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Opening a bank account before release

Having a bank account is an important element of resettlement. So it is no surprise that many people
want to arrange an account before release. It is also useful for if you have savings in your prison
account and would like to keep them in your own account. Opening an account in prison is not
impossible but it is very difficult unless you are in one of the few prisons that offer a banking service.

What do the banks think about prisoners?

Serving prisoners who apply to a local bank branch often find the attitude of staff quite unhelpful.
Although there are no specific rules that prevent them from opening an account for a prisoner, they
usually refuse. They will not have been trained to deal with applications from prisoners and they
don’t want to take a risk. At a more senior level, some banks are worried about risking their profits
and their image.

UNLOCK has been campaigning to make banks aware of how important it is for prisoners to open an
account before release and how difficult it is for prisoners to open them. It is not an easy task but
some banks have taken notice. We’re working hard on behalf of people in prison to overcome the
banks’ fears that lead to this discrimination. Our own projects have shown that former prisoners can
become great bank customers.

What does the Prison Service think about bank accounts?

The Prison Service is officially supportive of prisoners opening bank accounts.

“Imprisonment provides a good opportunity to assist offenders to open bank accounts and thus be
better prepared for life after release. It is, therefore, advantageous for prisoners to open bank
accounts and establishments should assist them to do so.”

Paragraph 1.5 of PSI 35/2009 Identity (ID) for Bank Account Applications for all prisoners

Prison staff should provide “reasonable support to enable [a prisoner] to open an account”.
National Offender Management Service, quoted in Inside Time in February 2008

“If a prisoner...acquires cash exceeding £500 they should be advised that it is in their interest to
transfer the excess to an external account”.

Paragraph 2.1 of PSO 4465 Prisoners Financial Affairs

Note: There is no rule preventing prisoners with less than £500 opening an account.
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What should | do first?

Step 1 - Check to see if there is a banking project running in your prison. Most prisons will not have a
bank account service but a growing number do. These projects make the process of getting an
account much more simple. They usually take account of the specific needs of prisoners, for example
by helping people without any ID. Make sure you try a few places in the prison. Just because one
person says there is no service, doesn’t mean there isn’t one. Try education, resettlement and any
relevant charities such as CAB. If there is a project, check whether you are eligible. Some bank
account services prioritise people who are near the end of their sentence. If you are eligible, ask to
be added to the list.

Step 2 - If you have asked around and can’t find a bank account opening service anywhere in the
prison, get in contact with us. UNLOCK has helped to set up services in Wormwood Scrubs,
Coldingley, Camp Hill, Blundeston, Norwich and Littlehey. A number of other prisons currently have
similar processes which help serving prisoners to open bank accounts. These projects vary in which
bank they use, who is eligible to apply and the type of account that they open.

We can’t open a buawehrekaepirg aninteral récard of alf thbese services
and we’ll be able to confirm whether there is record of an account opening service in the prison you
are currently in.

Step 3 - If there is no service running in your prison, and you are close to release you should consider
spending your remaining time preparing to open one after release. Focus on getting together any ID
that you have (see Annex A below).

If you are not very close to release, and would like to try to open an account, you should follow the
guidance below. It is unlikely to be easy but some people in prison have achieved success. The banks
are not always actively excluding serving prisoners from opening accounts. Often it is just that they
are not aware of the issues. Attitudes vary greatly across banks, individual branches of the same
bank and even differ between staff in the same branch. There are no laws or industry rules stopping
you from getting an account but local policies or attitudes can make life just as difficult. If you want
to go ahead with trying to open a bank account independently before release, follow the guidance
below.

Choosing a bank account

The type of bank account you are trying to open will tend to depend upon what you are trying to get
the account for.

The simplest account to open should be a Basic Bank Account. The main differences between basic
accounts and current accounts are explained in the UNLOCKing Bank Accounts leaflet and & Wdza (i
facts about basic bank accouritby The Financial Service Authority (FSA). Essentially, a Basic Bank
Account simply doesn’t offer any credit, making it much harder to get into debt and avoiding the
need for a credit check. They usually don’t pay any interest.

After release, you can use a basic bank account to receive wages or benefits, use cash machines, pay
bills and set up direct debits and standing orders. Most high street banks offer basic bank accounts,
so how do you know which one is right for you? The best way to start is with some independent
advice on what each bank account has to offer (see the FSA booklet above).
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If you have a substantial amount in your prison account and want to earn some interest on it, you
might want to consider a savings account. These accounts do not have all the benefits of a basic or
current account but they do pay you interest (unlike the Prison Service). Several prisoners have
written to us about their efforts to open one, without much success. However, through a lot of
determination by some serving prisoners (for example, by Nathan Eyre, writing in Inside Time in
October 2008) some have been able to. However, often both a passport and birth certificate are
required for such accounts.

