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Good Afternoon

There was a broadcaster

I have a feeling it was Terry Wogan

But I may be wrong

Who was interviewing an old lady in the Burren in the West of Ireland

And he asked her where the nearest town was and she said Ennis

And he asked her if she had ever been there 

And she said

No

And he asked her if she’d ever been to Limerick, which is the nearest city

And she said

No

So he said that he supposed she’d never been to Dublin

And she answered sharply

Of course she’d been to Dublin

How else would she have got to her Nephew’s in Chicago?

I was born and brought up just over 20 miles from here
But I’ve never been to Cardiff before
That’s because I was born in Bristol
Incidentally I am sure I am not the only person in this room who didn’t realise they are only 20 miles apart as the crow flies
But the reason I never got to Cardiff was very simple
The first Severn Bridge was opened in 1966

And I left Bristol in 1965
In those days if you wanted to go by car from Cardiff to Bristol or vice versa there were two ways

You could drive along the old unwidened single carriageway A48 through the middle of Newport 

And Chepstow

And places like Lydney 

Up to the nearest bridge

Which was in the middle of Gloucester

And then back along the other side of the Severn 

Along the old A38 through lots of little villages to Bristol

A total distance of around 90 miles
And bear in mind with the roads and cars of those days you were lucky to average 30 miles per hour
The other way was via the Aust Ferry
Coming from Cardiff you drove through Newport and Chepstow – again along the old A48 – to Beachley

Which is roughly where the first Severn Bridge is now
If you look down from the Bridge you can still see the remains of the old jetty
And then you queued for the Aust Ferry
There were no such things as reservations 

I remember queuing at Beachley for the ferry one afternoon on the way back from the Wye Valley

Because we were queuing for several hours my parents came to an arrangement with the car behind to take turns to go to the café
Whilst one family went to the café the other moved the cars each time the queue moved
There were three ferryboats

But my memory is that one was always used as a spare
So only two ran at any one time
The journey I think took about twenty minutes depending on the strength of the tide 

And they didn’t operate at night or at low tide
Add to that the fact that the largest ferry only took 17 cars 

And it doesn’t take a genius to work out that they averaged together rather less than 500 cars a day
They couldn’t do any more
It wasn’t possible to put on any more ferries 

Because the jetties would only take one at a time
And the ferries couldn’t be any bigger because they had to be shallow draft to get over the mud banks at low tide
If you had to select a place for a ferry you wouldn’t by choice have gone for somewhere with the second largest tidal rise and fall in the world
The tides were so strong that on the ebb the ferries would steer upstream against the tide for what seemed miles
And would then turn and let themselves be swept downstream to the jetty on the other side
The joke nowadays about the Severn bridges is that you have to pay to go into Wales but you don’t have to pay to get out

In the days of the ferry the joke was that you were charged to use the toilets at Aust when waiting to go into Wales

But not at Beachley on the way out
So that’s why I never got to Cardiff

I was saying the ferries could carry less than 500 cars in total per day
The first Severn Bridge alone has carried more than 300 million vehicles
I repeat 300 million
Since it opened in 1966
It is amazing what fascinating information you can pick up at mortgage conferences like this isn’t it?

When you get back to the office and anyone asks you may have to admit that Basel II is still a mystery
I remember him when he was still called Basle

But you will be able to keep them entertained for hours with the history of the Aust Ferry
Now some of you may be starting to wonder where all this is getting us
Apart of course from Aust to Beachley
But the fact is that although the number of people from Cardiff who now visit Bristol

And the number of people from Bristol who visit Cardiff may now be a lot more than in my time
I suspect that if you asked 

You’d find that those that have made the journey in say the last five years will still be a comparatively small minority
Those that have to do it

Do
And those that don’t have to do it 

Don’t
Now you may take this as a sign of insularity or lack of sophistication
But it isn’t
All these people may have chosen not to go 

