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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, Bitcoin. It’s just a string of numbers, but 

could this virtual currency replace cash and bank accounts? Its value plunged by 50% 

this week. Some experts warn it is doomed. If you search online for filing your tax 

return, beware - you may not find the real HMRC website and end up paying 

hundreds of pounds for what could be free. How has the cost of insuring a car 

changed in the 12 months since it became illegal to charge men and women different 

prices? And is your money box worth more than the cash inside it?   

But first, more than a billion pounds was withdrawn from UK cash machines on 

Friday as Britain hit the shops. That was the prediction of one bank anyway this week. 

But is the end of 2,700 years of cash already being written? Its replacement? The 4 

year old Bitcoin, the first and best known of the new virtual currencies. They’re just 

numbers in a computer and independent from banks and countries - though when 

China virtually banned its use this week, Bitcoin’s value plunged by nearly 50%. The 

European Banking Authority has warned this month too that these currencies are 

unregulated, unprotected and risky. My BBC colleague, Simon Cox, bought half a 

Bitcoin earlier this year as an experiment. I asked him what a bitcoin was like.  

COX: All you have is a code, and you log onto a site with your code and then it tells 

you how many Bitcoins you own and then you can trade them. You can sell and you 

can buy some things (mostly online) with them. 

LEWIS: If it doesn’t have any physical presence - it’s not a coin, not even a plastic 

banknote - how do you know you’ve really got it? 
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COX: Well you only know from your code and because you’re logged onto … there 

are a couple of exchanges. The main one is this one called Mt. Gox, which is run out 

of Japan. If you lose your code, then you can’t retrieve them. And there was a case 

just a couple of weeks ago of this man in Wales who lost his code. He had 4.5 million 

pounds worth of Bitcoins at that current time. So without the code, you’re lost. 

LEWIS: If people listening want to buy one, how do they do it? How did you do it? 

COX: It’s really straightforward. I went onto a site called Bitmarket. There are 

various other ones. And there will be people who own them and offering to sell them 

and you’d normally pay a bit more than you would on one of the big exchanges. You 

can just put in your details. They then send you the code and you then own that 

Bitcoin. 

LEWIS: Simon Cox experimenting with half a bitcoin. But Money Box listener 

Jeremy Clulow decided on a rather bigger test. 

CLULOW: Well in July this year, Paul, I’d reached 63 years old and I received a 

lump sum from my private pension. I was looking for a 5 year investment, so I bought 

a quantity of gold and silver and I also spent £2,000 on Bitcoin and several other 

cryptocurrencies like Primecoin and Feathercoin. Now the gold and silver have lost 

about 20% so far and the cryptocurrencies as of today have increased by 500%. I 

think they called it “hedging”, but in West Wales we use that term only for field 

boundaries, so … 

LEWIS: And why did you do this because with that sort of money you could have 

put it in the bank and had a guaranteed (if very small) return? You could have put it in 

shares and the way they’ve been going, you might have done quite well. 

CLULOW: I’ve never been one for dabbling in the stock market and I’ve always 

saved my money in banks, but because of quantitative easing we know the 

Government are printing money and our investments and all the money we put in the 

bank, as I understand it, is devaluing. Whatever they say about interest rates, they’re 

less than inflation, so I was determined that in 5 years’ time I would have maybe as 

much as I put in. 



 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

LEWIS: What’s it worth now this money that you’ve put in? 

CLULOW: Well I put £2,000 in, so today’s prices it’s worth say £10,000. Three 

weeks ago it was worth £20,000. 

LEWIS: And does that not tempt you to sell? I mean people who do speculate in that 

way think well goodness I’ve made a lot of money, I’m going to sell it now and then 

I’ll think of something else to do. 

CLULOW: Well I’m not a speculator. I’m just a saver. I’m a boring old saver who 

works for his money and wants somewhere to put it where it won’t lose value. 

LEWIS: Well listening to that is Stephen Kinsella. He’s Senior Economics Lecturer 

at the Kemmy Business School at the University of Limerick. Stephen Kinsella, 

what’s your view of Bitcoin and these are other cryptocurrencies that we’ve been 

hearing about? 

