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complaint

Mr C complains that Harrington Brooks (Accountants) Limited failed to tell him about the 
availability of free debt management services.

background

Mr C set up a debt management plan (DMP) with a different business in October 2012. HB 
took over the management of Mr C’s DMP in May 2013.

Mr C complained to HB that it hadn’t told him about the availability of free debt management 
services. And, being unhappy with its response, he complained to this service.

Our adjudicator thought Mr C’s complaint shouldn’t be upheld. 

Mr C disagreed with the adjudicator’s conclusions, so the matter’s been referred to me to 
make a final decision.

my findings

I’ve considered all the available evidence and arguments to decide what’s fair and 
reasonable in the circumstances of this complaint.

I’ve decided not to uphold Mr C’s complaint and I’ll explain why.

Mr C says his main reason for complaining is that he wasn’t advised he could obtain the 
same or a similar service elsewhere without needing to pay any fees.

HB says Mr C was an existing client, so it wasn’t required to tell him about the availability of 
free debt management services. And it says in March 2014 it sent clients a communication 
advising them about free services, fee changes and its new online portal details. So, HB 
says it went further than it needed to so far as existing clients were concerned.

When HB took over the management of Mr C’s DMP in 2013 there was no mandatory 
obligation on businesses to tell consumers about free debt management services. But there 
was Office of Fair Trading Guidance saying they should do so ‘where appropriate’. I haven’t 
seen any information indicating the fees and monthly plan payments Mr C was making at the 
time were unaffordable to him. So, I don’t have enough information to conclude it was 
unreasonable for HB not to draw the availability of free debt management services to his 
attention at that time.

From April 2014 there’s been a duty to tell consumers about such services in the first written 
or oral communication a business has with them. But HB had its first communication with Mr 
C when it took over the management of his DMP in 2013, before this obligation was 
introduced. So I don’t think HB was required to tell Mr C about free debt management 
services. I note HB says at the end of March 2014 it sent its clients a letter or email referring 
them to its online portal, which included information about free services. And I see this 
included information about the Government’s Money Advice Service.   

So, it appears HB went beyond its obligations, in March 2014, by giving its existing clients 
access to information about free debt management services on its website. And, in these 
circumstances, I can’t uphold Mr C’s complaint.
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my final decision

I don’t uphold Mr C’s complaint against Harrington Brooks (Accountants) Limited.

Under the rules of the Financial Ombudsman Service, I’m required to ask Mr C to accept or 
reject my decision before 19 January 2017.

Robert Collinson
ombudsman
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