From Cardiff to Bristol 

Or from Bristol to Cardiff as the case may be
But a hell of a lot of them will have been to Majorca, Rhodes, Turkey, Cyprus, Thailand, Florida and the Dominican Republic
It is the same with mortgages  

You should never underestimate people
People go on about how complicated mortgages are

And how the public have to be protected
But that is missing the point
In a competitive market it is ultimately the public who dictate what is on offer

It is no different from holidays or mobile phones or cars
Nowadays there are about 8,000 separate mortgage products currently available in the UK
But in 1988 in the first issue of Moneyfacts we were able to show all the mortgage products from all the major lenders on one sheet of A4 paper and even then it was well spaced out
In those days no one had more than one Mortgage product
All products were variable

Virtually every mortgage was at exactly the same interest rate
There were no fixed rates
There were no capped rates
We certainly wouldn’t have known what a drop lock mortgage was
We would probably have thought it was something to do with bicycles
The same would have applied to tie ins
There were no 100%s except in Scotland
There were no discounted variable rates
There were no incentives
There were no loyalty rates
For the benefit of anyone who isn’t in the industry I could try to explain all this terminology but by the time I got down to explaining offsets, trackers, five year steps and high lending fees you’d start losing the will to live
It just helps if you get the gist
Now I talk of all this as if it was 40 years ago
In fact the first 100% mortgage didn’t come in until February 1989
The first fixed rate didn’t appear until May 1989
The first capped rate came in later that year
The first flexible mortgage wasn’t introduced until 1994

Buy to Lets came in 1996 and Current account mortgages not until 1997

Fifteen years ago Personal Finance journalists didn’t write about mortgages
What were they supposed to write?

Nationwide has a really exciting variable rate mortgage at 12.75% with a 95% LTV

And so does Abbey National

And so does Alliance and Leicester

And so does Bristol and West

And bugger me so does Cheltenham and Gloucester

Before I go any further I would like to make one serious point for the record
We at Moneyfacts are very proud of our reputation for total impartiality and independence
If by the end of this speech there is any one I haven’t insulted or offended please don’t take it personally

In the limited time available I haven’t time to offend everyone
To go back to our first issue
People sometimes forget that until the middle or late eighties the lender was doing you a favour to give you a mortgage
Those were the times of quotas and waiting lists
Remember we are talking less than 20 years ago
There is the old joke from that time
Question:  How do you apply for a mortgage?

Answer:  On your knees
Up to say 1990 lenders offered a one product suits all choice
No one asked the borrower what they wanted
They got a standard variable rate mortgage, with interest calculated annually and fixed monthly repayments
And what’s more they had to take out the lenders insurance
Some lenders would kindly allow borrowers to overpay but they still charged them the same interest until the end of the year
Nowadays the borrower can have flexible mortgages and current account mortgages
They can borrow to buy to let
They can choose whether they have a variable, fixed or capped rate
They can apply not just via the branch but also on the phone, by post or via the Internet
People with past debt problems can get back on the housing ladder
The mortgage industry is now able to offer a wider range of products to a wider audience then ever before
But perversely as things improve the room for criticism increases
Our Grandparents generation who remembered rationing couldn’t have cared whether the butter was organic, English, French, Danish, Irish, New Zealand, Welsh, Cornish, free range, spreadable, slightly salted, wrapped in foil, paper or in a plastic tub or sold in pounds or kilos
They were just happy to have butter
Now I complain if they haven’t got Kerrygold Spreadable in the small tub
Those of us who spent our lunch times in the 70’s going round all the Building Societies in the High Street

Not trying to find the best deal but simply trying to find anyone who’d lend on the pre First World War property we wanted to buy

Finds it difficult to have a lot of sympathy for someone who nowadays complains simply because someone else has got a mortgage that is a bit better than theirs
The fact is that in a competitive market if someone has the best deal
By definition there must be someone who has one that isn’t quite as good
The only alternative is to have no competition at all
And there we are back in the 1980’s
When one product is better than others that doesn’t make all the others rip-offs
In a competitive transparent market you have to have average as well as world-beating products

