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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme crooks are posing as solicitors to steal 

hundreds of thousands of pounds from homebuyers, and the authority that regulates 

solicitors can’t guarantee they won’t get on its official list of lawyers. Will investing 

in gold make you as rich as Croesus or as poor as the dirt it came from? (Music: Night 

and Day) And if night and day rule your electricity use on Economy 7, are you saving 

money or wasting it?  

But first, of all the things that can go wrong when you buy a house, losing all the 

purchase money is probably the last thing you’d expect - especially after you’ve 

entrusted it to your solicitor who then transfers it to the buyer’s solicitor - but it does 

happen. Bob Howard’s been on the case. 

HOWARD: That’s right, Paul. Nick Christofi from Hertfordshire is a homebuyer 

who lost a huge amount of money as a result of a fraud. It started when he found a 

four bedroom house which he wanted to buy for £735,000.  

CHRISTOFI: I got a phonecall from the estate agent. He said, “I’ve got a property 

you might be interested in.” He showed me it. Made an offer. Got accepted. I had 

some money saved from work, my company, and from friends and relatives because 

they wanted a quick deal. Once I bought the property, I was going to remortgage it 

and pay them back. 
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HOWARD: You were in a position to pay cash for it? 

CHRISTOFI: Yes. And I thought that was it. As far as I knew, I thought we’ve 

found the house we wanted to and the rest of it was down to the solicitors to sort the 

rest of it out. 

HOWARD: Nick was delighted with his new home and was doing some renovation 

work before moving in. Then he got an awful shock. 

CHRISTOFI: While I was in there starting to start works on it, we got a letter and it 

was from the bailiffs. Obviously it was named for the person or occupiers in the 

property, so I opened it. And I was a bit confused with the letter saying we were going 

to get evicted, so I rang up my solicitor and told her what was going on and that’s 

where everything got exposed. 

HOWARD: It turned out that the people Nick believed were the sellers of the house 

were fraudsters who had nothing to do with the property. The real owners were in the 

process of being repossessed after they’d failed to pay the mortgage. But the scam 

was based not just on a fake sale, but also on setting up a fake solicitors too. Nick’s 

money had been transferred to these fake solicitors who promptly disappeared with 

£735,000.  

CHRISTOFI: I didn’t believe it. I didn’t know it could happen. I was totally shocked 

and devastated. The amount of stress it’s caused me and my family and the 

depression. Don’t trust the legal system no more. 

HOWARD: Nick’s lawyers felt they had carried out due diligence before sending his 

cash to the seller’s solicitors - they’d checked their credentials on the Law Society’s 

website, Find a Solicitor - but in order to try and get his cash returned, Nick had to 

turn back to the legal system. In the end he recovered a significant sum from his 

lawyers in an out of court settlement and got back some of his stolen money from the 
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seller’s solicitors bank, but he’d incurred further legal costs and estimates he’s still 

more than £200,000 out of pocket. Since Nick took his claim against his lawyers 

another case involving a fraudulent solicitor has gone to the Court of Appeal. In this 

case it was Nationwide Building Society which lost £185,000 after money was paid 

by the legitimate law firm acting for it, Davisons in Birmingham, into a fake branch 

of another firm set up by criminals. Gary Davison from Davisons explains what 

happened. 

DAVISON: We inputted the details and it came up that there were two offices - one 

in the city centre and the branch that we were dealing with. From there, we took it that 

we were dealing with a legitimate firm of solicitors and the transaction from our 

perspective proceeded normally. It came to light that the office that we were dealing 

with was actually a fraudulent office of the real solicitors and that the whole 

transaction had been a fraud from start to finish.  

HOWARD: Nationwide Building Society pursued Davisons for the missing money, 

alleging the firm had not properly checked out the seller’s solicitors. But Davisons 

were able to persuade the Court of Appeal that they had done due diligence by 

checking the credentials of the fake branch with lists held by the Solicitors Regulation 

Authority and the Law Society. Gary Davison says he and his colleagues would 

expect such a list to contain only bona fide solicitors. 