KINSELLA: What Jeremy’s described is that he’s been using Bitcoin as an asset 

exactly like gold or silver or pork bellies or you know cowry shells or anything, 

hoping that it will increase in value because other people are willing to pay a bit more 

for it when he wants to sell it. In that sense, Jeremy is using Bitcoin exactly the way it 

should be used, which is as an asset - a very risky asset given that 2 weeks ago it was 

£20,000 and now it’s £10,000. In 6 months’ time it may be worth 50 pence and there 

really is no way to tell. Its proponents continually tout it as an alternative to modern 

fiat currency. Now fiat currency is currency that’s issued by the Government of the 

day, which is enforced. In other words, it’s legal tender; you have to accept it. You 

can’t use Bitcoin to buy a latte in a shop. The shop simply doesn’t have to accept 

Bitcoin. The shop does have to accept sterling. The issue I have with Bitcoin as a 

currency is that it’s incredibly volatile. You would never hold sterling if you thought 

that next week it might be worth £20,000 and the week after it would be worth 

£10,000. The point about a currency is that it does retain a stability of value, a unit of 

account of measure, a measure of exchange, and Bitcoin really has none of those 

things. As an asset class, it’s exactly equivalent to tulips or people selling bits of the 

sky to one another. It’s just what the other person is willing to pay. It’s not really a 
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currency. 

LEWIS: The great tulip mania at the end of the 17
th

 century when a single bulb was 

worth several acres of land. Jeremy, what do you make of that? 

CLULOW: The World Wide Web and smartphones are 20 years old and the way we 

communicate and transfer information and data has been utterly transformed, but the 

way we transfer money is so slow and clunky because we’re trying to force an 

analogue currency into a digital system. And so on just a kind of day to day basis, it 

seems to me that money isn’t fit for purpose for the internet age. And 

cryptocurrencies offer fast payments, security and little or no transaction fee, so in 

that sense they have something more to offer other than pure store of value, although 

I’ve been terribly sensible of course and just done it as a store of value. 

LEWIS: What would make you sell? I mean you didn’t sell when the value had gone 

up ten times. It’s five times higher than when you bought them now. What would 

make you sell? 

CLULOW: Nothing because I’m convinced that in 5 years’ time they will either be 

worth an awful lot or nothing. 

LEWIS: And if they’re worth nothing, you’ll just say it was just an experiment, it’s 

two thousand quid, so be it? 

CLULOW: Yeah, yeah. 

LEWIS: Stephen Kinsella, where do you think Bitcoin will be in 5 years’ time? 

KINSELLA: I have absolutely no idea, and the big worry is that people simply desert 

Bitcoin en masse leaving those holding the bag in a bit of a worry. It’s not 

experimenters like Jeremy that are going to have a problem and it’s not going to be 

large institutional investors. It’s going to be people with a certain libertarian bias that 

really are attracted to the notion of (unclear) money that Bitcoin provide and they 

might get wiped out. 

LEWIS: Perhaps in 5 years’ time, we’ll come back and see how it’s all gone. 
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CLULOW: You can visit me on my yacht. (Laughs) Or in my hovel - whichever you 

prefer. 

LEWIS: Jeremy Clulow, Stephen Kinsella, thanks very much indeed. 

Well it’s just over a month before the deadline for 11 million people to file 

self-assessment tax returns online. Last year more than 1500 people filed on 

Christmas Day - well even HMRC needs a present. But if you’re about to embark on 

that process, make sure you don’t give a gift to someone else by mistake. Several 

Money Box listeners have got in touch to say they’ve been stung by a self-assessment 

tax website which comes top of the online searches and which they thought was the 

official HMRC site. In fact it was a commercial enterprise called Tax Return Gateway 

that charges up to £1,000. Vivienne and Claire told us their experiences. 

VIVIENNE: The colouring of the website was similar to HMRC being green. As 

HMRC use Gateway as their access point, I thought oh well this is HMRC’s website 

that I’m on. I filled everything in and then sent it off; and at the bottom it said £400, 

which I assumed was something to do with paying some of my tax off in advance. 

CLAIRE: I clicked on to start the assessment and the initial forms are in exactly the 

same format, personal data requests, and in fact even asking for your access 

self-assessment code at the beginning, so it does look as if you are entering the first 

page of a self-assessment site which would be official. It gave me an assessment 

which read as if this were a payment of tax, and the amount that came up to pay was 

about the amount of extra tax that I expected to have to put in. That was £400. 

LEWIS: Another listener, Sue, wrote with her experience. She says on the home page 

there were two columns. One said a fee was payable, the other said it was free. Sue 

clicked on ‘free’, but still ended up paying. 

