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Introduction

In a submission to the 1998 Federal Parliamentary Inquiry into “Alternative means of providing Banking and Like Services in Regional Australia” (Federal House of Representatives Standing Committee on Economics, Finance and Public Administration, 1999 – HRSCEFPA, 1999 hereafter), Dr Fran Rolley and I made a number of key points in relation to the changing provision of branch banking services across rural and remote New South Wales from 1981 (just prior to financial deregulation) and 1998. Briefly, we found that:

· The spate of branch closures by all major trading banks had seen the branch network in rural and remote New South Wales decline by 22.9 per cent and 30 per cent respectively;

· The pace of rural branch closures had increased dramatically after 1996, rather than being a relatively even and consistent process throughout the 1990s; and

· That via this process of branch closure and general service reorganisation in many rural areas, face-to-face banking services were being ‘regionalised’, with many smaller rural towns losing all bank branches but their nearest regional centre experiencing little, if any reduction in branch services.

Tellingly, we also found that there was no direct or clear relationship between local or regional population change and branch closures (see Argent and Rolley, 1998; Argent and Rolley, 2000a). Subsequent research by Argent and Rolley (1999; 2000b and Argent, 2002) demonstrated that, with relatively minor exceptions, these patterns also held true for the non-metropolitan parts of the other States (see Appendix). 

In part, the present submission aims to update this earlier analysis so as to address term of reference (c) (“…the level of service currently available to rural and regional residents”). In addition, though, via an analysis of survey field work conducted in two small rural NSW towns rendered ‘branchless’ by the major trading banks’ branch closure programmes of the mid- to late-1990s, this submission will also offer some insights into what rural consumers themselves want in terms of banking facilities and financial services. In particular, this section of the submission focuses upon the importance that the increasingly aged population in these communities places upon local access to face-to-face banking services (broadly termed) in meeting their needs in an appropriate fashion while simultaneously aiding the economic and social development of the small towns concerned. In this sense, the submission also addresses term of reference (b) (“… options for expansion of banking facilities through non-traditional channels including new technologies”). 

The remainder of this submission is structured as follows. First, the major changes to have occurred to the provision of financial services to rural and remote Australia since the last Federal Inquiry (HRSCEFPA, 1999) are analysed, concentrating primarily upon the changing geography of those services. Second, the results of some questionnaire survey research into two small rural northern New South Wales ‘branchless’ towns are briefly summarised, with especial reference to rural people’s responses to branch closure, and their preferences for financial services delivery.

The Changing Geography of Financial Services Delivery Across Rural Australia  

Table 1. Bank Branch Numbers by State and RRMA Classification, 1981 – 2002

	
	1981
	1986
	1991
	1996
	1998
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2002

	Queensland
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large Rural Centre
	90
	109
	125
	143
	137
	122

	Small Rural Centre
	54
	53
	52
	60
	73
	59

	Other Rural Area
	187
	184
	178
	147
	158
	149

	Remote Centre
	31
	32
	34
	29
	28
	30

	Other Remote Area
	73
	70
	67
	58
	49
	43

	Victoria
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large Rural Centre
	62
	67
	62
	67
	73
	54

	Small Rural Centre
	87
	83
	69
	64
	72
	69

	Other Rural Area
	399
	389
	314
	239
	272
	307

	Other Remote Area
	15
	13
	13
	12
	9
	11

	South Australia
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large Rural Centre
	13
	10
	8
	6
	6
	5

	Small Rural Centre
	32
	28
	27
	24
	24
	31

	Other Rural Area
	211
	188
	187
	166
	138
	170

	Other Remote Area
	17
	14
	17
	13
	11
	17

	Western Australia
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Small Rural Centre
	28
	30
	34
	33
	29
	30

	Other Rural Area
	103
	98
	109
	113
	85
	110

	Remote Centre
	38
	40
	39
	40
	35
	33

	Other Remote Area
	60
	61
	60
	52
	32
	54

	Tasmania
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large Rural Centre
	25
	
	31
	27
	18
	17

	Small Rural Centre
	23
	
	27
	18
	13
	14

	Other Rural Area
	57
	
	62
	43
	34
	31

	Other Remote Area
	2
	
	2
	2
	2
	2

	New South Wales
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large Rural Centre
	86
	91
	87
	94
	80
	64

	Small Rural Centre
	143
	173
	165
	173
	145
	123

	Other Rural Area
	428
	437
	425
	407
	330
	311

	Other Remote Area
	39
	38
	40
	36
	30
	36


Source: Telecom White and Yellow Pages, 1981; 1986; 1991; Telstra White and Yellow Pages, 1996; 1998; 2002.