DAVISON: It seems somewhat remiss, to say the least, that the Law Society and the 

SRA can allow a fraudulent firm or branch office of a firm to show as a legitimate 

office on their site. I’m incredulous about it.  

HOWARD: David Robinson, the solicitor now acting for Nick Christofi, is worried 

by the implications of this case. He feels if lawyers can argue that checking against 

Law Society lists shows sufficient care before transferring money, homebuyers who 

are defrauded in future may not be able to seek redress. 
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ROBINSON: I have one other client. They paid £125,000 as a deposit through 

solicitors to the bogus firm. The solicitors have relied heavily on the Davisons’ case 

to refute any liability. No I can’t say to anyone at the moment it’s worth spending out 

on costs to pursue a negligence claim or a breach of trust claim especially.  

LEWIS: Well thanks, Bob. That was lawyer David Harrison ending Bob Howard’s 

report. We’ll hear from the Solicitors Regulation Authority that keeps that list of 

solicitors in a minute, but first live now to talk to Chris Harris of Lawyer Checker 

who does extra checks to make sure lawyers are who they say they are. Chris Harris, 

these are rare cases, but of course can be devastating; and some of them that we’ve 

talked about happened quite a while ago. Is it still going on? 

HARRIS: Yes Paul. We’ve been looking at approximately 15,000 live cases since 

last July, and I would emphasise that this is very, very rare but your lawyer is there to 

protect you in your move. We’ve found nine examples of cases where sophisticated 

criminals have attempted to perpetrate frauds in a variety of ways. 

LEWIS: Over what period? 

HARRIS: Since July last year. 

LEWIS: Oh I see, so in the last 6 months? 

HARRIS: Yes. 

LEWIS:  Out of 15,000, nine - as you say, pretty devastating. So how easy is it to do 

this con? 

HARRIS: I think criminals are sophisticated and they have access to lots of resources 

and we’re seeing sort of a variety of ways of doing this ranging from very simple 

attempts right the way through to very sophisticated attempts. We’re seeing struck off 
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lawyers actually once they’re struck off creating entities and attempting to trade. 

LEWIS: Briefly, how do you spot that where the SRA seems incapable of doing so? 

HARRIS: We believe that the account number is absolutely critical. 

LEWIS: The bank account number? 

HARRIS: The bank account number to which the money’s being sent. Whilst you 

may feel that the other side is a legitimate firm, you don’t actually know as a lawyer 

that that account number is in any way linked to the brand that you think you’re 

dealing with. 

LEWIS: So you have to check that. Well stay with us, Chris. I just want you to listen 

to this interview because yesterday I talked to Steve Wilmot who’s Director of 

Intelligence and Investigation at the Solicitors Regulation Authority. I asked him how 

confident he was in his list of lawyers. 

WILMOT: Well there are a number of checks now that we do, which it’s actually 

quite a sophisticated process. We have an authorisations department that has a number 

of stages of - and I would use the term loosely - vetting to make sure that we only 

authorise individuals or firms that have a right to actually be registered with us and 

call themselves a solicitor.  

LEWIS: So your list is the definitive list of solicitors and it can be relied on? 

WILMOT: Well not necessarily. We publish that list, but what we have found on a 

number of occasions - and it’s not that often - but we do find that various criminals 

can clone the details of a solicitor or a solicitor’s firm and use them to further their 

own criminal activity. 
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LEWIS: But surely it’s your job to weed them out? I mean this is still going on, isn’t 

it? 

WILMOT: Well it’s not necessarily our job to weed them out because anyone … 

LEWIS: (over) But you’re the regulator. You should have a definitive list of 

registered solicitors so people can rely on it when they do deals. 

WILMOT: Let me explain. It’s very easy to clone or falsify someone’s identity. 

