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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, the bank that likes to say “What’s it for?” 

when you ask to take out a substantial amount of your own money in cash. Not so 

much a u-turn as emergency braking: the Government says no cap on auto-enrolment 

pension contributions before April 2015. The £100 a year charge for a gas meter even 

if you use no gas at all. And 2.5 million people still haven’t filed their self-assessment 

tax return form online and risk a fine. 

But first, Money Box has learned that some HSBC customers have been prevented 

from withdrawing substantial amounts of cash because they couldn’t provide evidence 

of why they wanted it. Listeners have told us their local branch stopped them taking 

out cash amounts ranging from £3,000 to £10,000. HSBC admits the policy has 

changed and that it hasn’t informed customers. Bob Howard’s been investigating. 

HOWARD: Paul, Money Box was contacted by Stephen from Worcestershire. This 

month he went to his local HSBC branch to withdraw £7,000 from his instant access 

savings account to pay his mother back for a loan. The year before, he’d withdrawn a 

larger sum in cash from HSBC without a problem, but this time it was different. 

STEPHEN: We just popped into the bank with our withdrawal slips and our ID; we 

don’t have to give them any notice to draw that sort of cash sum out. And when we 

presented them with the withdrawal slip, they declined to give us the money because 
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we couldn’t provide them with a satisfactory explanation as to what the money was 

for. They wanted a letter off the person involved, which was ridiculous. 

HOWARD: Did they say how much you could have? 

STEPHEN: No, they didn’t.  Now I asked them that and they declined to tell me. So 

I wrote out a few slips. I said, “Can I have £5,000?” and they sort of “No.” “Can I 

have £4,000?” “No.” And then I wrote one out for £3,000” and they said, “Okay, 

we’ll give you that.” And then I said, “Well I’ll come back this afternoon and do 

another one” and they said, “Oh no, you can’t do it twice in one day.” It was 

ridiculous. 

HOWARD: Stephen wrote to complain to HSBC about the new rules and also the 

fact that he hadn’t been informed of any change. HSBC wrote back with this 

response. 

HSBC RESPONSE: Documentary evidence must be taken to validate all cash credit 

transactions. If this cannot be provided, then the transaction will be declined. As this 

was not a change to the terms and conditions of your bank account, we had no need to 

pre-notify customers of the change.  

HOWARD: Stephen says he’s still furious with his bank and can’t understand 

HSBC’s attitude. And Peter from Wiltshire has had a similar experience: he wanted to 

take out £10,000 cash from HSBC - some to pay his sons and some to fund his long 

haul travel plans. Peter phoned up the day before to give HSBC notice and everything 

seemed to be fine. Then the next day he got a call from his local branch. 

PETER: They said could we transfer the money to our sons through the banking 

system; and for the other money, could they see hotel bookings to confirm that that’s 

where we were going to spend the money, and then they would release the money. 

What I object to is them saying not unless there’s documentary evidence. I’m happy 



 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

for them to ask a question, but if I say “I’m going to go gambling”, it’s my money. I 

don’t want to have to fight for my money. 

HOWARD: Peter didn’t have any booking receipts to show. The next day he spoke 

to HSBC again; and this time, having examined his account, they said he could 

withdraw the £10,000. Belinda is another customer initially denied her cash, this time 

to pay her builder. She told Money Box she had to provide the builder’s quote before 

she could get her cash. Money Box asked other banks what their policies are towards 

large cash withdrawals. They all said they reserve the right to ask questions, but none 

of them said they would require evidence of what the money was being used for 

before paying out. 

LEWIS: Thanks Bob. Well Douglas Carswell is the Conservative MP for Clacton. I 

asked him what he made of this new HSBC policy. 

CARSWELL: All these regulations that have been imposed on banks allow 

enormous interpretation and arbitrary interpretation, and what seems like a sensible 

idea when they’re drafted by the regulator can actually end up being incredibly 

patronising. It basically infantilises the customer. It would in effect mean that money 

that we had with a big corporate bank could only be accessed and spent in ways that 

officialdom approve of. In a sense your money becomes pocket money and the bank 

becomes your parent. After this interview, I’m going to go and spend £10 buying 

some fast food with lots of cholesterol in it. Does the bank have a duty of care to stop 

me from doing that? Does the bank have a duty of care to stop people spending their 

money on buying cigarettes? I mean it’s clearly in this case gone too far. 

