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13 September 2002

Dr Kathleen Dermody

Secretary

Parliamentary Joint Committee

on Corporations and Financial Service

Room SG 64

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Dr Dermody

SUBMISSION - BANKING AND FINANCIAL SERVICES IN RURAL, REGIONAL AND REMOTE AREAS OF AUSTRALIA

Thank you for your letter of 31 July 2002 and the opportunity to comment on your terms of reference.

The Hindmarsh Shire is located in North-West Victoria, approx. half way between Melbourne and Adelaide.   We have a solid dryland agriculture-based economy.   Our population of 6,600 dispersed over an area of over 7,500 square kilometres.   Our population centres are in Nhill, Dimboola, Rainbow, and Jeparit.

In common with many other small shires we have a declining, dispersed and ageing population, huge infrastructure needs, issues of distance, and diseconomies of small scale.

Rising agricultural productivity means that fewer farmers now produce our food.   Transport and communications advances have reduced demand for services in smaller towns.   Government and business services have relocated to regional centres.  

Banking services have been steadily reducing over 10 years.   Loss of branches, managers, services, and hours of opening.

We recognise the imperatives of technology and de-regulation, but there is less competition in rural areas.   Sometimes it seems that the major banks are in a race, to avoid being the last branch in town.
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Certainly, our post offices now offer many basic banking services.   Unfortunately, they do not always suit the needs of business customers, and there are concerns regarding privacy and security.

The median age of our population is much higher than average.   Our senior citizens do not all want to participate in ‘on line’ and telephone banking services.   They are the group most disadvantaged by the reduction in branch banking services.

In many areas, lack of affordable access to bandwidth, also frustrates attempts at ‘on line’ banking.

Rural people are disadvantaged by distance, lack of public transport, and the cost of travel.   The closure of the last bank branch, can be the ‘beginning of the end’ for a small town.   What happens to community confidence and quality of life, as services are cut?    The branch closure adds to the vicious cycle, and level of community disadvantage.

Deliberate government policy has seen the withdrawal and regionalisation of services and jobs (Council amalgamations, water, electricity, banking, telecommunications and other ‘reforms’).

State and Federal governments may argue they should not interfere with market mechanisms, but the reality is that market mechanisms and government policy are causing the decline of rural areas.  There are many examples where governments intervene and regulate (and re-regulate).  

The maintenance of a minimum standard of services in rural areas, should be a condition of banking licences.

Since Federation, governments have been committed to providing services at an equal level across Australia in areas such as health, education, policing and transport.   Banking appears to have been forgotten.

The privatisation of government assets, widespread deregulation, and phase down of tariffs has not been advantageous for rural Australia.   The current de-facto policy is to allow rapid de-population of large parts of rural Australia.   Growth has been concentrated in metropolitan and larger regional centres.   There are significant national equity issues in the growing disadvantage of rural areas.   Strong intervention is necessary to address this disadvantage.

Yours faithfully

Neil Jacobs

Chief Executive Officer
