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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme listeners flood our inbox with tales of insurers 

charging existing customers up to five times more to insure their home than new 

customers. Saga’s Chief Executive live on Money Box defends his firm. From April 

6
th

 all employers must send HM Revenue & Customs information every time they pay 

an employee. How will small businesses - some employing just one person, others 

paying daily in cash - how will they manage? And with low interest rates but demand 

for rented property high, is buying a house or flat to rent it out a good way to make 

money in difficult times?  

But we start, as we did last week, with complaints about insurers charging loyal 

customers far more than they charge new customers to insure a similar home. After 

the programme, our inbox was flooded with emails from angry Money Box listeners 

telling us their own tales of home insurance companies exploiting their loyalty, as 

they saw it. We’ve had similar complaints about most of the leading insurers, all of 

whom seem to do much the same, but one company stood out: we got twice as many 

complaints about Saga Insurance than any other. Once a holiday company, Saga now 

makes most of its money from financial services, including insurance. It also offers 

legal services and publishes Saga magazine where my articles have appeared for 

almost 30 years. Saga sells exclusively to the over-50s. Bob Howard’s been speaking 

to some of the listeners who complained. 
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HOWARD: Yes Paul. Mary from Surrey, who’s in her seventies, is pretty typical of 

people who’ve emailed us, criticising Saga’s home insurance premiums.  

MARY: I’ve been with them over 10 years, I would think. The property I’m living in 

is a two bedroom Victorian semi, just two up-two down, and my latest quote was 

£1,214. And it wasn’t until this particular year that my family said you’re paying 

much too much, you’ve got to question it. You think of Saga looking after the 

over-60s and basically I just couldn’t believe that they would treat elderly pensioners 

like that. 

HOWARD: In the end Mary was able to get alternative home insurance from her 

bank for £236. And we’ve also been contacted by people whose parents are insured 

by Saga. Tricia’s mother is in her nineties and Trish estimates she’s had her home 

insurance with Saga for more than 20 years. Last week she looked at her mother’s 

renewal premium and was shocked at what she saw. 

TRISH: My mother is 93, 94 this year, and she deals with all her own affairs. It just 

sort of happened that we discovered that she was paying over £900 a year house 

insurance when we found that competitive quotes were sort of coming in at £200, 

£250 on you know a three bedroom semi in Bradford. They claim to be the friend of 

the elderly basically - Saga, the safe company that’s you know going to look after you 

in your old age. And I have actually called it the Saga saga and I just find the whole 

thing absolutely scandalous. 

HOWARD: Trish has now written to Roger Ramsden, Saga’s Chief Executive, to 

complain. And Alan has also contacted us about his mother, who is also in her 

nineties, after he found a Saga quote on a comparison site which was less than half the 

renewal premium his mother had received. 

ALAN: That’s a pretty dreadful way of operation for a company whose whole 

business is based on the trust that old people put in them. I’d like to see them look at 
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the whole concept of insurance renewal. How can they offer such competitive prices 

to new customers and not look after their existing customers? 

HOWARD: Alan and his mother wrote to Saga to complain. Saga wrote back to say 

it had investigated and found the premiums were correct and the rises over the years 

were “within expected increased boundaries”. Saga said in the letter it “regularly 

reviews its pricing”.  

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. Dot Gibson is General Secretary of the National Pensioners 

convention. I asked her how she reacted to the criticisms Money Box listeners had 

made of Saga. 

GIBSON: I think it’s very worrying. Saga is a brand name associated with older 

people and people feel that they can be trusted, but you know they’re taking 

advantage. I mean I think we’ve all assumed that older people would get a good deal 

from Saga, so it’s quite concerning that these instances are coming up. And I have to 

say that I’ll certainly be raising this at our pensioners’ parliament in Blackpool in June 

and getting some feeling from the members who go there because I’m sure that many 

of them will have the same view of Saga that others have because we’ve always 

thought that it was something that actually was dedicated to older people. 

LEWIS: So what do you think Saga should do now? 

GIBSON: Well I think they should re-look at all their prices; apologise to those 

people who have got these enormous premiums and cut the prices. It’s ridiculous. 

Loyalty should pay. 