LEWIS: But I can’t see how it’s easy to get on your list. I mean of course you can 

copy them - I could go on your website and copy them - but somebody has got on 

your list who is not a solicitor or has put a branch on your list that is not a proper 

branch of a solicitors. 

WILMOT: It’s fair to say that a few  years ago yes that did occur, but with the very 

significantly increased activity that we undertake in terms of authorisation those 

issues are now fairly remote and we very rarely see those occurrences occur now. 

LEWIS: Well Chris Harris of Lawyer Checker, who perhaps does the job maybe you 

should be doing, says he knows of nine similar cases in the last 6 months. 

WILMOT: Well I’ve not heard of those nine cases, I can assure you. 

LEWIS: Why can you not get to the point where you can say if it’s on our list it’s a 

genuine solicitor, and if it’s not we will take the financial responsibility because 

people are losing hundreds of thousands of pounds here? 

WILMOT: There are reviews of the compensation arrangements which are going on 

at the moment. I’m not party to those deliberations.  
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LEWIS: You’re saying you are going to compensate people in future? 

WILMOT: No, I don’t know. I mean there’s an ongoing process at the moment in 

terms of compensation. You will be aware there is a Solicitors’ Compensation Fund. 

LEWIS: But that’s only where a solicitor on your list, a genuine solicitor, does 

something wrong. 

WILMOT: Yes exactly. 

LEWIS: It’s not where a solicitor who pretends or a non-solicitor who pretends to be 

on your list does something wrong. 

WILMOT: It’s a situation like in many areas of life now -  you can never be fully 

100% sure. 

LEWIS: No, but it does leave the person who’s trying to buy a house in a difficult 

position. You won’t pay them. After the Court of Appeal decision, their own solicitor 

may well not pay them, so they have lost the money, and yet the people who are 

supposed to make all these checks are not liable. 

WILMOT: Certainly that is the case at the moment subject to any further litigation, 

but at the moment yes that is the position. 

LEWIS: Well that was Steve Wilmot from the Solicitors Regulation Authority. And 

apologies to David Robinson. I called him David Harrison earlier. He was the lawyer 

you heard from just before we talked to Chris Harris. And Chris Harris is still there. 

Chris, how do you react to what Steve Wilmot from the SRA said? 

HARRIS: I recognise that the SRA has been working very hard to resolve things and 

the sophistication of crime these days is very challenging. For example, if a firm 
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closes it’s relatively easy for criminals to use that closed address in the time that the 

SRA is being told that that address is no longer valid. I’d recommend that the 

authorities should try to amend the rules, the SRA amend the rules to try and 

encourage people to look at the account numbers. 

LEWIS: And people listening to this who are in the process of buying a house and 

have already been a bit alarmed by it, what can they do? 

HARRIS: I think practically make sure you meet the seller personally and assess 

whether or not that individual has actually lived at that house. I think if you’re not 

meeting the seller, you’re at risk. But I think equally you should urge, I would argue 

anybody buying a house to check your quote and ask your conveyancer how they are 

going to check the bank account, where they are physically sending the money to. I’d 

look for the Lawyer Checker product as part of the service. 

LEWIS: Chris Harris of Lawyer Checker, thanks very much for that. 

Has British summertime begun? Well yes of course it has, but not for the 

approximately 4 million clocks that give people cheaper electricity at night. Most of 

those chug on regardless, which means the heating might come on at the wrong time 

and people who think they’re timing their washing machines or water heaters for 

cheaper power might in fact be using more expensive daytime electricity. Money Box 

listener Elizabeth contacted us from Dorset. Without mains gas, she relies on 

electricity to heat her home. 

ELIZABETH: After the clocks went forward, our electricity monitoring meter told 

us that we were using a lot of electricity between 7.30 and 8.30 in the morning. When 

I checked our appliances that use Economy 7, they were also recording that they were 

using electricity at that time when they should have switched off at 7.30, and I 

wondered if other people knew about this. 
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LEWIS: Well I think the clocks going forward while it’s been so cold seems to have 

made the anomaly a bit clearer this year. It has been going on for a long time. But I 

tweeted for experiences of Economy 7 and similar tariffs and I got dozens of replies. 

