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INTRODUCTION

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission to the Inquiry. Banking services in rural areas have been in a state of upheaval in the past years with the larger banks closing their doors for a variety of reasons but mainly due to the profit and economical factors. This has however meant a new form of banking has gained increased popularity and focus and that is community banking. In particular the Bendigo Bank and the Elders Bank have been active in this form of banking throughout rural areas and have proved extremely successful and a welcome development for rural areas.

BACKGROUND

The Shire of Victoria Plains comprises an area of 2,563 square kilometers and has a population of approximately 1000 scattered over seven small towns and the rural area. It comprises the towns of Calingiri, Bolgart, Yerecoin, Piawaning, New Norcia, Mogumber and Gillingarra.

In the past banking services were available at Bolgart but this has been closed for several years. Recently the Shire has established an agency of the Goomalling Bendigo Bank at Calingiri and this has been well supported despite having limited services. The Agency operates from the Shire Administration Centre utilising existing Shire Staff.

The adjoining Shires of Toodyay, Chittering and Goomalling have adopted Community Banking from the Bendigo Bank whereas other adjoining Shires at Moora, Wongan Hills and Dalwallinu have at this time maintained major bank services.

It would be fair to say that without the introduction of Community Banking services to this Region the area would have been poorly provided for in respect to banking services.

Agencies do not have the facilities, the expertise or the options for an acceptable long term comprehensive banking service.
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a) Options for making additional banking services available to rural and regional communities, including the potential for shared banking facilities.

The options are currently it appears only through the community banking development with such organisations as the Bendigo Bank. The larger banking institutions appear to be purely driven by profit motive and technological advancements and are not interested in any function that is not cost efficient. Their attitude is unfortunately similar to the Government approach whereas economics and population are the governing factors and the issues of generation of wealth, decentralization and customer service are of secondary consideration and are subject to little better than lip service.

b) Options for expansion of banking facilities through non traditional channels including new technologies.

The number of options utilising new technology are endless. In our case with the agency at Calingiri, if such services as online banking, advice access and other technological advantages could be provided then the services offered could be the same as those offered by the actual bank branch to a major extent. The issue is however the cost of the installation and no organisation is going to install such facilities in rural and remote areas for limited returns. Such projects as linking communities and other technology advancement must consider the possibilities of provision of services readily available in the major populated areas such as Centrelink, Social Services etc and there is no reason why banking could not be similar. The problem of course relates to who will pay for such advancement. In our own case the establishment of the Banking Agency was at a cost to Council with a limited return but it is recognised as a Community Service not an economic advantage which appears to be a forgotten asset.

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

In other than major regional centers the services currently available to rural residents is non existent. As previously maintained this has been alleviated in a number of areas by the Community Banking experiment, without which, the options would be simply to travel long distances to major centers for the service.

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

I am not qualified to comment on this aspect.

CONCLUSION

The decline of the rural sector in respect to services offered is widespread. It is not confined to banking, the loss of such traditional services as Post Offices, banking, government utility services such as power, water and gas, have seen marginal operations in the smaller rural areas depart and the flow on effect has led to the demise of country towns particularly in Western Australia.

The profit motive and the disregard for service as compared to economic values.

The advent of technology instead of face to face service has and will continue to force the decline of the smaller country towns. Banking is simply another casualty of the “clever country”.