LEWIS: Dot Gibson. Earlier this morning I spoke to Penny Mordaunt, Conservative 

MP for Portsmouth North and Chair of the Parliamentary All Party Group on older 

people. I asked her if insurers are treating their customers fairly. 
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MORDAUNT: Well while the term ‘older people’ clearly includes a lot of very 

savvy silver surfers, it also includes a lot of very vulnerable people who quite often do 

not have access to the sorts of online tools which make comparing policy quotes a 

fairly straightforward job. So I would say that all companies have a particular duty of 

care towards those sorts of people and especially those who have a brand that is more 

likely to be trusted by those people. It is if you like the insurance equivalent of finding 

a portion of horse meat in your beef. I’m contacting the members of the All Party 

Group to see what we can do to raise this issue in Parliament. 

LEWIS: That was Penny Mordaunt MP. Well, as I said, the biggest groups of 

complaints were about insurance from Saga; and Roger Ramsden, the Chief Executive 

of Saga insurance, is with me. Roger Ramsden, are people wrong to believe Saga will 

look after them and is different from other insurers? 

RAMSDEN: Good afternoon. The first thing I should say is obviously I’m extremely 

sorry to hear that we have a number of customers who have had a disappointing 

experience with us and it’s really very important that I understand the detail of these 

personally and I’d be delighted if we could have further detail from the listeners that 

have contacted you. 

LEWIS: But its not just disappointing, is it? I mean Mary was paying £1,214 for a 

two bed semi in Surrey. She could get similar cover for £236. That’s not 

disappointing. That’s five times as much. 

RAMSDEN: Well I think there are two points to make. First of all, your listeners 

might be very interested to know that actually last year 40% of motor insurance 

customers at Saga received a reduction in their renewal price and one in five of home 

insurance customers received a reduction in price. I don’t think it’s fair to extrapolate 

from one customer to the totality. Secondly … 

LEWIS: No, but we’ve had a lot of complaints and some of them have already 
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complained. And we heard from Alan who complained earlier and you told him that 

the increase was within “expected boundaries”, and you know he got the same 

insurance from Saga through a comparison site for less than half the price you were 

going to charge his mum. 

RAMSDEN: Insurance is a very competitive market and many companies compete 

for business, and part of the competition for that business is of course - as with so 

many other industries - offering discounts for new customers.  

LEWIS: I don’t think anyone denies that, but it’s the size of the discount. If it was 

10%, maybe 20%, no-one would complain, but we’re talking about loyal customers 

who believe in Saga being charged two, three, four times as much. 

RAMSDEN: Well again without understanding the individual details of what actually 

has occurred in these particular instances, it’s very difficult to comment. But overall it 

is very important I think again to recognise that actually Saga does work extremely 

hard to offer excellent value for money. And it’s not just me saying that. Interestingly, 

last year Ipsos MORI conducted a survey of all of the financial services brands in the 

UK and Saga was rated by its customers as offering the best value for money of any 

financial services brand in the country. 

LEWIS: Well I’m tempted to say perhaps they hadn’t looked at where they could 

have got insurance somewhere else or indeed from you as a new customer. We …  

RAMSDEN: Well again I think it’s … Sorry, if I can come back on that. Interestingly 

again 70 per … sorry 40% of all the quotes that I receive come from customers over 

70, so I don’t think again it’s right to assume that all customers do not shop around 

even in later life. They do and they’re very savvy customers as you rightly identify. 

LEWIS: Well indeed, I’m sure that’s true. But you know we heard from Dot Gibson 

you’re taking advantage and she wants you to re-look at your policies. Will you go 
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away from here having heard these and looked into them in more detail and look at 

your policies of putting insurance up year after year compared with the price you 

charge a new customer? 

RAMSDEN: The success of Saga absolutely results on the confidence that customers 

have in Saga and that is what we do day in, day out - to ensure that we offer great 

value for money, the right price for our insurances. We always look at our pricing. As 

I say, prices for home insurance customers last year went down in one in five cases. 

LEWIS: But are you going to change your policies? If we come back in a year, will 

we still have people writing to us with these complaints? 

RAMSDEN: We operate in an intensely competitive environment in which we will 

see differences between prices at new business compared with prices received after 

that. 

LEWIS: Roger, that sounds a bit like a no, you’re not going to do anything about it. 

RAMSDEN: No, we always look at pricing and we will continue to do so. 

LEWIS: Right, so somebody paying £1214 for at two bed semi in Surrey can expect 

to pay that in future? 

RAMSDEN: Without understanding an individual’s circumstances, it’s impossible to 

say. I do not expect our customers to not get good value for money whether it is on 

price or indeed the quality of the service that we provide. Saga has, for example, all 

its contact centres here in the UK. That is a key part of the service that we offer to our 

customers. 

