I think new build is about 10% of the market 

overall. A lot of the price growth coming through is actually coming through from the 

second hand market where values have been sort of suppressed for the last 3 or 4 

years. It’s really a sort of Southern based pick-up in house prices. But we’re not really 

seeing double digit rates of growth nationally. It’s still quite manageable. 

LEWIS: Yes, now tell us where prices are really growing, apart from London where 

we know they’re growing. Where else and where are they falling? 

DONNELL: It’s starting to spill out into the regions. It’s starting to spill out into the 

South East and the Eastern region. But in large parts of you know Northern England, 

Wales, the housing market remains you know very subdued, demand just starting to 

pick up, transaction volumes are starting to pick up and there’s not really that much 

pressure on house prices. 

LEWIS: But I suppose in some cities though, even there you’re finding house prices 

going up? 

DONNELL: But again the further you get from London, things are just starting to 

pick up, but I think to a degree we’re sort of overstating the level to which the 

market’s really accelerating. But in small pockets of the market, you know we 
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certainly have got very strong market conditions.  

LEWIS: Now we’ve talked about the dangers of maybe the property price falling or 

indeed your circumstances changing. But you’ve also got to be prepared for interest 

rates rising, haven’t you, because the Bank of England says they’re going to stay 

much the same for a year or two, but after that they could go up quite sharply? 

DONNELL: That’s the big medium term challenge for the housing market. I think a 

lot of the pricing levels we’ve got today are sustained on quite low mortgage rates 

relative to history. Yes we’re looking 2 to 3 years ahead before rates start to rise, but 

you know people need to factor in as part of their purchase, whether off-plan or on the 

market. They need to factor in the fact that rates are likely to move back to a more 

normal level. 

LEWIS: Yes because 2 years is not long in buying a house, is it, where you could be 

for 20 or 25 years. And what would your message be to people, briefly, who are just 

getting very excited about a new development, thinking of putting down a deposit? 

DONNELL: You’ve got to do your research. You’ve got to think about am I just 

doing this because I’m being pushed along by everyone else doing it or … You’ve got 

to do things for the right reason in your life stage and think about the facts. 

LEWIS: Richard Donnell from Hometrack and Vanessa Ambler earlier from New 

Home Adviser, thanks very much indeed. 

NHS England has been told to review its procedures after a 66 year old man was 

wrongly fined £100 for having more than one free eye test within 2 years. People over 

60 get free eye tests in England. The NHS pays the optician the £20 fee. But Money 

Box listener Keith Valentine told us last year he’d been fined for having two tests 

within 2 years even though an optician recommended the second test.  
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KEITH: They told me that if I didn’t pay it, there would be a further penalty of £50 

and that it would be handed over to what they called the “counter fraud” team. The 

tone of the letter made me feel as though I was being treated as a criminal rather than 

having simply made an innocent mistake. 

LEWIS: Well fearing the debt collectors, Keith paid the fine. But after the 

programme, he followed the advice of the Money Box guest and took his case to the 

Health Service Ombudsman who just this week ruled in his favour and ordered a full 

refund of the fee and fine. 

KEITH: Well I was delighted. I was absolutely delighted because I just thought it 

was a small victory for commonsense. Like everybody else, I have an eye test when 

an optician asks me. I don’t go round asking for eye tests. Opticians had asked me. 

That was the only reason I had these eye tests, so it was ridiculous to penalise me for 

having too many. 

LEWIS: The Ombudsman came down hard on Keith’s local Primary Care Trust 

which it accused of “maladministration” and failing to, what it called, “get it right” as 

it was obliged to do. The Ombudsman said the PCT had no right to impose the 

penalty as Keith actually had no obligation to pay for his eye test. It was up to the 

optician to decide what was needed. It also told the whole of NHS England to take 

action to avoid such errors happening again. Will Hadwen is Rights Adviser to the 

charity Working Families and he recommended Keith went to the Ombudsman last 

year. 

HADWEN: I’m very pleased of course that the Ombudsman agree that he was never 

liable to pay the fee and indeed the penalty. It’s also interesting because it suggests 

that some PCTs and possibly now NHS England are wrongly applying penalties in 

circumstances similar to Mr Valentine’s. We don’t know how many of those there 

might be. 
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LEWIS: And just explain to us clearly what the Ombudsman actually said. Why 

wasn’t he liable? 

