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Tim Cooper checks out the best websites and online offers of the leadmg offshore providers

Find theright
bank for you

The internet has transformed the
way expatriates handle their finances.
The benefits, from checking trans-
actions to making share deals from
anywhere in the wotld, are obvious.

Offshore banks, for example, should
provide the opportunity to check bal-
ances and statements and to check
and change standing orders and
make payments online as standard.

But in an increasingly sophisti-
cated electronic environment, have
providers of offshore products been
as quick to adopt new ideas and tech-
nology as they might have? Have they
really captured the internet’s poten-
tial to help expatriates or are they
just playing safe to avoid being at the
' bleeding edge?

The Guardian Weekly has reviewed
some of the main providers’ websites
plus some useful independent offer-
ings to find out.

The first website was that of Abbey

- International, whose rebranded site
(www.abbeyvinternational.com) came
online in June. The site leads users
towards its bank account and savings
products, and has downloadable
brochures and application forms.
The site is attractive and easy to
navigate, but is lacking in informa-
tion and useful features. It doesn’t

He added: “Using web chat to an-
swer queties is on our list, but not at
the top because of security issues,
Passing back the cost savings of on-
line banking assumes that there are
some. We have not experienced as
many as we would like. An internet-
only bank is more likely to be able to
do that, but then you get what you
pay for. As for providing regional tax
advice online, it would have to be
very limited because it's not just the
region that’s important, it’s where the
expat is from.”

The Royal Bank of Scotland Inter-
nattonal’s website (www.rbsint.com}
is rather sober in design but it has a
few useful features. From it you can
request a call back from the bank. 1L
has a section for expatriates, with
case studies and checklist guides to
moving overseas and back home.
There is also information about its
expatriate mortgages and buying a
property in Spain. The site is easy to
navigate, but there is still nothing on
it that leaves the user feeling inspired
about the idea of online hanking.

The bank was unable to comment.
for this article.

In contrast to the above sites,
HSBC Imternational attempts to
harness the polential of the internet

and US equities, and there are no
discounts for trading online.

Mark Trasler, head of e-business at
HSBC International, said: “We
started with the UK and US becange
of the size of the markets. We will
move into some of the Eurcpeas
markets, it is just a development
issue. We don’t offer discounts for in-
vestments but we do for payments
and all the standard banking transad-
tions. We also have offers like thi -
£100 for online application. We have
a ot of colour on our website to make
it more appealing”

QOutside the banks, there are &
nuinber of useful websites for people
living abroad. :

For example, www.lowtax.net pro-
vides 3,000 pages of free content phas |
special reports available for purchase
online. Here you can click on one of
the 60 offshore jurisdictions avail-
able and the site will give you a host -
of links about tax in that area.

The site has an interesting sectio#
explaining what its authors think
“offshore” is all about, and it carries
news and other useful information
for the tax-averse surfer. A nice touch
is the quote of the day, for example, !
Errol Flynn's “I have trouble reconcil- -

- ing my net income with my gross

habits”
Lowtax.net’s sister site, www.
investorsoffshore.com, his a list of

" companies that provide pensions,

health insurance, financial advice,
equity investing and offshore funds,
to expatriates. Unfortunately, the
lists are not that lopg — two of them
have only two entries.




give many contact opticns, there are
no discounts or offers available to en-
tice people into online usage and per-
haps pass back some of the costs sav-
ings of online banking. Also, there is
no sign of an online investment ser-
vice, for example, or help with tax.

-Maleolm Corrigan, marketing com-
mumnications manager for Abbey
International, said: “We havc a simplc,
straightforward portfolio of personal
banking products and the website
mirrors that. We don’t provide tax
planning or investments because it's
not part of our service. It is intention-
ally straightforward because that's
what customers want. Savings are
part of the total package and don't
take the form of offers — speedy
opening of an account is more
important than special incentives to
our customers.”

The offshore section of Lloyds TSB's
website (wwwlloydstsb-offshore.com)
also directs users to the bank’s prod-
ucts and services — personal and pri-
vate banking, investment funds and
money market accounts — and to
downlcadable application forms.

It also has useful information for
expatriates and an abridged copy of
the previous month's Shoreline, the
magazine for account holders. But
there are no discounts or offers for
online banking, and no sign of online
share and fund dealing or other
state-of-the-art online services.

Aceording to Geoff Roberts, head
of offshore products and offers at
Lloyds TSB, the bank is “well into a
complete and utter revamp” of its off-
shore site that will allow online deal-
ing of fundsg, and will boost the offers
to accouni holders. He said: “The
website needs brightening up, and
there is a lot more we plan to put on
it. After the revamp, all clients will
also be able to download statements
of financial affairs into financial pro-
graimmes like Quicken”

more fully for cxpatriates (sce

www.offshore hsbe.com). This com-

prehensive offering shows the user
what can be achieved in handling
finances online, by the use of colour-
ful case studies.

The website is attractive, has an
upbeat tone and carries an impres-
sive array of features. For example, it
offers you six ways of making your
first contact with the bank. You can
telephone or email; submit a request
for an adviser to phone you within
24 hours; downioad an application
form/brochure or ask for one to be
sent by post. Best of all, you can
have a web chat with someone from
the bank.

