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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, websites that masquerade as government sites 

but charge you hefty fees for doing little more than passing on forms. Who should 

control them and how can you make sure you find the real thing? Co-operative Bank 

offers a new deal to its retail investors, but to get it in full they must vote yes and vote 

soon or they could lose everything. And why do banks put unused accounts to sleep 

so early and then take 3 months to wake them up after the alarm has been sounded?  

But first, many people have complained to Money Box about websites which they say 

mimic government sites where you can apply for new passports, driving tests or 

European health cards: EHICS. But these commercial sites charge extra fees of up to 

£70 even though some do nothing or little more than people could do themselves. Bob 

Howard’s been looking into this. 

HOWARD: Paul, one of the website’s we’ve had a number of complaints about is 

UK-Passport.net. When I put the term ‘passport’ into Google, it came top of my 

search in that subtly shaded pink box where firms pay to advertise their services. The 

title said it was ‘official’, and when you clicked on the link there was an official 

looking crown symbol at the top over the heading ‘UK passport application’. This has 

led a number of Money Box listeners to believe they were on the HM Passport Office 

website found at www.gov.uk. Nell from Gloucester ended up on UK-Passport.net in 

June when she wanted to renew her passport. 

http://www.gov.uk/
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NELL: The site looked as if it was an official passport office site and I just went in 

and filled all the forms in and everything and they debited £40 out of my bank 

account. And I thought it was part payment for the passport fees, which is about £70. 

When I went to the Post Office to actually finalise everything, they said “Oh no, oh 

no, we have lots of people coming in and complaining about these companies. 

They’re charging you for sending out documents which are freely available.” 

HOWARD: So Nell received a filled out passport application form, but she doesn’t 

think that justified the £40 fee. Listeners Brenda and Gareth, both from South 

Yorkshire, had similar experiences after also thinking UK-Passport.net was the 

official government website. The Advertising Standards Authority also received 

complaints and so in June it told the company behind UK-Passport.net, TAD Services 

Limited, to take the word ‘official’ out of its Google advert. By September it still 

hadn’t done so, so the ASA issued an adjudication again demanding the removal of 

the word ‘official’. The website still hasn’t complied. We asked Google why the ad 

was still there. It told us: 

GOOGLE STATEMENT: We do not allow the promotion of sites that charge for 

products or services that are otherwise available for free unless they clearly mention 

that the original service is available for free elsewhere, provide a working link to the 

official source where they can get the free service and accurately represent the added 

value that they’re charging for. If we discover sites that are breaking this policy, we 

will take appropriate action. 

HOWARD: We asked UK-Passport.net for an interview. They declined, but they said 

they clearly inform people they’re not the Government and offered working links to 

government sites. Mark from the website sent us the following statement. 

MARK: Our website is clear. We offer a list of services as explained on the website. 

We also state in our terms and conditions that if someone feels misled, they follow 

instructions for a refund of our service fee. 
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HOWARD: As we said, it’s not just people who are applying to renew passports who 

are finding themselves on websites which charge them extra fees. Claire from Kent 

was caught out when she applied for a European Health Card or EHIC, which is free, 

but the website Claire found charged her £23.50.  

CLAIRE: Well I just felt really cheated. I felt you know how have I done this 

because I’m so careful with trying to not overspend on things. I then went back into 

the website to see if there was any way I could complain or find out any more about it 

and there was a whole string then, I realised, of other people that had been hit with the 

same problem. So I just felt, ah, I’ve been done. 

HOWARD: In the end, Claire complained to her bank, which has refunded her the 

£23.50. 

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. So your bank may refund you through chargeback if you feel 

you’ve been misled, but should the Advertising Standards Authority be doing more? I 

put this to its Director of Communications, Lynsay Taffe.  

TAFFE: Under the advertising codes, there’s a requirement that ads shouldn’t be 

misleading and they shouldn’t hoodwink consumers by pretending to be someone 

they’re not. 

LEWIS: But are you concerned that when I put ‘passport’ into a search engine, I get 

a number of companies at the top that are nothing to do with the Government and 

which charge you for doing basically what you can do yourself for nothing? 

TAFFE: There are lots of businesses that offer a service that you can get for free or 

for cheaper through the Government and it’s not illegal to do that. What is a problem 

is absolutely if they’re advertising and implying that they’re official. And we know 

that that’s happening. That’s where we’ve got a role to try and get those ads removed. 
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LEWIS: But the one I saw that came top when I did the search - UK-Passport.net - it 

says the word ‘official’ and it has a crown on the first page you go to, so it’s clearly 

designed to look as if it’s an official page. 