Proving your identity

For many prisoners, the biggest problem is identification. Even if the bank is happy to open an
account for you whilst you are in prison, you will still need to meet the individual bank’s
identification requirements. This is usually one piece to prove your name and a different piece to
prove your address. This can be difficult (and expensive) for a prisoner to find.

Ideally you will be able to get standard forms of ID as listed in Annex A. If you don’t currently have
any ID, it is worthwhile trying to get some ready for when you are released. Ask friends and family to
send in ID from home, or ask for support from the prison to get new ID organised.

In our banking projects we overcame the problem by creating a special ID form, signed by the
Governor. This form has now been included in PSI 35/2009 so all prisoners can use it. You should be
able to get this PSI from the Prison Library. The ID document will need to be completed by a member
of the Prison Service and signed by a Governor. The ID document has been agreed by the British
Bankers Association so it is officially acceptable. However, when it comes to individual bank
branches they can still refuse to accept your application. If the ID document is rejected as a form of
ID, it may be useful to respond enclosing the Joint Money Laundering Steering Group (JMLSG)
extract (Annex B)

Banks have their own long lists of acceptable ID. These allow them to be quite flexible, despite what
some branch staff will say. Banks often require at least two pieces of ID so remember that the same
document cannot be used for both name and address. Some banks require more than two pieces of
ID documentation. We have put together a list of what banks might accept from you (see below).
Please remember that all banks have different policies. Nobody can force them into accepting a
particular document as acceptable ID. Please also remember that there may well be other
documents that your local bank will accept, even though they are not on the list. If you manage to
open account with a different document, please let us know so we can share it with other prisoners.

Though they are not designed specifically for prisoners, the following guides may also be of help.

aD Guide: How to prove your idemyi€ has been published by the charity Toynbee Hall as a guide to
identification. It includes 57 types of identification, what you can use them for, where to get them,
how long they take to get and how much they cost. The guide is only available via the internet, so
you will have to get someone to print it for you. The document is very large, so it may be best to ask
the prison to put a copy in the library for everyone to share. The ID can be downloaded at
http://www.unlock.org.uk/xoffenders.aspx?sid=54 or can be received by email by contacting
chris.stacey@unlock.org.uk

GWdzad GKS TFI Oda | 0 Bydhe Finaltiil Feivige AuthdorykRSA) gravidey/aiirde (i & £
leaflet which may also be of use. These are available by calling 0845 606 1234. The prison can order
boxes of the leaflets for free, so they can be made available to everyone.
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Contacting banks

The next step is to write to the banks with which you want to open an account. Attitudes vary
between branches, not just banks, so it is not possible to recommend any specific bank. Success
seems to depend on how you go about it, whether you have money to put in, the types of ID you
have, how persistent you are and who receives the application.

You will need a list of banks that are local to your prison (if you are in prison for some time) or your
intended resettlement address (if you are near to release). Ask resettlement staff to help you get
this. Check with prison staff to find out whether they have already built up a relationship with a
specific branch nearby. Remember you can always change your bank at a later date.

Write a standard letter and send it to each bank. In your letter you might like to:

Explain that you are a serving prisoner (there is no need to discuss your offences)
Explain that you are about to be resettled back into the community

Give a rough estimate of your expected release date

Explain that that you need a bank account to secure employment after release
Inform them that you are intending to use the account actively once released

=A =8 =4 -8 -4

Be aware that, in our experience, letters from prisoners are sometimes simply ignored by banks. If
you get a positive response, please let us know. We are working on trying to open up access to
banking for prisoners and stories of success are beneficial in our talks with banks and prisons alike.

Remember

9 Itis not easy to open a bank account whilst you are in prison, particularly if your prison does
not have a specific project

You don’t have to have a bank account before you are released. You may prefer to wait until
after release. You can use this information to be as prepared as possible.

9 If opening an account after release, you will need to provide evidence of your new address,
such as a utility bill, which can take some time to get.