Here’s a sample. (Music: Night and Day) 

REPLY 1: We’ve asked our energy supplier to confirm peak and off-peak times and 

they simply don’t know. They told us it depends on the meter. 

REPLY 2: Use Economy 7. Washing, dishwasher, dryer, breakfast, hoover, etcetera 

all on Economy 7. Tried normal. Bill more expensive. Went back to Economy 7. 

REPLY 3: Economy 7 is only worth it if you have electric storage heaters. I use 

about 50% of my electricity at night over the course of the year. 

LEWIS: Before this year’s long, cold winter, Consumer Focus did some research on 

Economy 7 and other so-called time of use tariffs. Hannah Mummery is Energy 

Policy Manager at Consumer Focus. She explained to me how the system worked. 

MUMMERY: Economy 7, which is the most common of all time of use tariffs, gives 

you 7 hours of cheaper electricity. Now that’s usually at night, so say midnight till 7 

a.m. when demand is much less for electricity, so your supplier is able to offer you a 

cheaper rate. It’s very good for people that use electricity for their heating and 

watering systems, particularly storage heating, because they can be much more 

expensive to run than gas heating, so you can take advantage of this cheap rate to 

keep your costs down. 

LEWIS: And in your research, did you find people who had it but who didn’t really 

benefit from it? 

MUMMERY: We did. We found around 38% of consumers with an Economy 7 

tariff were not using them properly at all. For example, they had gas central heating, 
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which means obviously they used no electricity for their heating systems, and they 

didn’t really take any effort to use other big electrical items - say washing machines, 

tumble dryers - during this off peak period. So to be honest they were getting 

absolutely no benefit from having this type of time of use tariff. 

LEWIS: And if someone’s in that position - they’ve got this Economy 7 or something 

like it and they don’t really use much energy at night - can they easily change to 

another system? 

MUMMERY: It depends which supplier you’re with. The first thing I’d say is if you 

suspect that maybe you’re not getting the best use out of your Economy 7 system, 

speak to your supplier, have a chat with them about what your splits are - for example 

what percentage of electricity you are using at night and what percentage during the 

day - and then you can speak about what your options are. You could have the meter 

removed and a single rate meter put in. That may involve a cost for some people. 

What some suppliers are quite willing to do, which is a cheaper way, is what they can 

do is bill you as standard, so what that means is you’ll keep your meter, they’ll take 

the two readings and they’ll just add them up and bill you on one single tariff.  

LEWIS: One of the problems we’ve heard from many listeners is although they’re 

supposed to have cheap rate electricity during the night, the clock seems completely 

unaware of the fact that in the UK we switch from Greenwich Mean Time to British 

Summer Time. 

MUMMERY: That’s true, I’m afraid. Economy 7 meters - and indeed all meters that 

have some time of use element - only recognise Greenwich Mean Time, so you will 

need to set your heating as if it still was Greenwich Mean Time. So taking account of 

the fact that if your cheap rate comes on at midnight obviously even though you’ve 

gone forward an hour, you’re now going to have to set your heating at 11 to take 

account of that.  
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LEWIS: We’ve also had people tell us that the clocks are simply inaccurate. They’re 

supposed to switch the heating on at a certain time, but because the time on the clock 

is wrong it’s coming on at a different time. 

MUMMERY: It is problematic. We spent a lot of time talking to energy suppliers 

during the course of our research last year asking them well when do your Economy 7 

tariffs come on, and the blunt truth is it can vary by supplier, it can vary by what 

region you’re in or what type of tariff you’re on, and that’s not very satisfactory for 

consumers. We think there’s a lot of work to be done here for suppliers to give a lot 

better information to their consumers because without the information of when your 

cheap tariff comes on, you won’t make the best use of it and you won’t make the 

money savings you want to make. 

