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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, you’ve got £5,000 to invest. You’re a 

complete beginner. Why not follow new Money Box producer Wesley Stephenson on 

his investor quest as he finds out how to do it really, really cheaply. We talk to a man 

who left jail nearly 30 years ago, but still can’t get insurance for the contents of his 

home. And a lawyer looks at the Tax Return Gateway that’s back in business taking 

hundreds of pounds in fees to submit a tax return. Can people get their money back? 

But we start with that one man investor quest. What to do with his £5,000 life 

savings? It’s in the bank where it’s not so much burning a hole, more barely 

smouldering, earning less than 1% a year. More people are doing DIY investing, 

using what are called “investment supermarkets”. They do all the technical backroom 

stuff. Their prices are a lot clearer and indeed lower than they were, but how easy is it 

for a complete novice to make that first leap? Did I mention he’s a new Money Box 

producer? Here’s Wesley Stephenson’s journey. 

STEPHENSON: So I’d better start with an admission. I’m the newest member of the 

Money Box team and know nothing, nada, zip about investment. I may help to 

produce the most listened to personal finance programme on the radio, but this just 

isn’t my field. I listened to this on Money Box the other week. 

COX: And yes we are using an ad valorem fee, and that ad volarem fee is very 
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common in the investment practice. 

STEPHENSON: But what on earth are ad valorem fees? As Paul and his two guests 

continued their competition about who knew the best investing words, we were 

treated to dealing costs, probate valuation, SIPP fees, platforms. I have a lot to learn. 

But there was one term that they used that was very familiar to me: price war. The 

supermarkets have those and that can only mean one thing: things are getting cheaper. 

So I’m going to try and invest my £5,000 savings. I need some help though, so I’m 

calling one of the men involved in the jargon fest the other week: Justin Modray from 

the website Candid Money. I’d have asked Paul Lewis, but he’s washing his hair. 

(contacts Modray) Justin, hello. 

MODRAY: Hello Wes. 

STEPHENSON: Hello. I’m quite new to investing. What I really want to know is 

what’s the best way for me to invest in stocks and shares? I’ve got about £5,000. 

MODRAY: When you’re starting out, what’s called a tracker or a passive fund is 

often a good way to start because trackers are basically trying to follow an index and 

most active managers - i.e. those who get paid a lot of money to take bets to try and 

beat the index - often fail at their job. So looking for a really good low cost tracker 

fund is often a great starting point. 

STEPHENSON: And are there a lot of those out there? 

MODRAY: There’s a lot of trackers and probably about the cheapest at the moment 

is a company called Vanguard who have what’s called a FTSE UK Equity Tracker 

that tracks the FTSE All Share Index, which is a reasonably broad index. And HSBC 

has a similar fund that’s very slightly more expensive, but again very cheap in the 

greater scheme of things. 
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STEPHENSON: Right, that’s great, I’m going to go away and see what I can do.  

MODRAY: Good. 

STEPHENSON: Simple and cheap - I think that’s my mantra here - so I’m going to 

try Justin’s suggestion, Vanguard. (phone rings)  

VANGUARD EMPLOYEE: Good afternoon. Welcome to Vanguard. How can I 

help? 

STEPHENSON: Oh hello there. I have some money I want to invest and I’m just 

wondering whether I can invest it with you? 

VANGUARD EMPLOYEE: Okay. How much is it you’re looking to invest? 

STEPHENSON: About £5,000. 

VANGUARD EMPLOYEE: £5,000. Okay. To invest directly with us, the minimum 

investment amount is £100,000. 

STEPHENSON: Ooh, right. 

VANGUARD EMPLOYEE: However, we do have some platforms that you can 

invest through. 

STEPHENSON: Right. So I need to go through a platform if I want to invest my 

£5,000? 

VANGUARD EMPLOYEE: That’s right. 
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STEPHENSON: (contacts Modray) Hello, Justin? 

MODRAY: Hello Wes. 

