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Background

Briefly, Bendigo Bank works with towns which have lost bank branches and with communities seeking to establish a financier committed to their improvement. Between July 1993 and July 2000, some 2060 bank branches closed across Australia. (Reserve Bank figures). Those closures represent a 29% reduction in branch numbers in seven years. Closures continue. 

The Community Bank solution

In our solution, the local communities own and operate a Community Bank branch of Bendigo Bank. They invest in the order of $400,000 to $500,000 to establish their own branch banking business. We provide all the banking infrastructure and support and the community and Bendigo Bank shares all branch revenue. Whatever is left over after the community pays its branch running costs, they keep as profit. The operations are set up only after a business plan shows they can be profitable. The idea is for communities to pay their backers, or shareholders, a prudent return, then plough rest of profit back into local enterprise.

Community Bank represents the first time most people have ever seen an opportunity to invest in the creation of a publicly-owned local enterprise. The enterprise created today just happens to focus on banking, yet the underlying philosophy behind Community Bank can be employed to equal effect across a raft of community needs. Bendigo Bank is already involved in a community-based telecommunications solution which draws on the same capacities to harness local demand and channel it into co-operatively spirited but commercially-based enterprise. Application of this model across a range of options will, we believe, provide communities with opportunities to capitalise on natural advantages they possess.

Progress

So far we have opened Community Banks in 78 communities, beginning in June 1998 with the Vic. Wimmera towns of Rupanyup and Minyip. Branches currently operate in five states. These branches currently have in excess of $2 billion in banking business.

Bendigo continues to work with a further 100-plus communities. We expect to open our 100th branch by 30 June 2003.

Branches operating to date are trading well and the first 33 to open are returning monthly operating surpluses to their community owners, as are quite a number of later sites. All businesses are growing. A number of branches are now making surpluses in excess of $10,000 per month. By September 2002, Community Banks had opened more than 165,000 accounts.
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