TAFFE: Yes and that’s exactly what we’ve got a problem with. So we’re aware that 

problem advertising is continuing to appear and it’s now been passed over to our 

enforcement team who are taking steps to try and get the ads removed as quickly as 

possible. 

LEWIS: But you talked to them in June. You issued an adjudication in September on 

that particular firm and it’s still not made the changes. What are your powers to get 

these ads removed? 

TAFFE: Well, first of all, we go to the advertiser and ask them to remove it and try 

and work with them; but if they won’t do that, in this case we can go to Google and 

ask them to remove the ad on our behalf and that’s one of the things that our 

enforcement team will be thinking of. The problem we might have is if the advertiser 

continues to try and place problematic ads, and in that situation we can refer onto 

Trading Standards. 

LEWIS: Yes, but you can’t actually make anyone take it down and make it stop 

doing this? 

TAFFE: Yes we can. We can ask the media owner, which is Google in this situation, 

to take the ad down on our behalf if it’s in breach of the advertising codes - which this 

one is. 

LEWIS: So it’s in breach of the code. You go to the search engine and tell them to 

take it down. What if they don’t? 

TAFFE: It’s very rare that they don’t. I can’t think of any examples where the media 



 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

doesn’t tend to work with us in these sorts of situations. 

LEWIS: Yes, but it’s 2 months since your adjudication, and when I looked this week 

it was still there. 

TAFFE: We don’t always get overnight success, but we do try our absolute best to 

get the compliance that they should be doing. 

LEWIS: Lynsay Taffe from the Advertising Standards Authority. Jo Swinson is the 

Minister for Consumer Affairs. What was her reaction to these “mimic” websites? 

SWINSON: Well I think this is a significant issue. If consumers are effectively being 

duped into paying money for something that they think that this is actually an official 

site and that they have to pay £70 or whatever it is to fill in this form and renew their 

passport or driving licence or do some piece of official government business, that 

clearly isn’t right. So if they’re misleading then there is consumer protection 

legislation that can force them to change their ways. There are obviously some sites 

that will say they’re offering a service to try to make things easier or take somebody 

through a process and there is a space for that where they are legitimately providing 

some kind of value added and we wouldn’t want to stop those kind of services being 

able to be available, but I think there’s unfortunately too many that are not providing a 

real service and customers are ending up paying money they don’t need to pay. 

LEWIS: But some of them do seem designed to masquerade as official sites. The top 

of the Google search if you put ‘passport’ in, it says ‘official UK passport 

application’, and when you click on it, there’s a crown as its symbol. Shouldn’t you 

be doing something as consumer minister? 

SWINSON: Well it is something which is significant because although, as you say, 

the amounts of money in each individual case might be quite small, when you think 

about the number of people that are using these websites then it collectively adds up 
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to quite a lot. There’s a basic issue that is also beyond the amount of money that is at 

stake, which is also about preventing people passing themselves off as a government 

website and making people feel like they have to pay money for something which is 

ultimately a free service. 

LEWIS: And what about the search engines? I tried these searches in Google, in 

Bing, in Yahoo, whether it was for passports or EHICs or whatever, and they all 

produce at the top of their list page four sites. Do they have a responsibility to police 

it more? 

SWINSON: My understanding is that when enforcers get in touch with search 

engines about sites that are not meeting their proper legal requirements, then the 

search engines can be quite responsive, so that’s certainly another avenue which can 

be pursued. 

LEWIS: But you don’t think there’s a role for government to do more? I mean, for 

example, if you put in ESTA for the visa waiver for America, the government site 

comes up top. So it seems the US government can make sure the correct site comes at 

the top. Why can’t the UK government do more? 

SWINSON: Well I think we can do more, and that’s why since this issue’s been 

brought to my attention, I’m going to be writing to Trading Standards who are, after 

all, the key enforcers on this issue, and I think they do need to be making sure that 

they make this a priority. And then there’s the further awareness piece, so that 

customers know that they a) should ideally look for official government websites like 

gov.uk; and, secondly, if they feel that they’ve had a problem, that rather than 

suffering in silence then they can go to their Citizens Advice Bureau to make sure that 

that site will then ultimately be enforced against if it’s not having the proper 

information and it’s misleading consumers. 