LEWIS: Hannah Mummery of Consumer Focus. And more responses have been 

coming in this morning. They’re still coming in. A number of you have said your 

energy supplier will charge for changing meters to a standard tariff. Martin Borley 

was one of them. He tweeted Ovo said a new meter would cost £57.75 and he sent us 

emails where Ovo specifically wouldn’t combine the readings into one. David though 

was happy with his supplier. He tweeted to say our electricity provider contacted us 

and advised we should move off Economy 7 and backdated the transfer 6 months, so a 

nice refund. And Helen puts the other side: Economy 7 can save a lot of money if 

used carefully, even without storage heaters. I hope you make this clear. Well, Helen, 

we just have. Thanks for all those tweets and emails.  

LEWIS: Now since Croesus invented coins more than 2,500 years ago, we’ve used 

gold as a store of value. Unlike other wealth, it doesn’t depend on banks or computers 

- neither of which Croesus trusted much - so it’s still the ideal running away money, 

the ultimate portable wealth. But is it more than a safety net or of course an 

adornment? Is it an investment? Earlier this month the price of gold tumbled, and 

although it’s rallied a little the UK price is still 14% down over a month, more than 

10% down over the past year, but it has just about doubled in price over 5 years. Well 

any fall or indeed rally brings out those crying “Buy”, “Sell” or “Don’t touch it with a 
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bargepole” and we have two of them here. In the yellow corner Dominic Frisby, 

who’s author and contributor to MoneyWeek magazine, who does believe in gold as 

an investment. Dominic, the pluses for gold? 

FRISBY: Well there are pluses and negatives for any investment. I’m going to start 

with one of the negatives. The negative is that at the moment gold is in a down trend. 

And trends are very powerful things; they can often defy logic, if you like, and go on 

for a lot longer than you think they will. But the pluses for gold, I mean the reason 

that I bought gold and the reason I continue to advocate it is it’s if you like a hedge 

against governments. We have governments in the West, particularly in the UK, that 

are spending considerably more than they’re taking in and this deficit is leading to 

greater and greater debts. And the only way that governments realistically have a 

chance of devaluing that debt is by devaluing their currency, and gold is your 

protection against that process. 

LEWIS: It holds its value. Well in the other corner … 

FRISBY: Not always, not always. 

LEWIS: Not always. 

FRISBY: I think it will in the current situation in which we find ourselves. 

LEWIS: In the other corner - I’m not quite sure what colour scepticism is - is Nic 

Round. He’s a chartered financial planner and MD of Treowe wealth advisors. Nic, 

gold is a hedge, a protection if you like against government action with inflation and 

devaluing the currency. 

ROUND: I accept what Dominic said. I think the point is from our perspective we 

don’t use it in client portfolios simply because over the long-term we don’t see it as an 

investment. It’s more of a speculation. 



 

 

 

 

13 

 

 

 

LEWIS: But all investment’s a bit of a gamble, isn’t it? I mean even if you buy 

shares, it’s a gamble - they can go down, they can go up. 

ROUND: Absolutely, but I think what you’re looking at is over the long-term and 

particularly gold doesn’t generate any income. So if you sit on gold for a long period 

of time you’re hoping that somebody else is going to purchase it for more than what 

you’ve purchased it at and that is the only way you’re going to generate a return. I 

think when you go back in time, I think I’ve got some numbers here - from 1975 to 

2011, if you had a dollar invested your dollar would have turned to 1 dollar 95. 

LEWIS: You mean in gold? Yeah, a dollar of gold? 

ROUND: Absolutely, yeah. So if that money was in the S&P 500 your dollar would 

turn to 13 dollars. 

FRISBY: The problem with those kind of long-term projections is it depends on the 

date that you start them from and the date that you end them from. If you did the same 

calculation from 1971 when gold became free trading, gold has considerably 

outperformed the S&P. So you know those kind of projections are a little bit arbitrary.  

