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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, Britain’s biggest bank stops selling current 

accounts that cost up to £300 a year in its branches, but it says the move is temporary. 

Eleven conmen are arrested and charged with conspiracy to defraud for selling 

investors carbon credits. Here’s how the regulator describes them. 

PHELAN: The asset itself is so intangible. It’s nigh on a certificate for fresh air. 

LEWIS: One listener asks why she can’t cool off after booking a winter holiday. And 

… 

MUSIC: Hanging On The Telephone (Blondie) 

LEWIS: … hanging on for Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs. The boss answers 

critics. 

But we start with Lloyds Bank. It’s decided to stop selling customers current accounts 

they have to pay for. Sales in its branches or over the telephone will end this month. 

These packaged accounts cost between £120 and £300 a year and come with 

insurance and extra services. It’s estimated one in five people in the UK have 

packaged accounts from a variety of banks. The Financial Services Authority recently 
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tightened up the rules for selling them. It was concerned the various insurance policies 

bundled in were not being sold properly and in future customers must be told to check 

their eligibility once a year. Some consumer organisations have also expressed their 

concerns that most customers never use the insurances they’re paying for. And even 

when they try, they may not pay up - as one listener, Eric, discovered after paying £10 

a month for more than 10 years for a package which included health insurance.  

ERIC: I was suddenly taken very, very ill, and when I rang the health insurers they 

told me I didn’t have a claim although at the time I was so very ill I couldn’t get out 

of a chair or walk across the room, and I felt absolutely devastated and I was a bit 

rude to them. When I thought about it, I thought well I’ve paid £1,000 for nothing. 

They said in compensation we’ll send you a Christmas hamper. Fortunately I told 

them what they could do with the Christmas hamper too. 

LEWIS: Another listener, Ann, told us that her 83 year old mother was persuaded to 

switch to one of these accounts. Ann asked staff at her mother’s branch why they 

thought a disabled, elderly, widowed person needed free mobile phone insurance, 

annual travel insurance, breakdown cover and cheap mortgages. They switched her 

back to a non-charging account. I asked Mike Dailly of the Consumer Panel, which 

advises the Financial Services Authority, his views on these packaged accounts. 

DAILLY: I think there’s two big concerns. One is value for money for those 

consumers who are being sold things that they’re never going to use; or, worse, that 

they could never actually use. And the second thing is how these add-ons are sold 

because you can’t sell insurance products unless you check eligibility. 

LEWIS: And that means you’re going to have to check eligibility for four or five or 

six separate products. It’s going to be a long process to sell them properly.  

DAILLY: Well absolutely and the Consumer Panel was very much engaged and fully 

supported the new FSA rules in this area, which will require all firms to check 
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eligibility under each policy for each customer. There’s going to be a new annual 

eligibility statement that’s sent out to customers and where (for example travel 

insurance) where people pass an age in terms that would trigger them not being 

eligible, firms are going to be obliged to tell those customers that they’re not covered. 

LEWIS: And do you think that people who have been sold them in the past under the 

old system might have a claim for mis-selling against the banks and get all their 

money back? 

DAILLY: I think we need to be clear that what we’ve got here with packaged bank 

accounts is not like, for example, the mis-selling of PPI or the mis-selling of 

endowment policies where what you had was a product of itself sold to people kind of 

en masse where they could often never use it or they never knew they could say no. 

This is different. However, that said, if you’ve got an individual customer who has 

bought a packaged account and they’ve not been properly explained about eligibility 

for the add-ons and they then try and claim on it and they can’t claim on it, I think in 

those individual cases those customers should complain and ultimately I think they 

may well have a case. 

LEWIS: Does that mean it will no longer be worth selling these packaged accounts? 

DAILLY: I don’t think that’s the case. If you look at what Lloyds have actually said, 

they are going to be adopting the practices which another one of the banks in their 

groups currently use, which they say is much more sophisticated … 

LEWIS: With Halifax? 

DAILLY: Indeed. And ultimately banks and financial institutions are in the business 

of selling all sorts of products. They have systems in place, they can devise systems to 

do this. I don’t think it’s going to be a problem. 
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LEWIS: So it’s not going to be, as some people have said, the end of free banking for 

everyone else because they won’t any longer be able to make their profits on these 

packaged accounts? 

DAILLY: Well, as you well know Paul, there’s no such thing as free banking. 

LEWIS: But in future, do you think they will start charging all of us for our current 

accounts even if they don’t have all these add-ons in addition to the basic services? 

