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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, energy bills cut. Not a lot and not for 

everyone. How will it affect you? Is MINT to your investment taste or does the acrid 

fear of loss overpower the sweet smell of success? If you bought card protection or ID 

theft insurance provided by CPP, you should be due compensation after a redress 

scheme is approved. The Prime Minister promises to keep pensions rising at or above 

inflation if he wins the next election. We debate. And the legal error which could give 

hundreds of pounds back to people who have lost housing benefit for having too many 

bedrooms.  

But first, there’s been little good news about energy prices recently, so the promise by 

the Chancellor a month ago went down well. 

OSBORNE: We’re also helping families with their energy bills. This week, we 

deliver on the promise made by the Prime Minister to roll back those levies that result 

in an average of £50 off family bills. 

LEWIS: From the Autumn Statement by George Osborne in December. And this 

week, the last two of the Big Six energy suppliers announced how they would pass 

these savings on - or not. The reduction will be about 3%, but bills have already risen 

in most cases by more than that and most won’t pass it on to those on fixed price 

deals. More details on that later, but Bob Howard’s been gaging reaction. Bob? 
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HOWARD: Yes, Paul, the energy companies are all claiming they’re doing right by 

their customers, but few consumers would probably agree. John from Staffordshire 

took out a fixed price deal with EDF in July. EDF delayed its price increases until this 

month, so it’s been boasting that its customers have already benefited from the 

changes to the Government’s green levy deal, but John won’t be seeing his bills 

reduced and he’s unhappy.     

JOHN: Everyone has to pay, so if there becomes a reduction in those levies, I fear 

that it’s only fair that everyone should benefit from that reduction. The energy 

companies are getting on average about £50 or they’re saving about £50 per account, 

and if they’re not giving it back to everyone then obviously they’re making extra 

profit out of some of the people. I certainly don’t think that’s fair. 

HOWARD: Even those fixed price customers with British Gas and SSE who will be 

seeing a reduction probably won’t be jumping for joy; British Gas cash and cheque 

prices are still over 6% higher than they were in November and SSE bills will still 

have risen by an average of 4%. The reduction will only kick in from 24
th

 March.    

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. Well Ann Robinson from the comparison site U-Switch is 

here. Ann Robinson, when George Osborne announced £50 off, everyone thought 

they’d get £50 off, but it’s not going to work like that, is it? 

ROBINSON: It certainly isn’t and it’s a big disappointment and I think a lot of 

people are going to be really concerned about it. And it’s not just the fact that they 

haven’t got the £50 off, you know, but it’s also the fact that some of these price 

reductions are only coming in after the winter’s over and people needed the help 

earlier. 

LEWIS: Now part of it everyone will get. 

ROBINSON: Yes. 
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LEWIS: That’s £12 because the cost of the warm homes discount, as it’s called, is 

going to Central Government.    

ROBINSON: That’s right, that’s right.  

LEWIS: So everyone will get £12. When will that happen? 

ROBINSON: Yes, that’s meant to happen in the Autumn, so at least that’s coming 

along. 

LEWIS: But that’s a one-off payment. So that’s, what, 23p a week over the year?   

ROBINSON: It’s not a lot. And I mean it’s going to be leaving a lot of people feeling 

very sore about this because they had that expectation that they’d get the full £50. 

They haven’t had it and on average people’s bills are £53 higher. 

LEWIS: Higher anyway. Now the rest of it - the £30 or £40 - that’s going to the 

energy companies because they’re having to spend less on these green things. 

ROBINSON: Yes. 

LEWIS: It’s up to them how they pass it on. 

ROBINSON: Yes, but you know I would say morally and every way if they really 

cared about their customers, they’re saving that money, they should have passed it on 

in full and to people on fixed. I don’t see any justification for not doing it. 

LEWIS: Yes I mean John, who we heard from, he’s got a point, hasn’t he?  

