The Population Register 








"Reunite owners with their assets"





1. At Prime Minister's Question Time on 21st April 2004, Tony Lloyd MP asked 


about the funds in dormant accounts: 





"Given that those banks absorb those assets into their profits, is there not an overwhelming case for a windfall tax to take away the gains from that exercise in corporate greed? Perhaps some of that money should be deployed to prop up people in failed pension schemes such as Allied Steel and Wire." 





2. To which  the Prime Minister, Tony Blair,  responded: 





"We support the efforts of the British Bankers Association, the Building Societies Association and National Savings and Investments either to try to reunite owners with their assets or to make sure that that money is used in a different way, although those bodies have fiduciary obligations to their various stakeholders." 





3. The efforts of the BBA seem to be focused on helping owners who make claims to trace their accounts, as opposed to helping banks who have dormant accounts to find


the owners,  which is the approach of the Dormant Accounts Act (2001) in Ireland.  Section 14 of this Act specifies "Each institution shall keep a register of dormant accounts".  Under Section 10:


 


(2) The notification referred to in subsection (1) shall be sent by ordinary post to the last known address of the account holder-


(a) as soon as practicable after 31 March 2002, and


(b) in each subsequent year, as soon as practicable after 30 September.


(3) An institution that fails to notify an account holder under this section shall be guilty of an offence.





The Population Register should provide addresses for anyone 





4. The introduction of identity cards,  identity numbers,  the National Identity and Population Registers has implications for investors.





5. It is currently proposed  that the Population Register should provide personal addresses only for government departments and agencies. It should arguably provide addresses for anyone. 





6.  This would be helpful for companies such as banks and life assurance companies to maintain contact with their customers. At present the financial industry not infrequently loses contact with  customers, which has resulted in a large quantity of unclaimed assets.  





7. Government agencies are so  numerous  that it seems simpler to allow everyone access.  People who do not wish their home address to be disclosed in this way could be ex-directory





8. Restricting access to the register to government departments and agencies, 


seems likely to lead to demarcation problems. For example, a local authority is a government agency. A local authority pension scheme is not a government agency. The pension scheme is likely to be given access to the register through the local authority. This puts other pension schemes which do not have access at a disadvantage.  





9. There are a number of organisations and websites concerned with tracing


people and finding missing persons. They will want access to the register. This


is a further reason why it will be difficult to restrict access to government 


departments and agencies. There are in short,  so many people and organisations


who would like to use the register that restricting its use to government


department and agencies seems unrealistic.





The cornerstone of a larger system 





10. A Population Register providing addresses for anyone could be a cornerstone


of a larger system:





1. Everyone should have a unique identity number given at birth.





2. The Population Register should develop an internet-based computer system, providing personal addresses from the identity number.





3. Anyone who wants their address to be confidential should be able to be ex-directory. 





4. The Population Register should provide a letter forwarding service for people who are ex-directory. 





5. Financial services companies should be required to look-up on this system, those  customers with whom they have not recently corresponded, to ensure they are still alive. 





6. They should use the Register in this way to establish contact with the customer or a relative if deceased. If the customer is ex-directory they should use the letter  forwarding service.





7. Financial companies should be required to keep track of their customers by


having the identity number on all accounts and savings contracts.





The National Identity Register





11. It is proposed in the document of the Home Office Legislation on Identity Cards  A Consultation (1), that people should not go on the National Identity Register until they are 16: :





 "Anyone entered on the Register must be 16 or over."  (2.11).  


 "It would become compulsory to register and be issued with a card." (1.14) 





12. This presumably means compulsory for people over a certain age, since babies or children will not have identity cards. In other countries, such as Sweden, people are given an identity number and put on a register at birth.  Presumably in due course this will also be the situation in the UK. It is not clear that in the long run that babies need an NHS number which is different (2).    





13. At some time in the future all new births in the UK will be given an identity number and  put on the register.  This involves less work than issuing cards,  so perhaps could be done comparatively  soon. Identity numbers could then be used for Child Trust Funds. In the Czech Republic, for example, everyone is given a unique "birth number" based on the date of birth and birth locality.  





Identity numbers





"Each person will have a 'national identity reference number' together with other  relevant reference numbers recorded (e.g. national insurance number, or passport number)." 





14.  This  implies that the new identity numbers are different from NI numbers.  They should surely be the same. Perhaps it is the intention to make them the same in due course. This will end the anomaly of some people having more than one NI number. 





15. Financial companies often know the NI numbers of their customers. This


knowledge could be used to trace customers through the Population Register, 


provided the NI number is the same as the identity number and  the latter is on the register.  





16. The "Personal Details on the Population Register" (3) does not include the national identity reference number. There is a "unique reference number"





"The unique reference number is primarily needed for the efficient running of the register. However, it could have a wider use, for example as a 'personal public services number' used across different public services." 





The Population Register  will surely  also contain the identity number. It is not clear why another "personal public services number" is  needed or useful.





17. The Population Register could develop a computer system which can be accessed through the internet to give an address in response to an identity number.  Such a system would be a more straitforward method for the financial industry to find customers when it has lost contact,  than the Letter Forwarding Service of the DWP. 





18. The Population Register contains "a limited set of basic contact information"


(4). It is a directory of current addresses.  Archive information of previous addresses will be held on the Identity Register according to the draft bill 1 (4) (b) - (d). 





19. The Population Register might be described as "government information" and the


Identity Register as "identity information". The current address should be identical


on the Population and Identity Registers, so that there is no distinction between "government" and "identity". To every identity number there is attached an address, which should be freely available. 





20. Under 12  (1) of the draft bill people have to notify the Identity Register if they change address. They also have to notify the Population Register (www.statistics.gov.uk/registration/ prp/vision_individuals.asp). Should it not be possible in due course to notify only one register?





What happens when someone dies?





21. When someone dies they should not be immediately taken off the Population Register.  The address will be valid for at least some months as a way of contacting relatives. It could be replaced by a next-of-kin address. This seems to be a problem with the Letter Forwarding Service of the DWP which says that it "does not forward letters to the deceased".  





The need for legislation





22. It is inadequate for  financial companies just  to say:  "we make every effort to find lost customers". There needs to be legislation specifying the procedure to be followed if a financial company has lost contact with a customer, such as contacting  the Population Register. The legislation should require identity numbers to be recorded on all kinds of accounts and savings contracts.





--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------





(1) www.homeoffice.gov.uk/docs3/identitycardsconsult.pdf





(2) www.nhsia.nhs.uk/nn4b/pages/default.asp





(3)  www.statistics.gov.uk/ registration/prp/personaldetails.asp





(4) www.statistics.gov.uk/registration/prp/model.asp
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