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LEWIS: Hello. In today’s programme, a listener loses £20,000 after a cheque he 

posted to his bank went missing, and the bank it went to won’t refund the money. 

Two separate police forces are considering whether to open investigations into the 

payday lender Wonga. How can you make your pension savings safer as retirement 

approaches? And should pensioners be forced to insure against living longer than 

average? 

But first, the cheque’s in the post. Well not always an excuse. Lots of us still pop a 

cheque in an envelope and send it for a birthday, to pay bills or to pay into a savings 

account. Two million cheques are issued every day in the UK and most of the time of 

course they arrive safely. But, as listener Hugh Malins from Sussex found out, not 

always. 

MALINS: I received an inheritance cheque from my late mother’s estate for £36,000, 

which I posted to my bank in London. I’d always posted everything to my bank and 

never had any problems whatsoever, so I didn’t think twice about putting it in a secure 

envelope, properly addressed. It never arrived and by the time steps could be taken to 

cancel it, it had been credited to an account at Barclays. 

LEWIS: Well Hugh had posted the cheque to his RBS account, but somehow it was 

paid into an account at Barclays, as he said, and it seems the cheque was stolen by 

someone who opened an account using Mr Malins’ surname and initials as written on 

the cheque.  
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MALINS: By the time that Barclays suspended the account about £20,000 had been 

spent, which leaves me with less than half of the original cheque amount.  

LEWIS: Barclays has now frozen the account and is sending the credit balance of 

more than £16,000 back to Hugh’s RBS account, but it says it won’t be giving him the 

£20,000 that was fraudulently taken. 

MALINS: I feel Barclays are being a little bit unfair in that it was my money all 

along. They should have been a bit more careful about a large amount being paid into 

a presumably freshly opened account and taken a bit more diligence over it. I feel 

Barclays should come clean and pay it back. 

LEWIS: Well a sad tale. And our reporter Hannah Moore’s been looking into 

whether the bank is within its rights to refuse. Hannah, how did Barclays allow this 

account to be opened in the first place? 

MOORE: Well to open an account, you need to produce one form of ID like a 

passport or a driving licence and two proofs of address like a council tax bill and an 

energy bill. Barclays says that it is satisfied that the account was opened with the 

correct documentation. 

LEWIS: But that must have been faked in some way? 

MOORE: Barclays says its cashiers aren’t trained to spot fake ID. 

LEWIS: (laughing) Well that seems a very surprising line of defence, I must say. 

MOORE: Well if a cashier spots anything unusual, there is a department they can 

ring to discuss it. 

LEWIS: But they obviously didn’t in this case or at least it didn’t work. Of course I 

wanted to interview Barclays about this, but no-one would come on the programme, 

would they? 

MOORE: No, but they did tell us this in a statement. 

BARCLAYS STATEMENT: Appropriate documentation was presented when 
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opening this account and Barclays had no way of knowing that the customer would be 

using the account for fraudulent purposes. If we’re satisfied an account is being used 

to launder the proceeds of crime, we act as quickly as possible to close it. The bank 

has acted correctly in allowing the account to be opened and the collecting of the 

cheque. 

LEWIS: So, Hannah, Barclays is saying they were right to accept the cheque because 

it was made out to H.J.S. Malins and the account which was apparently fraudulently 

opened was also held by an H.J.S. Malins, albeit a different one? 

MOORE: Yes and the Financial Ombudsman agrees that Barclays has done nothing 

wrong in that regard. The cheque only had Mr Malins’ initials and surname on it, not 

his full name. 

LEWIS: So will the Ombudsman even be investigating? 

MOORE: Yes, but it could take months for them to reach a conclusion. There are lots 

of factors for them to consider – how long did it take you to report the suspected 

fraud; how quickly did his bank, RBS, and Barclays act to stop it; and did Barclays 

follow its own procedures in opening the account in the first place? Sussex Police 

have referred the case to Action Fraud, the national fraud investigation agency. 