ROBINSON: Yes. 
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LEWIS: He fixed his tariff last summer. Many people did. EDF’s going to benefit 

from the £30 reduction in their costs. 

ROBINSON: Exactly, exactly. 

LEWIS: Why doesn’t it pass it onto fixed price customers? 

ROBINSON: Well I think that’s a very good question, Paul, and I’d like to know 

why EDF are saying that they’re not going to do it because I think that they should. 

Having said that, I do think that everybody on a fixed deal have done really well out 

of this because they’ve had no net increase, so it is good. 

LEWIS: And won’t for some time. 

ROBINSON: No. 

LEWIS: And of course they were following advice from you and I have to say from 

me that they should fix before we knew the Government was going to make these 

changes. 

ROBINSON: Exactly and the advice does remain the same. 

LEWIS: And what do you think though for the future? What is the trajectory of 

prices? Is it still up?  

ROBINSON: Yes. 

LEWIS: So should we, if we’ve got a deal, look again and think well maybe we can 

fix for even longer? 
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ROBINSON: Yes. Yes, I think that that’s absolutely right - the trajectory is up. And, 

you know what, now is a really good time to compare prices and get yourself onto a 

good fixed deal because, guess what, there are three absolutely stunning fixed deals 

out there that are cheaper than the cheapest standard price, so why not? 

LEWIS: And how long do they last? 

ROBINSON: They last until into 2017 and they’re cheaper than the cheapest 

standard price. And by then, by 2017, I don’t know how much they’ll have gone up 

by, but they will have gone up by a lot. 

LEWIS: Ann Robinson from U-Switch, thanks very much indeed.  

Now should your investment be MINT flavoured? MINT is the taste of the month and 

the new acronym for the four emerging economies: Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria and 

Turkey. Now before we discuss investing in them, here’s economist Jim O’Neill. 

More than a decade ago, he tipped the BRICs, as he called them - Brazil, Russia, India 

and China. Now he says the MINT countries have qualities which make them good 

prospects for strong economic growth over the next decade. 

O’NEILL: Well the most important thing that they have in common is a lot of 

people. And especially and in contrast to some of the other BRIC countries - China, 

Russia in particular - they’ve got really good what I call inner demographics: a rapidly 

rising workforce and young people relative to the rest of the population. So they don’t 

have the same dependency challenges that are so prevalent across Western countries 

and increasingly in Russia and China. 

LEWIS: The other thing you identified was urbanisation and a growing middle class 

because if people live in cities it’s much easier to get stuff to them and for them to 

buy things. 
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O’NEILL: I think it’s as simple as that. 

LEWIS: That is crucial, is it? 

O’NEILL: If you look back through hundreds of years of economic history - the 

industrial revolution in the UK, Californian gold rush, the whole development of the 

United States, the whole success of Japan - the common theme is urbanisation. And if 

you look at why China has done particularly so well the past 30 years, urbanisation is 

right at the heart of it. 

LEWIS: If you’re right about these factors - and you’ve identified why you think 

these countries will grow and their businesses will grow - does that make them good 

investments because investing in a country or a sector in a country doesn’t necessarily 

mean you’re going to make money, does it? 

O’NEILL: That’s correct, I mean one has to be really careful of just trying to 

correlate economic growth with investments anywhere. I think what I’ve learnt 

through my career in finance - which sometimes I think is not that much - but one of 

the things is you’ve got to be always aware of what expectations are and then what 

actually happens. In some ways this is why Nigeria’s particularly intriguing to me 

because most people thought and still think I was nuts to include Nigeria in it, which 

all that tells me is that expectations about Nigeria are so low it’s not that difficult for 

them to positively surprise people.  

LEWIS: Yes people joke, “Oh yes I have emails about investing in Nigeria every 

day.” 

O’NEILL: (laughs) That’s a good line. 

LEWIS: So if somebody wanted to invest in these countries and they listen to your 

programme and they think yes this is an area of growth, it’s something that maybe I 
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can make some money in, obviously it’s a bit of a gamble - how would you advise 

them? 