HADWEN: Simply because he was over 60 and the law says that if you are over 60, 

you are entitled to a free sight test. The law doesn’t provide for any restriction on 

frequency. That’s only in a memorandum of understanding with opticians and the 

NHS.  

LEWIS: But it would be odd, wouldn’t it, if you could go back every week and get 

free sight tests? 

HADWEN: Yes indeed and that’s not the implication. If the optician thinks it’s 

clinically necessary, you can have a free sight test. What happened to Mr Valentine 

was that he was offered free sight tests and of course he said yes. 

LEWIS: And the local area of the NHS has told Keith and indeed told us that 

everyone in that area who’s had this penalty would have their case looked at and 

would be refunded. What about other people across the country right throughout 

England? 

HADWEN: Unfortunately I don’t think the ruling forces NHS England to do the 

same thing because it’s not case law. It’s a recommendation made by the Ombudsman 

and we know that they don’t have the force of law. So I think it would depend on 

individual circumstances. 

LEWIS: So your advice to people who’ve suffered one of these penalties in England 

would be what? 

HADWEN: You might take the decision not to pay. Then NHS England could 

potentially take you to the magistrate’s court. But I think if they know about this 

ruling, they shouldn’t do that because they would realise that in fact you were not 
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liable to pay. If you have paid, you complain, but you do need to start with the 

provider; you can’t go direct to the Ombudsman. And also I think it’s entirely 

possible that your complaint might be resolved earlier on because of the ruling. 

LEWIS: And finally the Ombudsman told NHS England to come up with an action 

plan within 3 months to take account of the ruling. What do you think NHS England 

should be doing now? 

HADWEN: I think if they really want to limit eligibility for sight tests, they might 

need to re-jig the law.  

LEWIS: Changing the law isn’t within the gift of NHS England, is it …  

HADWEN: It isn’t, no. 

LEWIS: … so it’s what NHS England does in the light of what the law is and what 

the Ombudsman said? 

HADWEN: That would be a matter for ministers - absolutely,  yes. 

LEWIS: And meanwhile, do you think NHS England should be reviewing all the 

cases similar to Keith’s and considering refunding them? 

HADWEN: I think as a matter of good practice, yes. 

LEWIS: Will Hadwen of Working Families. Free eye tests are available for over-60s 

in Scotland every year, in Wales every 2 years, and in Northern Ireland over-70s can 

have one if it’s more than a year since the last one. 

Why would anyone pay up to £1.53 a minute for a phone call that they might get free? 

But that’s the offer made by many services that people find online. It happens when 
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you do a search for a firm or a government department helpline and the links that 

come top on the screen are commercial services that charge premium rates for 

information you could get free or they just charge it to put you through to the helpline. 

We looked at this problem last year. Fiona told us what happened to her. 

FIONA: I Googled PayPal helpline and the top hit came up very clearly saying 

PayPal Helpline. I clicked on it, it looked like a professional site, it looked like it had 

the PayPal logo. So I gave them a call and after 17 minutes the operator couldn’t 

actually do any more for me apart from send an email to the helpdesk, which felt like 

something I could have done myself.  

LEWIS: Well Fiona paid £26 for that call. This week the phone regulator, 

PhonepayPlus has promised to clamp down on similar sites. They will all have to get 

permission to operate by next Wednesday. I asked Chief Executive of PhonepayPlus, 

Paul Whiting, what would change. 

WHITING: One of the key things we certainly see as a big issue here is that when 

consumers go onto a search engine such as Google and they enter the company name 

they’re looking for, it needs at that point to make abundantly clear that the answer that 

they get back is a service that’s going to charge money. And it must say this is a 

premium rate connection service, so people will understand immediately, before they 

do anything else, that this is a service they have to pay for. 

LEWIS: There’s one I was looking at that has the name of a government department, 

or appears to have, but .co.uk a the end. And the part of it which says oh by the way 

you can get this information free actually says ‘official passport service’ and then 

right next to it is their premium rate line. So anyone looking at that with less than a 

sort of forensic glance would be fooled into thinking that premium rate line was the 

official government passport line. 