LEWIS: And what if you said to the bank, “Well I need £5,000 to pay my builder?” 

and the bank said, “Why do you need to pay your builder in cash?” Would that be a 

reasonable thing for the bank to get involved in; you can’t pay the builder cash 

because obviously he’s trying to avoid tax?  
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CARSWELL: I think it would be completely immoral. As individuals who take 

responsibility for our own actions, it should be up to us to decide how best to spend 

our money. That means that we may do things that are wrong and people disapprove 

of and may be even illegal, but the onus should be on us, not our bank manager, to 

make the decision. 

LEWIS: And if you went to your bank and you did want to withdraw some cash, 

would you explain if they said, “Excuse me, Mr Carswell, what are you going to do 

with this money?” 

CARSWELL: One of the reasons why arbitrary rules and the people behind arbitrary 

rules can get way with officious and arbitrary rules is because people aren’t prepared 

to say get stuffed. Saying get stuffed actually can get you a long way. 

LEWIS: Douglas Carswell, the Conservative MP for Clacton. Eric Leenders is Head 

of Retail at the British Bankers’ Association. I asked him whether a customer would 

ever be justified in telling his bank to get stuffed. 

LEENDERS: I can understand it is frustrating for customers when they go to cash 

cheques and find that they are asked a few questions, but withdrawing large amounts 

of cash does carry risks and little protection if things go wrong. So I think customers 

broadly would understand that if you are making an occasional large cash withdrawal, 

the bank wants to make sure that it’s the right way to make the payment. 

LEWIS: But is that up to the bank? We have the lady who wanted to pay her builder 

in cash. Now we might be sceptical about why the builder wanted to be paid in cash, 

but all the bank wanted to see was the builder’s invoice. It didn’t care whether the 

builder was paying his or her tax or not. So why should the bank want to see the 

invoice before it will hand over the cash? 

LEENDERS: I think it’s less to do with the builder, but much more to do with the 
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customer looking to cash the money in, and I think it’s all about making sure that the 

customer does have a need to make the payment in that way. 

LEWIS: But asking a question is one thing, isn’t it? And saying “Are you sure you 

want to walk down the high street with £10,000 in your pocket?” and if the customer 

says, “Yes,” then surely the bank should say, “Okay, it’s at your risk. Here’s 

£10,000”?  

LEENDERS: Yes and I think you’re starting to tease out these boundaries between 

the service and the fraud side. And I think customers expect that banks operate a fairly 

secure financial system; that there would you know be some safeguards just in case 

the worst was to happen. 

LEWIS: And is this to do with fears about money laundering? I mean we know that 

HSBC, the bank involved, was fined a very large amount of money for money 

laundering in other countries recently. Is it a concern that people might be doing 

something for which the bank would ultimately be liable - a crime they could be 

considered to be a part of? 

LEENDERS: Well I don’t think it’s just about money laundering. I think it’s also 

about fraud. And I think you know we’ve all seen examples where fraudsters have 

taken people of their life savings, for example. And this is one way of getting to cash 

and once you’ve got cash it’s very difficult to trace; it takes money out of an auditable 

and accountable system. So that’s the protection, I think, and the full prevention side 

that sort of butts against the service and the access to cash point. 

LEWIS: Eric Leenders. And on Friday evening HSBC told us it was never its 

intention that customers should be prevented from withdrawing cash because they 

couldn’t prove what it was being used for. It said it was immediately updating the 

guidance to staff and apologised to all the customers affected. More on that story on 

the BBC news website. 
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It’s a delay, not a cancellation, but there’ll be no government cap on the cost of 

auto-enrolled pensions this April as had been promised. The Government had 

intended to place a cap of either 0.75% or 1% a year on the charges levied by firms 

which ran the funds used for the pensions which millions of employees are now being 

automatically enrolled into. But objections by the pensions industry and a reported 

coolness by the Treasury means nothing will now happen until April 2015 - by which 

time of course today’s Members of Parliament will be in their constituencies trying to 

get re-elected. Well live now to Guildford to talk to Michelle Cracknell, Chief 

Executive of the Pensions Advisory Service. Michelle Cracknell, what was this cap 

going to apply to precisely? 

