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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, new rules begin next Saturday which will 

change the way we borrow money to buy a home. In future, affordability will be the 

key. I worked out my expected date of death this week and the Government has said it 

may tell everyone who reaches pension age how long they can expect to live. Is it 

useful to know? The best deals may be online, but better ones may be on a mobile 

app. Do you need the highest tech to get the lowest prices? And …  

BANK ANSWERPHONE MESSAGE: (phone rings) Thanks for calling Santander. 

LEWIS: Why are financial firms so welcoming when you call them to complain?  

But first, a week today it will be more difficult to get a mortgage. Or will it? New 

rules start on April 26
th

 and they mean that lenders have to assess whether mortgage 

applicants can afford the repayments. You might wonder whether they haven’t done 

that already. They’ll also look at other commitments the borrowers have and what’s 

left will determine how much they can repay, and of course that determines how 

much they can borrow. The Financial Conduct Authority says these rules are needed 

because in the past people were allowed to take out a mortgage they couldn’t afford. I 

asked the FCA Chief Executive Martin Wheatley if the new rules would stop that 

happening. 

WHEATLEY: We hope that what we’re introducing with the MMR is commonsense 

back into lending. Sadly that commonsense disappeared for much of the market in the 

period around 2005 to 2008 and we saw what was a large amount of unaffordable 
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lending. And people get into problems, they can’t repay; either banks forbear on their 

debts or people are evicted and that’s not a position we want to be in. 

LEWIS: But I think everyone accepts that mortgage lending was very bad in that 

period, but it has got a lot better, hasn’t it? Aren’t you 3 years behind the 

improvement in mortgage lending with your document? 

WHEATLEY: Well in a sense you’re right – mortgage lending has improved. What 

we’re really doing with this document is hardwiring commonsense into the mortgage 

market. So much of what we’re introducing here is already in place in the market. 

We’ve given the lenders 18 months to get ready for it, so they understand what’s 

coming, and in many cases these measures are already in. But what we don’t want to 

see is, with a housing market that’s booming, a move back to the days when there was 

no ability or no willingness to check affordability.  

LEWIS: So you don’t see a big change for people who start borrowing on 26
th

 April 

compared to those who start borrowing say this weekend? 

WHEATLEY: That’s right, I don’t, because I think most lenders have already put in 

place these commonsense measures. 

LEWIS: And how will affordability, which is at the heart of this, how will that be 

assessed? 

WHEATLEY: Well we’ve not tried to be too prescriptive, but what we have said is 

that the lender must check affordability. And the other thing we’re asking lenders to 

do is to take account of potential future interest rate rises. So we’re asking them to 

build in what they can reasonably expect interest rate rises to be over the ensuing 5 

years.  

LEWIS: What kind of scale of interest rate changes will have to be looked at because 

the Bank of England won’t tell us what interest rates are going to be? They have been 

15% in the past, haven’t they? 

WHEATLEY: That’s true. What we’re asking people to say is if rates are 2% today, 

3% today, where could they be in 5 years’ time? So we’re asking people to say check 
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affordability against where you think reasonably they could be. What most lenders are 

doing is actually building in a little bit of a buffer over that, so most of the time 

they’re building in a figure around 5% or 6%. 

LEWIS: If affordability’s going to be assessed, will this change do anything to 

combat what people perceive as ageism in mortgage lending? Because a person who’s 

already retired can demonstrate they have the income to sustain the mortgage, surely 

they should be lent to equally with someone of 30? 

WHEATLEY: I agree. If they have the ability to demonstrate that they can afford a 

mortgage, then age is not a factor.   

LEWIS: Let me ask you about interest only mortgages. These are a factor that many 

people see as coming up to create problems in the future. They are excluded by 

transitional rules, but only if there’s a credible repayment strategy. Now very many 

people took out interest only mortgages with no credible repayment strategy, so in a 

sense you’re bringing forward the time when they have to really worry about whether 

they can repay their mortgage. 

