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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, two listeners were promised that if the price 

of their cruise fell, they’d get back the difference in other ways. So why were the 

people in the cabins next door paying half as much? Parliament debates the changes to 

the state pension on Monday: some women who’ll get the new pension would do 

better from the old, and some who are stuck on the old one would do better from the 

new. Are comparison websites getting too involved with the insurance industry? 

Instead of reporting prices, are they setting them? And National Savings & 

Investments slashes the rate paid on three popular products. A director tells me why it 

doesn’t want to be a best buy.  

But first, customers of a major cruise line have told Money Box they paid more than 

double price for the same type of cabin as other people on the same ship even though 

P&O offered them something called “price promise protection” - the value of the 

difference back if prices fell. Bob Howard’s been looking into it. 

HOWARD: Paul, P&O has been heavily promoting its price promise which it 

introduced last July. Carol Marlow, the Managing Director of P&O Cruises, extolled 

its virtues as part of a marketing campaign. 

MARLOW: This is all about giving you piece of mind when you book your P&O 

Cruises holiday. Our new vantage fares not only offer excellent value for money, but 
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now they’re backed by our new P&O Cruises price promise. 

HOWARD: But Ray from Somerset and his wife Wendy who regularly take P&O 

cruises have been unimpressed. They were on a P&O cruise last October when they 

decided to book another cruise for May this year. The sales team told them about the 

price promise, which reassured them that they were booking at a good time. 

RAY: We actually booked one to the fjords. That cost £949 per person, so we paid a 

deposit and it was what they call a “vantage” fare, which was all they were actually 

selling. And with a vantage fare, they give what they call a “price promise” and the 

price promise is that if the fare goes down in price between now and when we have to 

sail, then they would compensate us with on board spend or upgrade the cabin. 

HOWARD: Ray paid his deposit in October and then the balance in February, but 

then as the departure date edged closer he was worried whether he’d actually paid 

over the odds as emails from P&O came through offering much cheaper fares for the 

same cruise. 

RAY: We suddenly see the same cruise, same cabins being sold at reduced rates. It 

eventually went down to the fact that it was £500 per person cheaper. The price 

promise doesn’t appear to happen. And of course this was confirmed when we went 

on the cruise and the cabin next to us, which was identical, the people in there paid 

£500 per person less than we did.  

HOWARD: Ray wrote to P&O to complain and to ask for the firm to refund what 

he’d paid over and above the people in the adjoining cabin, but he says the firm 

refused. And Money Box listeners Neil and Barbara have made a similar complaint. 

They paid over £1,800 for a balcony cabin for a P&O Baltic cruise from Southampton 

and also noted the company’s price promise, but they then saw the same cabin could 

be booked for under £800 as the sailing date grew closer. So we went online to look at 

P&O’s price promise page, and this is what it said. 
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P&O’S PRICE PROMISE PAGE: We promise that should we reduce the vantage 

fare for a holiday you have already booked for your cruise and cabin type with the 

same terms and conditions, we will pass on the value of the reduction to you 

automatically in the form of a complimentary benefit such as on board spending 

money or a cabin upgrade. If, however, fares for your holiday should rise after you 

have made your booking - and they may - you can rest assured that you’ve received 

excellent value by booking early, so both ways you win.  

HOWARD: However when you click on the terms and conditions P&O says the 

price promise doesn’t apply to its getaway fares, which are the cheaper fares it offers 

closer to the sailing date. Nobody from P&O would give an interview, but the firm 

said that tens of thousands of customers had benefited from the price promise since its 

launch. It said when it introduced vantage fares, it publicised the fact that it would be 

likely to introduce getaway fares on some cruises and always made it clear in its 

brochures and online that this was a possibility, and in a statement it stressed the 

differences between the two types of fare. 

P&O STATEMENT: We all appreciate how frustrating it is to make a purchase and 

then see a lower price, especially on a premium product such as a holiday. With 

vantage fares passengers pay a 15 per cent deposit, are able to choose the cabin type, 

location and number, and can choose from an additional benefit such as onboard 

spending money or complimentary car parking. When bookings are made on a 

getaway fare, passengers are not able to select the cabin type or location and there are 

no additional benefits. 

