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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, Money Box research finds that complaining 

via Twitter can be a fast and effective way to get problems resolved, and we reveal 

the best and the worst banks at responding. HMRC wants the right to dip into our 

bank accounts to recover money it says we owe. Is that a step too far? And does the 

law stop a bank taking overdraft charges out of an account if the only money that’s 

gone in is from welfare and child benefits? 

But first, every day nearly 15,000 of us complain about financial services. That’s 5.3 

million complaints a year. More than half of them are upheld by the firm concerned, 

most are sorted within 8 weeks, £5 billion is paid in redress, but people still get 

frustrated about how they’re treated and how long the process takes. So can you get a 

quicker response by complaining on Twitter? A couple of weeks ago, I asked that 

question to the people who follow my Twitter account. I was overwhelmed with 

replies and most of them were positive. Here’s just a few set to some Vivaldi hold 

music. 

TWEET 1: Twitter for complaining is great. Used it four times in last three months 

and three times got almost instant result. 

TWEET 2: Great Twitter responses from Barclaycard this week, BT Care and O2, 

who fixed issues Mumbai incapable of handling. 

TWEET 3: NatWest helped sort out fraud issue in minutes and Southern Rail put 

heating on train. 
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TWEET 4: Npower helped resolve my issue very quickly. Email wasn’t answered 

and phoning told me that the holding time was 25 minutes. 

TWEET 5: Very effective. Helped a friend’s mum get a £600 gas bill refund after she 

went into a care home. She’d tried for months. 

TWEET 6: I had issues with energy company and a large retail store. All sorted 

through Twitter. Power to the people! 

LEWIS: So Vivaldi doing a bit of tweeting there, I think. Does Twitter give power to 

the people? David Schneider’s a comedian, self-confessed Twitter obsessive, and runs 

a social media consultancy: Thatlot.co.uk. He certainly thinks it does. 

SCHNEIDER: If you’re twenty-ninth in the queue on a phone call, only you know 

that. It’s you and the person who’s keeping you on hold. But if you tweet, it’s public 

and it could be picked up, and I think companies are very aware that … It focuses the 

mind, doesn’t it? 

LEWIS: We’ve certainly had tweets from people saying they got instant action. 

There was one   on a train and the heating wasn’t on and she tweeted about it. 

Somehow the message got to head office and back to the train and the heating went 

on. It’s quite extraordinary. 

SCHNEIDER: Well that is a wonderful story. That’s why when everyone says, “Oh 

Twitter’s just people showing their food and dull stuff.” The real excitement of it is 

that you can get real time results. What other medium would allow that to happen? 

Brands that do it well and do it very well … And I remember there was a time where 

there was an outage on O2 on the network and they were getting a hell of a lot of bad 

press and people were tweeting very aggressively at the O2 account and about O2 it 

was trending, but they happened to have a very skilful, self-deprecating, humorous 

person on their Twitter feed at that time who dealt with the abuse in a very amusing 

way. I mean I remember reading one, which I couldn’t share on Radio 4, but where it 

was impugning his relationship with his mother and how close they were and he said, 

“You know I haven’t seen my mother for a while but I completely understand why 

you’re annoyed. We’re trying to do something about it.” And slowly it shifted, so that 
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people were very positive. People were saying, “You’ve got to see what’s happening 

at O2. They’re great” and people went and followed. So you can actually make a win 

out of a defeat. 

LEWIS: I mean some banks we’ve come across and some other businesses, all they 

do if you tweet a complaint is refer you to their helpline or say send an email. That 

seems to me to be almost worse than saying nothing at all. 

SCHNEIDER: That’s right, we’re very keen to tell companies that they’ve got to be 

a human being talking to another human being. You know if I’m unhappy about a 

bank and I go onto their Twitter feed and I see the same format response – we’re sorry 

to hear you’re having a problem, please contact our customers services on … - then 

I’m irritated, I’m even angrier than I was; whereas really it’s about defusing that 

anger by being a person talking to another person. I mean there’s some fantastic 

examples of that. Just recently Argos got a complaining tweet from a guy 

@BadManBugti. I’ll read out the tweet out to you. It’s at Argos online. ‘Yo, wen you 

gettin’ da PS4 tings in Moss Side? Ain’t waitin no more. Plus da Asian guy whu 

works dere got bare attitude.’ #Wasteman.  So what Argos did was then they replied 

in that colloquial manner. I mean forgive my accent, but they said to BadManBugti 

‘Safe badman, we getting sum more PS4 tings in wivin da next week y’get me? Soz 

bout da attitude, probz avin a bad day yo ’ And the whole point … That went so viral 

because it was a company saying right, we’ve had this complaint. Let’s not just go 

please, we’re sorry to hear this … please contact customer services. They complained 

as a human being with a sense of humour and that was a big win for them. 