O’NEILL: Well you know that is a big question. I’d tell people to kind of you know 

spend a bit of time thinking about it and make sure it’s stuff they’re not going to want 

to wake up the following day and worry about because they are certainly going to be 

volatile investments by and large. I know that whatever comes out of my mind as an 

economic forecaster, if I’m really good only 60% of what I say will happen. So I 

know some things I say about the future are not going to happen. You know I 

wouldn’t like to say with enormous confidence today which one of the four might be 

the best or the worst you know when we get to the end of the decade. My hunch is 

that Mexico looks the most guaranteed to do better than it has been doing, but it’s the 

darling of the macro investment community so that’s not really a big surprise. I think 

for Nigeria to positively surprise people is not that difficult. So my hunch is that 

Nigeria might end up being a really good place to have invested, but it is going to be a 

real rollercoaster ride.  

LEWIS: Economist Jim O’Neill. And his four programmes on each of the MINT 

countries are available on the Radio Four website. Well listening to that is Jerome 

Booth, independent economist and author of Emerging Markets in an Upside Down 

World. Jerome Booth, do you accept Jim O’Neill’s analysis that these four MINT 

countries have the potential to emerge as the next economic giants? 

BOOTH: Yes, I do. I think that, just as Jim coined BRICs all those years ago, I at the 

time came up with my own, which was CEMENT - Countries in Emerging Markets 

Excluded by New Terminology. 

LEWIS: Okay, no more acronyms, please.  

BOOTH: And I think that’s very valid, you know. I mean I think the idea that you 

invest in you know four or another four is good, but actually why not invest in sixty? I 
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mean the point is that you can diversify a lot. There’s also more than just what a lot of 

investors go straight for, which is equity. In fact the safer asset class is going to be 

you know debt asset classes and there’s a lot of variety there. 

LEWIS: So government bonds or company corporate bonds? 

BOOTH: Well government bonds, but also corporate bonds increasingly. And in fact 

the emerging debt market is much bigger than the emerging equity market. It’s about 

$13 trillion. I mean it’s absolutely enormous and growing very fast. So I would 

always do a variety of things and diversify across a lot of these countries. But also it’s 

very much the case that … I mean Jim talks about expectations. I talk about prejudice. 

My definition of an emerging market is actually in terms of prejudice. You know 

what I’m saying is that all countries are risky. The emerging markets I define as those 

countries where that risk is perceived and priced in. I mean the real anomaly here is 

the fact that all the really exciting big macroeconomic problems, and therefore the 

really big correlated risks, are in what I call the HIDCs - the Heavily Indebted 

Developed Countries.                                

LEWIS: Right, that’s like the UK and the USA. Now I’ll just interrupt you because 

listening to that is Merryn Somerset Webb who’s Editor-in-Chief of Money Week and 

is perhaps not quite so positive as you about investing in the emerging markets. 

Merryn, what’s your view on what Jerome said and indeed what Jim O’Neill said? 

SOMERSET WEBB: Well I’m neither positive nor negative about investing in 

emerging markets or in developed markets. I just think that people tend to get very 

hung up on economics and in the main investing is not about economics; it’s about the 

flow of money and the price at which you invest in the first place. So I mean Jim 

touched on this, but just because a country is growing very fast doesn’t mean the 

stock market will give you any returns at all. There is no positive correlation. In fact 

very often there’s a negative correlation: the economies that are growing the fastest 

display the worst stock markets. And there’s a variety of reasons for that - one being 

that investors tend to overpay when they see economic growth, so they make worse 
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returns going forward. And also of course because when an economy is growing 

people are investing a lot, so they’re investing in factories, they’re investing in 

training, they’re investing in infrastructure. There’s very little left over for 

shareholder profit. So this is the wrong connection to make. If you’re looking at a 

market and saying should I invest in this market, what you need to do is say not how 

fast is the economy growing but is this market offering me good value, is it the right 

price? 

