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Department for Business Innovation & Skills midata 2012 review and consultation 

 

The Building Societies Association response 
 

Introduction 
 
The Building Societies Association represents mutual lenders and deposit takers in the UK 
including all 47 UK building societies. Mutual lenders and deposit takers have total assets of 
over £375 billion and, together with their subsidiaries, hold residential mortgages of over 
£235 billion, 19% of the total outstanding in the UK. They hold more than £250 billion of 
retail deposits, accounting for 22% of all such deposits in the UK. Mutual deposit takers 
account for 34% of cash ISA balances. They employ approximately 50,000 full and part-
time staff and operate through approximately 2,000 branches. 
 
The Association welcomes the opportunity to respond to the BIS consultation on midata. 
 

Q1. Do you agree with the principles of midata? Have you any comments on the 

proposed approach? 
 
A1. The Association agrees with the general principle of empowering consumers to access 
their data in order to make better informed choices. Under the Data Protection Act 1998, 
data controllers, such as building societies, are already required to provide consumers with 
their personal data on receipt of data subject access requests. Under current financial 
regulations, building societies and banks are required to provide consumers with personal 
data, such as statements of account, on a regular basis. Some financial institutions also 
enable consumers to access their personal data online. This information is useful to 
consumers for a wide variety of purposes, not least in helping them to manage their 
finances responsibly. Whether there is a demand for consumers to access this data in a 
standard machine readable format remains to be seen. The consultation paper is light on 
detail when it comes to the potential consumer benefits and implications of extending 
midata to the financial services sector.  
 
Consumers’ personal financial data is extremely sensitive. We would argue that there is 
significantly greater scope for harm from the misuse of personal financial data than there is 
from the misuse of data held by other industries such as the energy sector. A one size fits 
all approach to the introduction of midata across all UK businesses that hold consumer data 
electronically would therefore not be appropriate.  
 
Given the greater risks to consumers, there must be further and more detailed consultation 
with the financial services sector, preferably co-ordinated by the Financial Services 
Authority, before any move is made to make participation in midata compulsory. 
 
The Government is keen to highlight that initiatives such as midata would create a new 
business sector and market for consumer data and that this would mean greater 
employment and tax revenue. However, these benefits should be weighed carefully against 
the potentially high costs, in terms of IT infrastructure, resource and privacy and security 
issues, of requiring all businesses in the UK to make consumer data available in an as yet 
unspecified machine readable open format. It is impossible to quantify these costs based on 
scant information provided in the consultation paper.  
 

Q2. Do you have a view on whether particular sectors or types of business should or 
should not be covered? 
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A2. A general power applied to all UK businesses that hold data electronically would be 
very broad and at this stage unjustifiable. Midata should be given time to grow voluntarily 
and organically before consideration is given to forcing firms to participate. We are 
concerned that there has not been adequate consultation with different industries, 
particularly the financial services sector.  
 
If a power is to be introduced it should be introduced on a phased basis, with different 
business sectors and industries falling under its scope once it has been deemed that they 
are ready. An industry’s readiness should be assessed by its respective regulator. In the 
case of building societies the relevant regulator would be the Financial Services Authority. 
 
Q3. What is your view on the likely impact of the proposed approach on privacy, 

consent and information security and the implication for data protection? 
 
A3. The consultation is too light on detail to answer with any certainty the specific 
implications for privacy, security and data protection. The consultation paper appears to 
suggest that consumers would access their data in a machine readable format instantly via 
a download from a firm’s website. While building societies store most data electronically and 
all building societies have a website, not all provide online services. This maybe because 
there is no consumer demand for online access, particularly where the building society only 
offers simple mortgage and passbook accounts. Requiring firms to offer an online service to 
allow consumers access to their data would be disproportionately expensive. Any costs 
would have to be borne ultimately by the consumer. If electronic data is to be provided via a 
different channel, for example posting a compact disk or memory stick in the Royal Mail this 
would present its own unique security and cost implications. Further detailed consultation is 
required to identify all potential privacy, security and data protection implications. 
 
Q4. What is your view on who should have the right to request data? 
 
A4. The Association’s initial view is that those individuals and organisations that are 
permitted under existing legislation should have the right to request data. Existing 
safeguards and timeframes should also be applied. For example, firms should not be 
required to provide consumer data to a third party instantly where this is not a requirement 
under existing legislation. 
 
Q5. Some consumers already shop around, though may not always switch to the best 

deal for them. What additional proportion of consumers is likely to become 

empowered by this data? 
 
A5. This is an area that requires research. The Government, regulators and industry are all 
actively engaged in trying to encourage consumers to shop around. Current initiatives, such 
as the industry’s move to increase the speed and ease of personal current account 
switching, may be more successful at encouraging consumers to switch to a better deal 
than providing data in a machine readable format. 
 
Q6. What types of service might be offered by intermediaries (such as, price 

comparison website) and what could be the value of this new market? 
 
A6. The Association is not in a position to comment. 
 

Q7. Should a consumer be able to require the business to supply the data in 

electronic format directly to a specified third party? 
 
A7. Firms should only be required to supply data to a third party where they are required to 
do so under existing legislation and regulations. This should be subject to existing 
safeguards and timescales. It is particularly important when dealing with third parties to 
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check that they are properly authorised to act on behalf of the consumer. This can take time 
and is highly unlikely to be instant. 
 

Q8. Should a third party who is duly authorised by the consumer be able to seek the 
consumer’s data in electronic format directly from the supplier? 
 
A8. As already stated, firms should only be required to provide data to a third party where 
they are required to do so under existing legislation and regulations. This should be subject 
to existing safeguards and timescales. It is particularly important when dealing with third 
parties to check that they are properly authorised to act on behalf of the consumer. This can 
take time and is highly unlikely to be instant. 
 