LEWIS: Roger Ramsden of Saga Insurance, Chief Executive of Saga Insurance, 

thanks very much. 
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RAMSDEN: Thank you.  

Now in less than a month every employer, however small their business, will have to 

tell Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs every time they pay an employee. They’ll 

have to pass on full details of who they paid and how much they paid them. It’s called 

real time information and it replaces the old annual statement filed after the end of the 

tax year that often led to mistakes and delays in handing over the tax to the Revenue. 

It’s said to be the biggest change in payroll reporting since 1944. Even I don’t 

remember that. But last month a survey by an accountancy firm found that nearly half 

the companies surveyed had not even heard of the new system, still less prepared for 

it, and many listeners have contacted Money Box asking us to explain what the new 

system is and what it will mean for them. Jackie runs a small business with her 

husband. 

JACKIE: It seems crazy that we have to have a computerised payroll system for two 

people who, between them, the weekly wage is less than £100 because they’re very 

part-time. It just seems an incredible amount of work to put on a very small business 

which in the current climate is struggling anyway. We can’t get a sensible answer, a 

consistent answer from HMRC as to whether we have to be involved in RTI. 

LEWIS: Ron helps his neighbour who employs care assistants to look after their 

disabled daughter. He got in touch to say he’s baffled by the new software. 

RON: I downloaded the basic HMRC software, but it was really difficult to 

understand what one was supposed to do even though I’m really familiar with the 

record keeping for this sort of thing. When I came to try a dummy run, I was 

completely flummoxed by the instructions and the inability to do a dummy run. It’s 

the sort of thing that’s okay for large corporations - you know they have staff and they 

probably have their own proprietary software - so I was on the point of chucking my 

laptop into the kitchen sink and going out for a drink. 
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LEWIS: Well that’s one answer. Even small charities and churches will be affected. 

Alan’s a member of a small country parish. He’s just discovered his church will have 

to report every time they pay an organist for playing at a service. 

ALAN: Over the course of a month, we could use four or five different organists, so 

there’s a number of people involved here. As far as I can tell, with PAYE the 

maximum we’re talking about in terms of tax is actually £4 per service. It seems an 

awful lot of effort for just £4.  

LEWIS: Well Robin Williamson is from the Low Incomes Tax Reform Group. I 

asked him earlier how much he felt people knew about the RTI changes.  

WILLIAMSON: Among smaller businesses, not at all widely known. I dare say the 

Revenue are sending out plenty of communications, but that’s just one department 

that’s sending out communications to smaller businesses all the time. If you’re busy 

running a business day in, day out, you don’t have time to read everything.  

LEWIS: Apart from the frequency of reporting, one of the big changes is all this has 

to be done online. There must be some businesses who are going to find that difficult? 

WILLIAMSON: I think there are rather more businesses than HMRC are prepared 

for. It’s quite a substantial minority if you’re looking at businesses which are located 

in parts of the country where there isn’t a reliable broadband connection. Small 

businesses which are run by employers who are disabled in such a way that prevents 

them from operating computers, blindness, severe forms of rheumatoid arthritis are 

typical examples; employers who are working well beyond their retirement date who 

simply are at the age where they don’t want to be learning about computer technology 

now, and those whose profit margins are too restricted to spend the money on 

computer hardware, software, training, etcetera, that’s going to be necessary just to 

comply with this new requirement. 
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LEWIS: So what should the Revenue do to help them? 

WILLIAMSON: There needs to be an effective strategy to help all of these 

employers. It could take the form of mobile phone technology for those who can do 

mobile phones but not computers. It could take the form of extending the exemptions 

from RTI so that more people are able to file on paper other than the existing limited 

exemptions - Plymouth Brethren, care and support employers and insolvent 

businesses - because after all once you’ve got the information on paper, it’s simply a 

question of scanning it in to one of HMRC’s systems and then it goes straight online. 

LEWIS: That was Robin Williamson of Low Incomes Tax Reform Group. Live now 

to talk to Lin Homer, Chief Executive of HMRC. Lin Homer, flummoxed? Only two 

employees, £4 to an organist. Is this overkill? 