WHEATLEY: Well there’s two issues here. There’s the going forward from now 

issue. And going forward from now, we’ve said to all of the banks they have to assess 

whether there’s a credible repayment strategy. 

LEWIS: Sure, that’s for a new one – yes. 

WHEATLEY: So that’s for new mortgages. For the existing stock – and we know 

because of the work we did last year – there are 2.9 million people who have interest 

only mortgages, and we know that in many cases when we looked at repayment 

strategies, the repayment strategies would fall short of what’s needed at the end of it. 

We’ve introduced some transitional measures which mean that people who are 

basically needing to remortgage would be able to remortage without the full MMR 

applying to them. 

LEWIS: At the same bank? 

WHEATLEY: At the same bank and providing they’re not borrowing more. 



 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

LEWIS: And if they have a credible repayment strategy? 

WHEATLEY: Yes. 

LEWIS: Yes. So the ones who don’t fulfil those rules, they will be stuck, won’t they, 

because first of all they can’t move to another lender, so they’re a kind of mortgage 

prisoner with that lender; and if they haven’t got a credible repayment strategy, then 

they won’t be lent to? 

WHEATLEY: Well we’ve tried to be fairly flexible with the banks about not being 

so prescriptive that you disadvantage mortgage prisoners. So we have got a section in 

there that talks about how banks would be treating people who are already captured 

by the bank and we don’t want those people to be disadvantaged by a new set of rules 

coming in. 

LEWIS: Martin Wheatley, the Chief Executive of the Financial Conduct Authority. 

Well listening to that in Sheffield is Ray Boulger, Senior Technical Manager of 

mortgage brokers John Charcol. Ray Boulger, does this, as Martin Wheatley put it, 

“hardwire commonsense into the mortgage market”? 

BOULGER: Commonsense has already been hardwired into the mortgage market as 

a result of the fact that lenders post-2008 had less money to lend and they had to 

tighten criteria significantly. So actually what we’ve seen with these new rules 

coming into force over the last week or two, when most lenders have introduced them, 

is the exact opposite of commonsense. We’re getting some lenders asking questions 

which frankly are just ridiculous. 

LEWIS: But why haven’t lenders looked at affordability before? I mean you 

mentioned pre-2008, but there are some cases, aren’t there more recently, when they 

haven’t always looked at affordability. They’ve just wanted to lend them money. 

That’s how they make their money. 

BOULGER: Well all the major lenders have worked on an affordability basis for 

quite a long time – in many cases well before 2008. I mean some of Martin 

Wheatley’s comments suggest he’s living in Cloud Cuckoo Land frankly and he 
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doesn’t actually understand what’s going on in the real market. The affordability test 

in terms of interest rates – i.e. the stress test – most lenders have used a rate of around 

7% to 7.5% for some time, so introducing that actually for the majority of lenders 

doesn’t make any changes. Where it will make some change is with some of the 

smaller lenders who in the past haven’t used affordability basis. 

LEWIS: And you also said that some questions are now being asked that are 

ridiculous because of the review. What ridiculous questions are being asked? 

BOULGER: Well it’s the open-ended nature of the questions, that’s the problem. 

Some lenders are asking people what changes they expect in their income or 

expenditure. Now if they said what changes do you expect in the next 6 months or a 

year, that would be perfectly reasonable, but some are asking that question without 

putting a time limit on it and, therefore, one really has to interpret it on the basis of the 

whole mortgage term and that clearly is unrealistic. 

LEWIS: But it is important, isn’t it? Let me bring in Melanie Bien. She’s listening to 

us in Guildford – Melanie Bien of Bien Media. Melanie Bien, the rules start next 

week. Have you seen changes already as they’ve been phased in? 

