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Money

Property, investment, saving, spending

77%

of applicants aged 51 to 55 are accepted
immediately for credit, says Confused.com

Britons plan to do some Christmas
shopping online, says PayPal

knock at the door an-
nouncing a welcome in-
. heritance from a distant
relative may sound like
5 the stuff of dreams, butin
reality this process can be far more
sinister thian you might expect. Some
heir locators charged with tracking
down missing beneficiaries and re-
uniting them with their lost inheri-

tances are using hard-sell techniques
to grab a large proportion, some-
times nearly a third, of the estates.
With around two-thirds of Britons
dying without a will, heir locators
have lots of opportunity to cash in.

Heir Hunters, the popular BBC show, -

has fuelled interest. And activities
by unethical individuals have given
rise to a separate phishing scam. This
involves fake emails, claiming to be
from the makers of the programme,
asking for personal information.
Few people would turn their
noses up at free money from a rel-
ative they may never have heard of.
And less reputable locator compa-
nies feel they can charge whatever
they like for their services, since
their are no market comparisons.
“There are two areas of concern
for us,” says Tom Curran, the chief
executive of Title Research, a firm
which tracks down beneficiaries
but only on the instruction of solic-

itors. “First, our view is that con-
sumers are being ripped off by some
firms charging between 10 and 35

.| per cent of their inheritance. Sec-
ond, we have concerns about the 3

way in which they sign up benefi-

| ciaries, which we think is unfair and ‘

quite underhand.”

by an heir locator is 20 per cent of
an inheritance - typically £67,500,
says Title Research. With around
60,000 “missing heirs” each year,
this gives “probate detectives” lots
of potential to secure themselves
hefty returns. S
When people die intestate - with-
out a will - and with no known rel-
atives, their names are released by
the Treasury. Every Thursday, a list

ofthese unclaimed estates, the Bona -

Vacantia - Latin for “ownerless
goods” - is published on the Trea-
sury Solicitor’s website. The race is
then on for heir locators to track
down the often distant relatives in
line for a windfall. Often heir hunters
pick more unusual names first, as
they are easier to trace.

This is a highly competitive
arena, with dozens of firms hop-
ing to pip the others at the post.
Once found, heirs are f
approached directly and asked E2% _
' to agree to a percentage fee -

A lost legacy? Lucky you - b
out for greedy heir-hunters’ fees

Firms which knock on your door offering riches from a dead relative usually want their share. By Chiara Cavaglieri

The average percentage charged
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buy-to-let loans were made in Q3, the
first rise in two years, says the CML

anything from 10 to 35 per cent of
" their inheritance.

“As soon as the names go live, the
heir hunters rush to find the benefi-
ciaries,” says Adam Walker from pro-
bate advisory firm Final Duties. “It's
like being a bounty hunter, whoever
gets there first gets the money.”

But it’s the hard sell which alarms
many. “Think of getting a knock on
the door early in the morning and
someone tells you that you have in-
herited money, but the only you
will know how much mba‘éuww@oa
is if you sign an agreement,” says Mr

. Walker. “The problem is that buried
o in the small print are very
. high charges.”.

RN, . Instead of chasing

‘All we were Biven was 4 first Haitie
and a vague place in the family tree’

the Treasury Solicitor to miaké fer
own claim. She then found out the
estate is worth around £37,000, to
be shared with her siblings and
several other relatives,

Vilefie says: “I’m so pleased we
realised before it was too late that
we could claim directly without
having to go throughthe v
heir-locator firm o MEYE
atall.”

Valérie Challis, 55, a systems
manager for a telecoms company,
was asked to sign away almost 30
per cent of her estate when an heir-
hunter firm contacted her brother,

Back in September, Valerie's
brother was sent a lstter from an
heir-locating firm explaining that a
relative had died and that it wished
to estahlish contact with him and
his two sisters,

Despite her initial excitement,
Valerie, right, who lives in Sweden
but comes from Birmingham, was
shocked at the excessive fees and
lack of information provided by the
company. “At this point we had been
given no information at all,” saye
Valerié. “We asked who it wis that
hat pasééd away and what
relatiohship we had with therm, bt
all we were given was 4 first name
and a vague description 6F where she
Was in the family tree.”.

. After saying that moré
iformation wotild be on the way,
the heir-locating firm emailed two
documents. One was a description of
the company and another was a
contract; the firm asked all three of
them to sign this and atcept fees of
28.75 per cent of their inheritance.

Valerie and her siblings hesitated
t6 sign away such a large pércentage
of their potential inheritance and
decided to do sore research of their
own. Valerie went online and
rédlised théré was no neéd t pay
such a hefty fee. She then went back
to the heir locators and managed to
get the name and retationship of the
deceased, who she discovered to
be her cousin, and went straight to

you - but watch

and Jufian Knight

publicly advertised estates, firms in-
cluding Title Research just do research
under instruction from solicitors or
executors hoping to distribute a par-
ticular estate to missing relatives. They
charge fixed or time-based fees for
their services.

The difference between the two
methods can be stark.

On an estate worth £80,000, for ex-
ample, a fixed fee is likely to cost
somewhere between £1,000 and
£5,000. In contrast, taking the aver-
age contingency fee of 20 per cent,
firms could charge £16,000 on an
£80,000 estate, or, at the highest end,
a 35 per cent fee would cost heirs
£28,000. Percentage- based fees will
also soar when dealing with high-
value estates. A 20 per cent fee on an
estate worth £200,000 would take
£40,000 off an inheritance.