HOWARD: P&O is not the only cruise line to face criticism over the way it promotes 

some of its fares. Fred Olsen Cruises have been rapped over the knuckles by the 

Advertising Standards Authority twice in four months. In both cases the cruise 

company had said if customers booked immediately, they’d get the best deal 

guaranteed, but in one case inside cabins were excluded from the promise and in the 

other Fred Olsen then introduced a 2 for 1 offer. Fred Olsen told us it regrets the 

ASA’s ruling and it’s withdrawn the promotions. 
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LEWIS: Thanks Bob. Well Simon Calder is the Travel Editor of the Independent. I 

asked him how big an issue these prices differences were with cruise ship passengers. 

CALDER: If you talk to people on ships, if you look at some of the cruise forums 

online, you will see it is absolutely infuriating lots and lots of people. It’s one of those 

things where the cruise companies are in this dreadful position trying to fill up every 

single berth on every single departure and they are tying themselves in kind of 

marketing knots, but I don’t think they’re doing themselves many favours and they’re 

most certainly not doing their loyal customers any favours either. 

LEWIS: And do you think then that those price promises should be made much 

clearer and what they apply to, what they don’t apply to should be set out in the 

promise itself? 

CALDER: It’s absolutely essential that if you are going to promise something, then it 

is clear to everybody what it is you are promising. It’s actually incumbent upon the 

companies to be upfront and say look, this only applies to some of the fares we 

market in some ways. In fact we’ve got all these last minute deals going on at the 

same time and I’m afraid those are not covered. 

LEWIS: So should people who want to go on a cruise always book close to the date 

to get the best deal? 

CALDER: It all depends. If you want a particular cabin, if you’re an interesting sized 

family and you’ve got special requirements, then you will probably want to book in 

advance. But the only thing I can say to your lovely listeners is look, for goodness 

sake, if you were happy with the original price quoted, then just get on and enjoy it. 

Life is too short to spend it worrying that people in the next cabin got that much of a 

better deal. Just see if they can buy you a drink from time to time. 

LEWIS: Simon Calder. A cruise is, after all, supposed to be a relaxation. 
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The big changes in the state pension will be debated by Parliament on Monday. The 

new pension, which will start in 2016, is supposed to help women particularly, but 

two groups of women could be left worse off and more than half a million pensioners 

living abroad are also campaigning to get a better deal from the new pension 

themselves. More on those issues in a moment, but with me is Sally West, Strategy 

Adviser at Age UK. Sally West, just to help people, summarise the sort of main 

changes. How different will this new state pension be? 

WEST: The new state pension will be for people reaching state pension age from 6
th

 

April 2016 onwards and it will be what’s described as a single tier. So about £144 a 

week at today’s prices for people with 35 years of contributions and it will replace our 

current complicated system with a basic pension and an additional pension. Perhaps 

also just worth saying that although it will be simpler, it will take some time in the 

transition and in the first years not everybody will get £144. Some will get more and 

some will get less. 

LEWIS: Yes because there are these very complicated transitional provisions where 

you try and match the complicated old system with a slightly simpler new one. And 

some people of course won’t be any better off under the new system. Some will 

actually less than they would have got under the old system. 

WEST: Yes, that’s right. The Government has been very clear that they’re not going 

to spend any more money overall on the new pension system, so some people will be 

better off. Tend to be people with low incomes, often women. Other people will get 

less than they would have done had the old system continued. 

LEWIS: And of course it’s the ones who’ll do worst who tend to get in touch with us. 

And I mentioned two groups of women who will be worse off. Now one group were 

born on 6
th

 April 1953 or later. They will get the new pension. But there’ll be no 

married woman’s pension paid under the new rules. Nor will there be pensions for 

divorcees or widows on the ex or late husband’s contributions. Here’s a couple of 

emails we’ve had on the topic. 
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EMAIL 1: I will reach retirement age in 2017. My wife and I had thought we’d 

receive a married person’s pension when I retire. Under the new system we won’t. 

This is unfair to change the rules so quickly. We will now be receiving less money 

than we thought we would. 

EMAIL 2: I’m 60 and have always paid the married women’s contribution. We 

decided to rely on my husband’s national insurance contributions which we thought 

would be sufficient for our needs. Now I feel distraught. 

LEWIS: So Sally, the original pension, the pension we currently have expects women 

still to be to a certain extent dependent on their husband, but that’s disappearing from 

the new pension. So how will people be affected if they’ve been expecting that to 

happen? 

WEST: Yes basically the Government want this to be an individual entitlement and 

they’ve said you know the current rules are sort of outdated now. Currently married 

women, and indeed actually married men and civil partners, can receive pensions 

based on their partners’ contributions in some situations if they don’t have sufficient 

contributions of their own. Under the new system, it will be based just on your own 

contributions. But first of all some good news for your second listener there. The 

Government has said there will be protection for people who paid the married 

woman’s stamp. So in that situation, they’ll probably be no worse off. They’ll 

probably be in the same position as they would under the current system. 