They’ve told Hugh he will be hearing from them but haven’t said when. 

LEWIS: Thanks Hannah, and we’ll be following this case and let you know if Hugh 

does get his £20,000 back or not. But should this be a lesson to us all not to send large 

cheques through the post? The Cheque and Credit Clearing Company is responsible 

for moving cheques around. I asked its Chief Executive, Angela Thomas, what she 

would do if she had a large cheque to pay into her bank. 

THOMAS: I think in the first instance, I would try and physically hand it over in a 

branch. I mean I do accept for some people that logistically isn’t as easy. I know 

Royal Mail, for example, do have other services under which you can securely send 

items to your bank. Also we are obviously doing work around the new technology 

that’s available, so in the future you may be able to pay in using technology such as 

cheque imaging, which might make it easier for some people. 
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LEWIS: Explain how that’s going to work because it’s been characterised (perhaps 

wrongly) in the press that oh you just take a photo of it and send it off to your bank. Is 

that how it’s going to work? 

THOMAS: I hope from the point of view of your average customer, it will feel like 

you are just taking a photo on your phone and sending it to your bank; whereas the 

reality is the complex security that’s required has to be embedded in that banking app, 

so that we know that the security and that message can’t be intercepted. 

LEWIS: And thinking about fraud, what’s to stop you having three bank accounts 

and three banking apps and paying the same cheque in three times? 

THOMAS: A lot of the controls within the system will be to identify duplicate 

cheques when they hit us in the centre because the part of the process we look after is 

the central cheque clearing. 

LEWIS: We still hear complaints from people saying that you pay in a cheque and it 

still takes up to 6 working days before you can be sure you’ve actually got the money. 

You know it takes as long as it did when men in bowler hats used to rush round the 

city paying them in. Will that be speeded up by this technology? 

THOMAS: Yes, absolutely, because one of the reasons it takes that length of time at 

the moment is whilst we use imaging in our internal processes and we use data files, 

we do still also physically, unfortunately, move those pieces of paper around the 

country. With cheque imaging, we won’t, so it will be radically quicker than it is 

today. It’s likely to be in the region of 2 days rather than the 6 you’re talking about 

there. 

LEWIS: That’s Angela Thomas. But don’t get too excited about those plans. She 

says the cheque imaging service announced this week by the Government won’t be 

available for at least 2 years and possibly 4. 

WONGA ADVERTISEMENT 

LEWIS: Well that “straight talking” slogan was dealt a fresh blow yesterday as the 

City of London Police announced it was reassessing whether to open a criminal 



 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

investigation into the payday lender after Wednesday’s revelation that it sent fake 

letters to nearly 45,000 customers. The letters appeared to be from law firms, but were 

in fact though from Wonga itself. The customers were all in arrears and in a ruling 

this week the Financial Conduct Authority said the letters were designed to put great 

pressure on customers to make loan repayments that many could not afford. Wonga 

admits the letters left customers with the false impression that solicitors were 

demanding they repaid their overdue debt. In some cases customers were even 

charged a fee for the fake letter. Wonga has apologised and in a deal with the 

regulator it’s going to pay £2.6 million compensation to these customers. Well last 

year the City of London Police decided not to pursue any investigations, but last night 

it said it would reassess that position. And that change of heart came a few hours after 

the Law Society had asked another force – the Metropolitan Police – to investigate 

whether criminal charges should be brought against Wonga under four separate laws 

ranging from impersonating a solicitor to blackmail. Well live now to Tunbridge 

Wells to talk to Jonathan Smithers. He’s Deputy Vice President of the Law Society. 

Jonathan Smithers, what offences do you think Wonga realistically may have 

committed? 

SMITHERS: Good morning, Paul. There are a range of offences that may well be 

covered by these actions. And in no particular order – obtaining a pecuniary 

advantage by deception under the Theft Act is one; making a false representation 

under the Fraud Act, and some professional offences. You mentioned there about 

impersonating a solicitor. I think we all understand that it’s a criminal offence to 

impersonate a police officer, but it’s equally an offence to impersonate a solicitor. 