DAILLY: I think the considered sort of view is that that’s unlikely to happen because 

banks, although we’ve got something like five major banks that have the vast bulk of 

all accounts in the UK, they are competing with each other. The British public think 

there is free banking, you know by and large, so it’s very difficult to think that banks 

are suddenly going to stop doing that. 

DAILLY: Mike Dailly. Lloyds would not be interviewed, but told Money Box that 

sales of these products were suspended for a short period to train their staff and 

amend the sales process. It expects to start selling them again later in 2013. New FSA 

rules begin in March. 

The Financial Services Authority has warned it has “deep misgivings” about 150 

firms which have sprung up recently to persuade people to invest in carbon credits. 

Now they’re permits, which give a firm the right to emit a tonne of carbon dioxide. 

Our reporter Bob Howard has been to Cheltenham to meet Money Box listener Mark 

who last year put £4,500 into a carbon credit scheme. It claimed to generate the 

credits by preserving patches of rainforest in South America which took more carbon 

dioxide out of the air. Mark’s been promised a 30% return, which is already 3 months 

late, but he was considering investing more. 

MARK: I’m 58 and I retired a few years ago due to a disability and I’m on a pension 

of about £13,500 a year. I have savings of roughly £40,000. The majority’s at present 
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in an ISA. So what I’m looking for really is to place my money in relatively 

short-term investments, but safe investments on the one hand. On the other, I’d like to 

leave the planet a little better than it is at the moment. My ISAs the last time I looked 

were pretty pathetic really. I think I made about £500 out of an investment of £29,000 

last year. What I’d like to do at least is to keep it pace with inflation, that’s after tax, 

but if possible make a bit more than that.  

HOWARD: What’s your attitude to risk? 

MARK: I’ve always sort of gone towards low risk, but at the moment that seems to 

be earning very little, so I’m prepared to move that to sort of medium risk but not high 

risk because I’m on a fixed income. If I lose my little pot of gold, that’s it; I will never 

restore it again. 

HOWARD: Now you’ve invested some money in carbon credits so far. Just explain 

to me how you heard about that, how you were approached and what your experience 

has been so far? 

MARK: I can’t remember how I heard about it. I think it must have been a card or 

something in one of the magazines that I read. And so I just sent an email to the 

particular company involved; and, as with all these companies, once you show any 

interest at all, you’re inundated with emails and mailings. 

HOWARD: And what return have you been promised?  

MARK: Well I’m just waiting at the moment to see if my earnings come in. I’m told 

that the return is going to be somewhere in the region of 30%. Now I actually put in a 

small amount - I only put in £4,500 - because being a novice, being an innocent, I was 

worried that you know there may not be a full return, so I only put in what I could 

have afforded to lose and I was told it would be about £5,800 return. I’m waiting for 

that any day. I was promised it for Christmas. 
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HOWARD: So when is it due? It’s due now or is it late? 

MARK: Well it’s actually late. 

HOWARD: How worried are you by that? 

MARK: I think that one is always worried. If one is promised an investment which is 

going to mature in a year and we’re now 15 months, then obviously I do get a bit 

worried about that. But we’ll wait and see. 

HOWARD: Well Lee Coates is here with us. He’s an independent financial adviser 

and he’s an expert in green investments. Lee, you’ve heard a bit about this investment 

dilemma. What are your thoughts? 

COATES: The idea of investing in carbon credits ticks all the right environmental 

boxes. The problem is finding the right investment vehicle to actually get to the 

carbon credits. And the smart money works at the institutional level, not at the retail 

investor level, so it’s always a situation that individual investors either get the worst 

type of potential investment or more likely end up with an investment that never 

existed in the first place. 

HOWARD: Mark has been promised 30% return in a year. Is that realistic? 

COATES: Those sort of returns, even if they were possible, would only be possible 

at an institutional level, not at a small investor retail level. It’s the old adage that if it 

was that easy to make the money, you wouldn’t need to spend most of your time on 

the telephone or email hassling people to get their money from them. You’d just 

invest your own and make the profit. 

HOWARD: If you’re approached by a firm selling you these sorts of products, what 

are your rights in terms of redress if things go wrong? 
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COATES: Absolutely none at all. You’re not protected by any regulator or any 

compensation schemes. These are completely unauthorised, unregulated flogging 

exercises in most instances.  

HOWARD: The people who sell these sorts of schemes, what sort of qualifications 

do they have normally? 