Despite the heavy criticism levied
at percentage-fee charges, Charles Fras-
er, an in-house solicitor at heir-hunt-
ing firm Fraser & Fraser, which has
been featured on Heir Hunters, labels
the figures from Title Research as “corn-
pletely unrealistic”. In most cases his
firm deals with, heirs receive around
£10,000, he says.

While most people get small be-
quests, a few get much larger ones, dis-
torting the average. “The £67,500 fig-
ure is the average size of all estates,”
Mr Walker says. “For the overwhelm-
ing majority there will be a will or an
imhmediate relative to inherit through
the laws of intestacy.

“Irecently came across the case of a
lady who had been persuaded to sign
up to one of these firms early one morn-
ing, and she had stood to inherit £20,000.
Nearly 40 per cent of that will gotothe
heir hunter; but I think that sortof scale,
of estate is more typical,” he says,

But Mr Fraser defends the use of

-his fee structure, saying that many

factors affect the way his firm and

~ |\ others charge clients. They are often
.\ unaware of how much an heir is set

\, to inherit and this type of fee struc-
)\ ture is the only way to ensure all

. theirresearch costs are recouped.
Fraser & Fraser has even dealt
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When people die
leaving an estate
but no apparent
heirs, their names
are entered on the
Treasury's Bona
Vacantia website

2.

... THE HEIR HUNTERS then
call on these beneficiaries.
ﬂ.zw‘ tell them of their
windfall, but refuse fo give
any details until ...

i !

“ 2 Children

% 4  Brothers and sisters

. 5 Nieces and nephews

i 6 Half-brothers and half-sisters i)

T . et electoral records ] .
" 8 Uncles and aunts Seave ety ol pobare records for a Grnt |
3 (parents' siblings) of Probate and-registered wills of g& relatives |
% 9  Uncles and ounts ‘Search old telephone directories : i
¥ (parents’ half-siblings) Draw up a family free

mm 10 The Government ‘Write to and then speak to neighbours

‘w:&.wo_n*?nmum ns a 83..93:
4.,5 HEIR HUNTERS up to ...

... of the LEGACY

- GRAPHIC = Richard Burgess
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Act now for a superb
fixed savings rate

%

gross
p.a./AER

2 YEAR FIXED
RATE BOND

MINIMUM DEPOSIT £10K

Limited offer. To find omw_,.io_.m. or to apply
visit your local Bradford & Bingley branch
or call 0800 011 3517

Bradford & wim_mv\-

Bradford & Bingley savings now sit with Abbey, which is part & the Santander Group.
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| - with estates so small that it has charged | «, , Co .
' beneficiaries just afew pounds. ZO_,m,Oﬂ”mj ﬁjw_q

il “Most fees will vary according to” | , ,
-1 the amount of Hmmmmaowmb<o~<mamna ‘ ADO‘_V we _Jm<m Cases
| the size of the estate. We also don’t | WOrth less than
. | always know how many heirs there . . . ,

| are going to be. More often than not, | WE V@ ,mjﬁ_ﬁ_UWﬁmQ

‘| ‘we have cases worth less than we’ve: | * E

| anticipated,” says Mr Fraser. " #I'CHARLES FRASER

‘_,gamﬁmgvagmcmmoanoBWm_namm;_nammqg
| _panies, it is clear that others have the .

_potential to abuse their position. Title

"I Research says some withhold details

"|. of the relation and the estate’s valué

| until after the beneficiary has signed

-1 an'agreement compelling them to

~ hand over a huge portion of their in-

- heritance - without knowing how
much the fees willbeuntilit’stoolate. -
Such tactics also allow the heir"™

I locator to conceal any details which -,

would give the beneficiary the chance .

| totrace the inheritance by themselves.
‘Unlike almost any other financial

agreement, there is no cooling-off . ..
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after signing a contract. In these in-
stances, heirs have few options.

“We have come across contracts
that have been sentin the post that do
not include a cooling-off period,” says
Mr Curran. “Beneficiaries need some-
where to turn to if they have concerns
about charges, or the way they’ve been
asked to sign a contract.”

Although there are serious concerns
about the legality of such practices,
particularly surrounding the with-
holding of information to get a signa-
ture, the biggest concern s that there
is no regulatory body for consumers
to turn to. Like will writing, the heir-
hunters industry is unregulated and,
in many people’s opinion, in desper-
ate need of reform. “There needs to
be some way for consumers to gauge
whether companies are offering good

-value,” says Edward Goldsmith of
Goldsmith Williams Solicitors. “This
is an unregulated area fraught with
danger and there are people out there
making a fortune because they can
charge what they want.”

Homeowner 55 or over?

Thinking about

if you're thinking about releasing the equity in your home
‘u§ today for your FREE, no obligation, information pack.

risks, ask for a personalised
illustration.

So if you (and your  spouse)
are between 55 and 84 years old
and own a property in'the UK
call today for your FREE pack.

Accounts will mature on 01.12.11, gross/AER based on funds deposited on 01.12.09. No partial withdrawals or additional deposits allowed.
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