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GULIN & WEEMOL COMMUNITY


COUNCIL ABORIGINAL CORPORATION

A13N 47 208 300 969

The Secretary

Parliamentary Joint Committee on Corporations and Financial Services

Room SG.64

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Submission to the inquiry into the level of banking and financial services in rural, regional and remote areas of Australia.

Location:
Bulman Community, 310km from Katherine, Northern Territory.

PMB 23, via KATHERINE NT 0852 TELEPHONE: (08) 8975 4887   FAX: (08) 8975 4753

Access:

Population: 
310

Central Arnhem Road. 4WD only. Access may be cut off in wet season. Year round access by air.

Services:
School, Clinic, Shop (EFTPOS ‑ no cash out), Centrelink service provided under contract with Council, local government services.

This remote community has no banking services at present. Very limited access to cash is sometimes available through the shop.

Previously, council made a weekly run to Katherine for a cash payroll. Due to cost and season problems with access, this has been abandoned in favour of paying employees by EFT. Every employee now has a bank account, and is able to use their keycard to purchase goods at the store. Access to cash is a constant complaint by community members.

Aboriginal people encounter significant difficulties in accessing banking services. Whilst I have been able to establish phone banking accounts for some community members to pay bills and access account details, many others do not appreciate the significance of passwords and security information. A great deal of my time is spent assisting people with banking matters.

With regard to the foci of the inquiry:

(a) options for making additional services available

For several months we have been working towards development of a business plan for the operation of an Rural Transaction Centre in Bulman. We have secured the support of the Traditional Credit Union as a tenant for the RTC, provided that a sufficient number of memberships are signed up from the community. This is an ideal solution, as, for the reasons given above, Aboriginal people require face to face contact in dealing with banking matters.
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For the purpose of the inquiry, I wish to emphasise the significance of the RTC program in providing options, and the tremendous support provided by the RTC field officer. As Town Clerk for the community, I am regarded as the resource person for everything, and to be able to draw on support from a committed field officer is invaluable help.

I understand the field officer program contract expires on the 13`h of December 2002, and I request that the inquiry examine this with a view to renewal. RTCs have been established in a number of locations around the Top End, and continued provision of the RTC field officer service is essential to their future viability.

RTCs are a proven means to provide additional services, and I view the continuation of this program and its field officer program as an important contribution.

(b) options for expansion of banking facilities trough non‑traditional channels including new technologies.

Council will shortly be linked to the Internet via the Telstra Two‑way Satellite Internet that is currently being rolled out. This provides a standard 64kbps uplink, with a range of options from 33.6kbps to 400kbps for download speeds. Faster downloads come at an affordable price.

This service will be integral to the services offered through the RTC, and is a vital link. Our current radio concentrator telephone system has recently been upgraded to a maximum speed of about 31.2kbps, but more commonly will connect at around 24kbps depending on the type of modem used. This is less than adequate for handling bulk data.

I have considered trying to set people up with Internet banking accounts that would allow them to pay bills, transfer funds, and check balances. This may become possible over time using the two‑way sat capability, but the initial hurdle of identification and passwords will have to be overcome somehow. For most people, this means a trip into Katherine to visit a branch and be identified. Apart from the $1.35 / It fuel cost, few community members own suitable vehicles.

I have contacted Electronic Banking Solutions regarding installation of an ATM, however managing the cash flow for such a machine is beyond the immediate capacity of council or the shop enterprise. Costs for transportation of cash are also significant.

(c) the level of service currently available to rural and regional residents.

Given all the constraints mentioned above, I think it is fair to say that for many people in this community, the level of banking service is nil. A few people are able to access telephone banking services; the shop provides EFTPOS with no cash out facility, and I attempt to assist people with dealing with the bank to get balances or recent transaction information over the phone where possible. Aboriginal people face considerable disadvantage in being able to access banking services because the provisions of the Privacy Act make telephone access difficult. A lot of people do not know their date of birth.

The only practical solution is for people to have access to an agency or branch, and this is only likely to be provided by a combination of a credit union and the RTC program.

Richard Barcham, Town Clerk. 19/08/02
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