COATES: Well they need none at all, so it could be your best mate down the pub. 

That’s about the level of authorisation required to sell these sort of investments. We 

have two to three phone calls and emails a week from brand new firms every single 

week telling us that we have to invest our client money in carbon credits or 

sustainable teak or clean energy and no-one knows where these companies have come 

from and certainly have no idea how long they’re going to be around. It’s very much 

hit fast and get out. 

HOWARD: So Mark, you’ve heard Lee’s opinions on this. What’s your feeling now 

about investing further in this area? 

MARK: Well it would certainly make me think that it would be unwise, particularly 

with somebody in my position on a fixed income to place all one’s eggs in one basket. 

Whatever excuse now that they’re giving for being late - and I’ve had two excuses so 

far - I would probably feel that this is not a firm to deal with in the future. 

LEWIS: Money Box listener Mark talking to Lee Coates, Director of independent 

financial advisers Ethical Investors with our reporter Bob Howard. Jonathan Phelan is 

Head of Unauthorised Business at the Financial Services Authority. I asked him if 

Mark’s tale was a familiar one. 

PHELAN: That is very typical as a first investment. We also heard from him that he 

was thinking about putting in more and we have come across people who have started 

to put in an additional £10,000, £20,000 in the same sort of way. We do have deep 
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misgivings about it. We haven’t seen anybody make any money out of it as a genuine 

form of investment. 

LEWIS: Mark is waiting for the return on his £4,500. It’s already late. At what point 

do people normally realise that maybe this isn’t quite what they thought? 

PHELAN: Well unfortunately this sort of problem can take years to manifest itself. 

People don’t really know that they’re going to lose out until they try and cash in as it 

were or sell on their certificate. In some schemes what we have seen is these sort of 

assets turn into almost a Ponzi scheme, so if somebody wants their money out, we 

have on occasion seen people get their money out but we suspect that they’re not 

receiving profits from selling on a carbon credit. We suspect that they’re receiving 

other people’s newly invested money and that sort of activity keeps the scheme alive 

for years before people realise they’ve lost. 

LEWIS: Yes and of course if you have a friend who’s done that and got money back, 

you may well think well that’s a jolly good scheme, I’ll put even more into it.  

PHELAN: That’s the biggest danger with these things and one of the things that 

we’re most concerned about. This activity has come from nowhere in a couple of 

years and we have seen conmen move from share fraud to landbanking. We had 150 

landbanking firms a few years ago and now we’ve had 6 landbanking firms this year 

and they’ve been replaced - I don’t think coincidentally - by 150 carbon credit firms. 

The asset itself is so intangible, it’s nigh on a certificate for fresh air. 

LEWIS: It does seem very frustrating to everyone that the regulator, which costs 

more than half a billion pounds a year to run, can’t stop these scams earlier than even 

2 years is just the beginning, it seems. 

PHELAN: It’s not in our (unclear) to pick and choose what we regulate. There are 

some who have made a really bad attempt at side-stepping regulation and they’ve 
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actually started selling carbon credits as futures contracts which are authorisable, and 

so we are investigating those firms. 

LEWIS: Jonathan Phelan from the Financial Services Authority. Other agencies are 

also tackling this problem. The Insolvency Service has forced several firms selling 

carbon credits into liquidation this year, and earlier this month City of London Police 

arrested 11 people on suspicion of conspiracy to defraud investors by selling them 

what Jonathan Phelan called “certificates for fresh air”.  

MUSIC: Hanging on the Telephone (Blondie) 

LEWIS: Well it’s not only Debbie Harry who gets frustrated hanging on a call to HM 

Revenue & Customs. At least I think that’s what she was doing. The National Audit 

Office confirmed this week what we have all long suspected: calls to HMRC go 

unanswered - 20 million a year, say the auditors. By the time we do get through, 

we’ve waited an average of nearly five minutes. Six and a half million of us will wait 

so long we could hear half a Blondie album almost. If only that was the hold music. 

Frustrated Money Box listeners describe their experiences. 

HMRC ANSWERPHONE MESSAGE: Thanks for waiting. One of our advisers 

will be with you as soon as possible. (Music)    

MONEY BOX LISTENER COMMENT 1: I’ve been trying to get through to 

HMRC for days to tell them I shouldn’t do self-assessment. It’s a nightmare. 

MONEY BOX LISTENER COMMENT 2: 71 minutes on hold with HMRC the 

other day. Keeping the phone to my ear was a feat of endurance. 

