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Conveyancing - Know your 
client procedures
In this article, we consider 
another disturbing case in the 
world of conveyancing fraud,  
which some feel may become 
more common, that of the 
use of an ‘original’ passport 
enabling the fraudster to get 
away with a figure in excess of 
£1m.
Would your procedures pick up on a 
document created purely for the purpose of 
conveyancing  fraud, where this document is 
a certified copy or an original?

Here, we’d point you to an article written by 
former Daily Telegraph editor, Max Hastings 
(plus other commentaries in the public 
domain by way of a quick internet search), 
detailing the experience faced by him and his 
wife over the attempted fraudulent sale of 
her Fulham property where, shortly before 
Christmas, a fake vendor sought to sell the 
property to an unwitting buyer, pocketing 
£1.35m in the process.

Further details of this case have now been 
released by the Land Registry. Briefly, the 
property’s tenant was part of a fraud ring, 
renting the house under a false ID before 
putting the house on the market with an 
accomplice. The accomplice had changed her 
own name by deed poll to Penelope Hastings, 
i.e. the same name as Max Hastings’ wife, 
before securing a passport in that name.

For whatever reason, the Land Registry’s 
suspicions were such that they did not 
register the sale, leaving the real Mrs Hastings 
still the legal owner. However, the unwitting 
buyer had paid £1.35m, transferred into the 
firm acting for the fraudsters. These funds 
are subsequently understood to have been 
transferred to the Middle East, leaving the 
unwitting purchaser £1.35m out of pocket.

Time will tell as to just who is liable. The 
firm acting for the unwitting purchaser who 
transferred the money to a bogus third party/
handled a bogus sale? Or  the firm acting for 
the fake Mrs Hastings which had confirmed to 
the purchaser they were acting for the owner 
and seller of the property?

We understand this was not an isolated 
case. Does this case have an impact on your 
Conveyancing Department procedures going 
forward? If you are provided with a genuine 
passport as evidence of ID, what more can 
you do?

For our part, as specialist Professional 
Indemnity Insurance (PII) Brokers and 
advisers to the legal profession, including 
Manchester Law Society, we provide risk 
management advice to our clients, helping 
them to address such problems and avoid 
the inevitable adverse impact this could have 
upon a firm’s PII.

As far as the above situation is concerned, we 
suggest that those conveyancing clients most 
at risk are, inter alia:

• Owners who do not live in the property

• Buy to let landlords

• People in long-term care

If you are given instructions to act in the sale 
of high value property with no mortgage, you 
might wish to consider the following actions 
be adopted within your procedures:

The Property 

• Check the address of the registered 
owner on official documents for 
the property against your client’s 
correspondence address. If different, 
why?

• Check details on websites such as 
Zoopla, Rightmove and similar within 
your area to ascertain whether it may 
recently have been advertised for letting.

The Client  
• Is the photo ID provided very recent?  If 

so, ask for additional forms of photo ID 
and, importantly, older, even expired, 
documents, e.g. passports, driving 
licence to complement the new ID 
provided.

• Don’t accept certified copies of 
documents as ID without checking the 
certifier and contacting them to ensure 
they did see the original document, 
which they then certified. The certifier’s 
own details can usually be checked via 
their own professional body.

• Do not accept documents not certified 
by a practising UK solicitor or registered 
lawyer.

• Can your client also provide their birth 
certificate? This might have prevented 
the Hastings example had it also been 
requested.

• Social media checks on your client might 
be useful. Whilst accepting of course that 
some determined fraudsters are quite 
likely to set up fake accounts here too to 
augment their scam, in this case a simple 
internet search of a fairly high profile 
person/couple may well have prevented 
the fraud save for the unlikely scenario 
where the fake Mrs Hastings also 
happened to look like the real one?

The measures suggested above are intended 
to highlight the types of actions a firm might 
take in order to make sure you do not 
become embroiled in such a scenario. Clearly 
there may well be  additional safety checks,  
which you are already undertaking . 

MFL Professional aims to provide salient and 
useful topical bulletins for the professions. If 
you do wish to discuss the above topic further 
or indeed any aspect of your PI, Cyber, 
Management Liability or Crime Insurance 
requirements, please do not hesitate to 
contact us further using the details below.

Fax Back Form 

To: MFL Professional

Fax No: 0161 236 2583  

We would ask that you contact us in order 
to discuss the issues raised above. Please 
contact us as follows

Practice:

Contact name:

Tel. No:

Contact the MFL  
Professional team  
to discuss your  
PI arrangements:
T: 0161 236 2532 
W: www.m-f-l.co.uk


