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STATEMENT

There is a perception in regional and rural Australia that banks would prefer not to have to service rural and remote Australia.

If there is a necessity to include rural/remote Australia in order to be designated a national bank, they would prefer to provide those services by remote control.

Banks do not seem to wish to service local communities.  They prefer third party options.  This includes the provision of all services, where possible, through post offices, country stores including EFTPOS, or outside authorised agencies.

While basic services are often supplied in relation to domestic banking, businesses including land/farmer-based businesses no longer have the level of service and perceived support, previously available through local branches. 

There is a perception in rural and regional Australia that banks have lost touch with rural communities.  Decisions are being undertaken in isolation in capital cities, often by staff who have no understanding or empathy with rural/regional Australia.

Many people, especially the farming community in rural and remote Australia, feel they have lost their mentor. Bank managers provided advice and stability, as important generators of unbiased information.  

COMMUNITY COMMENTS

The following comments are a cross section from discussions undertaken in the nine smaller towns within Latrobe City.

· There is a perception in the community that banks and banking services are being continuously downgraded or have ceased in rural and remote Australia.

· This perception is further fuelled by constant announcements of impeding closures by a number of major banks.

· Regional, rural and remote communities find it difficult to understand that at a time when many major banks are achieving higher than ever profits, the community hears of continued closures and withdrawal of services, which have a direct effect on their ability to access banks.

· Small businesses are perceived as the cash cow for banks, incorporating ever more charges, as well as downgrading services.

· Many in the regional, rural and remote regions feel disenfranchised by bank closures and withdrawal of all but some basic agency services.

· Banks appear to have removed their front line management from regions, and contact is now by faceless people, with city centric attitudes and little understanding of country issues.

· Regional clients feel they have been distanced by the necessity to call telephone call centres which are far removed from the areas and of their problems.

· The Bank Manager was seen as an important conduit living in regional, rural, and on occasion, remote regions. Their persona was seen as an important member of their community, such as the minister of religion, policeman and school principal. 

· Country people believe their only importance to banks is a method of raising revenue through bank revenue charges and like-minded imposts. Providing the basic needs, wants and desires of the community compensated by way of additional bank charges..

· Rural and remote communities believe banks no longer have a real understanding of the country, and could not care less.

· Some community members believe that services have declined or closed, due to bank's ineptness and dealings with overseas acquisitions, which they have failed to corporately deliver. 

· Loss of bank services the community believes, is a way of solving corporate financial problems, to the detriment of country Australia.

· Rural and remote Australia used to know and trust their local bank manager as a friend and confidant. 

· Constant changes in staff do not offer a continuity of trust in banks, ongoing and secure relationships, which are seen as so important to people on the land and small town business.

· High profits announced in the media are usually linked to more closures.

· Corporate greed by banks is often seen as a higher motivator than customer service.

· There is a perception that banks only supply services in the country due to their initial charter or Government regulations.

· Post Office and other in store banking is seen to placate banks of their obligations, rather than supplying community services.

· Post Office/in store banking only provide basic services for domestic banking.  It is little to no help to rural and remote businesses.

· Call Centre banking can only address rudimentary issues, and does not have the same effect as the local "person on the ground"

· With an aging population, many in the community are not computer literate and would rather deal with "a real person"

· Bendigo Banks have taken over many of the functions as the people's bank. They feel forsaken by larger banks.  The Commonwealth Bank was once seen as the people's bank from school age to older age.

· Answers to questions are now seen as arbitrary rulings set down for the good of a bank. The person's business and associated perceived problems seem to have little to no bearing.

· Banks are seen to be hatchet people with no feeling or regard for businesses. 

· Banks find it easier to close down businesses that are in perceived difficult circumstances, rather than assist them to trade out or facilitate assistance, in order to keep trading and keep their employees.

· From a bank’s perspective, it is easier to close down a business, rather than assist a business through a difficult patch.

· There is no local contact for banking. Banks encourage use of call centre banking inquiries.  Often local bank numbers are not available, and it appears discussions with local banks are discouraged.

ACTIONS TAKEN BY LATROBE CITY IN RELATION TO THIS SUBMISSION

· A letter written by Latrobe City to the St George Bank in Kogarah Sydney on 5 July extolling the virtues of opening a branch in the Latrobe Valley, went unanswered.

· Contact with the local Executive Manager Business Banking of the Commonwealth Bank at Traralgon.  Advised would contact the State Office for comment.  No reply received as of the date of this submission

· Contact with the financial Adviser for the Bank of Melbourne/Westpac resulted in a visit by three senior local staff, who were helpful in providing their bank's interpretation of their services to their customers. 

· The officer who prepared this submission visited every small rural/regional township in Latrobe City including every post office and or local store.

· One full day was undertaken in these townships interviewing people shopping in the small local communities.  Their comments form an important part of this submission.

SITUATION FROM THE BANK'S PERSPECTIVE

· Some banks indicate they have a rural visiting program for regional/remote Australia

· Communities who need support are offered face-to-face banking opportunities.

· Banks believe they are offering basic banking services to regional, rural and remote communities through Internet, ATMs and Eftpos banking services. 

· Banks believe they have reasonable coverage in rural Australia through their existing local branches, in-stores and Regional Financial Centres.

· Banks are encouraging telephone banking as an alternative to visiting branches to undertake a variety of transactions.

· Banks indicate they still have a commitment to regional Australia and where possible still provide face-to-face banking.

· For the Commonwealth and National Australia Banks, Post Office Banking is generally available, and Westpac/Bank of Melbourne, 162 in‑store banking sites are available throughout Australia.

· Some banks have established country banking call centres to deal especially with their country clients.