BIEN: Yes indeed. I mean, as Ray says, most lenders have been operating to the new 

rules for some time – particularly the bigger lenders – and certainly people now are 

finding that if you’ve got significant regular outgoings in relation to your income, 

then that will impact on your borrowing. So you know, for example, people with 

children and then more than one child - that will have a big impact on what you can 

borrow. Things like school fees, childcare. All those things which haven’t been 

looked at in such detail in the past are now being you know looked at in much more 

scrutiny. 

LEWIS: But, as Ray says, you can say what those are now, but you know many 

people will get a mortgage when they have no children but in the expectation they’ll 

have them. Is that being looked at? Are young couples who might be expected to have 

a baby, if they can, are they being assumed to have these expenses in later life? 

BIEN: Well, as we’re hearing there, you know the questions are quite open-ended; 
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and exactly, over a 25 year mortgage term an awful lot can happen and you can’t say 

for sure, can you early on, and plans do change? 

LEWIS: Yes indeed. Just the suspicious part of me thinks well if they ask you that 

and you say no, nothing’s going to change, then it’s your fault if you borrow too much 

rather than the lender’s fault. 

BIEN: Well ultimately the lender has to be assured that you can afford the mortgage 

you’re taking out. I mean everyone has their own responsibility, but the lender needs 

to make sure that they are happy with this. And they will just be looking at things – 

you know regular payments, anything like pet insurance payments to wine companies, 

any regular gambling debits. All those things will be taken into account and count 

against you in terms of what you can borrow. 

LEWIS: Yes, so it’s a lifestyle thing as much as anything else. Ray Boulger, I 

mentioned to Martin Wheatley the point about older people because there is a sort of 

age discrimination, isn’t there, which is perfectly legal in financial services, against 

lending money to older people? Do you buy what he said – that in fact if you can 

afford to pay it back age isn’t a factor? 

BOULGER: Well what he said is actually very sensible. The problem is the market 

doesn’t apply those rules in the main. The majority of the major lenders have 

stipulated for some time a maximum age of either 70 or 75 by which time the 

mortgage has to be repaid; and where it’s a couple, it’s the older of those two people 

even if that person actually doesn’t have the income. What we’ve seen over the last 

couple of weeks as lenders have introduced the new rules is that many lenders have 

said if you can’t prove pension income beyond the state pension age, then actually 

you can’t have a mortgage beyond whatever that age is, which for most people will be 

68. One lender has actually effectively brought their age back down to 65, so there is 

a direct conflict between what Martin Wheatley said and what’s happening in the 

market. 

LEWIS: And finally Melanie Bien, just a different subject really – house prices. Is 

there a bubble as we’ve heard this week? 
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BIEN: Well I’m not convinced. I mean the market is crazy in places like London. 

LEWIS: It sounds like a bubble to me. 

BIEN: Well it’s a very abnormal situation. You’ve got very few transactions which 

are pushing up prices. But it’s not widespread across the country and indeed prices are 

… the growth at the top end of the market is now tailing off, so I’m not convinced. 

LEWIS: And Ray Boulger, can I ask you a different question again? Just in a word, 

will it be harder to borrow from next Saturday or easier or no different? 

BOULGER: Well it’s got harder to borrow over the last week or two for most 

lenders. At the very least you have to provide more information and that of course 

delays the application. In some cases people will be able to borrow less. 

LEWIS: Ray Boulger of John Charcol, Melanie Bien of Bien Media, thanks very 

much. 

Saturday 21
st
 October 2034 is in my diary with a big black border. That’s the day I’ll 

die according to life expectancy tables published by the Office for National Statistics 

this month. Or at least that’s the average date of death predicted now for men of my 

age, which is 65. This week, Pensions Minister Steve Webb – expected date of death 

24
th

 August 2051 – said that when people reach state pension age, they should be told 

how long they can expect to live. That will help them eke out whatever savings and 

pension funds they have to last the rest of their life. But are the figures accurate 

enough to let us do that? Live now to Glasgow to talk to Ronnie Bowie. He’s Senior 

Partner at actuaries Hymans Robertson. Ronnie Bowie, I’ve been deep in my 

spreadsheet of death this week and it’s amusing to give people this date, but it’s only 

a guide, isn’t it? It could really be any time in the next 40 years that I or anyone else 

dies. 