LEWIS: David Schneider playing several parts there. Well we’ve done our own 

research into how banks respond to tweets and a new voice on Money Box, Hannah 

Moore, has been watching the banks watching you on Twitter. Hannah? 

MOORE: I monitored the Twitter feeds of eight of the major banks – Lloyds, HSBC, 

RBS, NatWest, Ulster Bank, Nationwide, Barclays and Santander - for one working 

day this week. I wanted to find out how long it took each bank to respond to their 

customers. 
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LEWIS: And which bank was fastest? 

MOORE: Nationwide were the speediest. They took an average of 10 minutes to 

respond. In fact four of the banks were responding to customers in 20 minutes or less: 

NatWest, Lloyds and HSBC. But at the other end of the scale Santander took almost 5 

hours on average to respond – just ahead of RBS which took about 4 hours. I noticed 

differences in staffing levels and hours of operation. Nationwide is monitoring its 

Twitter feed 24 hours a day 7 days a week, but Santander’s is only being checked 

during business hours Monday to Friday.  

LEWIS: Now speed’s obviously important, but how helpful were the responses 

customers received? 

MOORE: Well I have to say I didn’t see many problems being solved on Twitter, but 

it certainly does help push your request to the front of the queue. When customers 

complained about hanging on premium rate phonelines, HSBC and Nationwide staff 

promised to call them instead. And if you’re confused about which department you 

need to get in touch with, Twitter’s really helpful. The best banks provided the correct 

phone numbers, forms and web links within minutes – again saving you time on an 

0845 number. But Barclays, who took almost 3 hours on average, I did notice were 

doing little more than saying sorry to their customers. 

LEWIS: Thanks Hannah. And just in, an email from Dan says, ‘I used Twitter to 

complain to my bank last week regarding a community account. It had been with the 

Ombudsman for 5 months. Sorted by Twitter in 6 days.’ Now let’s go live now to 

Southampton to talk to Jo Causon who’s Chief Executive of the Institute of Customer 

Service. Jo Causon, is Twitter the best new way to get results? 

CAUSON: Well certainly having listened to the recent views. Today’s customers are 

certainly far more savvy, much more discerning and expect organisations to relate to 

them as individuals and not as transactions. And what I would say is I would hope 

that organisations have a whole range of different channels in order to be able to 

communicate and therefore choosing the right channel for the complaint I believe is 

very important. A banking problem in itself doesn’t necessarily lend itself to a very 
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public place like Twitter, so I think it’s about the nature of the problem and what 

you’re looking to have resolved. 

LEWIS: But do you think that companies are going to have to get ready to respond to 

Twitter in bigger numbers? I mean a survey showed wide variation. The number 

actually complaining by Twitter is very few out of the 5 million a year, but in future 

it’s going to grow so they’ve got to take it more seriously. 

CAUSON: And I would certainly agree with that, Paul, and indeed institute research 

would mirror what you’ve just said. So a lot of us at the moment are not complaining 

necessarily through Twitter, but as we progress, it certainly is a medium of choice and 

organisations will need to be able to respond appropriately. 

LEWIS: And how good are financial firms generally at what we might call customer 

satisfaction compared with other retail firms? 

CAUSON: So if I look at … The institute does something called the UK Customer 

Satisfaction Index and we measure customer satisfaction across the whole of the UK, 

across 13 different industry sectors, and we have over 12,000 responses in that 

particular index. And what we see is that the top performing sectors in terms of 

customer satisfaction are the retail sectors, closely followed by automotive services 

and leisure. Banking and building societies are around about mid-table and then 

towards the end of the table we’ll find things like telecommunications, utilities and 

transport. 

LEWIS: And people have been tweeting me this morning saying it’s also a good way 

to give positive feedback, so it can actually be something good for firms as well as 

just responding to a complaint. 

CAUSON: Absolutely. I mean one of the key things that we’re seeing in the changing 

world that we’re all living in is that we want to have better dialogue, not just about 

monologue, with our organisations. So opening up channels to increase better 

dialogue has only got to be a good thing. 