HOMER: Well hello Paul. Certainly we have no desire to make Ron want to throw 

his computer out of the window, although you know more than happy to try and work 

with him so we can still get down to the pub. I mean I think the thing I’d want to 

emphasise is that Pay As You Earn does need to change. You mentioned this is really 

the biggest change since we implemented it nearly 70 years ago and everything about 

the workplace is changing, including the speed with which people change jobs, the 

numbers of people (like the church organist mentioned) where a number of people 

have part-time employment. And unless we have a system that keeps more up to date 

with that as those things happen, the year end reconciliations, we’re always behind the 

curve. 

LEWIS: Well we know that and millions of people were charged the wrong tax by 

you, weren’t they, and we’ve talked about that story many times. 

HOMER: Before, yes. 

LEWIS: Are you saying that this system with all these sort of teething problems, if 
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you like, eventually will mean PAYE is much more accurate, which we’d all like? 

HOMER: Absolutely. And I would also want to emphasise that we do know that 

change can be very daunting, particularly for small businesses. So we’ve really 

planned for this first year to get as much alongside not only the small businesses but 

the agents and the people that help small businesses to try and ensure that we do help 

people through this change, which we think in the end will help them run good, 

effective small businesses with less administration and indeed with more accuracy, 

which will help them do what they do even better, we hope. 

LEWIS: But it’s much more frequent administration, isn’t it? It’s every week at least, 

well every week or every month that you’re going to have to fill the form in, and 

that’s a bit of a burden for a business that’s been used to doing it once a year, sorting 

out all their books you know in April. 

HOMER: Well just to explain, the current arrangements require an employer every 

time they pay someone to actually go through the procedure of being clear what 

they’re paying and what deductions they’re making and giving the employee a record 

of that, and all that we’re doing in Real Time Information is saying at the same time 

as you make that record for yourself and the employee give it to us. Now 46% of 

businesses use an agent and about the same number use software for themselves, so 

all of those business are already in an arrangement where we believe once they get 

used to the transition - and I would say again we know the transition will be daunting 

for some people - that what this means actually is that the work they do for 

themselves will be passed straight over to us and at the end of the year all that year 

end reconciliation will be gone. So we think in a year or so people are going to look 

back and say yes this has been helpful, but we’ve got to get alongside people and 

make sure that the implementation doesn’t feel like they’re being left out there 

without help and support and an ability to talk to us.  

LEWIS: And what about Jackie? You know she runs a small business with her 

husband, they earn less than £100 a week. Are they included? 
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HOMER: Yes all businesses, with a few limited exceptions - I’ll come onto the carer 

example if I could - but if you employ someone, you already have the responsibilities 

for recording what you’re paying and for making sure you’re making the deductions, 

and what you’re going to have to do in the future, as I say, is share that information 

with us. If people like Jackie go on the website, they will find a lot of help, and indeed 

they will find free software as well as some variably priced but fairly cheap software 

for small businesses.  

LEWIS: Sure. 

HOMER: And the sooner they start looking at that, we think the sooner they will feel 

more confident about the changes. 

LEWIS: Indeed 3 weeks, just over, to do it. Lin Homer from HMRC, thanks very 

much. 

Interest on savings is falling, incomes are static at best, but more and more people are 

renting their homes, so is buying a property and renting it out a good way to make 

money in difficult times? Buy-to-let grew strongly in the early years of the century, 

supported by easy lending and rising property prices, but now prices are falling or 

static and mortgages are harder to get, is buy to let still a way for amateur landlords to 

make money? Well this week management consultant Brian Hall warns against that 

view. He says most landlords are making a loss on their property. Brian Hall’s with 

me. Why are you not convinced about buy-to-let as a way of making money, Brian? 

HALL: Well I’m not saying you can’t make money out of buy-to-let, but what I am 

saying is that much of the data that’s provided by the industry to potential investors is 

very often incomplete, inaccurate or biased. And if you actually take the analysis, the 

analysis they provide and re-run it, plug in some real world data and add the various 

factors they’ve forgotten about, the market is actually far more volatile than one might 

expect. Profitability isn’t always as good as they would claim and, most worryingly, I 
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think the risks are quite substantial. 

LEWIS: You say information that people have forgotten about. Like what? 

HALL: Well typically the analyses don’t include things like the opportunity costs, so 

if you’re tying money up in a property or if you own a portfolio and have equity in 

that portfolio, what would you get if you sold the properties and put it on deposit? 

LEWIS: You could do something else with it? 

HALL: Yeah. 

LEWIS: Okay, well stay with us because we’re going to have a bit of a debate I think 

about this because the Association of Residential Letting Agents, ARLA, was really 

behind the buy-to-let boom in the early years. Its Managing Director Ian Potty is in 

Northampton. Ian Potty, what do you make of Brian’s warning? Is buy-to-let still a 

good way to make money? 