LEWIS: Jo Swinson. And, as the minister said, if you want an official site, make sure 
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it ends in .gov.uk. And complain to the site or your bank if you think you’ve been 

misled.  

Co-operative Bank is asking 13,000 retail share and bondholders to save it. A deal 

announced this week will mean a lot more than was first offered when the bank ran 

into difficulties, but even this deal means they’ll get less than the bonds and shares 

promised when they first bought them. The deal has to be approved by a super 

majority of the 13,000 investors. Two thirds must take part in the process, and of 

those three quarters must vote yes. They’re being sent hundreds of pages of complex 

information written by a team of dozens of lawyers and they have to understand it and 

return a form by the 29
th

 November. Mike’s father is in his eighties and relies on the 

income from his Co-op bonds. Mike’s an accountant, so he can help his dad, but he 

worries not all investors are so lucky. 

MIKE: I’m reasonably confident that in most of the major aspects of it, I know 

what’s going on, but I think it is very likely that there will be a large number of retail 

holders that will have something that potentially comes onto their doormat or an email 

and they’re going to be looking at some fairly challenging information with a need to 

make a decision. It’s going to be a very fast moving world in the next few weeks. It 

isn’t going to be an easy process for a number of these people and I put my parents in 

that picture. Absolutely they would not have known that this was happening until after 

the event unless there were the likes of me trying to support their understanding and 

make sure they take the right decision. 

LEWIS: So what help could the Chief Executive of Co-operative Group, Euan 

Sutherland, offer to bemused investors? 

SUTHERLAND: There is unfortunately quite a lot of detail that we have to put to 

bondholders, but we’re trying to make it as easy as possible. We’ve filmed a number 

of different videos and put them on the website, both on the Co-operative Bank 

website and the Co-operative Group website. We’ve also put  some frequently asked 

questions on there and you can print out all the documents from the website as well. I 
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do sympathise with bondholders who feel that when this lands on their doorstep, it’s a 

huge document, but clearly there are a lot of details and legal elements of this that we 

have to do this the right way. 

LEWIS: But they have to understand it to vote and it’s a bit like you posting them 

‘War and Peace’ and giving them an A level exam on it at the end of 3 weeks, isn’t it? 

SUTHERLAND: Well we’re really not trying to do that, but I do sympathise with 

everybody as they embark on this. What I can tell you is that the offer that we are 

presenting to them is as fair as we can possibly make it. I can also encourage them, if 

they’re not comfortable, to seek help from any brokers or independent financial 

people that could help them through it. And I think as the caller that you had on 

earlier, if there are any friends or relatives that can help perhaps elderly or less 

financially literate bondholders, then please do seek that help. 

LEWIS: You need to get this majority of two thirds for a quorum at the initial 

meeting, and of those turning up or sending in their proxies you need to get three 

quarters agreeing. Do you think you can cross that barrier? 

SUTHERLAND: Well we do and clearly we are very keen for people to sign up as 

quickly as possible. What we’ve also put on the table is an incentive package if you 

do sign up before the end of November by 4.30 on 29
th

 November and we’re really 

trying to make this as simple as possible. I know it’s complicated, but this is in the 

interests of bondholders to sign up as quickly as possible, and if we do that then we 

have more confidence in this whole scheme going through. 

LEWIS: Mark Taber has been campaigning on behalf of bondholders and helped 

negotiate the deal. He describes the choice investors have. 

TABER: Well the key here has been to get a deal that preserves income for them 

because most holders are pensioners who bought bonds through income. In essence 
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they’re being offered different bonds in exchange for the ones they’ve got now. The 

13% bonds and the 9.25% preference shares will be offered a choice of two different 

things. One is an instalment repayment note, which will keep their income for 12 

years, so they’ll keep getting the same income for 12 years and then after that it will 

drop away, so there’ll be no more income and no payment. And the other is called a 

final repayment note; and what that will do, you’ll exchange into a new bond and 

you’ll get some income on that - not as much as you get now, 12 years - and at the 

end of 12 years you’ll get a good chunk of your capital back. And there’s also a 

5.555% bond and they’re being offered a new bond which runs for 10 years. It gets 

you a bit more income than you’ve got now for 10 years and at the end of 10 years 

you get a good chunk of your capital back on that one.  

LEWIS: For the ones who have a choice, what’s the significance of choosing getting 

a bit of income and then a bit of capital, or basically getting your capital repaid over 

the 12 years? 