CRACKNELL: It was going to apply to all new schemes that are being introduced to 

the workplace for the automatic enrolment legislation, so it didn’t apply to old 

schemes but just for the new schemes where the employer is required to put all of 

their employees into the scheme.  

LEWIS: And are the industry objections reasonable? They were saying that because 

these schemes are getting smaller and smaller, because smaller and smaller employers 

are coming into the scheme, it was unreasonable to have a cap when all this was going 

on.  

CRACKNELL: The industry is struggling with the administration for all of these 

new schemes that are going to be enrolled over the next couple of years, but some of 

the industries already fit in within the cap, so I think it’s probably a little bit 

unreasonable of those that say they can’t do it. And of course they don’t have to write 

the business if they don’t want to and it’s one of the reasons for the delay because 

some schemes are already operating at a lower rate than the proposed cap and I think 

one of the fears that the Government had about introducing the legislation would be 

would there be some unintended consequences.  

LEWIS: Yes and that makes me think it wouldn’t actually have been very 

challenging - 0.75% or 1%. Why not 0.5% - that’s what Which? is suggesting - or 
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even 0.25% as happens in some other countries or even less? That would have been a 

tougher challenge for them, wouldn’t it? 

CRACKNELL: Absolutely. And again some parts of the industry actually came back 

on the consultation to say that 0.75% was too high and they could work at a lower 

level. So it’s been unhelpful that there is a delay because obviously it’s going to affect 

some people, but it’s good that it’s going to come into place at some point, so people 

have got confidence in their workplace scheme. 

LEWIS: Yes of course it won’t happen before April 2015. It may not happen then, on 

that sort of strict interpretation of what’s been said and it may be left for the next 

government, mayn’t it, so we’re not quite sure what’s going to happen. We’re talking 

about small percentage points. What difference does this make over a lifetime of 

paying in because a small percentage point can make tens, if not hundreds of 

thousands of pounds difference, can’t it? 

CRACKNELL: Well over just the year of the delay, a £10,000 fund that’s being 

charged at 1.5% - if the cap had been introduced, there would be £75 over the course 

of the year that would have been lost. I think it’s important that this charges cap was 

only going to be applied to new schemes; and what people need to look at is some of 

their old schemes which, even when the charges cap is put into place, will still not 

apply to some of those old schemes which people need to revisit. 

LEWIS: No and do you think there’s any appetite, either by the Government or any 

politicians who might be in power on another occasion, to introduce a cap over all 

pension schemes because that really is the issue: the ones that are still charging 1.5%, 

even 2% some of them, aren’t they? 

CRACKNELL: I think it’s very unlikely because it’s quite complicated with some of 

the charging structures in the old scheme to apply the charges cap. And, therefore, I 

would urge listeners to actually look at their own pension plans and see if they’re 
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better off moving it to a newer scheme. 

LEWIS: And a cheaper one. Michelle Cracknell, thanks very much. And we did ask 

Pensions Minister Steve Webb onto Money Box to explain his plans, but his office 

said no. 

And now the man who’s paying for gas supply he doesn’t use. Money Box listener 

Douglas Brock from West London has oil fired central heating and doesn’t use gas at 

all, but he hasn’t been able to get rid of the gas meter and this month he found he had 

to pay just to have it. 

BROCK: Well here’s the meter. A fairly ugly thing. It’s been sitting there for I don’t 

know how many years, but I know that I’ve had it since I came in - 4 years and 8 

months. And in that time, the people who have called from British Gas have been 

asked “Arrange for that to be removed.” I’ve heard no more. On 7
th

 January, I had a 

bill for £10.14. I’m not going to pay it. I have no intention of paying it. I will let it go 

as far as I can, but it’s not being paid. 

LEWIS: Another listener saying get stuffed there, isn’t it? Well that £10.14 charge 

was a new standing charge - 39p a day and it applied over the last 5 weeks. Annually 

that would have been nearly £100. Since Money Box raised Douglas’s problem with 

British Gas, it’s apologised, says he needn’t pay the £10.14, and it will now remove 

his meter at no charge. But what can you do if you have an energy meter which isn’t 

being used? With me is Andrew Hallett, Energy Policy Officer at Consumer Futures. 