BOWIE: Well it could be any time, but we need to start somewhere and the ONS 

stats are widely available, so they’re a good place to start. But we can do a lot better 

than the ONS stats if we’re wanting to help people plan for their retirement. 

LEWIS: So how do we do better? What else do we consider? 
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BOWIE: Well the ONS stats are the population as a whole, but if you look at things 

like well obviously gender but lifestyle, affluence and the health … the way that 

people look after themselves, you can have a span of 10 years. So you say that you’ve 

got 20 years to go. In fact somebody of exactly your age but who’s looking after 

themselves better could actually anticipate another 7, 8, 9, 10 years. 

LEWIS: You obviously know a lot about my lifestyle. (Bowie laughs) And also it 

depends where you live, doesn’t it, because people in Glasgow on average have much 

lower life expectancies than almost anywhere else in the United Kingdom? 

BOWIE: They do. I should say since I’m in Glasgow, it’s not that living in 

Glasgow’s a terrible place, but Glasgow has fewer of the affluent, fewer of the healthy 

lifestyle, and therefore as a place it doesn’t sound like such a great place to live. 

LEWIS: And if we are to use this information for planning, knowing the average is 

helpful - okay at 65, we’ve got about 20, 21, 22 years to live - but what are the 

chances of living longer than that? That’s what we need to know, isn’t it? What are 

my chances of living till 95 or 96 or even to 100? 

BOWIE: Well if you were in the group where the average date at death was age 86, 

even if you were in that group - and you’re probably in a higher group than that - but 

even if you were in that group there’s a 1 in 5 chance that you would live to 96. So 

using up all your money by the point that you reach 86 might leave you with 10 years 

a bit short of cash, Paul. 

LEWIS: And one of my colleagues was saying that she saw this as a bit of a 

challenge when I gave her her expected date of death. Her challenge is to beat that 

date, so she’s going to change things and make sure she outlives it. Is that a positive 

way of looking at date of death? 

BOWIE: (laughs) Well as long as it’s not that you’d extend it by 5 years and you’ve 

spent the whole 5 years jogging. 

LEWIS: No quite. And briefly, I must say you’re a senior actuary. Actuaries have 

been wrong in the past about longevity, haven’t they? That’s one reason we had a 
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pensions crisis. How confident can we be in these latest figures? 

BOWIE: I think we can be much more confident than in the past the level of detail 

that’s going into it, the level of analysis that’s going in year by year. So, for example, 

just in the last year it doesn’t appear to have been improving quite so quickly, but that 

may be down to the terrible winter of 2012 and all that stuff is going in in real time 

now rather than you know 5 years after the event. 

LEWIS: Okay and it does improve year by year. Ronnie Bowie of Hymans 

Robertson. 

It’s become received wisdom that to get the best deals on holidays or travel, we 

should go online. But now one well-known travel firm, Expedia, says to get the very 

best deals you have to go a step further and use the most modern technology – a 

mobile app on a tablet or smartphone. So if you book a hotel using a desktop 

computer - how old-fashioned are they? - you could be paying more. Money Box 

research found that you can save between 5% and 13% if you use your phone or tablet 

rather than a PC. So why does Expedia have this dual pricing strategy? Well it 

wouldn’t do an interview, but it said in a statement: 

EXPEDIA STATEMENT: The vast majority of our customers making bookings on 

mobile channels are looking for hotels a few days away. Mobile users are therefore 

the most relevant audience for our hotel partners to market last minute offers. With 

this in mind, we created mobile exclusive deals, which means hotel partners can reach 

the most relevant customers for these deals without having to constantly submit new 

rates to be uploaded onto our site.  