WHITING: And that’s the absolute problem that we’re looking to outlaw. The 
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consumer should not have to have a forensic eye. It should be plain and 

straightforward. Things like the use of the web address, which could be misleading, 

we will not allow. They simply cannot do that. 

LEWIS: And what about prices? They talk about calls costing £1.53 a minute, but in 

fact that’s not true, is it? There’s extra charges and people from mobile phones can 

pay £2.50 a minute. Why don’t they have to set out all the costs? 

WHITING: Well actually they do, and our general requirements already make clear 

that you should make clear that it will cost you considerably more if you’re calling 

from a mobile and things like that. But you must make clear that it could cost 

considerably more. 

LEWIS: How many applications for permission have you had? 

WHITING: So far, we’ve had I think it’s six.  

LEWIS: And how many have you approved already? 

WHITING: We haven’t yet. We’ll be looking at them after next Wednesday once 

we’ve got all of them. 

LEWIS: So there’ll be a sort of period of grace. So if I go on the web next 

Wednesday, I may see no change at all? 

WHITING: For any company that’s currently trading, they will be able to continue to 

do so until such time as we either grant or refuse their application. For anyone new, 

they won’t be able to trade after next Wednesday in this area. 

LEWIS: But existing sites will be able to carry on till you make a decision. 
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WHITING: Yes. 

LEWIS: How long … What’s the maximum time they’ll be allowed? 

WHITING: We have a target time of 6 weeks and we intend to do it as fast as we 

possibly can because we recognise the public concern about this. 

LEWIS: If you don’t give permission, if you specifically refuse permission to a 

particular firm or website and it carries on, what happens then? 

WHITING: We have emergency powers to remove any service that’s operating in 

breach of any condition we have, and in this case we would be able to exercise such a 

power and have them removed within 24 hours or less. 

LEWIS: Paul Whiting of PhonepayPlus. And individuals can complain to 

PhonepayPlus and they can get compensation. Let’s go live now to talk to Anthony 

Couch, a director of Clix Connex, which offers these services and who responded to 

the PhonepayPlus consultation on the new rules. Anthony Couch, you’re nothing to 

do with RSPCA, but you offer to put people through to them for 69p a minute, a call 

they could make free to an 0300 number.  

COUCH: We offer a service where people … In this day and age people don’t want 

to search for numbers and, as Paul Whiting says, people go onto Google as an 

example and they’re searching for numbers. We simply offer to connect people to a 

service. A lot of companies today, a lot of corporations absolutely go out of their way 

to hide numbers away.  

LEWIS: But this isn’t true of RSPCA. It’s not true of Sky or Asda or DVLA or 

Apple or BT or O2. Dozens of firms that you put people through to for 69p, I found 

all their proper helplines with a couple of clicks. 
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COUCH: And when you go to our landing page, you’ll see very clearly that we do 

not purport to be the RSPCA or any of the other companies you’ve mentioned. We are 

very clear that we are a call connection company; and when people get to our landing 

site, at that stage they have paid nothing. And we spell out to our customers … 

LEWIS: Well they pay nothing on the page, but as soon as they ring the number 

they’re paying 69p a minute. You put them free to what might well be a free number 

and charge them 69p a minute. Aren’t you just exploiting people in a hurry? 

COUCH: No. The majority of people come to our landing page and they can see 

quite clearly that we’re a call connection company. 

LEWIS: Okay, explain to me then why anybody who really understood what was 

going on would pay 69p a minute rather than nothing? 

COUCH: People need choice and we’re offering a choice … 

LEWIS: What the choice to pay 69p rather than nothing? 

COUCH: Okay, the choices that people have in this day and age. You know 10 years 

ago the choice that a company, that somebody had if you were looking for a number, 

you would have had one choice. You’d have looked in either the Yellow Pages or 

you’d have phoned 118 directory inquiries. We are competing against directory 

inquiry companies which would charge three to four times the amount that we 

actually charge. We offer people a call connection. If they want to connect, fine. If 

they don’t want to connect and they want to continue to the RSPCA landing page, we 

will give them that free connection on our landing page too. 

LEWIS: Anthony Couch of Click Connex, thanks very much. 