Andrew, first why are companies introducing these new standing charges? 

HALLETT: Well they’re being forced to. Ofgem, the regulator, introduced some 

new rules last year under their retail market review. There were many new rules there. 

One of the ones that we’re talking about here is the standing charge issue. Two-tier 

tariffs have been withdrawn because of that and you have to charge a standing charge 

and that’s why suppliers are doing it. 
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LEWIS: And it’s supposed to be easier, isn’t it? There’s a standing charge and 

there’s a pence per unit charge and it’s supposed to make it easier for all of us, but 

with standing charges varying - I’ve seen them as much as £170, as little as £46 a year 

- it’s very hard to make comparisons.  

HALLETT: Yeah. 

LEWIS: Can they charge what they like? 

HALLETT: They can charge what they like effectively. Ofgem are quite naïve 

frankly about this and I think they expected some of the suppliers to charge zero rate 

standing charges. They didn’t. Only one supplier does, one of the smaller ones. The 

Big Six all charge, as you say, varying amounts - I think from about 10p a day to 33p 

a day - and so obviously that makes comparability very difficult. 

LEWIS: And what can people do who don’t use any gas, like Douglas Brock, or 

don’t use much - maybe they have a cooker or just one gas fired appliance? We’ve 

been getting emails from people saying we’ve had huge rises because they’ve got a 

standing charge on top of a very small bill for the actual units used. 

HALLETT: If you’re literally using nothing, have used nothing, the guidance on 

deemed contracts suggests that you shouldn’t be charged at all because if you’ve not 

consumed, you’ve not entered into a deemed contract with your supplier. 

LEWIS: The deemed contract? 

HALLETT: Yeah, I mean that’s the extreme case. I imagine most of the cases you’ve 

heard about, like I have, are where you’re just using very small amounts, so you use 

gas maybe for an oven but nothing else. In those cases, you should be considering 

your use of gas. I mean you might want to have it removed if you’re not using much; 

or, particularly if you’re elderly or vulnerable, you might want to sort it out and use 
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gas in a more efficient fashion and get central heating and then obviously the standing 

charge falls as a percentage of your bill. 

LEWIS: Andy Hallett, thanks very much. And, as Andrew said, there’s one supplier 

and it’s Ebico which has a standing charge of zero. Why does it do it? Philip 

Levermore is Ebico’s Managing Director. 

LEVERMORE: A lot of our customers or potential customers really objected to 

paying standing charges at all and it was particularly disadvantageous for those on 

low incomes who very often didn’t use a great deal of gas and electricity. So it was a 

……. principle that we shouldn’t have a standing charge and should have a unit rate 

which was the same however you paid. 

LEWIS: Where does your tariff become more expensive? 

LEVERMORE: Those that are purely based on price, a larger than average usage 

will tend to be less attractive than some of our competitors. 

LEWIS: We’ve been talking today about people who use no gas at all, but still have a 

meter and are now faced with a standing charge. If somebody tried to switch to you 

and put in their usage as zero, would you accept them? 

LEVERMORE: It depends how they’d want to pay. I think we have to … 

LEWIS: Well they wouldn’t have to pay, would they? 

LEVERMORE: They’ll have to choose a payment type, although there won’t be any 

bill. We’ll still have to establish - I know it sounds slightly odd - but we’ll still have to 

establish a means by which they will pay should they use anything. If they want to 

come and join us and pay by direct debit, then the system will automatically put in a 

£10 charge. 
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LEWIS: £10 for how long? 

LEVERMORE: £10 per month is the minimum that we can put in, so it’s a standard 

startup assumption until we actually see how much they are using. But that’s just for 

paying by direct debit. If they would like to join us and pay quarterly, then obviously 

if they don’t use anything, they won’t get a charge. 

LEWIS: So they could join you … Assuming they use no gas at all, they could join 

you? They could put in we’ll pay quarterly by cheque and then they’d never have to 

pay anything and you’d be happy with that? 