Anyone who works long hours in
an office overseas will immediately
see the appeal of making discreet

personal contact with their bank via
aweb chat.

QOther attractive features on the
HSBC site include: £100 antomatic-
ally added to your account when you
apply online; a mortgage calculator
ta help you sce whether or not you

‘necd an expatriate mortgage; the

opportunity to get a valid, automated
mortgage offer in principle; an online
banking demo; financial statements
that can be downloaded directly into
specialist financial software such as
Quicken; an online share dealing
facility; and detailed country guides
for expatriates.

Special mention goes to the tax
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How to avoid falling victim to online fraud

“Thé Derbyshire Iste of Man has
launched a secure email system
- dedigned to prevent sophisticated
'ifitérriet fraudsters from gaining
acdess to customers' acx:ount
details. ; :
“The prevalence of onllne frauds,
sﬁcﬁ as so-cafled phishing, is show-
”Ir@ n@ signs of abating. According to
the anti-phishing working group
f[\éww ahtiphishing.org), between
‘April dnd June there were between
200 and 300 unique phishing attacks
aweek in the world.

Many of the major banks have
been attacked by phishing frauds in
recant menths and, according to
Derbyshire, offshore banks are
arfiong the biggest targets.

‘Phishing usually involves
custormers being sent a bogus email
asking themn to update their bank
accaunt details, including passwords
and user [Ds, with their bank.

This is often done by diracting
them to a spoof website to make the
requast more befievable. According
to Kris Gozra, directer of the Derby-
shire Isle of Man, fraudsters have
been able to replicate websites to a
high degres of accuracy and hide

parts of the spoof website addressto

make it look as if it's the real one. The
customer’s details can then beused
_to empty their accounts of money,

By hijacking trusted brands, phish-
ers are able to persuade up to 5% of
retipgiahts to reply tomessages.

To defend against this, the Derby:
shirg's new systern adds an extra
layer of security by sending new  *
customers separate passwords and
encryption spftware by post, plus an
email with an “encryption key” that
aflows the building society's software
to recognise who the customeris.

Mr Gozra claims that, to break this
system, a fraudster would haveto -

navigator section on this site. By
teaming up with Deloitte & Touche,
HSBC provides tax advice (in the
form of frequently asked gquestions
and links) to expatriates in the 11
most popular regions of the world,
plus a lot of other information, all on-
line. And the way the countrics flash
across the screen looks cool!

The site is not perfect. There are
some red messages flashing across
the top of the sereen that add nothing
to the site and distract atiention from
what you are trying to read. The web-
site is so {1 of informaticn that it is
possible t.“get lost and confused.
Also, share trading is limited to UK
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intercept several items of the cus-
tomer's mail and email and know his
or her email address and passwords.
‘To add a further layer of protectian,

each transaction is cordirmed by post-
soifthere was a fraud itwould be
idéntiﬁed reasonably quickly. My

- fulie soph:stlcated but this systemn

- wouldn't succumb to them becausa
the identity of the senderis always
checked and Iogged agamst the
ancryplionkeys,”

See the demonstration ofthe
system at www.derbyshire.co.im.

To avoid falling for & phishing
scarr, follow two basic rules. Bona
fide banks never ask you for your .
details, so you should never give
them out to anyone even ifthay
appear to be from your bank, And

“avoid using internet cafes whearever
paossible, if you do use them, always
log cut of your email before youleave.

The wwwworldoffshorebanks.com
website carries lists of banks in cach
offshore jurisdiction with a couple 6f
sentences about each one and a link
to its website.

To trade shares online, visit
www.internaxx.ln. The site, estab-
lished by Bank Generale du Luxem-
burg and online brokers TD Water-
house, has a lively, inviting feel. Tt is
laid out sensibly and written in clear
English.

The 10-page demo gives a good feel
for how deals are done. This site al- :
lows access {0 shares in 12 major
stock markets around the world in
real time; a full overview of past
transactions; and investment in -
either equities or several hundred
mutual funds. A wide variety of fund
selection tocls will help guide your
choice, Rates start from €19.6 ($23.8)
per equity trade and there are dis-
counts on entry fees to investment
funds of up to 508.

www.squirrelyournutsoffshore.com
is an online discount broker that
offers investment advice via email
but not cnline trading. The site is
kept extremely basic it order to focus
on passing discounts to the investor.

Alan Burr, managing director of -
Syno.com, said: “Because we are
online, our marketing costs and our
office costs are substantially lower —
and we discount as much as possible,
up to 6%. For someone investing
£100,000 that’s a saving of £6,000.
Discounts are essential for an online
investor” :

Finally, it is important to remem- .
ber that most people still need the
occasional reassurance of human
contact, s0 be surc it's available al
least over the telephone. As Mr
Trasler puts it: “I passionately do not
believe in web-only services. It's not
natural. People like to just check
things on the telephone and say, ‘I
did make the right choice didn't I?'”
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