Table 1 shows the present level of bank branch services in rural Australia, as well as changes in their level since prior to financial deregulation to the present day. The numbers included in this table include all full bank branches and ‘in-store’ branches of all retail banks. It does not include community bank branches, credit unions, building societies, rural transaction centres or other ‘non-bank’ shopfronts like the joint Commonwealth Bank/Woolworths ‘Ezy-Banking’ outlets. This table reiterates the point made earlier regarding the regionalisation of face-to-face bank branch services. Smaller centres in rural and remote parts of the Australian States have experienced quite dramatic declines in their bank branch numbers while medium-sized and large regional centres have tended to consolidate their position. This may not be immediately clear, given that the number of branches in some States’ Large and Small Rural Centres has also declined over time. However, most of this decline can be attributed to two main trends:

1. the decline in the number of retail banks over the study period, as the ‘Big 4’ major trading banks have acquired smaller regional competitors (e.g. St. George’s acquisition of Advance Bank; the Commonwealth Bank’s recent acquisition of Colonial/State Bank) and then closed down the duplicated branches in those towns where both institutions were formerly located; and

2. the removal of most, if not all, smaller ‘satellite’ centres or suburbs of the Large and Small Rural Centres from the branch network as part of the regionalisation process already described.

However, to perhaps confound this analysis slightly, Table 1 also reveals a growth in branch numbers for the smaller and remoter rural centres contained in the RRMA categories ‘Other Rural Area’ and ‘Other Remote Area’ between 1998 and 2002, particularly in Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia. This trend is almost solely due to the recent entry of the joint venture between the regional Bendigo Bank and the long-established pastoral finance and merchandising house, Elders, into the retail banking market, as well as the establishment of ‘in-store’ branches in a number of small towns. For example, Westpac now boasts over 160 ‘in-store’ locations across the nation, predominantly in ‘Other Rural Area’ zones. Notionally, the‘Elders Rural Bank’ has branches in most, if not all, of its existing outlets. The degree to which it offers basic banking services to residents in these towns is a moot point, and beyond the scope of this submission.      

Table 2. Average Branch Numbers per Rural Locality for Each RRMA Zone, New South Wales and Victoria, 1981 – 2002

	RRMA Zone
	1991
	2002

	New South Wales
	
	

	Other Remote Area
	1.9 (21 centres)
	2.6 (14 centres)

	Other Rural Area
	2.7 (160 centres)
	3 (103 centres)

	Small Rural Centre
	3.8 (44 centres)
	4 (31 centres)

	Large Rural Centre
	7.25 (12 centres)
	6.4 (10 centres)

	Victoria
	
	

	Other Remote Area
	2.2 (6 centres)
	2.2 (2 centres)

	Other Rural Area
	2.2 (142 centres)
	2.7 (114 centres)

	Small Rural Centre
	3.3 (21 centres)
	5.3 (14 centres)

	Large Rural Centre
	5.6 (11 centres)
	6.8 (8 centres)


Source: Author’s database.

Table 2 gives some idea of the changing geography of the rural bank branch network (also see Appendix 1). Basically, what has happened during the 1990s is that, despite the ongoing rationalisation of competitors in the retail banking sector, the average number of branches for all centres at each level of the urban hierarchy has increased. Again, this trend can be explained by the removal of the smallest towns, typically home to one or two branches, from the network. 

However, it would be remiss to concentrate solely on the changing geography of face-to-face banking services in rural Australia, given the dramatic changes in the nature and level of financial services provision over the past few years or so.  Since the last Federal Inquiry, a plethora of initiatives to provide banking services to small rural communities have developed. Most have centred on enabling face-to-face transactions – so generally desired by rural people – in existing businesses in country towns. The recent development of Elders’ ‘Rural Bank’ and the four major trading banks’ (including Westpac and the former Colonial/State Bank) rediscovery of in-store agencies are just two examples of the latter. In addition, the development of the ‘Ezy Banking’ concept – a joint venture between the Commonwealth Bank of Australia and Woolworths – has expanded the availability of banking services though it is important to realise that with most, if not all, Woolworths’ supermarkets located in regional centres or larger centres that this initiative does not address the decline of services in small country towns. The Federal Government’s Rural Transaction Centre programme, which provides funding to small rural communities to offer banking, Medicare claims and other services from under one roof, has been adopted by 56 rural towns Australia-wide since 1999, with a great many more communities in the process of establishing RTCs. Twenty seven of the 56 towns with operational RTCs had been rendered branchless by the banks’ branch closures of the 1990s. The Rural Transactions Centre programme actually replaced the joint Federal and State Government-funded CreditCare programme, which aimed to provide credit union branches to country towns without face-to-face banking facilities. CreditCare was successful in placing credit union facilities in many towns which had all of their bank branches removed. Many RTCs now house credit union branches established through their predecessor. The Ashford RTC is one example of this situation and will be discussed later in this submission. 

In addition to these initiatives, one of the most interesting, radical and popular is the Bendigo Bank’s ‘Community Bank’ concept, which despite its reasonably stringent financial and organisational demands of potential host communities, has blossomed. At the time of writing, nearly 80 communities – drawn from rural, remote, suburban and inner city locations across the country – had successfully established community banks. No doubt there are many more in the pipeline. The ‘community bank’ concept represents a radical departure from the standard banking model that Australian financial consumers have grown accustomed to over the past half century because of its focus upon circulating local savings and surpluses back though regional and local  economies (and communities) for investment and re-investment purposes (Hunt, n.d.). While many people, to the extent that they were aware that it was happening at all, have tolerated their savings and the surplus generated from interest and other charges upon their debts being used for the banks’ investment elsewhere, the rash of branch closures during the 1990s highlighted the multi-facetted contribution that face-to-face banking services made to a community’s economic and social functioning. These same people recognise in the ‘community bank’ idea the potential to not only conduct their banking in a way that suits them, but also to help create local employment, stimulate local business activity and social development.
What Sort of Banking Services Do Rural People Want? Some Recent Evidence.

