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“At one point anyone could get money, not just from loan sharks or 
Wonga, but by walking into a bank and asking for it.” So Derek told 
the Centre for Social Justice. 
 
Speaking from the damp emergency accommodation that his 
borrowing had led him to, he described the devastation of debt. 
“Stupidly I took money out for holidays, clothes and mobile phones. 
With credit growing on trees it was so easy to get up to your eyeballs in 
huge levels of debt.” 
 
Derek is tragically typical of many across the UK. Yesterday’s grim 
figures revealed that more than 800,000 households will soon spend 
more than half their income on debt repayments. We already know 
that 274 people are declared insolvent or bankrupt every day, 88 
properties are repossessed and average household debt, including 
mortgages, is almost £55,000. Britain is living on a debt mountain 
and with interest rates only due to go one way, this should keep 
policymakers — as well as those blighted by too much borrowing — 
awake at night. 
 
It isn’t just a legacy of the economic crash. Think back ten years and it 
seemed just as easy to pick up a loan on the high street as a cup of 
coffee. Lenders systematically targeted vulnerable people and today 



personal debt combines with family breakdown, welfare dependency 
and educational failure as leading causes and consequences of 
poverty. 
The CSJ has found that almost a third of people lie to their partners 
about their spending. Debt pushes people into homelessness, mental 
ill-health, addiction, worklessness, crime and desperation. 
 
Preventing bad debt is essential. Innovative charities such as MyBnk 
— where young people run their own lending schemes in schools — 
acclimatise tomorrow’s consumers to sensible borrowing and 
repayments and improve financial literacy. We need this across youth 
projects too. 
 
Action to improve the pernicious payday loan market is long overdue. 
Tempting as it is though, we should reject a simplistic interest rate 
cap. In their desperation a cap could push people into the arms of 
illegal lenders. 
 
To counter the payday loan culture, we also need alternative credit for 
the financially excluded. Britain needs a new “social bank account”, 
such as one based on the “jam jar” model. These make it easier for 
people to control their spending and they encourage people to put 
money aside for life’s essentials. 
Dealing with our personal debt crisis should be top of the 
Government’s to-do list. 
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