Q9. What, if any, requirements should be placed on the secondary users of such data, 

albeit under the direction of consumers e.g. switching and advice sites? 
 
A9. At the very minimum we would expect all users of consumer data to comply with the 
requirements of the Data Protection Act 1998.  
 
Q10. The Government is minded to require businesses to give their customers access 

to transaction and consumption data, in order to help them better understand their 

behaviour. 
 

a) What types of data would be most helpful? 

b) Over what period should the data refer to? 
 
A10. a) The majority of building societies only offer mortgage and savings products. 
Generally there is very little transactional data associated with these types of account. 
Usually a regular payment is made via direct debit or standing order on a monthly basis. 
Instant access to this data in a machine readable format is unlikely to help a consumer 
understand their behaviour any better than the access they already have to information set 
out in statements of account. A few building societies offer personal current accounts and 
other products. Transactional data on these accounts may be more useful in helping to 
understand consumer behaviour, however, it remains to be seen whether access to this 
data in machine readable format would be useful. Further research and consultation on this 
subject is necessary. 
 
b) Based on the Limitation Act 1980 and industry practice we would suggest that the 
maximum period should be six years. 
 

Q11. Should other types of information, such as warranties or terms and conditions, 
be included? 
 
A11. No, warranties and terms and conditions should not be included. Not only is this not 
‘personal’ data, but the nature of this information means that it would be impossible to 
provide in a standard machine readable format. 
 

Q12. Should the Government specify a particular electronic format beyond a machine 

readable open standard format in which the data has to be supplied? 
 
A12. Not without further consultation with the relevant industry and its regulator. 
 
Q13. Should data be made available immediately (e.g. at the click of a button) or 

should the Government specify a period within which data must be released 

electronically following a consumer’s request? If the latter what would be a reasonable 
period within which data must be released? 
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A13. No, firms should not be required to provide the information immediately, unless they 
are currently required to do so under existing legislation and regulations. Existing 
timeframes and safeguards should remain. Not only would mandating that firms provide 
data instantly be costly and possibly impossible to implement, it would also present a 
significant risk to information security. If firms are technically able to provide data faster than 
existing statutory and legislative maximum time periods they are free to do so. This might 
give them a competitive advantage which would encourage consumers to switch to their 
service. Firms should be left to compete on this basis rather than have an arbitrary and 
potentially unrealistic time limit imposed on them. 
 

Q14. Please provide information about cost: 
- where your business already collects the relevant data, please estimate: 

 

a) additional one-off costs of making the relevant data available in an open standard 
format (such as, purchasing new IT, hiring IT staff); and 

b) additional ongoing costs (such as of additional staff) 

c) if not already stated, please state here the approximate number of customer 
accounts that these costs are estimated for. For example, number of UK accounts. 
 
A14. The Association is unable to provide this information without further detail on precisely 
what firms will be required to do. The financial services industry is undergoing considerable 
regulatory changes at the moment, resulting in significant IT, compliance and staff training 
costs. Additional costs burden due to mandatory participation with midata would not be 
welcome, particularly when the benefits have not been properly quantified. 
 
Q15. Should businesses be permitted to charge a consumer for providing them with 

the data in electronic format? 
 
A15. Yes, firms should be able to charge for access to data in an electronic format. This 
does not mean that all firms would apply a charge. However, there is a cost to collating and 
providing data regardless of whether or not it is provided electronically or in paper hard 
copy. Enabling firms to charge for this data would help to recoup the cost of providing it 
rather than passing on the cost to all of the firm’s customers in the form of higher mortgage 
rates or lower savings rates. Charging for the data may also help reduce frivolous and 
vexations complaints.  
 
Q16. Should any such charges be constrained by legislation? If so, do you have a 

view on how a maximum charge should be set or adjusted? 
 
A16. Maximum charges set out in legislation can be slow to change and over time may not 
reflect the genuine cost to the firm of providing the data. It would be sensible to simply state 
that the charge must be reasonable and proportionate rather than setting a maximum limit. 
 
Q17. Which body/bodies is/are best placed to perform the enforcement role for this 

right? 
 
A17. We agree that the Information Commissioner’s Office should take ultimate 
responsibility, but each industry’s regulator should also have a role. In the case of building 
societies this should be the Financial Services Authority. 
 

Q18. Should the Government specify a lead enforcement body? 
 
A18. See A17. 
 
Q19. How should the right be enforced by any such body? Will they need any new 

powers to enable them to enforce it? 
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A19. The Financial Services Authority already has considerable powers. Requirements 
related to midata could be incorporated into its Conduct of Business rules which are subject 
to enforcement. This should only be done after further full consultation, costs benefit 
analysis and adequate implementation time. 
 

Q20. What examples of existing regulatory actions could be reduced or removed if the 

power being consulted on was exercised? 
 
A20. The Association is not in a position to comment. 
 
Q21. Should a consumer be able to launch independent action (and, if so, what sort of 

action) in relation to non-compliance with the duty? 
 
A21. The Association is not in a position to comment.   
 

Q22. Do you foresee any risks or undesirable consequences from exercising a power 

to require certain data to be released electronically? 
 
A22. Yes, there are considerable risks and potential undesirable consequences associated 
with making participation with midata compulsory. As stated earlier, consumers’ personal 
financial data is extremely sensitive. We would argue that there is significantly greater 
scope for harm from the misuse of personal financial data than there is from the misuse of 
data held by other industries such as the energy sector. It is vital that there is further and 
more detailed consultation with the financial services sector and its regulators before any 
power is introduced. 
 
10 September 2012 

 


