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We hope you all enjoy a refreshing Christmas break and we realise that some of you may see this Bulletin only in the New Year.  At the BCSB we look forward to the challenges of 2005 under the leadership of our new Chairman, Gerard Lemos, and we wish Richard Farrant every happiness in the future following his retirement from chairing the BCSB from its birth in 1999.

As usual we ask you to circulate the Bulletin within your organisation for information or action as appropriate.  Items which may require specific action on your part are listed in bold type in the Contents.

1. CODE DEVELOPMENTS

(i) Review of the Codes

Elaine Kempson’s report and the industry response were published on 12 November.  They can be accessed via the Notice Board on our website.  The main additions and changes to the Codes were as anticipated in our roadshow discussions (see item 3 (ii) below).

Credit card issuers will face a number of new obligations under the 2005 Banking Code, although these had generally been expected.  Savings business has been left relatively untouched at this review, with no change to the notification regime for interest rate ‘downgrading’.  The debate with the FSA and the OFT over the application of the Unfair Terms in Consumer Contracts Regulations 1999 to the notification of rate changes on variable rate savings accounts is still unresolved.  The rules for giving notice of branch closures are being tightened (see also item 2 (ii)).

The clearer obligations in the new Banking Code relating to basic bank accounts will reinforce the messages coming from our most recent survey, which we mention below (see item (2(i)).

Elaine Kempson recommended that the Guidance should include a reference to the new APACS booklet, Cheques & Cheque Clearing – The Facts.  In the light of press reports during 2004 indicating a degree of confusion about when cheques have been ‘cleared’ and when they might still bounce, we have been recommending Code Compliance Officers to obtain copies of the booklet from 


APACS and to consider its use as a staff training aide.

We are aware that the sponsors are intensely engaged in finalising the new Codes so that they can be distributed and available in branches ready for 1 March 2005 when they take effect.  The drafting of the Guidance for Subscribers is in its closing stages.

The launch conference for the new Codes will be held on 26 January.  Details are on the BBA website at:

http://www.bba.org.uk/bba/jsp/polopoly.jsp?d=143&a=4764
(ii) Distance Marketing Directive, cash ISAs and

     Child Trust Funds

We wrote in some detail about the DMD in Bulletin No.16 of 23 September.  The Treasury Regulations and FSA rules came into effect on 31 October, since when the cancellation rights on distance contracts relating to consumer credit also apply, although there is a transitional period to 31 May 2005 allowed for the prior information obligations for consumer credit distance contracts.

New Banking Code rule 5.4 provides for the arrangements we are making with the FSA for monitoring of DMD compliance also to cover mini cash and TESSA ISAs, whether or not sold at a distance, in respect of which the FSA rules are already reflected in the Banking Code Guidance.  We are discussing similar arrangements for cash deposit Child Trust Funds, for which investments can be accepted from April 2005.

2. COMPLIANCE MONITORING
AND ENFORCEMENT TOPICS
(i)   Basic Bank Accounts

We mentioned in Bulletin No.15 in July the third round of mystery shopping into the provision of basic bank accounts that was then in progress.  We published the results on 18 November: the press release and full, anonymised, report are available via the Notice Board on our website.  It is pleasing to see the improvements that had been achieved by some subscribers, but others showed significant shortcomings.  We have made follow-up visits to the three subscribers graded ‘Red’ in the survey and will be carrying out fresh mystery shops on them early in the New Year, with enforcement action in prospect if adequate improvements are not in evidence.

 (ii)   Branch Agency Closures

We have had two cases recently, one of which was brought to our attention by a customer complaint to our Helpdesk, where agencies that had provided counter services had closed without giving timely notification as required by Banking Code paragraph 7.6 and its related Guidance.  We accept that the Guidance refers to the limits to a subscriber’s control over what an agent does, but with a Code obligation on notification of branch closures having been in place since January 2001 we feel there should now have been time to ensure that arrangements and agreements with agents have made provision for compliance in the event of the agency closing.

The Board has asked us to remind all subscribers that use agencies of the Codes’ requirements, and we would draw attention to the revised and more demanding obligations being introduced in March 2005.

(iii)   Annual Statement of Compliance

All Code Compliance Officers should have received our emailed letter dated 29 October, setting out the requirements for completion of the Annual Statement of Compliance as at 31 December and asking you to download the relevant forms from our website.  If there are any queries, please contact Jane Doe at janedoe@bcsb.org.uk. We are sure everyone has the deadline of 31 January in mind for return of the completed and signed forms.

3. BCSB NEWS
(i) New Subscribers

The Board has approved applications of American Express Services Europe Limited and GE Capital Bank Limited, to cover their credit card business in both cases. We are pleased to welcome them as subscribers to the Banking Code.

(ii) Roadshows

Many of you attended our roadshows, held in London, Edinburgh, Belfast, Manchester and Lichfield in late October and early November.  The feedback forms indicated that these were well received; 47% of respondents thought that they were ‘very useful’ and 46% ‘useful’.  The money advice speakers’ contributions were rated highly, as was the administration and documentation.  The discussion groups rated only 3.38 (on a scale 1=poor to 5=excellent) so we shall give further thought to the way they are run before next year.

There was a slightly lower turnout than in previous years, despite the fact that the seminars were free this year.  Part of this was due to the very heavy workload that many of you had preparing mortgage and general insurance regulation.  However, our Relationship Managers spoke to non-attendees to see why they chose not to come.  They suggested that we must avoid half term, that we should have one meeting in Bristol or Cardiff and that we should give wider circulation to our invitation to attend.

(iii) BCSB Office move

We shall be relocating our London office from St James’s Square to 6 Frederick’s Place, London EC2R 8BT, over the weekend of 15 and 16 January 2005.  Frederick’s Place will be familiar to some of you as the MCCB’s former address. We sent change of address notifications with our Christmas cards showing the removal date in December but we had to postpone the move owing to problems with the internet service provider we originally selected.  The up-to-date detail is showing on our website.

We are collecting any mail that is arriving at the new address at regular intervals, so there should be no delay in it being attended to.

We shall be grateful if you avoid contacting us if at all possible on Friday 14 and Monday 17 January, when we will be packing and unpacking.  Email communication is likely to be limited or not possible from close of business on Thursday 13th until Tuesday morning 18th while our IT equipment is relocated.

Telephone calls can be made to our existing numbers at St James’s Square until close of business on Thursday 13th.  Thereafter calls will be answered and voicemails monitored on 020 7397 8250, until we are full operational from Tuesday 18th on our new direct lines, which will be:




Seymour Fortescue
020 7397 8252

Adrian Lloyd

020 7397 8256

Paul Smith

020 7397 8257

Jane Doe

020 7397 8253

Ellen Godber

020 7397 8251

Our Helpdesk number will remain unchanged at 0845 230 9694 and mobile numbers of BCSB staff stay the same.
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We wish all our readers a very happy Christmas and a healthy and prosperous New Year
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