HMRC ANSWERPHONE MESSAGE: One of our advisers will be with you as 

soon as possible. Thanks for waiting.  
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MONEY BOX LISTENER COMMENT 3: Tried for 80 minutes cumulatively and 

two or three terminated calls. No human reply. 

HMRC ANSWERPHONE MESSAGE: Thanks for waiting. Thanks for waiting. 

Thanks for waiting.  

LEWIS: And all this hanging on doesn’t come cheap. The Revenue uses 0845 

numbers for customer service lines and that costs those who call £33 million a year 

just hanging on. Earlier this week I asked the new Chief Executive of HM Revenue & 

Customs, Lin Homer, what she was doing to improve things. 

HOMER: We absolutely accept that we’re not yet giving a good enough level of 

service to the people who try and call us and we’re absolutely determined to improve 

that. The challenge for us is more than 78 million people called us last year; and you 

know with the best will in the world, we didn’t give them all the level of service we 

would like to. 

LEWIS: No, but that many people call you partly because you made so many 

mistakes and got so many tax codes wrong that people had to call, didn’t they? They 

were sent demands they just didn’t understand. 

HOMER: Well I think there is a challenge for us in ensuring that it’s as clear as 

possible to people what they need to do. But one of the other things we’re trying to do 

is improve the information on our website because a lot of the time we think people 

could find out what they need to do online and indeed they can give us the 

information themselves - so for instance on child benefit, they can opt out online. 

LEWIS: And what about the cost? 0845 numbers do cost the caller more. I know you 

say you don’t get any money from it, but it costs the caller more. The National Audit 

Office suggested people were spending more than £30 million on calls that they 

would have saved that much if it had been an ordinary phone line. 
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HOMER: Over 40% of our callers already have access to an 0345 number, so we are 

well on the way to trying to make this system work better. Our main focus is on 

getting the number of calls handled much higher. Since September it’s been over 90% 

of the calls have been answered. 

LEWIS: Right well in 11/12, it was only 74%, three quarters. 

HOMER: That’s right. 

LEWIS: Twenty million went unanswered. 

HOMER: And as soon as you get it up to 90%, it halves the time that people spend 

on the phone. So that’s the best thing we can do to get the cost to the caller down. 

And then the second thing is we’re going to renegotiate the contract next year and 

we’re going to try to make sure we get the best possible value for the callers as well as 

for HMRC when we do that. 

LEWIS: Will you be putting extra people on at busy times? We get real horror stories 

from people that they’re waiting 15, 20, 25 minutes paying this charge and never 

getting through to anybody. 

HOMER: Well they took a decision in the middle of this year to put a thousand extra 

people into the call centres full stop. I think we’re one of the busiest sites in the world 

on 31
st
 Jan and it will always take longer if you leave filling in your self-assessment 

till then to get through … 

LEWIS: (over) Yes, but you can’t blame the customers. I mean it’s your problem. 

You have to make sure that you deal with people, don’t you, because you set these 

deadlines, you set the rules and you know you have very strict penalties if you break 

them. 
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HOMER: We do our best on that day, but it is an incredibly busy day; and if a few 

more people turned to the tax return earlier than 31
st
 Jan, it would be a bit easier for 

them as well as for our call handlers. But rest assured, we have every phone line 

we’ve got busy and manned on that day. 

LEWIS: That was Lin Homer. And lots of you have been emailing us about this 

story. Bob Howard’s been reading them. Bob? 

HOWARD: Yes, Kevin says, ‘I cannot understand why HMRC does not have a 

phone system that either tells you how long the wait time is or where you are in the 

queue. Both systems have been in place a long time now.’ Gareth says, ‘My partner 

works in an HMRC call centre, so I hear her side of what it’s like to work there. She 

and her colleagues are working flat out answering calls. They have to read all updates 

to procedures in their own time, so are forced to do a couple of hours of unpaid 

overtime. Worse, they have to suffer vile abuse and shouting from some members of 

the public. They aren’t allowed to hang up in such circumstances unless they warn the 

caller numerous times.’ 

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. And a couple of tweets as well. MJ says, ‘I rang HMRC 

yesterday free using their overseas UK land line number (from the UK of course) 

preceding it with 141’ and you can get those numbers from Saynoto0870.com.  