LEWIS: Right. Live now to Taunton to talk to Simon Calder, Senior Travel Editor of 

the Independent and a man who I’ve never interviewed twice in the same place, I 

don’t think. Simon Calder, have you come across other booking sites offering price 

differences between the main website and a mobile one? 

CALDER: Not in general, Paul. I mean there’s dozens of firms with apps for hotel 

accommodation that they assert offer unbeatable deals, especially such as Hotel 

Tonight and Laterooms.com. What I have found though is on Expedia’s biggest rival 
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Booking.com, they’ve got an app that in my experience amounts to mobile exclusive: 

it gives you immediate access to so-called “secret” deals that don’t appear on the 

website. And so let me give you an example. The five star Savoy Hotel in Central 

London. If you use any price comparison website for a room tonight, it will tell you 

£630. Using Expedia’s mobile app, you pay £567. Strangely going to the hotel’s 

website, the lowest is £450. But it goes deeper even than that: Booking.com’s secret 

deal tonight £427, which represents a saving of over £200 on the supposed lowest 

price. 

LEWIS: Yes. Now that’s interesting, isn’t it, because it’s a bit like market trading, 

isn’t it – that you’re offered bargains and cut prices and so on, but it doesn’t 

necessarily mean it’s the cheapest? Is it better to go direct to the hotel? 

CALDER: Well I’ve done that old-fashioned thing of using my smartphone to make 

a telephone call. So I phoned the Savoy and spoke to a very pleasant person in 

reservations who offered me exactly the same deal as that very lowest Booking.com 

offer, so £427 for tonight, and also provided the useful information that if I went 

tomorrow night instead I’d get a double room, dinner bed and breakfast for £350.  

LEWIS: Right, it does make the Savoy sound … well I won’t say affordable, but 

slightly more affordable, doesn’t it? (laughter) So travel companies are well-known, 

Expedia is certainly very well-known, but is one of the dangers of using perhaps an 

unknown but cheapest ever offer on the internet that the firm itself may not be there 

when you go the hotel and that you’ve got that disconnect between you and the hotel, 

haven’t you? 

CALDER: It’s very, very serious these days because there are so many layers. In 

general the internet has been fantastic for travellers, as you’ve mentioned - connecting 

us with millions of airline seats, hotel beds and so on – but it’s also invited in all kinds 

of intermediaries. So Cleverhotels.com went bust last year and they were a German 

based company who sourced many of their beds through a Spanish subsidiary of 

another German company and lots of British people were using them to buy hotels in 

Britain. When that all falls apart, it’s an awful lot more complicated than if you’ve 

just phoned up the hotel – or indeed (as I just have at the Castle Hotel here in 
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Taunton) walked in the door, asked them for a room tonight. £139 they said. Best I 

could find online £149.  

LEWIS: That sounds more like your sort of hotel. Simon Calder, thanks very much 

indeed. 

Now are you having a problem with your bank or insurer? Why not give them a call?  

BANK ANSWERPHONE MESSAGES: (phone rings) Thanks for calling 

Santander. (phone rings) Welcome to Admiral. (phone rings) Welcome to Direct Line 

Home Insurance. (phone rings) Welcome to the Post Office. (phone rings)  

LEWIS: Well it’s no wonder they’re so welcoming because every time you call those 

numbers, the firm is making money one way or another because they’re all numbers 

beginning 084 or 087. This week the Financial Conduct Authority said it’s time to 

stop finance companies making you pay a high cost to call them. That would bring 

finance companies in line with other retail firms which should end high cost numbers 

on June 13
th

. But finance firms were exempt from that rule and it’s that exemption the 

FCA now wants to take away. While he was here, I asked its boss Martin Wheatley 

why it’s taken him so long to act. 

WHEATLEY: In truth we’ve got an awful lot of priorities that we’re trying to deal 

with. We are spending a lot of our time on different areas of the market where we 

think there are problems in the market. We’ll get to issues as and when we can get to 

them. It’s a question of prioritisation. 