LEWIS: Yes, that’s another complicated transitional provision. But for people who - 

and of course they’re not expecting it now but they might find they’re divorced or 

widowed in 2018/2019 just after this pension starts - they could get nothing if they’ve 

not paid any contributions themselves. 

WEST: Yes and this is a change that we’re very concerned about because we’ve 

heard from a number of people who have been planning their retirement based on the 
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pension they’d get as a couple. So, for example, there is protection - people who’ve 

had children and people who’ve been working or getting credits will get protection. 

But some of the people that I’ve been talking to, they perhaps don’t have a family, 

they maybe worked on very low incomes so they weren’t paying national insurance - 

somebody said “I did a lot of voluntary work” - and people have discussed their 

retirement income together as a couple and have checked the information, realised 

that there was this married woman’s pension and protection, and have planned as a 

result of that. 

LEWIS: Right, well we’ll have to see if there are any changes in the Pensions Bill 

when it comes up next week. Another group of women though are also very cross. 

Now they were born too early to get the new pension - that’s before 6
th

 April 1953. 

But men born then, and in fact right back to April 51, will get the new pension and 

there’s about 700,000 women in this 2 year band who feel they’re discriminated 

against. Cathe Rikby is one of them and she’s campaigning for change. 

RIKBY: What I would like the Government to do is to include us in the Pensions Bill 

by transitional arrangements to give us women what will turn out to be the better 

option of either a basic pension and S2P SERPS or the single tier pension. 

LEWIS: So these women who are in this 2 year period - you’re saying that rather 

than simply say you’re the wrong side of the line, for those women, those 700,000 

women altogether, the Government should say well you can choose which side of the 

line you fall? 

RIKBY: Yes and that’s what I think is fair. Because we are subject to equalisation, 

some of our group have to wait up to 3 years. So one could look at it as you’ve had a 

3 year loss of pension already and then on top of that you would get the lesser 

pension. 

LEWIS: So Sally West, Cathe Rikby’s idea of not a cliff edge but a kind of zone for 
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those women born in those 2 years. They could choose. They could have new pension 

or old pension depending which was better. Would that work? 

WEST: Well I can understand why people feel very unhappy when they can see 

people who are slightly older or slightly younger or men in a different circumstance 

getting what they consider is a higher pension and you know I do have sympathy for 

people in this situation. I think it would be quite complicated to give people the 

choice, but I think it’s certainly something that we’d like the Government to explore 

and consider whether there is something to help people who are in a similar situation 

to a man but can’t get the new single tier. 

LEWIS: And literally in a word, Sally West, do you think we will see changes or will 

the Government just plough on with this bill? 

WEST: Well no, no, there’ll be some debates. I think particularly for couples that 

have planned their retirement and don’t have time to change, the Government should 

look at the position for the derived pensions. 

LEWIS: Sally West of Age UK, thanks. 

Now when it comes to finding the best deal for a financial product people often turn 

first to comparison websites, but how sure can you be that you will in fact find the 

best deal there? Concerns have been raised recently by brokers and others in the 

insurance industry that websites are becoming too dominant, doing what they call 

“best price deals”, which mean that insurers who place their products on the sites 

can’t offer a best price through any other route. Kevin Paterson is Managing Director 

of the Source, which provides services to insurance brokers and he told me why that 

matters. 

PATERSON: It has a tendency potentially to distort the market, in my view, because 

it insists that the insurer can offer a better price either through the insurer’s own 
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website or through any other price comparison website. 

LEWIS: If people get the lowest price, why does it matter how that’s achieved? 

PATERSON: Because there’s no transparency. I think if you know that this clause 

exists and you know what to expect, you know what you’re getting, then it’s not an 

issue. 

LEWIS: But all they have to say is you won’t get this insurance any cheaper. That 

discloses it and it’s also true because they’ve done a deal to make sure you won’t. 

PATERSON: You won’t get this product any cheaper based on the arrangement that 

they’ve arrived at with the insurance companies. 

LEWIS: Kevin Paterson. The Office of Fair Trading also has concerns about best 

price deals. Chris Walters is its Chief Economist. 