LEWIS: Isn’t there another problem with looking at those figures - that they’re the 

sort of spot price? They’re not the price you pay when you buy it and they’re certainly 

not the price you get when you sell it because, Dominic, if you have physical bits of 

gold, whether it’s sovereigns or krugerrands or gold bars, there’s a big difference 

between the buying and selling price, isn’t there? 

FRISBY: Absolutely. Well I think the same applies to almost everything that you buy 

and sell via some kind of broker or salesman. There’s always a little bit of 

commission to be paid here and there. The commissions payable in the physical gold 

market tend to be quite high. I mean it used to pay quite significant premiums to buy 

and sell stocks until the advent of the internet and electronic trading. There’s been a 
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similar impact in gold in that the commissions payable are not quite as extreme as 

they once were. 

LEWIS: And you’ve got gold, I think, physical gold and shares as well. I think at one 

point you said you were going to sell it when it fell to 1500 dollars. Did you? 

FRISBY: I didn’t sell my gold. My eyes were on the 1500 dollar number and they’d 

been on that number for a long time because 15 dollars had been support for about 2 

years. But, as it turned out on Friday and Monday, the whole world was looking at 

that kind of 1500 dollar and as soon as it was broken on Friday with an unprecedented 

amount of gold being dumped on the market, an avalanche of stocks were hit and that 

caused that avalanche of selling that we saw. 

LEWIS: Yes, so the people who were sort of buying and selling to keep the price at 

one level, they were overwhelmed by the amount that somebody anyway wanted to 

sell? 

FRISBY: Somebody dumped a lot of gold on the market - 400 tonnes were sold on 

Friday. To give you some kind of perspective the Bank of England’s holdings alone 

are 300 tonnes. (laughs)  

LEWIS: That’s a lot of gold. 

FRISBY: It’s a lot of gold. The amount of gold traded on Friday was equivalent to 

the thirteenth largest gold holding in the world. 

LEWIS: Right. And Nic Round … 

FRISBY: And that was just on Friday, not including Monday. 

LEWIS: Nick Round, it’s not just physical gold. You can buy shares in it, exchange 
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traded funds. Isn’t it just like any other investment? And in a balanced investment if 

you’ve got enough money for a balanced portfolio, you should have a bit of gold, 

shouldn’t you? 

ROUND: Again I think the point being it doesn’t generate income over time and 

therefore if you’re going to purchase it, the thing that you’re relying on is timing. And 

there’s again plenty of research that says that asset allocation is fundamentally the 

way forward and not market timing and so it’s very, very difficult to know when to 

buy and the same token it’s very difficult to know when to sell. 

FRISBY: Can I just say Nick is absolutely right in that regard. Timing in gold is 

everything and you know markets are notoriously hard to time and asset allocation’s 

everything. You know the 80s and 90s were a time not to be in gold; the Noughties 

were a time to be in gold. So you know there’s a time to have an asset allocation and 

time not to. Sorry Nic. 

ROUND: But the other … 

LEWIS: Dominic … 

ROUND: … the other thing I was going to say was that … 

LEWIS: Five seconds. 

ROUND: Yes okay … 34 years of Berkshire Hathaway annual reports, not a mention 

of gold. If it’s good enough for him, it’s good enough for us. 

LEWIS: One of the world’s best investors, Warren Buffett’s investor. Nic Round … 

FRISBY: (over) Make that one of the great bull markets as well.  
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LEWIS: Nick Round and Dominic Frisby, thanks very much. They’re going to carry 

on. We’ll be back in another 2,500 years to see how things are going. But that’s it for 

today. More on our website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. You can download the programme, 

give us your ideas. And just time to tell you the £1 coin is 30 years old tomorrow. I 

wish I was. Ruth Alexander’s here on Wednesday with Money Box Live taking 

questions on buying a home and the new help schemes to buy a home. Back with 

Money Box next weekend. Today reporter Bob Howard, producer Emma Rippon, 

music by Cole Porter, and I’m Paul Lewis. 