SUE: And that took me through to HMRC with the crown, and so I continued 

thinking I had got into the proper HMRC website. However, when I got to the very 

end of doing the submission a fee popped up, and I thought it was the tax that I owed 

and so I paid it on my direct debit card. It was the sum of £150. Because this is what 

I’d done before with HMRC if I’d owed tax: I’d paid it right there and then. 
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LEWIS: That was Sue. In the last few days that button ‘free’ has been changed to 

‘apply’. We wanted to put these points to Tax Return Gateway, but the firm refused 

an interview. In a statement, it said the site offers value for money and help and 

services which people can’t get at HMRC. Ruth Owen is Director General of Personal 

Tax at HMRC, the real one. I asked her what the agency was doing about copycat 

sites. 

OWEN: If anybody is misusing or misrepresenting our logo or our name, we can take 

legal action against crown copyright of our logo. We’ve had action against 51 firms 

where they have actually removed any misrepresentation on their website or in 

extreme cases we can have those websites closed down. 

LEWIS: But we’ve heard from a number of listeners who’ve seen sites - one in 

particular that uses the same green colouring as your site, it uses the word ‘gateway’ 

which of course is the name for the Government access to online services. People 

have really been fooled by this and have ended up paying hundreds of pounds. 

OWEN: We are obviously concerned if businesses are misrepresenting themselves as 

being somehow approved by HMRC in any way. We do need agents to register with 

us if they’re going to file tax returns for their customers online with us, but we don’t 

actually approve or endorse any of those agents. So if any of your listeners see that on 

their website, it is untrue. 

LEWIS: But you do register them and they say, quite correctly, they’re registered 

with HMRC. Shouldn’t you have some sort of test at least that they are doing a useful 

job? 

OWEN: These aren’t illegal sites. These are legitimate businesses. Customers need to 

shop carefully and make sure you know what service you’re buying online and to 

make sure you understand the fees that are appropriate to the service that’s being 

offered. 

LEWIS: I did a quick search this morning, just putting in ‘HMRC tax 

self-assessment’, and the fake site comes top. Why can’t you do something about the 

way searches are used or indeed buy the top position yourselves? 
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OWEN: Well we don’t buy positioning. I think you’ll find we’re top underneath the 

ones that have actually spent money doing that, so people need to … 

LEWIS: Well you are, yes, but that doesn’t make you top, does it? For anyone who 

does it, they see these words that sound very familiar like ‘gateway’ and ‘tax’ and 

‘self-assessment’ and they think well that must be the real site. 

OWEN: It’s very clear which are the sites that have paid to be sponsored by some of 

those search engines.   

LEWIS: Well it may be clear to you and me because we know what we’re looking 

for, but it certainly isn’t clear to other people. You said you’d act if people were 

misled. People are being misled and yet you don’t seem to be doing very much. 

OWEN: Across Government, we are looking at what we can do about these re-seller 

websites or the websites that are charging high fees for services the Government 

offers for free. I would just re-stress to everybody (because now is an important time 

for everybody to be doing their tax return) to look at the site, which is HMRC.gov.uk. 

The best way to make sure you’re on the right site is to type that into your search 

engine direct rather than search for tax returns. 

LEWIS: Ruth Owen of HMRC. And to avoid those clone websites, make sure the site 

ends with .gov.uk. Listening to that is Adrian Huston -, a former tax inspector, now a 

tax consultant at Huston and Co in Belfast. Adrian Huston, you’ve looked at Tax 

Return Gateway. What’s your view of it? 

HUSTON: Well I can certainly see how some of your listeners have been duped in 

this case, Paul. They are absolutely using the colouring the HMRC site uses. They say 

‘why use our services’ and in blue they’ve got ‘TRG’ and lots of ticks that they offer; 

and in the HMRC greeting, they’ve got lots of crosses that they’re not offering. But 

then there’s a great big box saying ‘submit your tax assessment online now’ and that’s 

in the HMRC green, but actually that then takes you through to their pay system 

where you pay an indeterminate fee. There’s absolutely no clarity on the fees. 

LEWIS: Yes it says between £150 and £1,000, doesn’t it?  
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HUSTON: It’s a lot of money if you’re maybe getting very little in the way of advice. 

It sounds like this is largely a forwarding system. 

LEWIS: Yes, I’m sure an accountant could do it for less than that, or at least within 

that range. It does say on the site though - in small italic type admittedly – but it does 

say it is not affiliated to HMRC or other Government departments, but many listeners, 

like those we heard from, still thought it was the official site. 

HUSTON: This is the problem when you have something that looks sort of credible, 

and also they’re saying look we are offering you so much more. So long as people 

know they’re working with a private operation and they’re going to pay a fee entirely 

separate from any tax bill, at least that’s fair enough; but there’s no doubt that with 

the mischievous use of the HMRC colouring and that used to get through to the paid 

for service, that there’s a bit of I’d say at least mischief going on here. 

