BARRABA SHIRE COUNCIL

SUBMISSION TO

THE INQUIRY INTO THE LEVEL OF BANKING AND FINANCIAL SERVICES IN RURAL, REGIONAL AND REMOTE AREAS OF AUSTRALIA


Barraba is a strong rural based Shire situated in the heart of the Nandewar ranges in northern NSW, 90 kilometres north by main road of the regional centre of Tamworth and 140 kilometres west of the regional university town of Armidale.  The Shire comprises a population of 2,135 covering an area of 3,074.6 sq. kilometres 761 kilometre road network.  The township of Barraba boasts many cultural, educational and sporting facilities envied by much larger centres.
The town services a prosperous agricultural district predominantly dependent on livestock and wheat farming.  Diatomite is mined in the district and distributed Australia-wide for use as pet litter and industrial absorbents.

With a rich and colourful past dating back to the arrival of the first white settlers in 1830, Barraba takes pride in its commitment to preserving the past.  In the mid 1990s, a significant project was undertaken to restore many of the historic Main Street buildings to their former glory, including the reintroduction of heritage colours and original facades.

In more recent times, Barraba has been showcased as a premier location for bird watching with the establishment of the ‘Bird Routes of the Barraba District’.  The project, coordinated by local bird enthusiast, Russ Watts, involved the signposting of key habitats along the old travelling stock routes, complemented by route maps and district bird lists.  Visitors now travel from around the globe for the chance of sighting rare and endangered species such as the Regent Honeyeater and the project has won the 2000 National Award for Innovation in Local Government, Category and Rural Wards, in the category of the Environment.
The Barraba Shire Council is promoting the district which has a wealth of holiday experiences for visitors as a prime tourist destination.  As stated earlier the town has many cultural, educational and sporting facilities envied by much larger centres, including a community built hydrotherapy pool.  The area is one which values self reliance and this is apparent in the success of our primary industry, particularly cattle studs.  The area has a positive future.
The second biggest obstacle to growth and development of our district, after the withdrawal of government services, is the withdrawal and the perception of the withdrawal of banking and financial services by the established retail banks.

Barraba is services by one traditional bank, the National Australia Bank; a credit union, the Peel Valley Credit Union; an in-store banking facility, Westpac Banking Corporation; 3 ATM’s in a store, service station and the RSL; and EFTPOS facilities at the clubs and stores.  In addition, businesses, such as the Shire, and the general public use electronic and internet banking.
The traditional financial services are provided by the bank Monday to Thursday 9.30 am to 4.00 pm and Friday 9.30 am to 5.00 pm with an hour closing each day from 12.30 pm to 1.30 pm.  The credit union operates longer hours at Monday to Friday 9.00 am to 5.00 pm and Saturday 9.00 to 11.00 am.  The Post Office Commonwealth Bank agency is open Monday to Friday 9.00 am to 5.00 pm.
The perception of the withdrawal of services by the traditional bank, mentioned earlier, is seen in our recent example of the transfer of the senior bank clerk at Barraba, Michelle King.  The replacement is a relief officer on a term appointment.  This gives the local community the indication that the National Australia Bank will follow what it has done in the adjoining towns by closing down the branch.

The financial institutions have provided this community with many non-traditional channels in which to undertake banking activities.  For the majority of the number of transactions undertaken by bank customers these suffice.  The difficulty occurs when customers require face to face service, especially by decision makers.
The current drought conditions in New South Wales is a case in point.  The declaration of exceptional circumstances and the opportunity to obtain benefits under the declaration requires the co-operation of the farmer/pastoralist, his accountant and his bank manager.  Exceptional circumstances are obviously only declared in times of exceptional circumstances.  This means that the farmer/pastoralist is usually full time trying to save their stock.  Therefore the fact that the “Bank Manager” is either at the end of a telephone or e-mail connection means that the farmer/pastoralist must take time out of a routine to travel to the nearest regional centre.
Sometimes the very things that need to be done to protect the viability of the farm business can not be done because of other more immediate priorities.  Couple to this the fact that the local knowledge of the old bank manager system has been lost.  No amount of electronic and non-traditional support can replace this knowledge.

Another time is when a business wishes to set up or an existing business wishes to expand.  The difficulties experienced in co-ordinating finance and other factors makes it easier to set up in a regional centre than a rural town.

A local accountant gives the example of a recent trip he had to make to Tamworth with some clients to meet with their bank.  The additional time, two hours, used in travelling cost the clients $240 extra.  This is a cost not shown in the banks costs of doing business but has to be borne by the business.  This puts pressure on the business to consider changing to an accountant in Tamworth and or local business to lower rates to compete with the regional centre.

Barraba is well serviced by non-traditional channels.  The credit unions have moved into towns that have been abandoned by the traditional banks and people are getting used to operating outside the traditional system.
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