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Thank you for your letter of 22 July 2021 and your supportive comments about the recently 
published FCA Business Plan and consultation on a proposed new "consumer duty". I look 
forward to engaging with the Committee on these issues in the months ahead. Thank you also 
for sharing your concerns around NatWest Bank freezing the bank accounts of some vulnerable 
customers on low incomes, and their rationale for taking such action. 

I have taken each of your specific questions in turn: 

To what extent do you believe that these press reports are accurate and what evidence 
do you have that this is a widespread problem across the banking sector? 

We recognise that it is necessary for firms to be able to freeze the accounts of customers for a 
range of reasons, including in relation to suspicious account transactions. While the FCA cannot 
require a bank to provide services to customers, we are not aware of a substantive cross-sector 
issue of banks freezing accounts for no reason. 

We have published our expectations on how firms handle money laundering risk,1 making clear 
that while the decision to accept or maintain a business relationship is ultimately a commercial 
one, we think that there should be relatively few ·cases where it is necessary for·a bank to decline 
business relationships, solely because of anti-money laundering requirements. We expect firms 
to recognise that the risk associated with different business relationships in a single broad 
category varies, and to manage that risk appropriately. 

I acknowledge the hardship and difficulty freezing an account may cause, particularly for 
vulnerable customers and/or those in financial distress. We look to firms to ensure that they 
comply with our general requirements and handbook principles, and pay due regard to the 
interests of their customers and treat them fairly. 

Why do you think some banks might have taken this action? 

While it is difficult to say with certainty the reason why a bank has frozen a customer's account, 
banks are required by our rules and the Money Laundering Regulations 2017 (MLRs), to have 
appropriate systems and controls that counter the risk that customer accounts are misused for 
the purposes of financial crime; and to have policies and procedures to identify and report 
suspicions of money laundering or terrorist financing. 

As part of these systems, firms may come across potential or actual suspicious activity during 
the opening or maintenance of accounts. This suspicion could be a 'red flag' identified by the 

1 https://www.fca.orq.uk/firms/money-launderinq/deriskinq-manaqinq-risk