WALTERS: The issue that our research identified was that if a customer is being told 

they’re definitely getting the best buy, then perhaps their incentive to search around 

further is reduced and perhaps their incentive to haggle with whoever’s telling them 

they’re getting the best buy is also reduced. The issue there is that it’s that threat of 

switching and that tension that comes from negotiation that keeps prices down, so if a 

clause prevents that the best price that’s offered is not a very good price at all. 

LEWIS: So in that sense those deals are anti-competitive? 

WALTERS: They certainly have the potential to soften competition. If a price 

comparison website is offering a best buy deal that’s meaning that consumers aren’t 

switching, then if a new company wants to enter the market there are no consumers to 

switch to them. 
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LEWIS: So some concerns that some practices of comparison sites may in the 

long-term damage competition. None of the main comparison websites would come 

on Money Box to talk about the deals they do with insurers, so I talked to Sarah 

Pennells, financial journalist who runs the Savvywoman.co.uk website, and asked her 

first who owns comparison websites.  

PENNELLS: It might come as a surprise to some people to know that a number of 

them are either wholly owned or part owned by big insurance companies. So, for 

example, Compare the Market is owned by the BGL Group which owns the budget 

brands among others. Confused.com is owned by Admiral, so that’s Esure, Elephant 

and Diamond. And Go Compare is actually 50 per cent owned by Esure. There are 

some that don’t have any relationship in that way with insurance companies.  

LEWIS: But there’s no evidence, is there, that that affects the prices you get on those 

websites? You don’t get a better deal from Confused for Admiral products because 

it’s owned by Admiral? 

PENNELLS: No there isn’t. And I’ve spoken to a couple of the price comparison 

sites about this and they go to great lengths to say that not only do they not favour 

companies or policies that are owned by their parent company, but it wouldn’t be in 

their interest to do so because the others would stop doing business with them and 

they need to have quite a few different brands to make themselves appealing to 

consumers. 

LEWIS: People do use comparison websites a lot if they’ve got access to the internet. 

What is the best way to get the best deal because even comparison websites can seem 

to offer you quite a bewildering choice sometimes? 

PENNELLS: I think this is actually the downside of using a comparison website 

because I think there’s no argument that you get a lot of choice. But for something 

like house or contents insurance where choice in itself isn’t necessarily an advantage, 
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I think it can be a problem because there can be over a hundred different policies, all 

ranked in terms of the price, but unless you actually know what you’re doing, you 

know what is the difference between the one that charges £225 a year and the one that 

charges £250 a year. I mean I shopped around on a couple of them to get some quotes 

and for a start there were quite a few companies I wasn’t familiar with, I didn’t know 

what their track record was, whether they had a good reputation for paying out and 

handling claims promptly, whether they didn’t, whether their admin was up to scratch 

or not, and in each case to actually really understand what you were buying you had 

to click on the policy document. Well those are 20 pages long minimum, sometimes 

40, and that I think is actually where there’s a bit of a problem with them because you 

do have to do a lot of work. You can’t, in my opinion, just buy the cheapest. 

LEWIS: No because if you do buy the cheapest, the risk is it will miss something out 

that you thought you had. I mean with car insurance, for example, will you get a hire 

car free if your car’s off the road? So are there any key terms you can put in to look 

for to get a ranking of firms who actually provide the insurance you’d like? 

PENNELLS: Well the first thing I’d say is that if you are shopping around for 

something like house insurance is to check the excess level because when I did it, I 

specified an excess level. 

LEWIS: That’s the first amount of your claim that you pay yourself? 

PENNELLS: That’s right, the first part of the claim that’s deducted. But the ones that 

came out top, they had a much higher excess level than I’d asked for, so I’d always go 

back and check that. And there are a couple of things I’d recommend you look for. 

Firstly something called “trace and access”. Now what this is, this will pay the cost of 

discovering say the source of a leak - so if you have a sort of leak in the kitchen floor 

or whatever, it will pay for the kitchen floor to be dug up to find out where the pipe is 

leaking. Now that can cost thousands of pounds, and if you don’t have it or have a 

very low level of cover that could be a bill you don’t expect. The second thing is 

check and see how the policy pays out. So I’d type in on a PDF something like 
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‘voucher’ or ‘claim settlement’ because again some companies are very keen to use 

high street and online vouchers to settle claims. This may not be a problem, but I 

think it’s worth knowing whether they give you the choice of cash or replacement first 

of all. And I’d also suggest that you have a look at things like alternative 

accommodation limits. So if, for example, the worst were to happen -  your house 

was flooded or burnt down and you have to move out - normally you have to move 

out for many, many months, and again on some of the cheaper policies these limits 

can be quite low. 

