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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, as power companies set their winter prices 

and typical bills will rise by £100 or more, what can the 6 million people in fuel 

poverty do to to keep warm this winter? The mobile phone surcharges that may be 

more than the law allows. A lawyer tells us why. Listeners contacted us in droves 

wanting to leave Co-operative Bank now it was taking money from two hedge funds. 

If you banked with Co-op for its ethics, do you want to leave? And, if so, where to 

go? And the new current account switching service that was going to miss its seven 

working millennia guarantee. 

But first, if you spend more than 10% of your income on heating your home, you’re in 

fuel poverty. Six million UK households are in that category and some of them 

contacted Money Box Live on Wednesday. 

DAVID: In the winter, we put the heating on for an hour a day. You know that’s all 

we can do. We wear two jumpers, a sweater, a t-shirt. We sit here with hats on, gloves 

on. It’s freezing! And we’ve got double glazing and we’ve got insulation. It doesn’t 

matter. It’s a new house, but it’s made of paper. It’s freezing! Desperate, absolutely 

desperate. I’m 49 years old and I’ve never been in such a desperate situation. 

LEWIS: That was David. This is single mother Jane. 
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JANE: I haven’t put my heating on yet. I tell my children that they just need to wrap 

up more. I’ve got fleecy blankets in every room, everyone’s told to wear an extra 

jumper, but I don’t know what else I can do. You’re actually saving possibly kilowatts 

in energy, but if the companies are going to keep putting up the price of each kilowatt, 

what can you do then? I’m really worried. 

LEWIS: And finally pensioner Charlie. 

CHARLIE: The amount of gas I’m using, it’s about £8 per year, but now I’ve had a 

£100 a year standing charge put on me. It seems totally out of order. It’s put my bill 

up about 1200%. I’ve been to my landlord to ask if I can have the gas cut off, but my 

landlord won’t let me have the gas cut off, so I’m stuck with the standing charge. I’ve 

got gas central heating. I can’t afford to use it. 

LEWIS: Well desperate people who’d already done many of the things that would be 

advised in order to cut their fuel use. Thirteen years ago Parliament passed a law to 

end fuel poverty among vulnerable groups by 2010. That target was missed. Every 

year since 2003, the number of households in fuel poverty has grown, and now the 

next target to end fuel poverty completely by 2016 looks certain to be missed too - not 

least because energy bills are going to rise by more than £100 this year, striking fear 

into many households of another cold winter. Live first to Angela Knight, Chief 

Executive of Energy UK, which represents the energy industry. Angela Knight, what 

do you suggest to David, Jane and Charlie and the millions of other people who are 

frightened to turn up or even turn on the heating this winter? 

KNIGHT: Well I’d say to them that there is quite a lot of help available for them. 

And certainly having heard the three comments, I think they are quite distressing 

comments, but clearly for some a Warm Home discount is available, which is an extra 

£135. For others, I would say get in touch with your energy company because they 

can give you some very significant help with insulation. And to the one who is stuck 

with the standing charge - as you know the regulator has made the changes which 

bring in the standing charge, but not every tariff has a standing charge and if he pays 
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the bill directly to his energy company, he’s got a right to choose. It looks to me like 

that’s more of an argument with the landlord and that does need to be cut through. 

LEWIS: Yes, I mean there is help available … 

KNIGHT: Yes, there is. 

LEWIS: … but every one of them said they’re doing things. I mean Charlie already 

has the Warm Home discount. The other two wouldn’t be eligible. They’re all using 

their heating - David for an hour a day and Jane hasn’t put it on yet. People are 

frightened. How does your industry justify putting up prices by 10%? 

KNIGHT: People are frightened and I do say to all of them, there is help available. 

They haven’t necessarily got all the help that’s there. As far as the industry itself is 

concerned, your bill is made up of several things and some of those things are just 

straight pass-throughs onto the bill and those are the ones that are rising. And they’re 

things like paying for the wires and the pipes, which is regulated. Price is decided, 

(unclear) We just have to put it on the bill. And another is the policies, the green 

policies. And both of those are the two areas which the energy companies have quite 

rightly said are the major increases this time around.  

LEWIS: But they’re small amounts. Twenty per cent goes for the pipes a nd wires - 

we should call it the transmission - and there’s less than 10% are the green issues. 

Even if they went up a lot, it’s still only a few per cent. The main thing is the 

wholesale price and that’s been pretty flat over the last year. 