Now you may remember Money Box listener Richard Herman. In October he fought 

back against a firm that cold called him about a PPI claim. He told the caller he would 

charge them £10 a minute for wasting his time, and when the firm wouldn’t pay up he 

sued them in the small claims court. He got around 200 quid. And now he’s had 

another win against a firm asking to help him with compensation for an accident he 

never had. Richard Herman’s on the line. Richard, what’s your latest success?  

HERMAN: £230.  
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LEWIS: Blimey, that’s 400 odd pounds altogether. 

HERMAN: I know, I know. It almost makes me want to receive cold calls now.  

LEWIS: (laughs) Well perhaps I’ll give your number out at the end and they can all 

call you. (Herman laughs) But how did you do it? Just tell us the process, remind us.  

HERMAN: Well I recorded the calls and then I played along with the call to get to a 

company that was far enough up the chain that they would actually reveal who they 

were, and then when I was speaking to them - so I went from a cold calling company 

who wouldn’t say who they were to a claims company to a firm of solicitors, 260 

people - and then in the recording then, because they were saying who they were and I 

could check their registered address and check their register with the solicitors 

authority, etcetera, I then said to them that if you call me again, I’ll charge you £10 a 

minute for my time. And the same day I was called by the kind of cold calling 

organisation at the bottom of the tree because I think they didn’t understand where 

their lead had gone to. Anyway so I sent through an invoice for £230 on my website 

saynotocoldcalls.com, which is in homage to the saynoto0870.com that you just 

mentioned. I put the template letters there that I did. I used the same template letters 

again. But they ignored my first letter and the invoice, but the recorded delivery letter 

that said the next thing that would happen would be that they were to hear from the 

small claims court - they wrote back (saying it was from their good will) they wrote 

back a letter in response to that with a cheque for £230.  

LEWIS: Now at the heart of your success - I think the first time anyway - was the 

fact that you recorded all these calls, so you could prove exactly what had been said to 

whom, couldn’t you? 

HERMAN: That’s absolutely vital because in the first case the company wrote back 

to me to say categorically we’ve checked all our systems and all our suppliers and we 

have never ever called you. And so it was when I actually sent them the recordings of 
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the calls that it blew their case out of the water, so that is a vital part of the process.  

LEWIS: Yes. And I know that you, like many people initially, your first thing to do 

is to try the Telephone Preference Service, which is supposed to block unwanted calls. 

A lot of people tell me that doesn’t work as well as they’d like it to. 

HERMAN: That’s exactly the case. Through that website, Saynotocoldcalls, many 

people have written to me, and some people say that it’s reduced the number but I’ve 

never heard anybody say that it stopped it altogether. And I’m sure, it’s very clear that 

because these initial calls are coming from abroad because they’re cold calling (which  

is illegal) and because they won’t say who they are (which is illegal) it’s very clear 

that they’re not going to be people who will check the people they dial against the 

telephone preference services. 

LEWIS: No. And you can also report numbers to the Information Commissioner’s 

Office. There’s a special page on the website, isn’t there? Does that do any good? I 

mean I tend to do that, but it’s a long-term process, isn’t it? 

HERMAN: Well that’s right. I’ve had a meeting with people from the Information 

Commissioner’s Office and they explained to me how from their point of view they’re 

trying to build up a case that there have been many, many calls from this particular 

number, so that they will go after that particular number rather than one that there’s 

only been one call. However, that seems kind of the wrong way round in a way; 

because these initial people hide who they are that there’s never going to be that 

volume of information there. They won’t say who they are, which is illegal, and they 

don’t present a caller ID. 

LEWIS: And briefly, Richard, the other thing that’s essential to your technique is the 

small claims court. People might be put off by the thought of going to court. In ten 

seconds, how easy is that? 
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HERMAN: It’s as easy as buying anything else online and it’s vital that people aren’t 

frightened by it. It is one of the best things the Government does and it is designed to 

be very user friendly. 

LEWIS: Richard Herman, thanks very much, and his website is 

Saynotocoldcalls.com.  

That is it for today. You can spend an idle Christmas hour looking at our website, 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox, where you can read my newsletter, download the programme, 

find a lot of further information and links and send us your ideas. Boxing Day will be 

quiet too as there’s no Money Box Live that day. That’s back in the New Year. But 

Money Box is here next weekend when you can hear our experts’ predictions for 2013 

and of course shout your own at the radio. For now, from reporter Bob Howard, 

producer Emma Rippon, the whole Money Box team and me, Paul Lewis, have a 

good Christmas. We’re off for mince pies and more Debbie Harry.  

MUSIC: Hanging on the Telephone (Blondie) 