STEPHENSON: Hello. Look, I’ve rung Vanguard. They tell me I need a platform? 

What’s a platform? 

MODRAY: A platform’s very simply just an administration system, and a simple 

way to think about it is almost like a paper bag and you can stick all your different 

investments in the one bag. And where they really come into their own is if you have 

an ISA, which is you know a good way to hold your investments tax efficiently. Then 

over time, if you want to hold more than one tracker or several different companies, 

you can do all those on the one platform, which makes life a lot, lot simpler. 

STEPHENSON: So I’ve searched around for a platform. There are quite a few and 

they’re as daunting as each other, but I’ve found a website that’s comparing the 

prices. And, as my grandmother said, you can never have too much advice, so I’m 

waiting for a call from Mark Polson, who set up a company called the Lang Cat. 

Mark, hello. 

POLSON: Hi Wesley. How are you doing? 

STEPHENSON: Why am I coming to you? 

POLSON: (laughs) Well we spend most of our waking hours analysing the various 

different platforms in the market. So we’re not financial advisers, Wesley - we can’t 

tell you what to do - but we can tell you some of the stuff that we’ve found out, so 

hopefully that’ll be useful. You’re going to need to ask  yourself a few questions 

about what kind of investor you are and what it is you want to do; and then, once 

you’ve got that kind of shortlist in place, we can start looking at costs. 
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STEPHENSON: Right, so costs. So I pay the fund to join their fund and then I pay 

the platform as well? Is that right? 

POLSON: It sounds like somebody else is just coming in and kind of wanting a piece 

of your action … 

STEPHENSON: It does. (laughs)  

POLSON: - who are these guys and what are they doing?  

STEPHENSON: And what can I be expecting to pay? 

POLSON: In your case, with a obviously perfectly respectable but relatively modest 

amount to invest and just looking to invest in funds, you would probably be looking at 

a cost on average of about 0.25% to 0.35% a year. To put that into real money - for 

every £10,000 that you hold in the platform, you’d expect to pay between £25 and 

£35 a year for holding it. 

STEPHENSON: Is there anywhere I should go in particular? 

POLSON: You’ve got lots of options actually. They would include well known 

companies like Charles Stanley, Fidelity, Cavendish, and some of the newer 

companies as well like R-Plan. All of those would be around 0.35% or less. If you’ve 

got more to invest, then some companies will offer fixed fees rather than percentage 

based charging and that may work out a little more advantageous. Companies like that 

would include Alliance Trust Savings, Interactive Investor and maybe IWeb, which is 

part of the Halifax share dealing empire. 

STEPHENSON: I’ve had a look around and if I’m investing £5,000 with this 

Vanguard fund on the Charles Stanley platform, I’ll pay around £20 a year and I’ll 

also pay £25 upfront in stamp duty for this particular fund. Well that doesn’t sound 
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too bad. But hang on, what am I likely to get back? (contacts Modray) Am I better 

putting this £5,000 into one of these funds or should I just leave it in my savings 

account? 

MODRAY: That’s a very tough question to answer. If you can tie the money up and 

you’re happy to take a bit of a gamble and you’re not going to have sleepless nights 

over that, by all means look at the stock market. But if you need the money as an 

emergency fund or you think you’re going to need to spend it the next year or you just 

don’t like taking risk, then really stick with the bank. 

STEPHENSON: But it is a gamble? 

MODRAY: It is a gamble, so be very, very careful. 

STEPHENSON: Have I actually invested my money? Well no. I just don’t feel like I 

know enough to put my five grand into the hands of a stranger. So please don’t try 

this at home - well not without doing a lot of proper research. Just don’t follow me. I 

still don’t know what an ad valorem fee is. 

LEWIS: Wesley Stephenson. Maybe a fool and his money are not so easily parted. 

Well listening to that in Scotland is Merryn Somerset Web, Editor-in-Chief of 

Moneyweek magazine. Merryn, Wesley went for the cheapest and, despite what he 

says, he’s obviously been listening to Money Box and indeed you. A low cost tracker 

- is that a good approach for a naïve investor? 