LEWIS: And looking at perhaps sectors … Jerome, sorry, you wanted to say 

something. 

BOOTH: Yeah, I mean I think that’s true of equity markets. It’s not true of the 

broader picture at all. And it also depends on the timescale. What you have is a 

massive global imbalance here. And economics does matter, I’m afraid. It matters for 

those people who aren’t day traders and maybe have pensions and actually are 

interested in what happens in 30 years. I mean actually - and this is what my book is 

about largely or including - you know people misunderstand what risk is about. We 

have this very simplistic idea that it’s about volatility, and I think for a lot of people 

the thing that they worry about most is large permanent loss. And that’s where the 

macroeconomics really does matter. The fact that you’ve got these enormous debts as 

well … 

SOMERSET WEBB: (over) Well I hate to disagree with you, but I’m afraid I do 

have to. All the statistics show you and all the studies show you that there isn’t a 

correlation between stock market growth and economic growth. There is a correlation 

between valuations and stock market growth. So the most important thing is what 

price did you pay. Now right now, I think you and I would be in agreement. Most 

emerging markets are remarkably cheap relative to developed markets, so now I think 

would be a very good time to buy emerging markets. Other times are not, but that’s 

based on valuation, not growth. 

BOOTH: On the equity side, I’m saying for example if you look at currencies, if you 
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look at debt, that relationship doesn’t hold. So you do have very different … 

SOMERSET WEBB: (over) Okay, no absolutely, with debt it does not hold. I would 

agree on that. 

LEWIS: And, Merryn, in a word really, how do you do it? You’ve said all these 

things. Do you buy funds? 

SOMERSET WEBB: Yes, you would buy funds. I mean it would be nice to think 

that everyone is capable of stock picking themselves across Asia, but practically 

nobody is, including most fund managers I’m afraid.  

LEWIS: And Jerome Booth, funds in ten seconds? 

BOOTH: Yeah, you definitely do funds but I wouldn’t just look at equities. In fact I 

would look at a much broader range … 

LEWIS: Including debt? 

BOOTH: … and I would certainly include debt - corporate debt as well as 

government debt. 

LEWIS: Jerome Booth and Merryn Somerset Webb, thanks. I didn’t have to do much 

there, did I?  

Now payouts to 7 million customers of the insurer CPP, who were mis-sold insurance 

for their bank and credit cards, are now likely to go ahead. This week they were asked 

to approve the proposed compensation scheme and 98% voted in favour. Bob Howard 

has more. 

HOWARD: CPP customers were persuaded to part with around £30 a year to insure 
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their bank or credit cards or around £80 for a wider identity protection policy, but in 

most cases they didn’t need them because they were already protected by their bank 

or card issuer. In some instances those who phoned an activation number stuck on 

new bank cards were directed straight to a CPP salesperson. As a result, CPP was 

fined £10.5 million by the Financial Services Authority. The insurance company has 

now set aside £65 million to pay for compensation claims. The banks have put £1.3 

billion into the redress scheme. The payouts are expected to go ahead from the end of 

March although approval is still needed from the High Court on Tuesday. 

LEWIS: Big amounts of money, Bob, but lots of people. How much will they get? 

HOWARD: Well policyholders should receive on average around £200, but some 

could get considerably more depending on how long they maintain their policies. 

Anybody who bought or renewed card protection from CPP directly or via their bank 

or card issuer since 14
th

 January 2005 will be sent an application form around the 

middle of February. Anybody who bought identity protection cover from CPP over 

the phone from that date will also be sent a form. If you bought before 2005, you may 

still be eligible for compensation, but you’ll have to lodge your claim via your bank, 

card issuer or CPP. The deadline for claims is likely to be the end of August. 

LEWIS: And briefly, Bob, what’s CPP doing to contact customers who may have 

changed their address? 