TABER: It really comes down I think to your circumstances. I mean a lot of people 

on my campaign have been very elderly and the feedback I’m getting so far, they like 

the instalment repayment option because that keeps their current level of income and 

it might actually be a bit better for some people for tax reasons. So someone in their 

sort of eighties or nineties, that should suit them very well. A lot of them bought these 

to work a bit like an annuity when they retired and that will suit their purposes better. 

Maybe for sort of younger investors who want to get some capital back at the end, the 

final repayment note might be more suitable. 

LEWIS: But those final repayment notes, because you get some income and then the 

capital at the end, that income will probably be taxable; whereas if it’s sort of given 

back to you over 12 years, the whole lot in the instalment repayment notes, it 

probably won’t be taxable. 

TABER: Yes indeed. The instalment repayment note as we understand it will be 

treated as a repayment of the capital you invested, so that should not be taxable; 
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whereas the final repayment note, the income on that will be taxable as interest. 

LEWIS: What happens if not enough people do take part and not enough people vote 

yes? 

TABER: Yes there is a tight deadline because of the time by which the bank has to 

raise capital. The consequences, as I’ve described it, if they don’t raise enough 

capital, they think they have no option but to put the bank into resolution, which I 

think would be a much worse outcome for everyone here. So it’s very important that 

people do actually act and get on and fill in their paperwork and get the forms back 

and not leave it to others. 

LEWIS: So do something or you might get nothing? 

TABER: Yes you snooze, you lose, I think is the best way of summing this up. 

LEWIS: Mark Taber with a stark warning. And there are links to lots of help on what 

to do on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox.     

Now I don’t want to alarm you, but is your bank account still there? We’ve been 

getting a lot of complaints from listeners who’ve put money aside for a rainy day. 

Then when the clouds open and they need the money fast, the bank says, “Money? 

What money?” Now it’s not a thief that’s snaffled it. It’s the bank. The account has 

become what they call “dormant”. It’s an alarming and very inconvenient experience 

shared by many of our listeners, it seems. John got in touch after his 72 year old 

brother discovered that the account he kept for emergencies was no longer there. 

JOHN: My brother had an account with Barclays. He had about £6,000 in it. August 

this year, he needed some money to pay for builders. He found out the account was 

dormant and he applied to release the money. He was told it would take 6 to 8 weeks. 

After 10 weeks he’d heard nothing. 
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LEWIS: Lesley also got in touch. She was furious that her elderly father’s savings 

account was closed. Although Barclays did tell him in a letter, he missed it because he 

was on a long holiday. It was only when he needed some money in June that he found 

out. 

LESLEY: It would have been a simple matter to have thought this man is 86 years 

old and he hasn’t responded to the letter. Let’s contact him again. But no, they don’t 

do that. They just assume maybe you’ve died or you’ve forgotten about the money, 

put it in a dormant account and then you have to jump through all these hoops to try 

and get it back. 

LEWIS: And those hoops can be extensive. Katie had an ISA with Santander. She 

responded at once to a letter she received saying her ISA account had been declared 

dormant. 

KATIE: I immediately rang them to ask them not to do that, but they told me there 

was nothing they could do about it. Once the account was made dormant, the account 

was made dormant and that was it. I could no longer access my money. It caused me 

an enormous amount of stress, an enormous amount of distress. I had to write a large 

number of letters, a large number of emails and involve a surprising number of people 

to actually achieve what was a very basic thing - to draw my own money out of my 

own bank account. 

LEWIS: Well three listeners’ experiences there. So how quickly should banks declare 

accounts dormant and what kind of notice should you get? Money Box’s Ruth 

Alexander has more information. 

ALEXANDER: Well guidance by the British Bankers’ Association says a savings 

account can be declared dormant after 3 years of inactivity, but with a current account 

it can be as little as 1 year. After that time, the bank will write to the latest address it 

has for you; and if there’s no reply, the account will be declared dormant and closed.  
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LEWIS: Well it’s clearly very alarming for people like Katie to find their accounts 

closed, but her bank, Santander, was acting within the BBA guidelines. 

ALEXANDER: It was, but it wasn’t acting within the bank’s own rules on dormant 

accounts. Santander told us it makes savings accounts and ISAs dormant after 5 years 

of inactivity, so it was 2 years early with Katie. 

LEWIS: And what do the other banks say? 