POTTY: Good morning, Paul. Yes I think it can be, but, as it has always been since 

we founded the baby if you like in 1996, we’ve always warned that the potential 

investor needs to look at the risks of it. And I don’t disagree with Brian that those 

risks are not always as apparent as they would appear to be, that people do need to be 

thinking about it. We’ve now seen property prices drop for almost 4 years; and with 

that in the marketplace people have to realise, as the mortgage advice always is, your 

property prices can fall as well as rise. 

LEWIS: Yes, but wasn’t the whole essence of buy-to-let originally that never mind if 

the rents just about covered your costs; you’re going to make a big capital gain on the 

property. No-one can assume that anymore, can they? 

POTTY: But that was never claimed. 
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LEWIS: Well it always seemed part of the arithmetic to me when I looked at it in the 

early years, I must say. 

POTTY: It was in the arithmetic as an illustration as to what had happened, just the 

same as a company quoted on the stock market would show what its share price had 

done. 

LEWIS: Yes, I suppose you know Richard tweeted us from … He’s got a property in 

Epsom. He pulled out because he said there were too many properties available, the 

rent didn’t cover the costs. It’s not just the mortgage. You can be hit with hefty 

maintenance costs. I think he was. Brian? 

HALL: Yes. No, I completely agree. I think my principal concern is that the market is 

growing so quickly at the moment. The Council of Mortgage Lenders reckon that 

loans were up 18% last year and it seems to be the smart place to go now and so I 

suspect lots of new investors are being sucked in and they’re being provided with 

data. For example, ARLA are saying that if you buy a property today and rent it and 

sell it in 5 years time, you’re likely to make a 22% annual return, which I don’t think 

that’s possible. If you start to plug some of the real data in, potentially you could 

make a loss. 

LEWIS: Are those your figures, Ian? 

POTTY: The figures are caveated, Paul.  

LEWIS: You mean you provide the figures, then you say don’t believe them? 

POTTY: No, that’s not what we’re saying at all. What we’re saying is that if you take 

an average 5 year period, that that is what has typically been achieved. 

LEWIS: Ah, but that’s looking backwards when property prices were rising and 
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rising and rising. 

POTTY: But that’s why I say it’s caveated. That is perfectly clear. I think where we 

are in the property cycle at the moment, I think one of the things that Brian is not 

taking into cognisance is that a new landlord trying to borrow money today on a 

buy-to-let mortgage will have great difficulty borrowing at all. 

LEWIS: Brian? Let him answer that. 

POTTY: It’s the experienced landlord who’s coming in and expanding their portfolio 

and able to get mortgage finance. 

LEWIS: Ah, sure. We’re talking about new people though, aren’t we, Brian? 

HALL: Yeah, yeah. I mean the view … My research has highlighted that builders, 

lenders in all parties are behind the private rented sector as a way of getting us out of 

our housing problems at the moment and, as I said, it just seems to me, just looking at 

the industry press, further lenders are joining every week into this buy-to-let thing. So 

you know I think there may be a glitch from time to time, but I think the sector is 

growing fast. As I said, the Council of Mortgage Lenders said it was growing by 18% 

last year. 

POTTY: Yeah but that … Sorry, Brian, but it’s grown by 18% year on year from a 

point in time when buy-to-let mortgage finance was virtually not available. It is 

nowhere near the percentage it was in 2007/2008. 

HALL: But 18% growth is a doubling in five years. I mean it’s a hell of a rate of 

growth. It’s outperforming every other sector of the market leaving it for dead. 

LEWIS: Ian? Just briefly. 
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POTTY: I don’t disagree with that and that is because the first time buyer and the 

second time stepper cannot get mortgage finance. 

HALL: But I think we’re getting off track here, I think, and the concern I have is 

newbies coming into the market and being provided with incomplete, inaccurate 

advice. 

POTTY: We’re not seeing newbies, Brian. 

LEWIS: Brian, Ian, I’m going to have to stop you there or I’ll be thrown off Radio 

Four forever. We’ve got to stop now because we’ve run out of time. That’s it. More 

information on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Vincent Duggleby’s here on 

Wednesday taking questions on retirement income. I’m back with Money Box next 

weekend. Today the reporter was Bob Howard, producer Emma Rippon. I’m Paul 

Lewis. 