SOMERSET WEBB: A low cost tracker is a good approach, but again it depends 

what kind of tracker. You are putting all your eggs in one basket and if you buy a 

tracker on you know a UK index, you’re putting all your eggs on the UK and on a 

particular group of companies in the UK. So it’s not what we call diversified; you’re 

not spreading your risk around the place. So it’s not ideal, but it is at least simple and 

cheap, which are two of the most important factors in successful investing. 
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LEWIS: Yes and of course with £5,000 could he get what we normally recommend 

when you could do that diversifying and get advice on it - that’s independent financial 

advice - could he get that with only £5,000 to invest? 

SOMERSET WEBB: No he couldn’t, but I don’t really think he would need it at 

£5,000. In fact for up to quite a lot of money, you don’t really need much in the way 

of advice. There’s so much information online and so many well brilliant magazines, 

etcetera, you can read where you can do the basic research. And I think if you are 

going to invest, you have a responsibility to yourself and the money you’ve earned to 

do a little research in advance anyway and I can’t tell you how easy it is to get your 

knowledge base up to that of a basic financial adviser. It really doesn’t take very long.  

LEWIS: Okay, now Wesley’s losing money upfront and then there’s an annual 

charge. I mean he starts with a loss of around £45 on his £5,000. How much might he 

make on those investment returns? 

SOMERSET WEBB: (laughing) That’s a ludicrous question, Paul, as you well … 

LEWIS: Well give me a ludicrous answer. (laughs)  

SOMERSET WEBB: I have no idea how much it would make. It entirely depends 

on what happens to the stock market over the next 3 years, 5 years and 10 years. But 

what we can say is that the longer he waits, the longer … the earlier he invests and the 

longer he holds his investment for, the better a return he is likely to make. 

LEWIS: Okay. Stay with us, Merryn, and I’ll come up with a ludicrous question for 

our next guest in Edinburgh, one of Wesley’s helpers in that package - Mark Polson 

from the Lang Cat who analyses the market as you heard. Mark, Wesley came to you 

but the public can’t just ring up Justin Modray or you, can they? Merryn said it’s easy 

to do research. How do you find the best, the cheapest platforms? 
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MODRAY: Well two different things, I think, is best and cheapest, and if you start 

from a point of just looking for the cheapest then you open yourself to all kinds of 

complexity actually because what looks very cheap on the surface sometimes isn’t. 

There is often a large charge sheet sitting behind the scenes. So while Wesley might 

have found somewhere that on the surface looked like it was very low cost, if he ever 

tried to withdraw his money or you know so much as scratch himself with his left 

hand, he might find that he’s paying additional charges. So research is really 

important. There are plenty of websites out there. Yes you know us and Justin, you 

can’t just phone us up, we’re not scaled up for that, but … 

LEWIS: You both do have platform price guides though … 

POLSON: We do. 

LEWIS: … and they do help, but they require quite a bit of studying, don’t they? 

POLSON: They do and they’re also only a jumping off point because to come up 

with any price guide or table or idea of what something might cost you, we have to 

make assumptions. And that’s why we’re saying to Wesley it’s really important for 

him to know what kind of investor he’s going to be. 

LEWIS: Yes and a lot of platforms don’t offer the Vanguard trust that he wanted to 

go for. 

POLSON: It depends which ones he wants. Vanguard’s fairly well represented. 

There are a couple of big gaps where their funds aren’t available. But, as Justin said, 

there are other low cost trackers out there - HSBC and similar companies. 

LEWIS: And Merryn Somerset Webb, Justin Modray said a platform was a paper bag 

- but it is a leaky one, there are charges, you  will begin with a loss. Should he have 

just left his money in cash? 
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SOMERSET WEBB: That entirely depends on his personal situation. You know 

everybody needs to have say  6 months worth of salary in cash sitting there as an 

emergency.  

LEWIS: That would be a lot less than £5,000. 