KNIGHT: That’s right. And when the companies who have put their prices up, they 

have put their statements out, they’ve been very transparent - which is right - and 

they’ve said what has happened in each of the categories and they’ve pointed out that 

in for example the wholesale side - the price of the gas, the price of electricity - the 

increase has not necessarily been particularly big and they’ve absorbed some of that 
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increase anyway. So that is a small price. It’s in that 30% of add-ons where the big 

increases have come through this time. It’s not in profits and it’s not in the operating 

costs. They’re doing their best to absorb all that. But the bill is a complicated thing; 

it’s made up of lots of bits. And that’s why we say to people get in touch with your 

energy company or ring the Home Heat helpline - 0800 336699. Don’t suffer, don’t 

get cold. Ring. There is help available. 

LEWIS: Stay with us, Angela, but I’m going to go now to Bristol to talk to Jamie 

Walters. He’s the Advice Centre Manager at the Centre for Sustainable Energy. 

Jamie, colleagues here were a bit shocked at the calls we got on Wednesday - how 

afraid people were, and they had tried most things. What do you advise people when 

they call you? 

WALTERS: We advise a whole range of things, so we can help people identify ways 

that they can reduce their energy use in their homes and also ways that they might be 

able to get assistance with things like the Warm Home discount but also clearing fuel 

debt if they’ve got into serious problems with fuel bills that they can’t afford. 

LEWIS: But what about those people, those three people - Jane and Charlie and 

David? What would you say to them? They seem to have done everything to me. 

WALTERS: They may seem to have done everything, but that needs further 

investigation. There may well be energy saving measures or energy saving behaviours 

that they haven’t considered. 

LEWIS: And there’s also income, isn’t  there? Sometimes I know you can help 

people make sure they’re getting all the benefits (quite separate from fuel benefits) 

that they may be entitled to? 

WALTERS: Yeah, absolutely. In at least two of those cases that you played earlier, 

we would suggest a benefits entitlement check because not only does that increase 
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your income, but some of those benefits can become a sort of passport to other forms 

of assistance. 

LEWIS: We often say in situations like this, perhaps rather glibly, switch supplier. 

How easy is that for people who are in difficulties, who may be on prepayment meters 

- I don’t think any of those three were - but they have their own particular problems 

whether it’s a difficult landlord? Are there a lot of people who just can’t follow that 

switching advice? 

WALTERS: I think some people are quite daunted by the idea of switching, but there 

are independent impartial switching services that can do that for you. They can 

monitor the market, they can take care of all the admin for you. If you’re going to do 

that, it’s worth having at least the last year’s worth of bills in front of you, so that you 

can give them your usage and they can give you the best offer. 

LEWIS: You have to be a big organised then, don’t you? 

WALTER: Well you just have to have your bills in front of you and pick up the  

phone really.  

LEWIS: And what about people who aren’t on the standard gas grid? We get 

complaints from people whose gas is provided by an independent gas transporter or 

indeed they’re on oil or liquid gas. They don’t have the same options, do they? 

WALTERS: No, but they may be able to take advantage of some form of collective 

buying scheme. A lot of local areas have things like oil buying clubs where a lot of 

people group together and they can negotiate a better price. 

LEWIS: And Angela Knight, just to come back to you and give you the final word,  

you’ve talked about the profits that are made are fairly flat, but the Government’s 

going to be investigating exactly what those profits are. Is there anything energy 
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companies could do, beyond what they are doing, to say okay we’ll halve our profits 

next year and we’ll give that in cheaper bills? Just 15 seconds. 

EAGLE: Well, first of all, I think it’s quite right that these things are being looked at. 

People do have a right to understand and we have a right to make it clear. Can you 

halve the profits? Can you have no profit? Well all those things are possible, but then 

you’ve got huge investment that’s being made at the moment in order to meet our 

various climate change targets. You can’t do that and not make a profit. What it’s got 

to do is be fair and be reasonable and that’s what we’re trying to do. 

LEWIS: Angela Knight and Jamie Walters, thanks very much for talking to us.  

Money Box has learned that mobile phone companies are being investigated by the 

regulator Ofcom to see if surcharges they impose on some customers are within the 

law. The revelation comes in the week of course that Ofcom told them they shouldn’t 

put up their prices in the middle of a contract. Now Ofcom has told us it’s examining 

surcharges of more than £40 a year on customers who don’t pay by direct debit. 

Vodafone, 3 and Orange make these charges even where a customer pays online or by 

phone - a method that costs the companies just pence to process. One Money Box 

listener says that is not allowed by the law. Nicholas Hodder came across the problem 

when researching a new provider for his mother who won’t pay by direct debit. 