LEWIS: Yes and people did think they were actually paying tax when they were in 

fact paying a fee, so that meant they had to pay the tax as well. The company says to 

us they offer lots of services. You’ve mentioned the things with big green ticks. Are 

there any things there that people might find useful? Who might find it useful to pay 

this money for this site? 

HUSTON: Well probably the most useful thing here is if for instance you haven’t 

applied for online filing codes with HMRC or you’ve completely lost your filing 

codes you had in previous years and you’ve been foolish enough to leave filing your 

tax return until the last few days in January, at that stage it’s not possible to get the 

Revenue to give you those codes by post and file by the end of January So certainly in 

the last few days this would offer a way that your tax return could be submitted and 

meet the deadline, but just the same as any accountant could file your tax return the 

day you walk into them. 

LEWIS: So you can go to an accountant and get this sort of service for a small fee 

anyway? 

HUSTON: Yes, yes you can. 
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LEWIS: Okay, thanks very much for that, Adrian Huston. And that advice from Ruth 

Owen - always start at gov.uk and search in that site to make sure you get the right 

place. 

Now it’s exactly a year since a new European law stopped insurers offering different 

prices to men and women just on grounds of their gender. The biggest effect was 

expected to be on car insurance. Before the law changed women paid lower premiums 

than men because they were less likely to have accidents and make claims. That was 

particularly true among young drivers where men under 23 could pay £1,000 a year or 

more than women of the same age. A year on, what’s happened? Live now to talk to 

Ian Crowder from AA Motor Insurance. Ian, you’ve looked at these figures. One year 

on, who are the losers and winners? 

CROWDER: Well the winners are young men actually because the effect of the 

gender directive has meant that insurers, as you say, can no longer charge different 

premiums for men and women, so men have seen their premiums come down a little 

while young women saw their premiums increase. However, the increases for young 

women have been masked to a certain extent because over the past 12 months or so 

premiums overall have been falling - in fact have fallen by about 12.4% over the past  

year. Coupled with the fact that the change would be also masked by young women 

who bought insurance before the gender directive and renewed following that because 

she would have benefited from her no claim bonus which could amount to about a 

third of her premium. 

LEWIS: We’ll come onto the various things that have happened to bring premiums 

down, but we’ve heard from Ian Yates. Now he’s got two daughters. They were aged 

18 and 20 and he began looking for car insurance in early December last year before 

the gender directive came in. 

YATES: Got a quote from an insurance company which seemed reasonable - £1400 - 

and I was contemplating going ahead with it, but I hadn’t found a suitable car. When I 

went back early in January, it had gone up by over 60%. It was £2,300. 

LEWIS: Well that increase is pretty high, isn’t it? Now that was a sort of effect over 
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the changed period - you know between December and January last year and January 

this year. I mean Ian actually thought £1400 each was reasonable. But that was a huge 

rise - £900 per daughter. Why did that happen? 

CROWDER: It is. That’s about a 60% increase if my maths is right. 

LEWIS: Yes, just over. 

CROWDER: But I think insurers were stepping into the unknown following the 

gender directive and I think that they also possibly increased premiums immediately 

after the change rather higher than they needed to have done, and that is clear from 

the figures that emerged from the AA’s insurance premium index which tracks 

premiums. And we saw that premiums did rise quite sharply immediately after the 

gender directive, particularly for young women, but they have since fallen. 

LEWIS: And that’s because of these Government initiatives ending competition, 

planned changes over whiplash claims, bans on referral fees and so on that we’ve 

dealt with on Money Box. 

CROWDER: Yes. 

LEWIS: But just let’s move on Ian, if we may, to your advice to young people to 

keep their premiums down. 

CROWDER: Well I think first of all the obvious thing is to shop around when you’re 

looking for your insurance cover. Secondly, I think it’s really important to stay on the 

right side of the law. 

LEWIS: Well that’s important anyway, of course. (Laughs) 

CROWDER: Well it is, but there’s so much evidence that shows that young drivers 

and particularly young men are more likely to fail a breath test following a crash or at 

a roadside test; they’re more likely to take the deadliest risks on a road such as 

speeding, overtaking on blind bends and not putting seatbelts on and so on.  

LEWIS: And of course using a mobile, which I think can boost your premium by a 
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quarter.  

CROWDER: Well, yes, if you do offend, that’s true - using a mobile could put your 

premiums up by 24%. 

LEWIS: Ian Crowder, thanks very much. 