HOWARD: Well it says it’s trying to check if addresses they had were up to date 

before they first mailed customers. An email that was returned, they’ve tried again to 

find a new address for and they say they’ll keep going. In the meantime, if you don’t 

receive a letter in February you can contact CPP. There are links on our website.  

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. And our website, bbc.co.uk/moneybox, with my blogpost with 

lots more details.  
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The Prime Minister has committed a future Conservative Government to protecting 

the state pension by what’s called the “triple lock” that raises the basic state pension 

each year by earnings or prices, whichever is higher, and with a guarantee that the 

annual rise will be at least 2.5%. Wages of course are in the doldrums, rising by less 

than 1%, still frozen for many, and many state benefits are limited to a 1% rise until 

2015. So on the face of it, the commitment gives state pensioners a much better deal 

than people of working age, but it was denounced as unaffordable and irresponsible 

this week by the Institute of Economic Affairs, a think tank devoted to market 

solutions to social problems. The report was written by Gabriel Sahlgren. What did he 

propose to cut the cost of the state pension? 

SAHLGREN: The main thing is that in the short-term, I do think that we should 

move faster with a state pension age increase, speed it up quite a lot - from I think 

now it’s set to hit 68 in the mid 2030s, and I say that with my calculations I can bring 

it down to 2023. And the reason for that is simply that it’s a big problem, but you 

need radical measures to deal with them. 

LEWIS: And the problem is the cost of paying the state pension. 

SAHLGREN: In the next 50 years, the Pension Bill is supposed to increase by £329 

billion.  

LEWIS: So bringing forward the rise in state pension, one other thing that you think 

we should do? 

SAHLGREN: Well actually then after that we should link it to life expectancy, but in 

the long run this should be means tested. 

LEWIS: Well listening to that is economist Dr Ros Altmann, an independent pension 

expert. Ros Altmann, this triple lock that David Cameron committed himself to if he 

wins the election, is it an expensive luxury we can’t afford? 
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ALTMANN: What you want to afford, you can afford as Government. What the 

Prime Minister has said is that at the very least between now and 2020 the basic state 

pension will rise by at least 2.5% a year. Currently from April, it will be £113.10 per 

week. We are not paying much in terms of basic state pension. 

LEWIS: But that will change, won’t it, because the plan is that from 2016 the state 

pension will be a lot higher - £145, £150 probably - and that triple lock commitment 

will apply to the whole of that? 

ALTMANN: It’s not clear what exactly the Prime Minister was committing himself 

to because there will be two different systems going forward from 2016. 

LEWIS: And what about bringing forward the rise in state pension age, as Gabriel 

suggested? 

ALTMANN: I hear what Gabriel is saying, but quite frankly to make a move of such 

dramatic proportions would be incredibly unfair to a generation of people who have 

grown up expecting a very different outlook. Much more money would be saved to 

the Exchequer by keeping people in work, probably on a part-time basis, so they’d get 

a state pension but they’d also have some earnings on top and they would be paying 

taxes and producing growth in the economy. 

LEWIS: And Gabriel Sahlgren, how would you encourage that? 

SAHLGREN: The state pension age is very important here because research all over 

the world suggests that financial incentive is crucial for why people retire when they 

do. But there are other programmes as well that can act as de facto retirement schemes 

and what research does suggest is that, for example, state disability insurance schemes 

all over the world are actually used as de factor retirement schemes. 

ALTMANN: I think what we are already seeing clearly is that women’s retirement 
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age is already well beyond state pension age and men’s retirement age on average is 

now very close to 65, so there’s been a dramatic rise in the age at which people are 

retiring and the state pension age itself is not proving an impediment. What we need 

here is a comprehensive overview and examination of all the different forms of 

pensioner support. And you know currently you’ve got an array of benefits - you’ve 

got bus passes which start at 60**, you’ve got savings credit which starts at 65, 

you’ve got winter fuel payments that are higher from age 80. Why not review all of 

these in a comprehensive fashion? And if you tax them, which is much fairer in a 

social context … 

LEWIS: It doesn’t bring in much money though. 