LEWIS: Now Wonga and the Financial Conduct Authority have been trying to keep 

these letters private over the last few days, but we have now seen one from Barker 

and Lowe Legal Recoveries demanding full payment within a week and threatening 

legal action. But do you think that letter pretends to be from a solicitor? 

SMITHERS: Well it depends, doesn’t it? I’m not the judge and the jury, but I think it 

warrants further investigation and prosecution and for the courts to decide. If I read it 

as an ordinary member of the public, I think that’s the impression that I was meant to 
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be given. It starts off saying ‘We have been instructed by Wonga. Our clients have 

advised us’, etcetera. 

LEWIS: Though in fact it was from Wonga, yes. 

SMITHERS: Well indeed, absolutely, it was from Wonga, but it purports to be from 

Barker and Lowe whom I understand were the names of members of staff. So if it was 

from Wonga, it doesn’t look like it was to an ordinary member of the public. And 

these are often vulnerable people who have got themselves into financial trouble. 

They won’t have taken advice. You know I know what conclusion I would draw if I 

received this letter. 

LEWIS: Yes and there was another one from the imaginatively named firm Chainey, 

D’Amato and Shannon, wasn’t there? Now in the Law Society letter to the 

Metropolitan Police – and you mentioned it a few minutes ago – that mentions 

offences under the Theft Act and the Fraud Act. Now in both cases all Wonga was 

doing is trying to get its own money. It wasn’t trying to get money that wasn’t 

belonging to it. Is that really a pecuniary advantage? 

SMITHERS: Well if it’s pretending to be a firm of solicitors and threatening them, 

yes I think it is. But also I believe that they were purporting to add a £50 

administration fee as though this was some recovery of costs, and again that may well 

be an offence to do that. These sections in the various acts are there to protect people 

in these circumstances. Wonga is a big company. It’s trying to be part of the 

mainstream with its slightly gooey adverts and sponsorship of football teams, but at 

the same time it’s engaging in these acts that we believe to be criminal offences. 

LEWIS: Yes, I mean you say you believe in the criminal offences the police were 

investigating, but I’m sure listeners listening to this will be thinking but these people 

owed them the money. Whatever they do is reasonable just to get their money back. 

SMITHERS: Well no-one is suggesting I think that the money isn’t properly owed, 

but at the same time we live in a country that has the rule of law. David Cameron, the 

Prime Minister, was speaking about this only last week and it’s very important that 

big companies, regulated companies, banks and lending institutions act within the 



 

 

 

 

7 

 

 

 

boundaries of the law. The law is there to protect vulnerable people particularly, 

protect us all indeed. So it’s part of the importance of the rule of law – something 

which is apparently really a very important part of our concept of British-ness. 

LEWIS: Now since we’ve been talking about this story this week, we know other 

firms are doing similar things or have done. The Student Loans Company, for 

example, uses a pseudonym Smith Lawson for a recovery firm and Halifax Bank of 

Scotland admitted it did the same thing until November 2013. Will you be 

complaining about other firms that are sending out letters that may appear to be from 

lawyers? 

SMITHERS: Well I think if we receive evidence of those, absolutely. As you know, 

we complained not just to the Metropolitan Police but also to the Solicitors 

Regulation Authority, also to the Financial Conduct Authority. We think these things 

should properly be investigated. There’s no point in having a system of regulation if 

the regulators don’t actually take action when offences may have been committed. 

LEWIS: Jonathan Smithers from the Law Society, thanks. Now neither Wonga, nor 

the Financial Conduct Authority would do an interview with us. Wonga has 

apologised unreservedly, saying this practice was unacceptable and should never have 

happened, but it stressed to me that these fake letters were sent out some years ago – 

2008 to 2010 – and are now part of what it calls “its history”. Asked to comment on 

the possible police investigations, a spokesman told me it wouldn’t comment on that 

because it was concentrating on getting compensation out. 