LEWIS: Sarah Pennells of Savvywoman.co.uk.  

National Savings & Investments, which is backed by the Government, is cutting the 

interest rates paid on three of its popular accounts. The cut, by up to half a percentage 

point, will reduce the amount paid to nearly 600,000 customers. One of the accounts 

reduced is the Direct ISA, which is currently top of the best buy tables or near the top 

at 2.25%. But with the half a per cent cut, that will fall right out of the top 20. John 

Prout is Retail Customer Director at NS&I. Why did he cut these rates? 

PROUT: We found that in February and March these accounts were pretty much in 

the mid-market in terms of how they appeared in terms of attractiveness of interest 

rate. The rest of the market moved rates down quite rapidly in fact, and by the time 

we got to the end of May two of the accounts were at the very top of the best buy 

tables and what that means is that we have a significant increase in the amount of new 

investments. NS&I basically tries to balance its inflows and outflows and that’s an 

agreement we have with the Treasury, so in order to balance things out I’m afraid 

we’ve had to make these decisions, these difficult decisions. 

LEWIS: Just explain to people though why you’re not allowed to be in the best buy 

tables. Surely that’s what people want from you, they want a best buy? 

PROUT: It’s not about not being in the best buy tables. It’s about being in a position 
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where basically the amount of money that comes into the NS&I in a year roughly 

equates to what goes out, and if we’re overly attractive what we find is that too much 

money comes in and if we’re overly unattractive the reverse happens and too much 

money goes out. 

LEWIS: Well listening to that is Damien Fahy who runs the website 

Moneytothemasses.com. Damien Fahy, I’m sure a lot of the 600,000 people affected 

will think this has gone to being “overly unattractive” when those changes start on 

12
th

 September. Where should they move their money to? 

FAHY: Well Paul, it largely depends whether they want easy access or they’re happy 

to fix the term of their savings. Now at the moment the best you’re going to get on an 

easy access savings account is around 1.7%, so we’re in a bizarre situation where the 

best savings rate actually on an instant access account is a current account with 

Santander - the Santander 1, 2, 3 Current Account. 

LEWIS: Sure. It’s a lot better though than the offer from NS&I, which is now 1.1% 

on Direct Saver and 1.25% on the income bond, isn’t it? So you can do better than 

you can with NS&I now? 

FAHY: You certainly can, but you just need to shop around. I mean the key measure 

for most people is inflation, so they’re thinking that’s at 2.4%, so they need to (if 

they’re a basic rate taxpayer) get nearer 3%. So if they’re going to do that, then 

they’re unfortunately going to have to lock their money away for up to sort of 3 years 

if they want a standard savings account, although there are some ISA accounts that 

offer around 2.5%. For example, Coventry Building Society offer a fixed rate ISA 17 

- no transfers, no withdrawals but still an attractive rate. 

LEWIS: Yes. So if you’ve got a National Savings & Investments ISA from 2.25% 

going down to 1.75%, certainly worth moving that. And that is actually an instant 

access one, isn’t it, that National Savings offered? 
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FAHY: Yeah. 

LEWIS: That’s why it was such an attractive deal. 

FAHY: Exactly Paul. It’s like all these things. We’ve seen a general trend for all the 

best easy access account rates to fall over the last year. I mean they’ve effectively 

halved, so it’s just continuing the same pattern we’ve seen in the wider market. 

LEWIS: And just briefly that was due to what? Why have they plunged because that 

of course is why John Prout said he had to cut his rates? 

FAHY: Well it’s largely the Funding for Lending Scheme by the Government and the 

easy access money for the banks means they don’t have to actually offer attractive 

rates to savers. 

LEWIS: Yes, so it’s the Government policy that’s done it.  

FAHY: Exactly. 

LEWIS: We’ve heard that many times. Thanks very much for talking to us Damien 

Fahy. 

And that’s just about it for today. We’ve had a number of emails from you, as we 

always do - one on P&O about the price promise, someone saying they’ve found 

another drawback. And of course many women who are complaining about the 

pensions. And also someone with two part-time jobs who’s not paid national 

insurance and so won’t get the new pension. We may go into those more later as the 

bill goes through. More information links on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. I’m 

back on Wednesday with Money Box Live taking your questions on benefits for 

disabled people and carers. Do get in touch with us. I’m back with Money Box next 

weekend. Today the reporter was Bob Howard, the producer Sally Abrahams, and I’m 
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Paul Lewis. 