ALTMANN: Well it depends what you do. I mean it could raise significant sums. But 

we have to be careful that people are given sufficient notice to adjust their life plans 

and at the same time we encourage people to stay at work, preferably part-time, 

because that in itself is the most reasonable solution to the pensions crisis, which will 

not be solved just by compelling people to save a little bit more for the long-term. 

LEWIS: And how would you encourage people to work, Ros Altmann, because I 

mean many people would like to work but they say well I’m not fit enough. I was a 

builder or a scaffolder or a doctor indeed or an airline pilot. I can’t work beyond a 

certain age.  

ALTMANN: And that’s exactly why we need to be careful not to raise the state 

pension age too quickly while also encouraging those who can work to realise that it 

is better both for them and for everybody else if they do so, and that means changing 

the narrative a little bit. 

SAHLGREN: Well I mean the point here is that it’s not sufficient to do what I want 

to do with the state pension age because people can use other schemes to retire. That’s 

for sure. But all I’m saying is that yes some people might not be able to work till 
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they’re 100. And I’m not suggesting also that they should work until they are, but the 

point is that if we live longer, we can often work longer as well. And we do live 

much, much longer than we did 50 years ago and yet we work less. 

LEWIS: Gabriel Sahlgren and Ros Altmann.  

** Editor’s correction: 

“Entitlement to free bus passes begins at 60 in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland as well as London 

and Liverpool. In the rest of England it is linked to women’s state pension age (for men and women) 

which is currently 61y10months and rises to 65 over the next four years.” 

 

 

Thousands of council and housing association tenants are due refunds of hundreds of 

pounds after the Department for Work and Pensions made a mistake when it changed 

the law relating to what Money Box is now calling the “housing benefit excess 

bedroom reduction.” That’s our attempt to diffuse the rather barren row over what’s 

widely called the “bedroom tax”, but which the Government calls “removing the 

spare room subsidy.” Whatever you call it, thousands of people on benefits will now 

get some of that money back. Bob Howard? 

HOWARD: We’ve had these rules before, Paul. They began in April and mean that 

public sector tenants who have more bedrooms than the regulations say they should 

get a deduction off their housing benefit. Couples get one bedroom as do single 

adults, but children are expected to share up to the age of 10 or 15 if they’re the same 

sex. If there are more bedrooms than specified, then the benefit is reduced and most of 

those affected get all their rent paid by housing benefit. But the new rules mean they 

now have to pay an average of £14 a week for one excess bedroom and £22 a week 

for two or more. 

LEWIS: So those are the rules, Bob. What was the mistake? 
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HOWARD: Well this week the Department for Work and Pensions admitted it made 

a mistake drafting the new rules. As a result, they don’t apply to tenants who’ve been 

claiming housing benefit since 1
st
 January 1996 or earlier and have not moved in that 

time. The people affected should now be refunded the money wrongly deducted since 

April, but they may have to ask for it. The Department for Work and Pensions says 

the number affected is in the low thousands, but campaigners say it could be as high 

as 30,000 or 40,000. That would be around 5% of the 660,000 tenants who’ve had 

their benefit cut. The department says it will change the law, but it’s unlikely to make 

the change retrospective. 

LEWIS: Thanks Bob, housing benefit excess bedroom reduction - the neutral term 

for a highly controversial policy.  

That’s just about it. There’s more information and links on our website, 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox, where you can download the programme, listen to episodes, 

send us your ideas. A couple of emails. Anna has said, ‘oh no, someone trying to raise 

the retirement age again. Am I ever going to be able to stop working?’ And Les 

confirms he’s with EDF and he’s not getting the full reduction either. I’m back on 

Wednesday with Money Box Live to take your questions on tax and self-assessment. 

I’m back with Money Box as usual next weekend. Today the reporter was Bob 

Howard, the studio producer Richard Fenton-Smith, and I’m Paul Lewis.                                 

            