In the same way as you have to have people taking part in races who may never win
If you don’t have other competitors you don’t have a race
That doesn’t improve standards
It reduces them 
The fact that Tim Henman may never win Wimbledon doesn’t mean that he shouldn’t take part
Well

I suppose that one might be different
The fact is everyone, both borrowers and lenders, have all benefited from the markets freedom to innovate, try new things, devise new products, move into new markets
Some may have wanted to complain that they have benefited less than they would like
But they have benefited all the same
As someone who has been an observer of this industry for longer than most I sometimes think there is a danger that people, whether they are in government, in the Civil Service or Politicians or regulators, or consumerists, or lenders, or indeed borrowers 

Are beginning to take what we now have for granted without appreciating how far it has come in a very short time
Whatever criticisms some may want to make about the mortgage industry we mustn’t lose sight of the fact that what we have now is infinitely better than anything anyone could have dreamt of only a few years ago
It does seem a bit perverse that this industry is now facing criticism for offering too much choice 
The mortgage industry has grown over the last fifteen years not because the public is gullible and unsophisticated and needs protection 

But because the public or at least a very high proportion of it 

Like choice and can cope with it
It is the public not this industry that has driven the change
To go back to where I came in

The average person in Wales may not have been to Bristol

But when going on holiday for example they are quite capable of choosing between flights from Cardiff, Birmingham, Gatwick or indeed Bristol airports
And between self catering and hotels
And between Turkey or Corfu or Rhodes or Florida

And they can tell you what Bank does the best currency deals 

And which Taverna has the cheapest drinks
And it is no different with mortgages
Those of you here who are lenders and suffer from mortgage churning

Or are in receipt of hundreds of claims for compensation for endowment misselling

Most of which will be unjustified

Probably don’t see your customers as the naïve little innocents, who need protecting

That the regulators fondly think they are
In this industry choice includes not just choice of products but choice of lenders
It means having a choice of local as well as National lenders 
We ignore local differences at our peril
I was talking to the Marketing Director of one of the big banks not that long ago
And he said he’d just discovered that the branch in South Wales where his parents banked lent very little on residential mortgages

Because the banks minimum mortgage was more than most houses were selling for in that area at that time 

Which was only a couple of years ago
The local branch knew but head office in London hadn’t thought to check
As I see it the risk of the current regulation of the mortgage market is that it makes life more difficult for the smaller regional and local lenders
It will also probably make it more difficult if not impossible for new entrants to enter the market particularly new local or regional lenders
There is a grave risk that we will end up with a small number of big London based national lenders like we have in banking
The industry we now have has been created by giving the public choice 

It is important if it is to remain like that 

That we retain the mix of lenders big and small, national and local
Wales is lucky to have three strong regional lenders in the Principality, Monmoth and Swansea Building Societies
But remember that if I had been lucky enough to get here in 1965 I wouldn’t just have seen the Principality the Monmouth and the Swansea

At that time there were 25 Welsh Building Societies including.  Forgive me if I get the pronunciation wrong
The Barry Mutual

The Merionethshire Permanent Benefit

The Welsh Economic

The Hibernian

The Newport, Chepstow and Ebbw Vale

The Maesteg Permanent Benefit

The Afan Valley

And The Margam

And no less than 10 in Swansea 
Including

The District

The Moorgate

The Swansea Albion

The Swansea and Carmarthen Permanent

The Swansea Imperial Permanent

The Swansea Park Permanent

The Swansea Rock Permanent

And not of course forgetting The Swansea and Gower

We hear the word diversity a lot in other contexts
But it is as relevant here
It is important that everyone not just in this industry but regional and local politicians as well make sure that the regulators understand 

That part of their job is to ensure the preservation of regional diversity not the destruction of it

Lots of people want to deal with organisations they know and trust

And who know and understand them
To some that means a local lender

Run by local people
This isn’t insularity

This is choice.  And everyone should be entitled to it

Thank you for inviting me to Cardiff
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