Lifestyling is the name given to the procedure many pension funds adopt to protect 

investments as people approach pension age. They move the investments out of the 

stock market in funds that are less volatile, less up and down. The idea is it avoids the 

risk of a market crash just before you have to take your fund and convert it into a 

pension. Many individuals do similar things as they get older. The problem with this 

technique though is that the funds the money’s moved to have to be really safer and 

less likely to fall in value. But some that are commonly used, called “bond funds”, 

have started to fall and indeed may fall further as interest rates rise. With me is Brian 

Dennehy who’s Managing Director of FundExpert.co.uk. Brian Dennehy, tell us first 
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what bond funds are. 

DENNEHY: Well bond funds invest into individual corporate bonds issued by 

companies, big companies – GlaxoSmithKline, Marks and Spencer’s, whoever – and 

those bonds typically have a lifespan of say 7 to 15 years and the bond fund managers 

invest into those. They receive interest back from the people who’ve issued those 

bonds and then at the end of that period of time they get back the capital that they lent 

to the company in the first place. 

LEWIS: And they’re considered safe or safer, less volatile, than the stock market. 

What’s going wrong with them? 

DENNEHY: Well it’s not perhaps so much that there’s anything going badly wrong 

now. The problem is one which has derived from 2008 because in 2008 we saw some 

really quite terrible problems in the corporate bond market which didn’t get a huge 

amount of publicity. Many corporate bond funds fell in excess of about 30% in 6 

months. And the problem was that when the corporate bond fund managers who had 

to sell bonds quickly to meet demands for cash from investors went to the market to 

get a price, they couldn’t get one because the big investment banks were in (as we all 

recall perhaps in 2008/2009) in a terrible mess, and they weren’t prepared to give a 

price because they were the typical people who would give a price if a bond fund 

manager wanted to sell. Now the market then normalised after 2008/2009. The 

problem was the investment banks didn’t really come back into the market in the 

same scale, but billions and billions (and trillions in the case of the US) retail 

investors’ money has now gone into those bond funds but the market is now less able 

to deal with any demands for mass selling by those retail investors here and abroad. 

LEWIS: So if they sell them, they’re going to get a worse price and they’re going to 

lose money when they’re supposed to be safe? 

DENNEHY: Absolutely. 

LEWIS: And listening to us in Edinburgh is Merryn Somerset Webb, Editor in Chief 

of Money Week. Merryn Somerset Webb, are bonds generally a safer investment? 

Should you be looking at them now? 
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SOMERSET WEBB: Well this is the interesting point. Everyone’s always assumed 

that bonds are a much safer investment than equities and something that you should 

hold as you come up to retirement and you want to cut your wrist … your risk, sorry. 

The problem is that that has begun to change. We’ve had a brilliant 20 years for 

bonds, one of the greatest bond boom markets of all time, as interest rates have fallen. 

And there’s one constant in the market, which is that if interest rates go up, bond 

prices go down; and when interest rates go down, bond prices go up. Now at the 

moment interest rates are, as you know, the lowest they’ve been for you know 300 

plus years. And a trend, as we know, only keeps going until it ends and everyone now 

assumes that interest rates will turn and start to rise again, in which case we should 

start to see bond prices fall, which rather suggests if you’re coming up to retirement in 

the next couple of years moving all your money out of equities and into bonds might 

not necessarily be the best idea. 

LEWIS: So if you’re looking for something low risk, something safe for those last 

few years, what should you do? 

SOMERSET WEBB: Ah well that’s very difficult. There is nothing low risk out 

there. But I think a very important point to take on board here is that I think the vast 

majority of people are no longer going to be buying annuities when they retire, so you 

no longer need to think of your capital as being crystallised on a particular day. You 

know until very recently, you would think of retirement as the day when you would 

get a number for your pension: your pension fund is worth £250,000 or whatever it is 

and that’s that. But from now on, I think most people are going to keep that money 

invested. So you’re no longer thinking about the capital lump itself, you’re thinking 

about what income can I get from that capital lump, and that gives a very good 

argument for possibly staying in high yielding secure equities over the long-term. 