LEVERMORE: That’s quite correct. 

LEWIS: Philip Levermore of Ebico. Live now to Joe Malinowski who’s the founder 

of TheEnergyShop.com, a comparison site. EnergyShop.co.uk - sorry, Joe. Joe 

Malinowksi, Phil Levermore said high users will pay more with Ebico, but low users 

pay less. Where’s the crossover point? 

MALINOWSKI: The crossover point, as it stands now, is if you are using 3000 

kilowatt hours or less, Ebico will definitely be the cheapest gas supplier for you. If 

you’re using between 3000 and 4000, they’re in the ballpark and they start to drop out 

after that. 

LEWIS: And that’s about a quarter of the average, isn’t it? But what does that mean 

in terms of money? How much am I spending on my gas? 

MALINOWSKI: You are going to be spending in the region of about £300 … Sorry 

between £200/£300 or less. It’s up to the £250 mark. 

LEWIS: A year? 



 

 

 

 

12 

 

 

 

MALINOWSKI: A year. 

LEWIS: So it is quite low users who are going to do better. And I was talking earlier 

to Andrew Hallett about the difficulty with these standing charges - they can be zero, 

they can be £170 a year. It does make comparisons difficult. I mean your computers 

will work it out, but for me sitting there, even with a calculator, it’s going to be 

impossible, isn’t it? 

MALINOWSKI: It’s going to be very difficult. I mean even though tariffs have been 

simplified, it’s still very difficult to get a comparison, which is why you know 

services like ours exist to make it easier for you. I think the thing when you’re doing a 

comparison, it’s absolutely critical because of the range of standing charges - and you 

mentioned £170. Well this week Npower launched two fixed tariffs which seem to be 

almost identical in name to each other. One has a standing charge of £48, one has a 

standing charge of £188. If you want the lowest standing charge, you end up paying 

35% more for the units. So it’s very important when you do the comparison to know 

exactly what you’re using. The more accurate your usage numbers that you put in, 

obviously the more accurate you will be in getting the product. And, as you see with 

this Npower example, it makes a difference whether you’re a low user, high user or 

medium user because medium usage seems the same, but actually once you start 

moving off the prices are very different. 

LEWIS: And we always say go online and use a comparison site and switch, but 

there was a complaint from Cooperative Energy last night that one reason energy 

prices were so high was the cost of paying your website and the other dozen websites. 

Every  time we use one, you get a fee from the Big Six. And with you know 

hundreds of thousands of people switching, that’s a big cost to the industry; that puts 

all our bills up. 

MALINOWSKI: Well it’s an interesting point that Cooperative Energy make, but 

Cooperative Energy actually you know just don’t pay us anything and haven’t paid us 

anything in the last 3 years, so I’m not sure … 
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LEWIS: No, but the Big Six do. The Big Six do, don’t they? 

MALINOWSKI: The Big Six do. But let’s put it into context. I guess I would talk 

my own book, but I would say this. Switching via a comparison site - a) the service is 

free to consumers; b) as an alternative to the expense of advertising campaigns, it’s 

incredibly cost effective. And whatever they pay the sites, I mean it’s a small fraction 

of the value they get. For every customer we switch, they’ll typically get two or three 

on top of that for nothing, so … 

LEWIS: Joe Malinowski, must stop you there, from TheEnergyShop. Thanks very 

much for that. 

Now in less than a week 2.5 million people could owe HM Revenue & Customs £100. 

That’d be a cool quarter of a billion for George Osborne - just because people didn’t 

file their self-assessment form on time. The deadline is midnight next Friday, 31
st
, 

fewer than 6.5 days from now. And if you’re thinking, as we say now, OMG and 

breaking out in a cold sweat, don’t worry - a week’s enough if you’re organised. Well 

I should know. With me to help you is Nimesh Shah, a senior manager at accountants 

Blick Gothenberg. Nimesh Shah, more than 2.5 million haven’t done the form. What 

should they be going away and doing after this programme’s finished? 

SHAH: Well the best thing that they can do is get organised. Get all your papers 

together, get all the information that you need. Get organised and sit down and make 

some time to do it, unfortunately.                                    