To contact us

UNLOCK, the National Association of Reformed Offenders
35a High Street

Snodland

Kent

MEG6 5AG

T:01634 247350
E: enquiries@unlock.org.uk
W: www.unlock.org.uk
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Documents to prove your NAME might
include: -

1
1
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Passport (signed and current)

UK Driving Licence (old style paper,
current, full)

UK Photocard Driving Licence (current, full
or provisional)

Northern Ireland Voters Card

Disabled Driver’s Pass

Firearms Certificate or Shotgun License
Inland Revenue tax documentation (e.g.
coding, assessment, statement,
exemption certificate)

Building industry sub-contractor
certificate (issued by Inland Revenue)
Notification of entitlement to government
benefit, tax credit, state pension, or grant
Notification of entitlement to educational
loan or grant

Benefits Agency benefit book

State Pension Documents

Housing Association or Hostel tenancy
agreement with letter from Manager
confirming the customer lives there

IND ARC registration card

SAL 2 (given to asylum seekers if they
apply for asylum inside the UK)

C1S Card (tax card)

European Union or European Economic
Area --National Identity ID card

European Union or European Economic
Area --National Driving License
Residence permit issued by the Home
Office to EU nationals

SAL 1 (Given to Asylum seekers at port of
entry)

Birth Certificate (may only be accepted if
under 18)

NHS Medical Card (may only be accepted
if under 18)

Adoption Certificate (may only be
accepted if under 18)

Young persons PASS Card (may only be
accepted if under 18)
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Annex A — Example list of possible ID

Documents to prove your ADDRESS might
include: -

1

E ]
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UK Driving Licence (old style paper,
current, full)

UK Photocard Driving Licence (current, full
or provisional)

Benefit Documents

State Pension Documents

Benefits Agency benefit book / Award
letter

Instrument of a court appointment e.g.
Probate or Court registered Power of
Attorney

Housing Association or Hostel tenancy
agreement with letter from Manager
confirming the customer lives there
Working Family / Child tax Credit letter
Tenancy agreement (current)

Council Rent Card (current)

Mortgage Statement — Most recent
Notification of entitlement to government
benefit, tax credit, state pension, or grant
Notification of entitlement to educational
loan or grant

Latest TV license reminder

Utility bill (e.g. gas, electricity, water,
usually less than 3 months old)
Certificate from a utilities supplier
confirming a pre-payment agreement
Council Tax bill or demand letter (Valid for
current year)

Bank/ building society/ credit union
statement or passbook showing your
current address

Bank or Building Society pay in book
Financial Statement (e.g. Bank/Building
Society/Credit Card/ Store Card
Statement, but NOT mobile phones or
catalogue bills)

Letter from your employer confirming
your UK address (and if you already have
pay slips from that employer it may help
to show those too)

Solicitor’s Letter (Confirming house
sale/purchase)
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Annex B —JMLSG Extract

jMLSG|

The Joint Money Laundering Steering Group

Prevention of

money laundering/
combating the financing

of terrorism

GUIDANCE FOR THE UK FINANCIAL SECTOR
PART II: SECTORAL GUIDANCE

January 2006
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ANNEX 1-I
Special Cases

Many customers in the categories below will be able to provide standard documents, and this will
normally be a firmds pr e-bxbaostiveahd nangnandatory list of
documents (see Notes) which are capable of evidencing identity for special cases who either cannot
meet the standard verification requirement, or have experienced difficulties in the past when
seeking to open accounts, and which will generally be appropriate for opening a Basic Bank
Account. These include:

Customer Document(s)

Benefit claimants Entitlement letter issued by DWP, HMRC or local
authority, or Identity Confirmation Letter issued by
DWP or local authority

Those in care homes/sheltered Letter from care home manager/warden of sheltered
accommaodation/refuge accommodation or refuge

Homeless persons who cannot provide standard
identification documentation are likely to be in a
particular socially excluded category. A letter from the
warden of a homeless shelter, or from an employer if the
customer is in work, will normally be sufficient
evidence.

Those on probation It may be possible to apply standard identification

procedures. Other wise, g
probation officer, or a hostel manager, would normally
be sufficient.

Prisoners

It may be possible to apply standard identification
procedures. Otherwise, a letter from the governor of the
prison, or, if the applicant has been released, from a
police or probation officer or hostel manager would
normally be sufficient.

International students Passport or EEA National Identity Card AND Letter of
Acceptance or Letter of Introduction from Institution on
the DfES list Guidance on identification for international
students is available on the JIMLSG website (see
International Students: Basic Bank Account Opening
Procedures -12 August 2005).

Economic migrants [here meaning National Passport, or

those working temporarily in the National Identity Card (nationals of EEA and
UK, whose lack of banking or credit Switzerland)

history precludes their being offered
other than a basic bank account] Details of documents required by migrant workers are
available at www.employingmigrants.org.uk and

© UNLOCK, the National Association of Reformed Offenders, January 2010
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