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Introduction

About the Money Advice Trust

The Money Advice Trust is a charity founded in 1991. Our mission is to help prevent
financial difficulty and remove problem debt from people’s lives.

In 2025, our National Debtline and Business Debtline advisers provided help to 189,550
people by phone and our digital advice tool, and 53,410 people by webchat, with 2.1
million visits to our advice websites. In addition to these frontline services, our
Wiseradviser service provides training to free-to-client advice organisations across the
UK and in 2025 we delivered this free training to 646 organisations.

We use the intelligence and insight gained from these activities to improve the UK’s
money and debt environment by contributing to policy developments and public debate
around these issues.

Find out more at www.moneyadvicetrust.org.

Public disclosure

Please note that we consent to public disclosure of this response.
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https://outlook.office.com/local/path/file:/moneyadvice.net/data/users/briggsl/Downloads/www.moneyadvicetrust.org

Summary Response

We are pleased to see this review which we hope will ensure legislation and rules are
put in place to enable regulators to adequately protect access to banking services for
consumers and small businesses.

We have provided a summary of our views below on specific themes rather than answer
the specific questions posed in the consultation. These themes relate to our National
Debtline and Business Debtline client experiences of accessing banking services.

It is important that the banking hubs and post office services provide a wide range of
services, and not just cash provision.

We were pleased to see that the Financial Services and Markets Act 2023" gave the
FCA enhanced powers to protect access to cash. This Act introduced a requirement for
the FCA to set rules “seeking to ensure reasonable provision of cash access services in
the United Kingdom” and required the Treasury to publish a Cash Access Policy
Statement.? This statement talks about “cash deposit and cash withdrawal services” but
not wider banking services. The FCA Access to cash rules came into force in
September 2024.3

While we welcome these new rules, without legislation in place to protect access to
wider banking services for consumers and small businesses, it would appear that the
existing FCA rules and guidance* may have a limited ability to influence commercial
decisions by banking providers that lead to consumer detriment.

It is not clear to us that there is any action the FCA can currently take to prevent a firm
from closing branches or removing a free ATM. This seems to be the case even if the
FCA considers this action to be unfair to consumers, beyond requesting that the firm
delays its decision. For example, if a firm does not put in place alternative access to
cash for consumers, it does not appear that there is a requirement on firms to do so
before the closure can take place. In addition, it is unclear that there is any remedy or
action the FCA can take to ensure compliance if the FCA feels that a firm has acted
unfairly.

' Financial Services and Markets Act 2023

2 Cash Access Policy Statement - GOV.UK

3 PS24/8: Access to cash | FCA

4 FG22/6: Branch and ATM closures or conversions
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/29/schedule/8
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https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/finalised-guidance/fg22-6.pdf

Small businesses

The Money Advice Trust runs Business Debtline which gives free advice directly to
small business owners and self-employed people, covering both their personal and
business finances. In 2025, we helped 35,900 small business owners over the phone
and 12,500 by webchat. Given this unique perspective, we have concentrated our
response on the effects of access to banking relating to small and micro-businesses.

It is vital that consumers and small businesses can easily access cash and banking
services into the future. Like other organisations, we remain concerned that continued
closures of bank branches and a loss of access to free ATMs and other banking
services will have a disproportionate impact on people in vulnerable circumstances and
small businesses.

The needs of small businesses need to be factored in. For small businesses it is vital
that they can easily access local deposit-taking facilities to deposit the takings from their
businesses. These facilities need to be secure and ensure privacy to protect businesses
from potential theft.

Any solution will require a range of options so that SMEs are not so limited in where
they can access deposit facilities. Innovative ideas such as collection services, and self-
fill ATMs, may be of some assistance in filling in gaps in provision, but may not be
suitable for micro-businesses without premises. The banking sector should be required
to invest in both deposit taking and access to cash services locally when withdrawing
local branch support to ensure the additional costs of the services are covered.

Post offices and banking hubs, could be the solution if resourced properly to provide
replacement services, particularly in relation to SME deposit services. Though, they are
not a complete substitute for a full-service local bank branch. In particular, these
alternatives offer limited support when businesses need assistance with more complex
matters, such as resolving account issues, addressing fraud concerns, discussing
refinancing options, or accessing finance for growth and investment. Although the wider
economic impact of this may be difficult to quantify, there is a strong perception among
many SMEs that reduced access to in-person banking services creates genuine barriers
to trading, resilience and growth, and may increase the risk of otherwise viable
businesses struggling to access timely support when it is most needed.

From our experience in offering small businesses debt advice through Business
Debtline, we know that small businesses feel the loss of local bank branches has had a
tangible impact on their day-to-day operations. For many firms that handle cash
regularly, branch closures have resulted in longer journeys to deposit takings,
increasing both the time and cost associated with routine banking. Many business
owners believe that this time would otherwise be spent serving customers or running
their business. Others express frustration at being pushed towards digital banking
services when they would prefer to continue using in-person banking channels.
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A common concern is the difficulty of resolving banking issues remotely. Our clients
frequently described negative experiences when attempting to deal with problems over
the telephone, citing long waiting times, difficulty reaching the right person, and being
passed between multiple departments before receiving assistance. Some also felt that
call centre staff lacked an understanding of their specific circumstances, making it
harder to resolve issues quickly and effectively.

The decline of relationship banking was another recurring, key theme. Many business
owners reflected on the value of having a local branch manager who understood both
their business and the local economy. They felt that access to support and finance had
become more challenging in the absence of these established relationships. For some,
knowing there was a trusted individual they could speak to provided confidence when
discussing borrowing, investment decisions, or financial difficulties.

