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Storm clouds gather over business banking
resolution service
Small companies that claim to have been mistreated by lenders are sceptical of a new
initiative

Big banks that call the City and Canary Wharf home have been attacked by entrepreneurs
Month upon month of negotiations that are yet to produce a result, time running out,
deadlines shifting, former allies turning against one another — it all may sound like a
description of the Brexit impasse, but it’s also a fair summary of faltering efforts by Britain’s
banks to make peace with small businesses.
Seven big banks have joined the so-called business banking resolution service, which is being
set up to give small and medium-sized companies that have unresolved complaints against
lenders a chance to get an independent view on their dispute, and possibly to secure
compensation. The BBRS is a response to concerns that the City regulator, the courts and the
banks themselves have shown themselves unable or unwilling to provide justice when small
businesses have been wronged. It’s also a tacit admission from the industry of past wrongs
and, for the generous-minded, something of an olive branch.
Yet it’s not certain that the initiative will ever get off the ground, let alone win the confidence
of business owners. Lewis Shand Smith, chairman of the steering committee responsible for

the scheme’s establishment, has said that it will start hearing cases by the end of the year.
Representatives of small businesses aren’t so sure. Groups representing business owners who
see themselves as victims of banking misconduct are threatening to walk away from the
process entirely unless its eligibility criteria are overhauled.
At the heart of the disquiet is a plan to exclude any business that has been through formal
legal action or, most contentiously, a previous bank redress scheme. These have included
compensation programmes for the mis-selling of interest rate hedging products to tens of
thousands of small businesses, the wholesale mistreatment of companies by Royal Bank of
Scotland’s restructuring division and for people ruined by an estimated £1 billion fraud at
HBOS. All of these have been subject to allegations that banks essentially have been left to
mark their own homework and have produced an exercise in minimising payouts and a fig
leaf to cover past wrongs.
Kevin Hollinrake, co-chairman of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Fair Business
Banking and Finance, which is among the bodies represented on the BBRS steering group,
warned recently that 85 per cent of the cases that come to the attention of his panel could be
excluded under the present eligibility criteria. In a letter to Mr Shand Smith, he wrote: “We
are not calling for a wholesale reopening of cases that have already been through past
reviews.” However, he said it was “vital” that there was a team within the business banking
resolution service “with a responsibility to determine whether complainants have a
reasonable and justified reason for having their complaints looked at again, such as evidence
that was not considered or an unreasonable exclusion.”
It would, he said, “be a fundamental error to exclude complaints that have clear grounds to
believe that they have been the victims of a terrible injustice. Indeed, it would risk
undermining a principle premise of the scheme, the restoration of trust between [small and
medium-sized companies] and banks”.
In January, Philip Hammond, the chancellor at that time, implored UK Finance, the trade
association for the banking and financial services sector, to rethink the criteria. The
Democratic Unionist Party, which has been propping up the Tory government, also has called
for eligibility to be broadened.
Jim Shannon, a DUP MP, has said that while the scheme is an opportunity to demonstrate
“cultural change” in the industry, it could end up backfiring. “It is now our view that quite
simply the BBRS will not only fail to providing a credible platform to [show cultural change]
but will, as currently configured, undermine exactly that. After our efforts and those of many
others . . . that comes as a huge disappointment.”
Brian Little, a DUP adviser, estimates that if run properly the scheme could cost banks nearly
£5 billion. That may sound a lot, but it represents a similar figure to the final tranche of extra
costs faced by banks for mis-selling payment protection insurance, about one tenth of the
total cost of the PPI scandal.
Banks, though, believe that BBRS will not cost them anywhere close to £5 billion. At one
stage Stephen Jones, chief executive of UK Finance, had estimated that 60,000 business may
be eligible; now business representatives fear that figure will be closer to 10,000.

Working on the scheme has been a thankless task for many. Representatives of small
businesses that have chosen to collaborate with the industry on it have been subject to fierce
criticism from critics on social media, who accuse them of being foolish to trust banks.