LEWIS: In shares. And just very briefly, Merryn, what about cash? I know you’ve 

been a bit of a fan of that sometimes. 

SOMERSET WEBB: Well I mean I think that holding cash is much underrated, 

particularly … Well at the moment we’re in a low inflation environment. I suspect 

that will change. But if you are coming up to retirement and you want to be absolutely 
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safe in knowing how much money you’re going to have on the day and you are 

perhaps planning to buy an annuity, there is nothing wrong with holding cash. It’s the 

only place where you will know exactly how much you will have on the day of 

retirement. 

LEWIS: And Brian Dennehy, do you think that’s good advice? Should people be 

looking at cash rather than other investments as that time approaches? Or will this 

new freedom we’re all going to get from next April make things different? 

DENNEHY: Yeah I think the freedom from next April - if that’s what we get because 

we’re not absolutely sure yet – is actually a bit of a worry to be honest. 

LEWIS: Well it’s pretty certain, isn’t it? 

DENNEHY: In scale it is. It’s just there might be some nuances which perhaps 

protect those who perhaps won’t be able to cope quite so well with that new freedom. 

But I think the freedom personally is a bit of a worry. I do agree with Merryn that 

investing into high yielding equities can be a solution. Cash has a role to play. There 

is another low risk asset which Merryn didn’t touch on. She said there aren’t any that 

are safe. It depends how you define safe, but there are some that are good value and 

that’s UK commercial property funds and there are a few of those out there which 

aren’t being exploited at the moment. 

LEWIS: Right, okay. I’m not sure everyone would think those were safe, but 

certainly an alternative. Brian Dennehy of FundExpert.co.uk and Merryn Somerset 

Webb of Money Week, thanks.  

And now, continuing with the theme of freedom … (MUSIC) Janis Joplin on freedom 

and nothing left to lose. Not quite what George Osborne intended in the Budget. 

OSBORNE: I’m announcing today that we will legislate to remove all remaining tax 

restrictions on how pensioners have access to their pension pots. Pensioners will have 

complete freedom to draw down as much or as little of their pension pot as they want, 

any time they want. No caps, no drawdown limits. Let me be clear: no-one will have 

to buy an annuity. 
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LEWIS: Janis and George, what a contrast. But the fear is that freedom may mean 

when you get really old, you’ll have spent it all, and feeling good will just have to be 

good enough. So a radical plan by pensions consultant John Ralfe suggests that 

freedom should be constrained. He’d written a letter to Pensions Minister Steve Webb 

and I asked him what was in it. 

RALFE: Well I’m suggesting that along with the idea that people don’t have to buy 

an annuity when they retire, that what they actually have to do is to buy a so-called 

deferred annuity. And what that means is when you retire, you take a part of your 

accumulated pension savings, you hand it over to an insurance company. And in 

return for that, if you live to a predetermined age – and in this case this would be the 

expected longevity, say 85 – you then start receiving a modest pension, and that 

would be in addition to the amount that you would get from your state pension. So in 

other words, it’s an insurance product, Paul, for living too long. 

LEWIS: But by its nature, if it started at 85, roughly let’s say half the people who 

bought this product would never benefit from it because they’d be dead. 

RALFE: That is the nature of insurance. The trouble is you don’t know and I don’t 

know which half we’re going to be in. 

LEWIS: And you’re suggesting that they should protect at least an income of about 

£5,000 a year, but index linked. That’s going to be very expensive, isn’t it? 

RALFE: Well if it is expensive, that’s because insurance is expensive. People don’t 

like annuities, people don’t like insurance. This is a combination of the two. 

LEWIS: And you’re going to have to make it compulsory then, aren’t you, for it to 

work? 