Nearly 5 million customers of Lloyds Bank will be moved to a new bank on Monday 
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when TSB is born or rather reborn. It was swallowed up by Lloyds in 1995 but now 

has to be regurgitated as part of an EU competition ruling. 4.6 million customers with 

8 million accounts in 631 branches will wake up on Monday as customers of the new 

TSB. Lloyds boss Antonio Horta Osorio has promised a “seamless” transition as he 

waves them goodbye, and generally that’s probably been the case, but inevitably not 

for everyone. All the Cheltenham & Gloucester branches are moving to TSB and 

Simon called Money Box from Cambridgeshire. He needed £45,000 from his self 

build mortgage account to pay his builder. 

SIMON: With the migration of my Cheltenham & Gloucester mortgage to TSB, the 

mortgage advisers are unable to help me because I have gone off their system - that is 

both Cheltenham & Gloucester and Lloyds - and yet there are no branches and 

mortgage advisers within the TSB branch network (because it hasn’t been launched 

yet) to actually answer my questions, and when we call the call centre they say it’s 

really a mortgage adviser that needs to help you. Now I know we’re a tiny cog in the 

database or the bank of mortgages they manage, but unfortunately it’s these little 

small bits and pieces that do maybe get left behind when they’re dealing with 

simplistic systems to move across. We’re stuck and we would like to get the money 

and nobody on the end of a phone seems to tell us how we can get it. 

LEWIS: Well Money Box raised Simon’s case with Lloyds and within 24 hours he 

was called by senior managers at the bank and told he could access his money after 

all. Lloyds told us: 

LLOYDS STATEMENT: We would like to apologise to Mr Wells for the 

inconvenience caused to him. It would seem that due to the unique nature of his 

mortgage, Mr Wells was unfortunately given incorrect information which delayed 

receipt of funds. However, we have since been in contact with Mr Wells to resolve 

this issue.  

LEWIS: Another listener with problems was Alan. He wanted to stay with Lloyds, 

though his branch was moving to TSB, so he opened a new account at another Lloyds 
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branch. He was told that account was opening next week, so he arranged for all his 

direct debits and pension payments in to be transferred, but he’s just learned that that 

data’s been put back to the end of September meaning none of the payments would 

work. Well earlier I talked to Kevin Mountford, Head of Banking at 

Moneysupermarket.com. Did he expect the transition to be “seamless”? 

MOUNTFORD: I would expect that Lloyds Banking Group, having gone through a 

number of mergers and takeovers, very experienced in this type of process, I wouldn’t 

have expected any problems, but clearly from your two listeners there have been. 

LEWIS: Lloyds stresses the problems have been very, very few, but of course for the 

individuals affected they’re very serious, aren’t they?  

MOUNTFORD: Oh of course they are and I think that’s one of the dangers. When 

you look at this in the round - you know 4.6 million customers, 631 branches - I mean 

this is a huge transformation. However, the important thing is to look at the detail. 

And as you rightly say, if individuals are affected, it doesn’t matter what they’re 

saying holistically. It’s all about those individuals and how it affects their daily lives. 

LEWIS: And of course all customers of the whole group will feel some difference 

this weekend because online banking’s being closed at 11 o’clock tonight and opens 

again at 10 o’clock Sunday morning. 

MOUNTFORD: It does and those kind of things do concern me because it doesn’t 

matter how much they publicise it or communicate with customers, you know we all 

live busy lives and effectively you suddenly want to go and conduct some online 

activity and you realise the systems are down. I am hoping that people have planned 

accordingly, but no doubt there will be one or two that will suffer. 

LEWIS: Now the whole idea of this, obviously forced onto Lloyds by Europe, is to 

get a new bank on the high street, a new competitor with these nearly 5 million 
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customers, 8 million accounts, 600 odd branches. Is that going to work? Are we going 

to see a really new force in banking at TSB? 

MOUNTFORD: I think it will take time. I mean we’ve pretty much got Lloyds 

systems, many ex-Lloyds staff, and for the foreseeable future Lloyds products. I think 

over time there is an expectation that we’ll want to see more, for them to really 

differentiate and start to challenge. 

LEWIS: Kevin Mountford. And that’s it. More information and links on our website, 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Download the programme, etcetera, etcetera. Back on 

Wednesday with Money Box Live, this week taking questions on part-time work. 

Back with Money Box next weekend. Today the producer was Emma Rippon. I’m 

Paul Lewis.   