SOMERSET WEBB: Yes, so if he’s got that already he can you know knock himself 

out with the £5,000. If he does not have a cash cushion, he’d be completely insane to 

take that money and go stick it in the stock market. 

LEWIS: Okay, we must leave it there. Merryn Somerset Webb and Mark Polson, 

thanks. And we still didn’t explain ad valorem. Do email your translations: 

moneybox:bbc.co.uk.  

Are insurers right to refuse cover to people who have a serious criminal conviction 

even if they’re very old and the sentence was served several decades ago? Money Box 

was contacted by a man convicted of attempted murder in 1971. He got a life 

sentence. He’s been out of prison nearly 30 years, but when he discloses that 

conviction to insurance firms, they refuse to cover the contents of his flat. Bob 

Howard went to meet him. 

JOHN: In 1971, I was attacked. And I retaliated a couple of weeks later, which was 

premeditated, I suppose. I was convicted of attempted murder. I got a life sentence. 

HOWARD: How old were you? 

JOHN: 23, 24. In 1986, I had a stroke and was discharged from prison and came to 

live here. I’ve lived here a number of years and I can’t get household contents 

insurance. I’ve tried many times, but because I answer the question ‘do you have any 

criminal convictions?’, because I put yes I’m declined insurance because they say that 

the sentence isn’t spent. Well it can’t be spent because I’m on life parole, so the only 
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way I can get insurance is to lie. But if I do lie and they find out, I’ll have paid money 

for years possibly for nothing because you know insurance companies, they find any 

excuse not to pay out and that would be a valid reason because I hadn’t answered the 

question truthfully. I just feel that I’m still being sentenced if you like and I’m 

vulnerable because I’m now getting on. I’m 72 years of age. I would feel comfortable 

if I could have household contents insurance. I just want to insure the few bits and 

pieces I’ve got.                                       

HOWARD: How many different insurers have you tried? 

JOHN: I’ve tried them all. I’ve been to a broker. The housing authority offer 

household insurance, but they decline to insure me. I’ve been to Norwich Union, I’ve 

been to Direct Line, I’ve been to all the insurers and none of them will insure me 

because I have an unspent conviction. 

HOWARD: And they all ask you to disclose that for contents insurance? 

JOHN: Yes. There’s several politicians been to jail for fraud, yet their convictions 

will be spent. Well mine’s never spent because it was a life sentence. How can I 

integrate with society if I can’t have household contents insurance? I feel I’m missing. 

HOWARD: And would you accept that you should still pay a higher premium than 

somebody else or not? Do you think that you should be treated just as anybody else? 

JOHN: I think I should be treated as everyone else because I have been almost 30 

years out of prison. I can get car insurance, I get travel insurance. Why can I not have 

household contents insurance and why should I pay a higher premium? I think I 

should be treated just as Joe Bloggs in the street is treated who’s 72 years of age, 

living in a local authority property and just gets on with life. 

LEWIS: Bob Howard speaking to John, a name we agreed to give him. He didn’t 
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want his real name used. Well Christopher Stacey is listening to that. He’s from the 

reformed offenders charity Unlock. Christopher Stacey, how common is John’s 

experience? 

STACEY: Sadly far too common in our experience. There’s over 9 million people 

with a criminal record. Many people have unspent convictions - many of those for 

life, as in John’s case - and for them it’s very difficult, certainly with mainstream 

insurers.  

LEWIS: And unspent means you’ve got to admit it, you can’t deny it. They’re spent 

after a certain time. Now the law’s changing on that, isn’t it? Will that help people 

like John? 

STACEY: It will help people with convictions. It won’t help John, unfortunately. So 

the law is hopefully … 

LEWIS: (over) Because his sentence is too long? 

STACEY: That’s true, yes. So the changes will mean that any sentence up to 4 years 

in prison will be able to become spent at some point and those changes are due to 

come in in the spring of this year, hopefully. But for people like John, his conviction 

will be forever unspent and we’d like a system which would allow for people like him 

to have his conviction become spent at some point because, as he says, 30 years ago, 

he’s become a law abiding person now and he deserves to be treated like anybody 

else. 