LEWIS: Jo Causon of the Institute of Customer Service, thanks. And if you want to 
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use Twitter to make a complaint, I’ve tweeted a link to my handy five point guide. 

Questions about complaints to financial services firms via any medium, call Money 

Box Live on Wednesday afternoon this week with Lesley Curwen. 

Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs wants the power to dip into our bank accounts to 

settle unpaid tax bills. Under the plans announced in the Budget but published in 

detail this week, the Revenue would take the money without going to court if we 

owed at least £1,000 and it had tried other methods to recover it. It wants to be able to 

raid not just a current account but savings accounts and ISAs as well. It could even go 

in for half the money in a joint account. The Revenue says it could affect 17,000 

people a year and bring in nearly £100 million and defends the plan by saying a 

typical tax debtor owes just under £6,000, but has £20,000 in savings to pay it from. 

There was a mixed reaction though from our listeners. 

LISTENER 1: People should pay what they owe. Most on modest incomes have no 

choice as it all gets taken through PAYE.  

LISTENER 2: HMRC make too many errors. If they got it right every time or even 

99 per cent of the time, then fine. I’ve had six tax codes in one year. 

LISTENER 3: If they’ve tried to get you to pay it voluntarily and you haven’t, why 

not? 

LISTENER 4: This is a very small group of people owing small amounts of money. 

HMRC should be going for the big avoiders and the big evaders. 

LEWIS: But MPs on the Treasury Select Committee want more safeguards before the 

Revenue’s allowed to help itself to our money without going to court. Andrew Tyrie 

is the committee’s Chair. He recognises that HMRC has to get the tax we owe, but 

he’s concerned at the new powers it’s demanding. 

TYRIE: HMRC already has the power to take legal possession of goods when a 

taxpayer has payments outstanding, but that requires a court order. What we’re being 

asked to consider here by the Government is something without that wherein the 

money can be collected without a court order directly from a bank account. Now 
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already the Government have announced some safeguards with respect to it that a 

minimum of £5,000 will be left in the account and that taxpayers must have been 

contacted at least four times prior to the money being taken. But we need to be 

absolutely sure before such a draconian power is given to HMRC and we’ve made a 

number of proposals – the most important of which is that there must be some form of 

prior independent oversight. If it’s not going to be a court, there must be something – 

perhaps some kind of Ombudsman type service or tribunal – rather than just go 

straight into someone’s account. It does seem a bit arbitrary without some protection. 

LEWIS: Andrew Tyrie of the Treasury Select Committee. Adrian Huston is a 

director of tax consultants Huston and Co in Belfast and a former tax inspector 

himself. I asked him if the Revenue needed these extra powers. 

HUSTON: Yes Paul, I think they do. They spend a vast amount of time and our 

money chasing those people who don’t pay their taxes on time and these special 

measures are coming in only for those people who have substantial tax debts and who 

have money in the bank. In other words, they’re holding back on paying it. 

LEWIS: But most people when they want to collect money go through the normal 

channels, which is you go to court, you prove the debt and the court enforces it. Why 

can’t HMRC do that like the rest of us have to? 

HUSTON: Well they do do it, but the thing is there are so many people who are 

leaving HMRC to be the last person to get their money. They’re thinking oh well, I’ll 

go on my holiday, I’ll change the car, I’ll clear my credit card debts. HMRC’s only 

charging me 3%, so I’ll put them to the back of the queue. 

LEWIS: Well also with us is Elaine Clark. She’s Managing Director of 

Cheapaccounting.co.uk and also an accountant herself. Elaine Clark, how different are 

these new powers from the ones that exist already? 

CLARK: Well HMRC already have a lot of powers to go in and recover the debts 

from people that aren’t paying tax. I fundamentally disagree with HMRC having 

access to anybody’s bank account. I think this is a sledgehammer to crack a nut. It 

relates to 0.2% of taxpayers and I think the powers are excessive and disproportional 
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to the problem that’s being solved. 

LEWIS: People on average owe £5,800 - the people they’re concerned about – and 

half of them have £20,000 in the bank, so why shouldn’t they pay their tax? 

CLARK: Well they should, but we’ve got laws in this land which say the way to go 

about recovering money from somebody’s bank account is to take it to the court. The 

thing that I would question – and as an accountant we see it quite often – is the 

ineffective methods that HMRC use to recover debts. Maybe they should be going to 

the courts earlier. 