LEWIS: And you say get organised. What’s the information you need? What are the 

crucial things you’ve got to do? 

SHAH: Well most people that will have to file a return will certainly have some 

salary; they’ll maybe get some benefits from their employer. So call your employer, 

request forms like P60. That’ll show your salary and the tax deducted by your 
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employer throughout the year. A P11D form. That’ll show any taxable benefits that 

you’ve had - things like private medical insurance. 

LEWIS: And what about interest on things like you might get on your current 

account, you might have a little savings account you’ve forgotten about, you might 

have dividends? How do you get all that information together? 

SHAH: Well the thing to watch out for is that there is no de minimus here. You have 

to report all income that you’ve had throughout the year. So you’re absolutely right, 

Paul - bank interest needs to be reported. So call your bank. You might not get a 

statement straightaway, but do ask them for a statement. 

LEWIS: And add it up on your statements from the past, I suppose, if you’ve got 

them? 

SHAH: Absolutely. 

LEWIS: And what if you really can’t find out, but you think oh it was probably less 

than a tenner? Can you put a £10 amount down and perhaps a note to say this is an 

estimated amount? 

SHAH: You can and the best thing to do is make a best guess. Maybe try and, if 

you’re in the system already, use last year’s as a best guess estimate. There’s a box to 

tick on the return, which says you’ve included estimates on your return and then you 

can go and amend it once you’ve got the final figures. 

LEWIS: And then perhaps pay a different amount next year. Now we talked before 

about the 100,000 people now, the child benefit only cases who still haven’t 

registered. If they start registering now, will that work? 

SHAH: They should register as soon as possible. And the thing to bear in mind as 
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well - and it’s a little known fact - is that if you register now, you actually have 3 

months from the date of notice that HMRC issue to file your return. 

LEWIS: So they’ve got longer. But they still have to pay the tax by 31
st
 January, so 

you’ve got to go online, work it out and make a payment before you really know … 

SHAH: Well this is a real misnomer and you’re right, Paul, that you have 3 months to 

file your return, but you do need to pay the tax by 31
st
 January. The problem that 

people will face though trying to pay some tax is they may not necessarily have a 

reference number to allocate that tax payment to, so unfortunately what they may find 

is they’ll have some interest to pay on the tax.  

LEWIS: Right and you can use your national insurance number I think as well, can’t 

you? 

SHAH: You can. 

LEWIS: Okay. And if you go through an accountant, they can file it for you even if 

you’re not registered? 

SHAH: They can, yeah. 

LEWIS: And you can find that as cheap, I believe, as just under £30. But do be 

careful. Only use the website HMRC.gov.uk. Other websites are clones and may 

charge you a lot for doing very little. HMRC.gov.uk.  

And, Bob, while we’ve been on air lots of emails and tweets about withdrawing large 

amounts of cash. 

HOWARD: Yeah, we’ve had so many coming in and this is just a sample of some of 

them. Hussein from Essex says, ‘This will just encourage more people to hoard 
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money under the mattress. At least it’s available’, he says. Corado from Perth told us, 

‘Withdrawing a wad of cash to take to somebody that would then deposit it 

immediately to his bank is the most stupid thing you could do. It’s the third 

millennium. Keep up,’ he says. Justin from Birmingham says he works for a high 

street bank. They recently had an incident where a middle aged man was being 

exploited for his cash by friends. When the police contacted them, they were told they 

shouldn’t have given him the cash. ‘Yet how were we to know’, Justin asks? Bill says,  

‘Surely it’s about time that depositors started asking banks to provide details of how 

they plan to use their funds?’ 

LEWIS: (laughs) If only. And they’re still coming in. In fact Elizabeth says she was 

questioned when she just wanted to withdraw £500. ‘Yes’, she says, ‘£500!’ That 

certainly stirred you up. But that is it for today. More information, links on our 

website: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. You can download the programme, listen to episodes 

from the past, send us your ideas - as many of you do and are at this moment. I’m 

back on Wednesday with Money Box Live taking questions this week on divorce, 

civil partnership dissolution and separation. Back with Money Box next weekend. 

Today the reporter was Bob Howard, the producer Wesley Stephenson, and I’m Paul 

Lewis.                                                

                                       