HODDER: The typical figure I’ve seen is a £3.50 surcharge for paying by any means 

other than direct debit - even if you pay by bank transfer, for example, internet or 

telephone banking. The worst example I found was 3. They say on their website 

you’ll be charged an admin fee of £4.08 each month if you pay by internet or 

telephone banking. I’d like them to abide by the law. It’s been in place for at least 6 

months and they don’t seem to have reacted to it at all. 

LEWIS: Well that’s one listener’s view. And what do lawyers themselves say? Ian 

Roberts is a partner at Pinsent Masons. He specialises in consumer finance law. What 
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could firms charge for a particular sort of payment method? 

ROBERTS: A trader is allowed to charge for the actual costs borne to them of using 

a particular means of payment. My experience when we were advising on these 

regulations when they came in was the cost of accepting payment by cards, for 

example, is actually relatively low on a per transaction basis. 

LEWIS: What the mobile phone firms are saying to us is that they’re including in this 

extra cost (for people who don’t pay direct debit) the risk of late payments and bad 

debt and the cost associated of irregular payments, which they say are more likely 

among customers who don’t pay by direct debit. 

ROBERTS: Well it’s certainly an interesting argument, but I think the really key 

thing to look at is what the regulations themselves say, which is that the trader must 

not charge someone more than the costs borne by them for the use of a particular 

means of payment. So the question there is are losses of that nature to do with the use 

of the means of payment? My gut feeling is that it’s not. 

LEWIS: If a customer is facing these charges, they’re charged £3.50/£4 extra because 

of the way they pay and they think it’s wrong, what can they do? 

ROBERTS: Probably the first thing to do is actually approach their provider, and if 

they’re not happy with the response they can take it up with the telecoms regulator. 

Otherwise perhaps take it up with a Trading Standards officer. 

LEWIS: And if they do that, what’s the redress they could ask for? 

ROBERTS: At the end of the day, they would be entitled to recover any surplus or 

excess payments they have made, which the trader was not allowed to ask for. 

LEWIS: So if they’re being charged £4 a month, £48 a year and it’s found that that’s 
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not lawfully within the payment rules, they could get all of that back? 

ROBERTS: They could get the surplus back. 

LEWIS: Above what it actually costs? 

ROBERTS: Above the actual costs they’ve been charged by the trader. 

LEWIS: Ian Roberts of Pinsent Masons. Well after we raised this issue with the 

mobile phone companies, Vodafone told us on Friday that it would no longer let 

anyone pay by any means other than direct debit. I suppose that’s one solution. And 

the regulator Ofcom’s Head of Consumer Affairs told Money Box, “This is an area 

we’re actively examining. We intend to get to the bottom of whether these charges are 

cost effective.” Watch this space. 

The Co-operative Bank will be partly owned by two US hedge funds under a deal 

which has been agreed in principle this week. It’s the latest step in the mutual’s 

attempts to plug a £1.5 billion hole in its finances. The Co-operative Group will retain 

30% of the bank’s shares, leaving it the biggest single shareholder. But there are 

concerns among the bank’s 4.7 million customers that its unique ethical policy will be 

lost. There are even suggestions the very name, Co-operative, may have to be changed 

once it ends its mutual status. Euan Sutherland, the Co-operative Group’s Chief 

Executive, posted this video statement on the bank’s website to reassure customers 

and investors.  

SUTHERLAND: This bank will remain the Co-operative Bank. We are embedding 

the Co-operative principles in the constitution of the bank to guarantee this. 

LEWIS: The bondholders group, which includes the two US hedge funds, also told 

Money Box it was important that the bank did maintain its “unique characteristics and 

ethos.” But many customers are not convinced and are, regretfully, looking for an 
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alternative home for their money. 

CUSTOMER 1: (Music) Well it’s no longer a co-op. I just feel horrified that hedge 

funds are now involved and controlling ownership. 

CUSTOMER 2: Well I think I’m probably going to have to close the Co-op account 

down and look for another account. I’ve not found anywhere yet that I’m completely 

comfortable with. Not everything ticks every box for me at the moment, so I’m still 

looking. 

LEWIS: Well just a sense of the huge response on email and Twitter, showing real 

sadness as well as seeking an alternative. So where can you go if you want an ethical 

bank? The Move Your Money campaign ranks banks by ethical and social criteria. I 

asked its Chief Executive, Laura Willoughby, was Co-op top of the list at the 

moment? 