Chris Richardson is not confident of finding redress
According to Clive May, a Welsh bricklayer who has had a series or run-ins with RBS over
its abuse of a taxpayer-backed small business lending scheme: “Any scheme designed and
paid for by the banks which excludes 85 per cent of the victims is designed to fail.”
Chris Richardson, 54, has been in a long-running battle with RBS over his treatment by the
bank’s Global Restructuring Group. The hotel he was developing in Kent went bust when
RBS pulled the plug on his facilities, only for West Register, the bank’s own property
division, to buy it from administrators in 2010. His case was highlighted as an example of
poor practice in a Financial Conduct Authority report on GRG.
He had hoped that the business banking resolution service would give him a new route
through which to claim compensation, but since he has lost court cases before the FCA report
came to light, he will not be eligible for it. “I am not confident,” he said. “I feel like they
want to keep all this swept under the carpet.
“If they are not going to look at cases that have been to court but where things may have been
missed, what’s the point? Before they press ahead, they should take a sample of cases like
mine that have been through redress schemes or court and investigate them. They will soon
see there are issues that need to be addressed if this is going to be fair . . . Previous redress
schemes were based on flawed information.”
However, Nikki Turner, director of SME Alliance, a small business lobby group that is also
involved in BBRS, is more confident. “Only in the last few weeks we have started to make
some real progress, especially in regard to eligibility. The model we have is far from perfect,
but it is a moving feast and we believe it is heading in a positive direction.”
The banking industry points out that the 85 per cent exclusion estimate is based on a survey
of only 50 companies. A spokeswoman for UK Finance said: “The industry is committed to

the creation of a resolution service for businesses that is trusted, transparent and fair. We
continue to have positive engagement with our stakeholders to ensure the successful delivery
of the BBRS.”
‘Status quo of David v Goliath will continue’
Henry Bonsu was hoping to access the new redress scheme to help to settle his long-running
dispute with HSBC over a personal guarantee (James Hurley writes). “I’d say BBRS is vital
because as I’ve realised, from personal experience, that cases like mine are simply not catered
for by the existing bodies. None of them has been able to help, either because of ridiculous
eligibility criteria or because the banks can simply ignore them.”
The broadcaster and conference host is being pursued for a £30,000 debt and nearly £50,000
more in court costs after the insolvency in 2014 of a radio station on which he was a director.
He does not dispute that he signed the personal guarantee in relation to the business, called
Colourful Radio, but claims that he can show that he was unduly pressured to do so and that
the bank failed to ensure that the agreement was not made under duress.
Furthermore, Mr Bonsu claims that the bank’s own records, which he has seen, cast “serious
doubt” over whether it followed its own internal guidelines in the procurement of the
guarantee.
HSBC declined to comment, although in a letter to Mr Bonsu in June it said that it had
reviewed the processes it followed when he signed as guarantor for the debt and had found
that it had been done in line with standard policies and procedures.
The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Fair Business Banking has asked the bank to freeze its
pursuit of Mr Bonsu pending the outcome of the redress scheme taking a fresh, independent
look at his complaint. HSBC has declined, but that could prove academic. Since Mr Bonsu
previously has asked the Financial Ombudsman Service to look at his complaint, he isn’t
likely to be eligible for the new redress scheme anyway.
Mr Bonsu said that he would be “more than furious” if that was the case. “It would mean that
after all the hopes we’d invested in the new body, people like me fighting battles against big
banks will have to cave in to relentless bullying or risk everything in court. It means the
appalling status quo of David v Goliath will continue.”
If the scheme is to work, Mr Bonsu believes it will need to look at a broader set of cases and
must be given the means to do so. “The new body must be powerful, independent and wellresourced enough to deal promptly with the backlog of existing and historic cases,” he said.
“It needs to be hold firms accountable and even recommend disciplinary action against
bankers.”

