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Shire of Yarra Ranges Overview

The Shire of Yarra Ranges is located on metropolitan Melbourne's eastern fringe, some 40 kilometres from the CBD. With an area of almost 2,500 square kilometres the Shire is the largest of any metropolitan or urban fringe Council in Victoria. The shire has a population of almost 140,000 people, making it the seventh largest in the state in terms of population.

While often considered to be an "urban" council, the Shire balances a mixture of both urban and rural communities. Approximately 80% of the Shire's population lives in the 10% of the Shire that is classed as urban, while the balance of the population is unevenly dispersed throughout the remaining area.

There are over 50 suburbs, townships, small communities and rural settlements within the Shire. Yarra Ranges has over 6,600 businesses, employing around 29,000 people. Over 3 million tourists visit the Shire each year.

The average population density (55 per square kilometre) is significantly lower than most metropolitan fringe municipalities. In the more rural areas (such as Healesville, Yarra Glen and the Warburton Highway towns) the population density is approx. 17 people per square kilometre, which is comparable to most rural shires. The dispersion of the Shire's communities significantly impacts not only on the cost of infrastructure, but also on service provision, particularly to the more rural areas of the Shire.

Unemployment, particularly youth unemployment, is a significant issue in the rural parts of the Shire, due to lack of proximity to available jobs and a limited public transport network. The more metropolitan areas around Lilydale and Dandenong Ranges have unemployment rates similar to those in metropolitan Melbourne.

Household expenditure leakage is relatively high in most areas of the Shire, with rural areas "leaking" towards the Shire's urban fringe centres (such as Lilydale and Belgrave). In turn, these centres "leak" towards adjoining metropolitan centres, such as Eastland and Knox City. It is estimated that in excess of 50% could leak from the Lilydale area to Ringwood/Eastland, while 70‑80% leaks from the Belgrave area to Ferntree Gully/Knox City.

Ensuring "essential services" to Shire Townships/Communities

Early on in the Shire's Vision 2020 process, important themes broadly identified by residents included:

• sustainable economic development,

• the importance of small business, and

• the viability and individuality of small townships.

This desire for viable townships, together with an ageing population and dispersion of its communities, places pressure on the Shire to ensure that all residents (and particularly those in the smaller settlements) have convenient access to a range of "essential services".

Such "essential services" for Shire residents include:

•
Appropriate banking services,

•
A visible police presence, and

•
Reliable communications facilities (internet, mobile phone and television reception)

It is recognised that for adequate service levels to be economic/viable, a minimum sized threshold is often required. In many cases, the provision of adequate service levels may require the linking/grouping of smaller centres to provide the necessary threshold, e.g. by using a hub and spoke principle, or the provision of agency, sub‑branch, outreach, mobile or part‑time facilities.

In some circumstances, this linking/grouping of towns/settlements may be best based on factors other than close geographic proximity, e.g. along existing public transport routes. In other circumstances, the provision of adequate on‑line facilities may negate the need for a minimum threshold.

Delivery of "essential services" ‑ Council's role

In ensuring an adequate level of services to all townships/communities, Yarra Ranges Shire Council plays an important role. While responsibility for most of these "essential services" rests with other agencies/ authorities, Council has taken steps to enhance the delivery of such services to residents, including:

•
Making a direct contribution of $5,000 to each community conducting a feasibility study for a Bendigo‑model Community Bank (to date six communities have received feasibility grants, with a further two applications in the very near future).

•
Adopting an advocacy role to obtain retention of an existing service/facility for an area, or the attraction of a new service/facility (e.g. banks and police stations).

•
Including a social obligation clause in tenders for provision of services to Council (included in the current tender for Council's financial services). Note that Council already holds a portion of its banking business with Bendigo Bank.

Council recognises that the nature of a particular service and/or its delivery may be changing (nationally or internationally), and endeavours to ensure that any action it takes contributes to the delivery of an effective level of service, rather than simply perpetuating current or outdated practices.

The example of face‑to‑face banking versus electronic/phone/internet banking is a case in point. Increasing the community's awareness of the changing nature of banking services, particularly amongst vulnerable/at risk groups, (for example, by arranging for free information sessions or guest speakers at appropriate forums, such as Senior Citizens clubs, Probus meetings, etc.) addresses only part of the problem.

This education of customers in electronic banking fails to address transactions involving the deposit or withdrawal of physical money by businesses and other customers. Further, the banks have shown little obligation or desire to initiate such customer education.

With the year on year cost reduction benefit achieved through branch closures, banks could consider passing back to those customers affected by closures a benefit ‑ perhaps in the form of fee‑free services.

Community Banking in Yarra Ranges

Over the past four years more than a dozen branches of the major four banks have closed in the Shire of Yarra Ranges.

The decision by the Commonwealth Bank early in 1998 to close its branches in Upwey and Warburton was the impetus for community banking in Yarra Ranges. Today, Yarra Ranges is being referred to as Australia's `community banking capital', with five already operating and a further three in the process of establishment.

The Bank's action left Upwey (an outer urban village of over 6,000 people) without any bank branch; and Warburton (a rural town of 3,000 people) with only a National Bank Agency.

At the time of closure both towns were part of a StreetLife program in Yarra Ranges aimed at revitalising town business centres. Community banking assumed a high priority in StreetLife Business Plans, and discussions with Bendigo Bank began almost immediately in each town.

Upwey Community Bank was officially opened on 17 October, 1998. Currently, Upwey is acknowledged as the largest and most profitable community bank in Australia, with over $70m. in banking business and 7500 accounts. It is currently making its second round of community grants ($45,000) from profits.

Warburton Community Bank, officially opened on 25 February, 2000, has over $35m. in banking business and 3000 accounts. It expects to begin making community grants shortly.

A further round of bank branch closures during 2000‑2001 was motivation for three further Yarra Ranges communities to establish their own community bank branches ‑ Mt Evelyn, Mooroolbark and Wandin. All three quickly reached their minimum share subscription targets, and opened for business within a five week period in May‑June 2002.

These successes have encouraged yet more Yarra Ranges communities. Woori Yallock, which has never had any operating bank, is about to issue a prospectus for share subscriptions after its feasibility study identified > $35m. in banking business prepared to transfer to a new community bank. In addition, Belgrave has begun accepting pledges and Monbulk is holding information days for its community.

For all these townships, the Shire of Yarra Ranges has been very supportive of the communities' banking initiatives, providing $5000 towards each feasibility study (six to date), together with a range of in‑kind support where required.

Conclusion

Bank closures can have significant social and economic effects on their communities. Recent studies have found that 88% of people who must travel to other areas for their banking also do their shopping in that area. This is significant in an area when 60‑80% of household expenditure already leaks from many communities, due in part to the large numbers in the Shire who must travel into the metropolitan area for work daily.

The impact of a bank closure (even though it may not be the bank we use) is felt by the whole community, because banks have for so long been such a vital part of the fabric of a community. Anything affecting one part of the fabric affects all the community.
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