HUSTON: I don’t want tax officers spending a fortune of my tax dollars in chasing 

people and threatening court action in going through what is a very expensive and 

cumbersome process to use the courts. We also don’t want the courts overloaded 

because this is a simple matter of somebody who has got thousands of pounds in the 

bank. If they’ve less than £5,000 in the bank, they have nothing to fear. They’ve 

thousands of pounds in the bank and yet they aren’t paying their tax bills.  

CLARK: How will HMRC know that these people have got thousands of pounds in 

the bank and how will they know what bank accounts they’ve got? Maybe I’ve given 

HMRC my bank account details in the past for the purposes of getting a tax refund. Is 

that information then going to be held and used to recover tax in the future? 

HUSTON: There’s every chance that that is the case, Elaine, but I don’t think that … 

CLARK: Well then I should have thought it will discourage people from ever giving 

HMRC a bank account. To my mind, if somebody then knows they’re not going to go 

through the court but they’re going to use this new process, they’ll shift their money 

around anyway before HMRC are able to access it. 

LEWIS: This is your advice as an accountant, is it Elaine – shift your money and 

don’t put your bank account details on your self-assessment form as most people do? 

CLARK: I would have to say my advice as an accountant would be not to provide 

your bank account details to HMRC for fear that in future you could have money 

taken out of the bank account. 
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LEWIS: We heard Andrew Tyrie there saying that he thought these powers were 

very strong and that there should be some independent oversight, maybe a special 

ombudsman just to deal with these powers to dip into our bank accounts. Do you 

think that’s necessary? 

HUSTON: I think it sounds a little bit disproportionate. We have an adjudicator to 

look after tax matters. We all have the right to complain to our MP if HMRC has 

behaved badly, and I heartily recommend that process to your listeners, and I don’t 

think we need another layer of bureaucracy here. There are a lot of safeguards and this 

is only a measure that HMRC will engage if they have engaged with a person a lot of 

times - maybe six, seven, eight, nine reminders - and the person has refused to pay 

and also refused to negotiate about things. 

LEWIS: Among these proposals is a reduction in the time people have to appeal 

against the decision. At the moment it’s 30 days. It’s going to be just 14 calendar days 

from the date the letter was issued, which could leave you with a week or less than a 

fortnight you might be away. Is that too short a time? 

HUSTON: Yes Paul, I would think that is too short a time because I spend my days 

dealing with HMRC letters that they post out on 1
st
 April, they arrive on 15

th
 April 

and they demand response by 17
th

 and things like that. So I think 30 days is not 

unreasonable. 

CLARK: Fourteen days isn’t long enough. It seems to be outside of what is the 

standard allowable time. It needs to be extended. That is part of the consultation and 

hopefully if these proposals ever get light of day will be extended. 

LEWIS: Elaine Clark of Cheap Accounting and Adrian Huston. And we did ask 

HMRC and the Treasury to explain their plans. They both said no. But you can tell 

HMRC what you think. The consultation runs until 29
th

 July. A link on our website. 

Some of you are telling us. Chris says, ‘Do you think HMRC will be reaching into 

Amazon’s or Starbucks’ bank accounts?’ And Steve Harris tweeted to say, ‘The 

trouble is HMRC has a woeful record on accuracy. They fine us if a day late, but we 

have no comeback.’ 
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Is it true that banks are not allowed to take overdraft charges out of your account if 

the only money going into it is from welfare and child benefit? If so, the banks seem 

unaware of it and the Department for Work and Pensions doesn’t believe it is true 

either. But the idea keeps circulating on the internet and via Twitter. Money Box 

listener Michael Peddie put it like this. 

PEDDIE: I was wondering if Money Box could do a bit about the banks? Mine is 

Santander and they’re flouting a little known section – 187, the Social Security Act 

1992 - in that banks are not allowed to take bank charges from certain state benefits to 

pay overdraft fees. Many banks try to ignore this. I do hope you can help. 

LEWIS: Well like many Acts of Parliament, Section 187 of the Social Security 

Administration Act 1992 is not as clear as it might be. It does say that means tested 

benefits and child benefit are ‘inalienable’ – in other words they can’t be assigned to 

someone else – but does that mean a bank can’t recover bank charges from your 

account if the only money going in is from those benefits? Desmond Rutledge is a 

barrister at Garden Court Chambers and a specialist in welfare law. He looked into it 

for us. And as he got out his thick file of documents, I asked him what exactly this 

law said. 