Now a penny saved is a penny earned. That was the slogan used to promote saving up 

in a money box or, as they’re often called, a money bank. Here are some money box 

memories from Money Box listeners. (Music) 

LISTENER 1: I had a pig - a pink pig, of course. I still have a money box and it is a 

VW camper van. 

LISTENER 2: I’d save with my sister and we were off to spend it in Halifax and she 

left it on the bus.  

LISTENER 3: I think it was just an ordinary box. I used it as a bank. I used to lend 

money out to the family.  

HOWARD: How old were you? 

LISTENER 3: About 10. I remember my father borrowing a few pounds and what 

have you. I think I remember charging 6 pence interest on the pound. 

LEWIS: Shoppers in the West End of London this week. And if they weren’t Money 

Box listeners, well they ought to be. Some of the oldest and most valuable money 

boxes are mechanical cast iron devices made in America in the 19
th

 century. Hugo 

Marsh is a director of Special Auction Services and one of the UK’s top money bank 

experts. Hugo Marsh, you call them money banks. What’s the difference between a 

money box and a money bank? 

MARSH: Well a money bank is exactly as you described - tends to be the cast iron 

version. Money boxes tend to be generally more modern, the types of things that the 

vox pops you just had there would have had in their homes in the 30s, 40s and 50s 

and up to the present day. They’re often tin post boxes or in the shape of a book or 
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something like that. 

LEWIS: Are they valuable from the 20s, 30s or 50s? 

MARSH: Generally not. They’re quite popular ones … 

LEWIS: They’re quite attractive though, aren’t they? 

MARSH: Oh they’re very attractive, beautifully printed. There’s a firm called Chad 

Valley, a famous company that made some. The ones to look out for, there are 1920s 

ones which are in quite simple form. My favourite was made in Germany by a firm 

called Thalheimer and Strauss for the British market and it was Bonzo the dog, the 

famous George Studdy dog who was a very popular cartoon character, and you just 

pop a coin onto his tongue and it pops in and there’s a little lock trap so you can’t get 

it out easily. But the real, the real money these days for collectors is in, as you rightly 

said, the old cast iron American banks which really took off after the Civil War 

because there was excess industrial capacity. And of course it suffered huge losses in 

the war of manfolk – I believe something like 600,000 – so they needed to save, to 

rebuild the economy; and they put their mind to these fantastically complicated 

devices and the very rarest of them now fetch over a quarter of a million pounds each.  

LEWIS: Good grief! Describe one. I saw some where you actually shoot the coin or 

… 

MAARSH: That’s right. Well the idea was to make it as interesting a way as possible 

to convey the small change into the money box or into the money bank itself. So, as 

you say, you have a chap firing a musket into a tree. But probably one of the most 

popular and most eagerly sought after is Jonah and the whale where Jonah has the 

coin balanced on his head. He’s expelled from the boat by his crew mate and 

disappears. He flips into the mouth of the whale which synchronises its opening and 

then the coin disappears and he pops out again. 

LEWIS: So this is an incentive to children to save because they love playing with 

them. 

MARSH: Exactly. 
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LEWIS: But presumably if they’re worth that much money and they’re only made of 

iron, there must be fakes around? 

MARSH: You’re completely correct. Iron is a very brittle material. Obviously it’s 

very hard but brittle, so they do get broken, and I suspect a few enthusiastic children 

went at them with hammers to try and get their money out although they do have 

(unclear). But yes probably at least 99%of the banks that you would see in this 

country for example, and very largely in America, are reproductions made in the 60s 

and 70s. 

LEWIS: A word of warning there. Hugo Marsh, thanks. And there’s a gallery of 

money boxes on our website. Scroll down to the bottom right.  

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

bbc.co.uk/moneybox, where you can download the programme and do all the usual 

things.  

Next weekend Money Box looks back on a year of listeners’ successes, and just a 

taste of one that came in this morning. A month ago we featured Irene Jacobson 

who’d struggled to get Vodafone to replace her faulty handset. She was met with 

shrugs in the Vodafone shop and silence when she wrote to head office. Then she 

appeared on Money Box and she tried the free complaints website Resolver.co.uk. 

And this morning she emailed to say, rather whimsically: ‘From the east came a star 

and it did deliver a replacement mobile from Vodafone, by special delivery no less,’ 

and she thanks us and Resolver for resolving her previously intractable problem. On 

that happy note, from producer Emma Rippon and me, Paul Lewis, the whole Money 

Box team, have a great Christmas. And we’ll end with this money tip from listener 

Chris: you buy cheap, you buy twice. Keep those tips coming. 