LEWIS: And just to be clear, the rule will apply not just to people making a 

complaint but it will apply to all the numbers that banks and financial institutions 

have? 

WHEATLEY: I think it’s hard to say. I mean this is part of the consultation. There 

are some services that banks might well say well this is a premium service; therefore 

some premiums apply to it. We need to consult with them, but the absolute minimum 

we want is that for basic issues, complaints, questions, there ought to be a basic cost 

way of doing that, not paying a premium rate cost. 
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LEWIS: And that will be the case at least this time next year? 

WHEATLEY: Yes. 

LEWIS: FCA boss Martin Wheatley. Well live now to talk to David Hickson of the 

Fair Telecoms Campaign who’s been calling for the end of 084 and 087 and other 

expensive numbers for some years. So David Hickson, let’s start with June 13
th

 – 

these non-finance companies. What will happen then? 

HICKSON: That is the date on which anybody offering telephone access to existing 

customers for enquiries or complaints cannot rely on an 08 number – that’s 084 or 

087 - or even (for the time being) 0800 because these won’t become free for mobile 

callers until June of next year. 

LEWIS: Now you mention mobile callers and of course more and more of us are 

calling as complaints or just to get information on mobile phones, aren’t we? 

HICKSON: That’s the phone which most people are using probably during the 

working day now. There’s only 5% of the population that don’t have mobiles. There’s 

15% of the population that don’t have land lines. And I would say in the middle of 

that an awful lot of calls about business matters are made during the working day on 

mobiles, although we don’t have precise figures for that. 

LEWIS: And when I’ve spoken to people about this this week, they’ve all been very 

surprised that an 0800 number wasn’t free on a mobile. What do you pay? 

HICKSON: It will vary enormously. The important thing is that most of the ordinary 

calls that you make, you don’t pay for as a call. The culture has changed now. Most of 

our ordinary calls now are included in bundles or packages both on land lines and 

mobiles. The premium cost for calling an 0800 number on a mobile can go as high as 

40p a minute, which is absurd. 

LEWIS: Yes especially when people think they’re free. Now moving onto finance 

firms, these aren’t included in this June 13
th

 date because for some reason they were 

exempted from the new rules. But now the FCA is stepping in and saying no, we’re 

going to make them conform - maybe by this time next year when they’ve gone 
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through all their procedures. What difference will we see then? And indeed will we 

see a difference earlier? Will they do it voluntarily? 

HICKSON: What we hope very much - as we talked about on the programme back in 

October last year - because the regulation mechanism is slightly different for the two 

different sectors, the pressure is very much on the FCA to catch up with what others 

are doing and sadly they failed to do that. It’s only just now they’ve started doing it 

rather than hitting the same target date. But the key point is this: do the financial 

services industry need a nanny regulator to tell them what to do or can they not realise 

what is the right thing to do for their customers and do it themselves? A number of 

banks responded to our call on Money Box back in October by changing their 

numbers. Let’s hope that more companies can do it now so that they’re not falling 

behind this June 13
th

 deadline unnecessarily. 

LEWIS: And the numbers they’re moving to will probably begin with 03. Those are 

the same as 01/02, the so-called geographic numbers. Why have they not used those 

in the first place? 

HICKSON: There is a long history of this. I don’t want to go into the history. The 

important thing we need to do is to reassure callers that 03 numbers are treated 

exactly the same way as 01 or 02. They are non-geographic, so you can do clever 

things with them, but not just by regulation but also in practice every telephone 

company charges you or doesn’t change you by including in the package for an 03 

call just the same as if you were calling a geographic number. 

LEWIS: David Hickson of Fair Telecoms, thanks. 

And that’s it for today. More information and links on our website, 

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

episodes, send us ideas – as many of you are. I’m here on Wednesday with Money 

Box Live taking your questions on benefits. I’m back with Money Box next weekend. 

Today the producer Ruth Alexander and I’m still alive, Paul Lewis.                                  
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