RUTLEDGE: There is this provision in there headed ‘certain benefit to be 

inalienable’. All that means is that the rights to benefits are not something that can be 

taken away or given away. And it lists the various benefits and then says that you 

can’t ‘assign’ those rights to other people, but it’s in the context of an agreement to 

pay off a debt or in bankruptcies. 

LEWIS: So what people believe that means is that if you have money going into a 

bank account that’s purely from these benefits, the bank can’t help itself to a charge 

out of it for an overdraft or something else because that money is inalienable, it has to 

be left with the person who owns it? 

RUTLEDGE: Well that is one natural reading of the provision. 

LEWIS: Has it ever been considered by the courts? 
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RUTLEDGE: Well it was considered in a Scottish court in the context of an 

enforcement of a debt from a bank account. There’s a provision where a creditor (in 

this case a local council) can apply to have the funds in someone’s bank account 

frozen and the money paid directly over to them to pay for the account, and the 

claimant objected and said you can’t do this, this is invalid - one, because Scottish law 

doesn’t allow it; but, two, this provision section – 187 – disallows it. At the first 

instance, the judge dismissed the appeal and said that while that protection is in 

existence when the benefit is paid to you, once the monies go into a bank account the 

protection is lost because the money, the benefit disappears into a general fund. But it 

turns out that that was overturned on appeal and the second judge took the view that 

the protection continued when one looked at the underlying purpose of the legislation, 

which was to protect monies that was needed for essential living expenses. In this 

case, it was a lone parent with two children whose account was frozen. 

LEWIS: So which did he think was the right interpretation? 

RUTLEDGE: It seems to me strongly arguable as a matter of principle that the 

protection should continue even though the monies are paid into a bank account. The 

argument is not that benefits can never be used to pay a debt. That’s not the position 

because benefits can be used to pay rent arrears in small amounts. The argument is 

that because benefits are clearly identifiable and they shouldn’t be subject to debt 

enforcement in the context of bankruptcy and charges, there’s no reason why that 

shouldn’t extend to bank accounts. 

LEWIS: Do you think there will be a test case? What are the obstacles in the way? 

RUTLEDGE: It would really need the money advice sector to get involved to set one 

up. It would be quite difficult for the individual just to go to their local law centre, 

issue proceedings at their local county court and off we go. In my view, there is a 

public interest in this being determined, but the legal aid system as it currently is 

makes it difficult to envisage how it’s actually going to happen. 

LEWIS: Barrister Desmond Rutledge. And there’s a link to the successful Scottish 

case on our website. Santander told us it had consulted its lawyers and our listener 
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Michael Peddie was “correctly charged fees when he went into overdraft. Legally 

banks are allowed to deduct fees from benefits, but the fees were refunded as a 

gesture of goodwill.” 

And Ruth Alexander’s here with an update on her story about Selftrade. 

ALEXANDER: Yes I recently reported about this online stockbroker demanding 

rather a lot of personal information from customers and threatening to freeze their 

accounts if they didn’t comply. Well after our broadcast, the company changed its 

mind. Customers don’t any longer have to tell them about the source of their wealth. 

It’s also announced it’s selling its customers to outsourcing company Equiniti. 

LEWIS: Thanks very much for that, Ruth. That’s almost it. Just time actually for a 

couple of emails here. Kate has emailed on Twitter: ‘Our daughter’s mortgage 

application had stalled, been passed back and forth, and in despair and anger she took 

to Twitter. The mortgage was sorted within 24 hours.’ And Sarah has said, ‘I think 

you’re discriminated against if you don’t complain by Twitter.’ But Sarah Bell, 

another Sarah, says about the tax story: ‘HMRC isn’t helping itself to our money, 

Paul’, as I said. ‘It’s recouping money that it’s owed; that’ - as she puts it – ‘the 

country is owed.’ Thank you for that, Sarah. That is it for today now. More 

information, links on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Listen to other episodes and 

send is your ideas. Lesley Curwen’s here on Wednesday with Money Box Live taking 

questions on complaining about financial services. Money Box is back next weekend, 

but I’ve got a week off. Sarah Pennells will be presenting. Today the reporter was 

Hannah Moore, the producer Ruth Alexander. I’m Paul Lewis.              

   

         