ALEXANDER: HSBC currently makes a current account dormant after 2 years, it 

says, but from January that will reduce to 1 year. Barclays has 18 months for a current 

account and 5 years for savings. Lloyds, Halifax and Bank of Scotland will write to 

customers if any account has been inactive for 3 years. Royal Bank of Scotland will 

wait at least 3 years, it says, before doing so. 

LEWIS: And what happens to the money when an account’s declared dormant? 

ALEXANDER: Well the money is safe. It’s held by the bank and you can get it back, 

with some interest, up to 15 years after the closure’s taken place. But they can take 12 

weeks to do that and we’ve heard lots of stories of listeners who’ve had real problems 

and longer delays. After Money Box contacted Barclays, Lesley was reunited with her 

money and John’s brother also got his money back quickly and both got a small 

amount of compensation. But Katie had to take her case against Santander to the 

Financial Ombudsman. She won and was awarded nearly £400 for lost interest and 

inconvenience. 

LEWIS: Thanks Ruth. Well none of the banks, nor the British Bankers’ Association, 

would do an interview. Mike Dailly is a member of the Financial Services Consumer  

Panel. How did he react to these stories? 

DAILLY: Incredibly worrying, Paul. Clearly the banks are concerned that fraudsters 



 

 

 

 

13 

 

 

 

do target inactive accounts, but if we sort of think about Katie’s story or Lesley’s 

story people are putting their money into savings accounts. They’re putting them into 

ISAs because they want to park their money, so it gains interest and they don’t have 

to pay tax on that. That’s what it’s all about. So the idea that after 3 years your 

savings account is closed, and I think the big concern is it could be closed just 

because you just get one letter giving you 2 months notice, that can’t be right. 

LEWIS: We’ve also heard stories of people who put the money in there. They needed 

it for an urgent purpose. It was saving up for a rainy day. The rainy day arrived and 

the money was not there. 

DAILLY: Yeah, I mean there can be no doubt that when it comes to savings 

accounts, the idea is that you are putting your money into a place that is safe, where it 

can be left to grow with interest, but you know it’s ultimately there for you. When it 

comes to personal current accounts, the really worrying thing is that the banks have 

got this website called Mylostaccount.org.uk that has got ten pledges. And the first 

pledge, which has been there for a very long time, has said that generally the trigger 

period for accounts being closed is 3 years for all accounts. Now the banks are saying 

that that was an error and actually it’s only 3 years for savings accounts, so if you’ve 

got a current account the banks are now closing those accounts in many cases after 12 

months. 

LEWIS: And do you think this is made clear to people? Is it buried somewhere in the 

terms and conditions? Is it upfront when you open an account that if you don’t do 

anything on this account for x years, whatever it is in that bank, the money will be put 

somewhere else and you’ll have a problem to get hold of it? 

DAILLY: Well as a consumer myself with a bank account, I can certainly say it is 

not made clear, it is not put upfront. And I think the other thing we need to bear in 

mind here is that these are accounts with money sitting in them. And when you 

consider, Paul, that - as you’ve heard from John, one of your listeners - to then get 

access to the account that’s been closed as dormant is not a straightforward  process 
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and it could take many months and a lot of hassle. So what the consumer panel thinks 

is that these accounts are being closed too quickly and too easily. 

LEWIS: So what should banks be doing in terms of informing people and making the 

process better? 

DAILLY: When it comes to giving notification to customers, what should happen is 

instead of just getting a simple letter which somebody can miss, the bank should make 

much more effort - for example trying to telephone their customer. We need to make 

it not such a simple tick box exercise to close consumers’ accounts. 

LEWIS: Mike Dailly. The British Bankers’ Association told us “We encourage banks 

to be clear in communicating their procedures with customers and to signpost how to 

retrieve money through services like Mylostaccount. Over 300,000 people have been 

reunited with forgotten funds worth up to £645 million.” Well Mylostaccount is a free 

service and it will actually track down money even after the 15 year period when the 

bank transfers it to a government fund. Links on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. 

And perhaps best to remember to keep your money awake by making at least one 

transaction every year.  

But that’s it for today. There’s more information and links on that website I gave: 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Your Money is live from Shanghai on Wednesday at 0900 

GMT on BBC World Service. Later that day Ruth Alexander’s here on Radio Four 

with Money Box Live at 3 pm this week, taking your questions on renting and letting. 

I’m back with Money Box next weekend. Today the producer was Bob Howard and 

I’m Paul Lewis.        


