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N E W S E X T R A

The Direct Debit Guarantee

More and more companies are encouraging their customers to pay their bills by direct debit.  Unfortunately, they also seem to be making more and more errors in collecting those direct debits.


Dealing with these companies when the errors occur can be a frustrating experience.  With the modern trend towards doing everything by telephone, they often do not respond to letters.  So, you have to call their laughably named “Customer Service Centre”, which is staffed by telephone operators straight out of school, who are incapable of dealing with anything other than standard requests.  If you ask to speak to someone in charge, no-one is ever available.  If you can persuade anyone that a mistake has been made, then their attempts to correct it often compound the error.


The next time your utility or TV company makes a mess of collecting your monthly payment, try going to your bank instead.  Be warned, however, that most bank staff are unaware of what I am about to say, so they will initially try to fob you off by saying that you must take up your complaint with the company concerned, which originates the payment.

You can make your bank do something because, attached to every direct debit authority you sign, is something called “The Direct Debit Guarantee”.  This says that, in the event of any error in taking a payment from your account, you are “guaranteed a full and immediate refund from your branch”.  If you can show that an error has been made, by producing a letter or bill giving the correct amount, then the bank has no choice but to make a refund to you.  If the company has taken too much, your bank must refund the whole amount, not just the excess.


I have done this twice, and it is amazing how it galvanises the company into action to correct its error.  They will very quickly contact you, full of apologies and promise to ensure that it does not happen again.  You will, of course, have to pay the correct amount to the company, but enforcing the Direct Debit Guarantee does seem to make them take customer service more seriously.


If more people did this, the banks would soon get fed up of those companies which abuse the direct debit system, and would put pressure on them to improve their procedures and controls.
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