WILLOUGHBY: Co-op wasn’t top of our list. It was in our amber rating. For a 

number of reasons really - partly because it did have a few mis-selling scandals with 

PPI, partly to do with its directors’ pay, and also because we were looking at groups 

overall. And so there’s a slight unfairness to those that are also part of a supermarket 

group and, because Co-op is a supermarket as well, some of its environmental 

practices there did bring it down slightly. But if you did a search by ethics, it did 

come high up in our ethics.  

LEWIS: So it’s about half way down in the overall list. Which came top then? 

WILLOUGHBY: Top was Cumberland Building Society, which is great for those 

people who live in Cumberland, but you can’t open an account unless you live there. 

Metro Bank, Handelsbanken, Leeds Building Society and the Salvation Army’s bank, 

Reliance, came quite high. But you know what, the list is really, really small. 
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LEWIS: Metro Bank’s only in sort of London and the South East of England. 

They’re all a bit niche, aren’t they? There’s not really a big national brand there. 

WILLOUGHBY: Yeah, we are missing an ethical or socially responsible bank in the 

UK that does banking everywhere, that offers a full current account where you can 

have the full online facilities and the full benefits that everyone expects to see. I was 

amazed to find that the reason why we don’t have more options is because the big 

banks make it too expensive for us to access their IT (unclear), and to me that’s 

ridiculous. If we want banks that reflect our values, that would challenge the bigger 

banks, the Government actually has to do something about the payment system. 

LEWIS: I can just hear though almost in the distance Nationwide executives shouting 

at the radio and saying but we’re a building society, we do all those things. They have 

a national presence. How did Nationwide do? 

WILLOUGHBY: Nationwide did do better than Co-op. They’ve still got issues 

around directors’ pay, around mis-selling, and their environmental practices and 

investment policies aren’t all brilliant. And actually they could raise to the game, they 

could do a lot more. And they could start by actually listening to their customers 

because the other frustration we get from people is they’d like to go to Nationwide, 

but they feel they’re too big, they don’t listen to their customers, they’re not 

responsive enough, and actually Nationwide could do more of that.  

LEWIS: What do your rankings actually look at? What are the five things you judge 

them on? 

WILLOUGHBY: We look at honesty, customer service, impact on the economy, 

ethics and culture.  

LEWIS: We’ve had an awful lot of Co-op customers contacting the programme 

saying where should we move our banking to. What is the ideal fit or the best fit for a 
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Co-op customer to move to if they choose to do so? 

WILLOUGHBY: Do have a look at some of the building societies that offer current 

accounts. They may sound like they belong somewhere else. Most of them do offer 

national accounts. And Nationwide and Handelsbanken and also Metro Bank are all 

quite high up on that list. 

LEWIS: Laura Willoughby. And the link to the Move Your Money website is on 

ours: bbc.co.uk/moneybox. Co-operative Bank wouldn’t do an interview. Further 

details, including what will be offered to the bank’s bondholders, are expected early 

next week. 

SANTANDER LETTER: (Music) Dr Miss Lazarus, thank you for choosing to 

switch your current account to Santander. The switch is progressing and will be 

completed on 31
st
 December in the year 9999. Thank you again for switching to 

Santander. We will contact you to confirm when your switch has been completed.  

LEWIS: The letter that one Money Box listener, Helen, received earlier this month 

after she signed up for the new, much heralded 7 day guaranteed bank switching 

service. Well hardly 7 days. Not even 7 decades or 7 centuries, but more than 7 

millennia. 

HELEN: To be honest, at the time I laughed because you just think it’s a printing 

error and a quick phone call you know will sort it out, but I must admit I was 

perturbed because Santander promise this text service where they will keep in touch 

with you by text during the process and I’d received nothing other than this letter 

confirming my transfer in nearly 8,000 years time. 

LEWIS: Well Helen spent the next week calling Santander to find out what was 

going on. Each time the bank promised to call back, but, she says, never did. Another 

listener, Carolyn, has waited a whole month for her switch to Lloyds. Like Helen, she 
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was left in the dark about what was happening and only discovered the switch had 

gone through when companies asked her to confirm her new account details. 

CAROLYN: The start of the service was absolutely brilliant. I couldn’t fault their 

speed of getting everything out to me. It was only as the process got to like the 

seventh day that actually you start to think oh there’s no money, so where’s my 

money? And then it just went on from there. By the Thursday, when the money still 

wasn’t there, that’s when you sort of think okay there’s a problem now and it just then 

escalated from there. 