LEWIS: Now he named two companies, Direct Line and Aviva, and they confirmed 

to us that they wouldn’t insure contents for people with his record. Are there insurers 

though that will? 

STACEY: There are. All mainstream insurers ask about convictions and they will 
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normally decline. We have a list of insurers on our website, which is 

hub.unlock.org.uk. There’s a number of those on there, one of which I believe you’re 

speaking to in a second. I’d say to people like John, use that list of insurers.  It’s a 

fully comprehensive list. Shop around and that will hopefully give you the best price. 

In many cases people do pay slightly more and in some cases quite a lot more, which 

isn’t fair but that is the way that people can get some type of cover. 

LEWIS: Well, as Christopher said, on the phone is Julie Carter. She’s household 

business coordinator at the insurance broker Adrian Flux. Would you be able to find 

insurance for John and others like him, Julie? 

CARTER: Yes, certainly. 

LEWIS: Would he pay a premium? 

CARTER: Potentially he would. In John’s situation though, his crime happened 

some 30 years ago, so the risk of any kind of vigilante, malicious damage or arson 

attacks or indeed re-offending is very, very low. 

LEWIS: So is that why they charge more - because someone who’s been convicted of 

an assault, in his case an attempted murder, there might be some retribution from 

somebody on him at some later date, so their property is less secure? 

CARTER: Yes, that’s right. 

LEWIS: So that’s their … I won’t say excuse, but that’s their reason. And how do 

underwriters weigh up that risk? 

CARTER: We have to obtain lots of information from the client, so it really does 

depend on the date of conviction, the nature of the conviction, mitigating 

circumstances, and what’s actually happened with their own personal circumstances - 
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so maybe their lifestyle has changed, maybe they’ve moved away from the area. 

Those kind of things are certainly taken into consideration to weigh up the risk. 

LEWIS: It does sound like very personal underwriting; whereas most of us, we go 

online, we go on a website and nobody … no human ever intervenes in the process at 

all. 

CARTER: That’s right. But I think you’ll find with the criminal convictions online 

businesses will just refuse because they don’t have the sophistication of asking the 

details that we really need to underwrite that risk. 

LEWIS: Thanks very much for that Julie. Christopher Stacey, the changes when a 

conviction becomes spent - you say convictions up to 4 years, prison sentences up to 4 

years will become spent but won’t affect life sentences - happen in the spring. Why 

has it taken so long because you and I have talked about this on this programme at 

least once, maybe twice before?   

STACEY: Yes I know and we were told from the Government that it’s taking them 

time to implement the changes to mean that people will be able to get a certificate that 

proves that their convictions are no longer unspent. But that isn’t good enough from 

our perspective. Could I just pick up on very quickly the point about … 

LEWIS: Five seconds literally. 

STACEY: I would like to see evidence that people with convictions are higher risk. 

LEWIS: Christopher Stacey and Julie Carter, thanks very much for that.  

Now complaints continue to arrive in our inbox about a website which many people 

take to be the official route to file a self-assessment tax return with HMRC. In fact 

Tax Return Gateway is not an official website. It completes and submits a tax return 
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based on information provided online. It charges a fee of up to £1,000 to submit the 

form. The tax due has to be paid separately. But many people have told us they 

thought they were paying the tax, not a fee, when they entered their credit or debit 

card number. John Derby was one.  

DERBY: On 18
th

 January, I used Tax Return Gateway by mistake. Once I realised 

that I had in fact used their service in error, I contacted them and advised them that 

the £650 fee that they had charged me, I would want to cancel. Eventually they came 

back in touch with me, apologising for the delay, but basically saying you filled in the 

form and it’s your own fault. I checked with HMRC. The only tax return that they 

received was from myself, which I completed later that day. So Tax Return Gateway 

did not send in a tax return on my behalf, they did not email confirmation, so basically 

they have done nothing at all for their £650 fee. 