· Banks continue to assist regional Australia including community participation through their local offices and local community staff activities.

· Some banks, but not all, have indicated they will no longer close any more regional or rural bank branches. 

· Declining rural populations have affected the ability to maintain branches in many communities.

· Many remote/rural customers now travel to regional cities/townships to undertake general business, and can transact banking activities at the same time.

AVAILABLE SERVICES THROUGH LOCAL STORES AND OTHER SERVICES

· Post Office Banking provides the following facilities in Victoria

Advantage Credit Union
deposits, withdrawals, open accounts

Bendigo Bank
deposits, withdrawals, balances, open accounts.

BHP Credit Union
deposits, withdrawals 

City Bank
deposits, withdrawals

Commonwealth Bank
deposits, withdrawals, balances, open accounts

National Australia Bank
deposits, withdrawals, balances, open accounts

Nth West Country Credit
deposits, withdrawals

· Westpac/Bank of Melbourne in-store operations.  Undertakes similar to Post Office transactions, and also additional banking arrangements.

· Polls undertaken by banks indicate a high percentage of customers happy with the service their banking provides.  An example of a poll undertaken by the Geelong Advertiser in August 2002 indicated bank satisfaction rate as follows; Westpac/Bank of Melbourne 91.6%, Bendigo Bank 77%, ANZ 66% and National Bank 50%.  From the poll, of those who respond, 26% indicated they were not happy with their bank.

ADDRESSING THE FOUR MAJOR CRITERIA OUTLINED IN THE INQUIRY

(a) Options for making additional banking services available to rural and regional communities, including potential for shared banking facilities.

There is a major requirement to educate banking clients into remote operational services and to make them user friendly.  In rural/regional centres there is a higher mature age population, with many having available or access to electronic methods of business/communication. 

(b) Positions for expansion of banking facilities through non-traditional channels, including new technologies.

There is a higher age ratio to populations in regional/rural areas.  There is a major drop in the population between 18-40 age group. These people are more attuned to new technologies including the use of telephone and internet banking. The older generation in the country in broad terms, have not found it necessary to approach new technology. In some regions telstra lines, especially the copper variety does not always lend itself to the latest electronics technology.

It is imperative that banks undertake a public relations persona and provide training sessions in rural and regional communities for the benefit of their clients.  Many country people feel that they are exposing themselves to ridicule but indicating they are computer illiterate, and do not appreciate that in a mature age population some 60% of their age have never needed to access this technology.

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

Part of this submission details the levels of services, banks and post office agencies available within Latrobe City.  Latrobe City has three major centres, being Traralgon, population 25,565, Morwell 22,633 and Moe 18,292. The university town of Churchill has a population of 4,880.  Banks and Credit Unions adequately service Traralgon, Morwell and Moe.  Churchill also has one bank.  Of major concern is that three of the small towns Toongabbie Tyers and Traralgon South has no banking facilities what-so-ever. 

(d) International experiences and policies designed to enhance and improve the quality of rural baking services. 

Many overseas experiences do not equate to Australia due to our tyranny of distance.  Townships are often up to 50 kilometres distance, and even further in some parts of Australia.  Australia has an aging population and does not have an overall cohesive transport system prevalent in most European nations.

It may be that the Government may need to consider some type of assistance for banks and like-minded financial institutions who provide banking services to the community.  In the case of Traralgon South, requests for a sub-agency for Australia Post has been unsuccessful.  Reasons for Australia Post refusing this service, which in turns does not allow basic post office banking services is unclear.

Some areas in North America may be seen as an area of similar experiences in relation to geographic and logistics in Australia, however America and Canada have a much larger population base covering a similar area of mainland Australia 

LATROBE CITY’S BANKING/BANKING SERVICES STATISTICS BY TOWNSHIPS

Major Towns

Traralgon - Population 19,577.

AMP Banking



2b Seymour Street

ANZ





38 Franklin Street

Bank of Melbourne / Westpac

77 Franklin Street

Bendigo Bank



91 Franklin Street

Commonwealth Bank


132 Franklin Street

Commonwealth business Bank

66 Church Street

National Bank



82 Franklin Street

Latrobe Country Credit


180 Church Street

Members Australia Credit


90 Hotham Street

Morwell - Population 15,117.

ANZ





184 Commercial Road

Bank of Melbourne / Westpac

228 Commercial road

Bendigo Bank



29 Tarwin Street

Commonwealth Bank


200 Commercial Road

National Bank



199 Princes Highway

Latrobe Country Credit


20 Hazelwood Road

Members Australia Credit


248 Commercial road

Moe - Population 10,451.

ANZ





Albert & Moore Streets

Bank of Melbourne / Westpac

7 Moore Street

Bendigo Bank



9 Moore Street

Commonwealth Bank


36 Moore Street

National Australia Bank


18 Moore Street

Members Australia Credit


50 Moore Street

Churchill - Population 4,828.

Commonwealth Bank


Churchill Shopping Precinct.

Australia Post



Churchill Shopping Precinct.

Smaller Towns

Glengarry - Population 688.

Post Office
Limited Banking & Rural Transaction Centre.

Toongabbie - Population 466

General Store/Post Office
No Banking Facilities Available

Tyers - Population 226.

Shell Service Station/Post Office
No Banking Facilities Available

Yallourn North - Population 1,182.

General Store/Post Office
Limited Banking

Newborough - Population 4,666

Post Office
Limited Banking








(Banks closed 1998/99)







(Members Credit union closed Jan 2001)

Boolara - Population 475

Post Office




Limited Banking

Yinnar - Population 550

Post Office




Limited Banking

Traralgon South - Population - Not Available - (Small)

General Store - No postal facilities
No Banking Facilities Available.
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