LEWIS: Well we also spoke to Maureen who waited 32 days for her switch and 

ended up with direct debits bouncing and her pension payment being rejected. With 

me is Adrian Kamellard, Chief Executive of the UK Payments Council. Adrian 

Kamellard, Helen, Carolyn, Maureen, they had a far from perfect experience. What’s 

this guarantee worth if it doesn’t always work? 

KAMELLARD: Well I think the first thing I’d say is we do take really seriously any 

experience that we come across our customers where the guarantee doesn’t appear to 

be being adhered to. But I think what’s worth saying is that the vast majority of 

switches do go through absolutely bang on time and absolutely smoothly, and a key 

part of the guarantee is that if it doesn’t go according to plan, first of all your new 

bank will sort it out for you; and if there are any charges or fees which arise, they will 

all be reversed. 

LEWIS: And what about compensation just for it going wrong? I mean if we go 

overdrawn, then the banks pretty soon charge us a lot of money. Is there 

compensation automatically just for it going wrong? 

KAMELLARD: What you should do is if something goes wrong, first of all make 

sure that your new bank has reversed those fees and charges. But do ask them, speak 

with them because while it is ultimately a decision for them, they’re very keen to keep 
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you and actually they may be persuaded it’s a good thing to do. 

LEWIS: You say they’re keen to keep you and you published your figures this week 

for the number who had switched in the first month. It was 89,000 who switched. 

Now that’s about 11% more than switched in the same 4 weeks last year. Not great, is 

it? 

KAMELLARD: Well actually from my point of view, I’m really pleased that we’ve 

launched a service which is working and that we’ve done an awful lot to tell people 

about it, and I’m actually pleased there is an increase, but it’s very early days. 

LEWIS: Yeah, but you had that huge press coverage. I mean I found more than 100 

articles on a quick search about the launch - you’d spent what you called 

“multi-million pound advertising campaign” - and yet you still only pushed it up by 

11%. 

KAMELLARD: This is 20 working days into a service which is going to be here for 

many, many years. I mean I actually started my own switch a week ago. I mulled it 

over for 2 or 3 weeks. People I think will reflect on it. I’m very confident that people 

will take advantage of the service. 

LEWIS: If you started it a week ago, it should have happened now Adrian. 

KAMELLARD: Oh it will complete, it will complete on Monday. (laughs) 

LEWIS: On Monday. Well yes of course 7 working days, that can be 9 or even 11 

days if you start at the wrong time of the week. Now another listener got in touch. She 

was told the wrong thing about cheques and she had bounced cheques, she had a 

misunderstanding. What happens to your credit rating if switching causes problems 

with cheques bouncing and that kind of thing? 
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KAMELLARD: Well I think the first thing it’s worth reiterating is that payments 

going to your old bank - and this includes old cheques - will be automatically 

redirected to the new, so it should be very rare, if ever, that cheques are bounced. But 

if there’s a problem, if you’re worried about a cheque, a credit rating effect as a result, 

it’s something we’re going to watch just to make sure that this isn’t a common 

problem. 

LEWIS: And make sure your bank talk to the credit rating agency and sort it out. 

Adrian Kamellard of UK Payments Council, thanks. Well since Money Box contacted 

Santander about Helen’s case, it has called her to apologise and offered compensation. 

Lloyds has apologised to Carolyn. There was a keying error and they’ve now taken 

steps to stop it happening again.  

And finally … 

ASDA ADVERTISEMENT: 

LEWIS: Well we like to introduce Bob Howard with music. Here he is with news of 

a climb-down by Asda. 

HOWARD: Indeed Paul. Last week, we reported that Asda Mobile was going to keep 

any unused credit on pay-as-you-go accounts when it changes its network from 

Vodafone to EE in April. Two days after our report Asda changed its mind. 

Customers will now get a gift card or free credit equal to the unused amount. 

LEWIS: And Bob, a bank is echoing our warning of some months ago about 

contactless cards. 

HOWARD: Yes, First Direct is telling customers to take the card they want to use 

out of their purse or wallet before touching it against the card reader. It says if you 

don’t do that, there’s a danger a card you don’t intend to use could be debited. 
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LEWIS: As we warned. Thanks very much for that Bob. 

That’s it for today. There’s more information, there are links on our website: 

bbc.co.uk/moneybox. You can also download the programme. Lots of links 

incidentally to energy advice services. Ruth Alexander’s here on Wednesday with 

Money Box Live taking questions on renting and letting. I’m back with Money Box 

next weekend. Today the music by Richard Strauss and Etta James, the production by 

Emma Rippon. I’m Paul Lewis. 

  