These challenges became particularly acute when a business account is frozen. In such
circumstances, understanding the reason for the freeze and the steps required to
restore access to funds is often a matter of urgency. Many small businesses owners
report feeling unable to obtain the timely support they needed, due to the absence of a
local branch and the lack of a dedicated contact who could help navigate the issue. As a
result, problems that could have significant implications for cash flow and operations
were often perceived as taking longer to resolve than businesses could reasonably
afford.

The desire for in-person support is further backed up by our Building Up Business
research — 55% wanted to receive business finance support through asking questions
and getting answers from an expert.® There was a strong emphasis on actually being
able to have a conversation with someone, as a valued source of information and
support.

Vulnerable consumers

Branch closures and lack of free ATMs disproportionately affect people in are in
vulnerable circumstances, and those who live rurally, and cannot travel to other
branches within a reasonable distance.

he FCA Financial Lives Survey 20246 found that the account holders most likely to have
undertaken banking activities in branch were either digitally excluded, heavy cash
users, and adults aged 75 and over. The survey finds many reasons why those
customers prefer to bank in person. However, it is clear that regular use of branches
has decreased, apart from these groups and “those in financial difficulty”.

In our response to the Access to Cash Review Call for Evidence in 2018, we said that
people in debt may find it particularly useful to budget using cash. This gives some
degree of control as to where they are with their money, once bills are paid. We would
certainly hope that fin-tech solutions will assist with budgeting, but anyone who has
incurred fees and charges through going into an unauthorised overdraft will be justifiably
wary of digital options. People in debt may not wish to continue using electronic
payment systems or make payments by direct debit through a bank account.

5 Building Up Business research — Money Advice Trust (2025)
6 Financial Lives 2024 survey - Retail banking: Selected findings
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https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/financial-lives/fls-2024-retail-banking.pdf

People may take the view that use of these mechanisms does not give them sufficient
control over their money. This might be particularly the case where they have had bank
overdrafts and the associated fees and charges added to their debts.

Whilst we have not been in the position to run our survey of clients again for the
purposes of this call for evidence, we would expect that this is likely to be a continuing
trend.

We find it hard to envisage situations where a branch closure does not impact
vulnerable customer groups who may need to access branch services in person.

We are pleased to see a legal requirement under the Financial Services and Markets
Act 2023 to protect access to cash. The FCA access to cash rules’ and guidance are
also welcome, but these protections relate to cash facilities only. Although the banking
provider has to carry out robust analysis before closure of a branch or free cash point,
there are no legal powers in place to stop the closure once alternative cash services are
in place.

We would like there to be robust legal powers to ensure that alternative provision must
be put in place by the firm, before a closure can take place, and it should be possible to
prevent closures where this is not assessed as adequate. There should be a
requirement to put in place equivalent services including through physical channels that
are adequate to meet peoples’ needs.

Basic bank accounts

We are concerned that there is still a problem for people in accessing basic bank
accounts which is a key banking service for people in debt and with impaired credit files.
The first step in offering debt advice is to ensure that our clients have a safe bank
account that they can use.

The FCA Financial Lives Survey 20248 found that only one-third of people without a
bank account were aware that the largest banks have to offer everyone a basic bank
account. It should be a requirement on these banks to promote and offer their
accounts, and specifically not make people apply for a standard bank account first. The
FCA Consumer Panel 2024 report® made a series of recommendations on basic bank
accounts which need to be implemented. We hope this review will take these
recommendations forward.

" FCA (2024) PS24/8: Access to cash

8 Financial Lives 2024 survey - Retail banking: Selected findings

9 FCA Financial Services Consumer Panel (2024) Consumer understanding and use of non-traditional
payment mechanisms and basic bank accounts (BBASs)

9a final fscp summary report payments and bbas_final.pdf
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“1) The FCA should explore with firms that are required to provide BBAs how they are
promoting and making available BBAs (which, as per the Consumer Duty guidance
includes actual and potential customers) so that all those who may benefit from a BBA
are made aware of and can access them.

2) Given the importance of BBAs for consumers in vulnerable circumstances, the FCA
should pay particular attention to whether and how firms are promoting and making
available BBAs to these consumers.

3) The FCA should ensure that firms are promoting and making BBAs available through
a wide range of communications channels in a way that is easily accessible to
consumers, and in keeping with the Customer Support and Customer Understanding
Outcomes under the Duty. This will ensure information reaches the greatest number of
consumers, according to their circumstances, needs and preferences, enabling them to
make suitably informed decisions.”

We are therefore very pleased to see the findings from the FCA mystery shopping
exercise. This has led to the FCA requiring a commitment from banks who are legally
required to offer basic bank accounts to individual improvement plans to ensure that
basic bank accounts are offered to those who need them.®

“The mystery shop revealed that the bank account providers were not consistently
offering these accounts to customers who could benefit from them. This included people
facing financial hardship or without standard identification, and especially those with no
fixed address. The firms often failed to mention basic bank accounts at all and pushed
customers in vulnerable circumstances towards online applications unsuitable for their
needs.”

The Financial Inclusion Strategy'!' has set out plans to open more banking hubs,
improve access to basic bank accounts through ID projects with prisoners and people
who are homeless, a digital inclusion action plan, and a review of the FCA access to
cash rules. It recognises that basic bank accounts are not sufficiently promoted. We
would hope this, combined with the FCA and its Consumer Panel work, will improve
access to basic bank accounts for our clients.

For more information on our response, please contact:

Meg van Rooyen, Policy Lead

meg.vanrooyen@moneyadyvicetrust.org

0 FCA press release (July 2026) Banks told to improve access to basic accounts | FCA
" Financial Inclusion Strategy - GOV.UK
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The Money Advice Trust

Tricorn House, 51-53 Hagley Rd,
Birmingham, B16 8TP

Email: policy@moneyadvicetrust.org

www.monevadvicetrust.or
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