LEWIS: John Derby and that’s one of many complaints we’ve had about the firm. 

Kate Briscoe is a consumer finance litigator from Howlett Clarke. 

BRISCOE: Well in John’s case, he would be in a very, very strong position to get a 

refund. He hasn’t received the services even though he signed up to a contract that 

appears to bind him immediately. Therefore he should be immediately writing to 

them, making them aware that under the supply of Goods and Services Act 1982 

they’re in breach of contract, persist with writing to them and requesting a refund. If 

after you know two letters that hasn’t resolved matters, then he can look at a small 

claim action in the county courts against them to recover those fees. 

LEWIS: What’s your general view of this site and what it appears to offer? 

BRISCOE: It’s been too easy for consumers to sort of fall into quite a carefully 

placed bear trap really. When you look at the processes they went through, someone’s 

going online to fill in a tax return and work out what they owe, yet during that process 

they were supposed to presumably read and absorb and understand a fairly complex 
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set of terms and conditions which applied to the purchase that was being made by 

going through this gateway. So these consumers were particularly vulnerable to 

signing up to something that they didn’t understand, they didn’t quite realise what 

they were getting into. When you look at the terms and conditions of this gateway 

company, they’re not taking any responsibility if they make mistakes; there’s no 

liability on them whatsoever. They’re not even saying in their own terms and 

conditions that they guarantee that their returns will be accurate for you. So they’ve 

created lots of get-outs for themselves and I just think that this is not you know 

fulfilling requirement of good faith and is not fair and open dealing as is required in 

consumer contract terms. It’s very important that they are fair and open. 

LEWIS: One of the things that people have said to us is that there’s a sum appears 

when they’ve gone through the process of putting in their details, but in fact that’s not 

the tax due; it is in the terms (the company says in paragraph 1713 I think of its terms 

and conditions) this is your tax bill and our submission fee will be presented as one 

total payment. So it’s not the total tax due.  

BRISCOE: No. 

LEWIS: It’s an estimate of the tax plus their fee and then they invite you to pay it and 

in fact you just pay the fee. 

BRISCOE: Indeed. That page is the page I think that’s going to create the most 

trouble for this company because it is clearly very, very misleading. I’ve looked at it 

and looked at it. Where it says the estimated payment due is £400, why use the word 

‘estimated’? That gives you the impression it’s talking about your tax bill, but in fact 

it’s actually talking about their payment where there is no estimate about it; it is a 

hard amount. And then below that where it says your card details, you know ‘you 

must now make this payment otherwise your tax return will not be submitted’, which 

is you know borderline threatening and making someone feel fearful that if they don’t 

make this payment, they’re somehow going to fail their tax return on time. I think that 

page is going to be the one that creates the biggest opportunity for Trading Standards 
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to go in and say that really has duped people; and even if their terms and conditions, 

technically they’ve tried you know to protect themselves, I think that page is going to 

be their biggest weakness. 

LEWIS: Kate Briscoe. And actually it’s paragraph 12.14. Apologies for that. 

Sunderland Trading Standards told Money Box it’s helping up to 300 people who’ve 

complained about the website and its officers have visited the firm. Tax Return 

Gateway, which tells us it’s a tax return checking and fulfilment agency, told us that it 

didn’t submit John’s tax return because he’d already done so and it has refused to 

refund his money. It says visitors to its website are made abundantly aware that we 

are not HMRC, that its service is clear and simple. It refused to do an interview. 

Well that is it for today. More information, links on our website: 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Download the programme, listen to past episodes, send us your 

ideas, define ad valorem as some of you kindly are. Lesley Curwen’s here on 

Wednesday with Money Box Live taking questions on mortgages and Lesley 

Curwen’s here with Money Box next weekend. I’ve got a week off. Today the 

reporter was Bob Howard, the producer was our naïve investor - Wesley Stephenson - 

and I’m Paul Lewis.  