RALFE: Oh absolutely, absolutely. I mean I don’t think it’s a nudge and I think it’s 

probably not going to happen. I haven’t yet received a reply from Steve Webb. It’s 

not going to happen in the sense that George Osborne has already let the cat out of the 

bag. 

LEWIS: So it’s not going to happen? 
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RALFE: I hope it will happen. If it doesn’t do anything more than prompt a proper 

discussion and a proper debate about what is necessary in the brave new world and 

what’s necessary to provide people with some sort of cushion, some sort of safety net, 

some sort of insurance, I think it will have done its job. 

LEWIS: Well that was John Ralfe. And let’s start that debate. With me is Tim 

Godson. He’s Head of Strategy for Legal and General’s individual annuity business. 

Tim Godson, how much would John Ralfe’s deferred annuity proposal of £5,000 

index linked, bought at 65 but not paying out till 85, what would it actually cost to 

buy? Do you know? 

GODSON: Well we’ve estimated that the cost would be around £35,000, so that 

would be set aside from somebody’s pension pot at outset. 

LEWIS: Well you say set aside. What’s the average pension pot? 

GODSON: (over) Well invested. 

LEWIS: No, what’s the average pension pot? 

GODSON: Well the average pension pot last year to purchase an annuity was 

£35,600. 

LEWIS: So the insurance industry would basically be taking all of an average 

pension pot to provide this guarantee in 20 years’ time? 

GODSON: Yeah, I think that’s right. For a lot of people, it would mean tying up their 

entire savings. 

LEWIS: So that really would end this freedom, wouldn’t it, for well half the people, 

the majority of people probably? 

GODSON: Well that’s right. And it sort of goes against the principle of access that 

the Chancellor’s trying to bring in. But there is a real concern I think about people 

losing … you know their money running out. 

LEWIS: There is a concern and we heard about people buying Lamborghinis, though 
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goodness knows who’s got a pension fund that big, I’m sure – about £300,000. But 

the important thing is what you know more ordinary people with £30,000 are going to 

do because at the moment they buy an annuity or they put it into a drawdown scheme 

but drawdown schemes are expensive and not really suitable for those smaller funds, 

are they, where you can just take money out as you need? We need those to go right 

down to the low levels, don’t we? 

GODSON: Yeah that’s right. We need a lot more flexibility and product development 

to accommodate the new freedoms coming in next year. 

LEWIS: So what are you going to do? What is the insurance industry or at least 

Legal and General looking at as new products to help people manage and protect this 

money to last them until whenever it is that they finally go? 

GODSON: I think how you’ve got to think about next year is some people will want 

access to their money, some people won’t. And for those that don’t, then the existing 

system of pension annuities – and annuities do offer good value if you shop around – 

will continue. 

LEWIS: Well I don’t think a lot of people would agree with you on that, but they 

certainly offer certainty, don’t they? 

GODSON: They offer certainty. 

LEWIS: You always get something whenever it is you die. 

GODSON: We’ll continue to serve many people. But clearly there needs to be a 

range of products now that offer people complete access – simple, cheap type 

drawdown products – and products also that give people the opportunity for income 

growth as well during retirement if they’re prepared to take risk with their 

investments. 

LEWIS: Well you say take risk. People don’t want to do that, do they, and that’s 

what we were talking about with Merryn Somerset Webb and Brian Dennehy. People 

don’t want to take a risk. They want that certainty. They want to know they’re going 

to get some income. But we’re going to have to stop it there, Tim Godson, sorry. 
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We’re just beginning to run out of time. Thank you very much. 

That’s it for today. More information and links on our website, bbc.co.uk/moneybox, 

where you can also download the programme and send us your ideas, as many of you 

are. I’m back on Wednesday with Money Box Live, this week taking questions on 

starting and running a small business. I’m back with Money Box next weekend. 

Today the letter from Barker and Lowe and Wonga was actually given to us by 

Money Saving Expert. Thanks to them. The reporter was Hannah Moore, the producer 

was Ruth Alexander, and I’m Paul Lewis.   

     

             