Given the quite clear geographical patterns to the changing provision of banking services outlined above, Dr Fran Rolley and I undertook research during 2000 into two smaller New England Tablelands (NSW) towns that had lost all bank branches during the 1990s. Using a questionnaire survey of households and businesses located in the towns and rural hinterlands of Ashford and Bundarra (see Fig. 1), the research aimed to:

1. identify the impacts of bank branch closure upon the social and economic viability of these two towns; and

2. examine whether the loss of local face-to-face banking services disproportionately affected particular socio-economic and demographic groups. 

These two towns were chosen because, like many other similar-sized towns lying some distance from a major regional centre, they had lost all bank branches during the 1990s. 

Both towns, as already implied, are positioned towards the bottom of the urban hierarchy, being relatively small agricultural service centres. Both have carried, and by large measure still do carry, a relatively narrow range of basic goods and services but have generally lacked the urban and rural population size and density to sustain much competition and diversity amongst service providers. 

The research took place against a broader backdrop of ongoing population decline and service loss on the New England Tablelands from the early 1980s. This should not be interpreted as suggesting that bank branch closures within the region during the 1990s were a straightforward and justified response to local and regional population decline for, as Argent and Rolley (1998; 2000a; 2000b) have previously established, the relationship between branch closures and local and regional population decline is tenuous at best. Nevertheless, both communities have, partly due to their location away from the major inland trunk routes, their relative close proximity to large regional centres and their dependence upon their mixed farming hinterlands, suffered from the ‘dynamics of decline’ (see Table 3). 
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Figure 1. Location Map of Ashford and Bundarra

One of the more interesting aspects of the changing demography of the region is that, while it has continued to experience slow overall population decline, this has not necessarily been the case for all cohorts of the population. The elderly population (ages 65 years and over) have grown at a much faster rate than the rest of the population, with the total elderly in the Shires of Inverell and Uralla growing by 19.6 per cent between 1991 and 2001 (NSW State avge. = 12.8 per cent).  The old aged component of the elderly population (65 – 74 years) in these two shires grew by 9.8 per cent (NSW State avge. = 7.3 per cent), while the ‘old-old’ aged component grew by 33.9 per cent (NSW State avge. = 21.4 per cent) over the same period.
Unfortunately, the region has continued to experience net losses of its teenage and young adult cohorts (in broadly similar numbers from both sexes) over the same period, so that the cumulative impact of these broad demographic shifts is the accelerating ageing of the Tablelands population (see Table 3). There is now a real concern that many low socio-economic status elderly people with low mobility are being ‘stranded’ in small communities, or on isolated properties within the Tablelands, with consequent ill effects upon these individuals’ quality of life.
Table 3. Population Change in the Northern Tablelands (NSW), Uralla and Inverell Shires and Ashford and Bundarra localities, 1991 – 2001.

	
	1991
	1996
	2001*
	% Change

1991 - 2001

	Northern Tablelands SSD
	66 235
	64 465
	62 746
	-5.27

	Inverell Shire
	15 587
	14 899
	15 040
	-3.51

	Uralla Shire
	5881
	5871
	5739
	-2.41

	Ashford
	572
	536
	476
	-16.8

	Bundarra
	321
	342
	299
	-6.9


Source: ABS, various censuses.

Table 4. Elderly populations in Inverell and Uralla Shires, and Ashford and Bundarra, 1991 – 2001.

	
	
	Elderly

65 
	Population

Years +
	
	

	
	1991
	1996
	2001
	Change

1991 – 2001 (%)
	NSW Change

1991-2001 (%)

	Inverell Shire
	2073
	2200
	2378
	+14.7
	+12.8

	Uralla Shire
	508
	604
	708
	+39.4
	+12.8

	Ashford
	58
	76
	98
	+69
	+12.8

	Bundarra
	57
	65
	56
	-1.8
	+12.8

	
	
	Old

65 - 74
	Aged

Years
	
	

	Inverell Shire
	1202
	1243
	1298
	+8.0
	+7.3

	Uralla Shire
	313
	344
	423
	+35.1
	+7.3

	Ashford 
	31
	45
	64
	+106.5
	+7.3

	Bundarra
	39
	46
	28
	-28.2
	+7.3

	
	
	‘Old-old’

75+
	Aged

Years
	
	

	Inverell Shire
	871
	957
	1080
	+24
	+21.4

	Uralla Shire
	195
	260
	285
	+46.2
	+21.4

	Ashford
	27
	21
	34
	+25.9
	+21.4

	Bundarra
	18
	19
	28
	+55.6
	+21.4


Source: ABS, various censuses.
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Source: Ashford and Bundarra Community Survey, 2000.

In this context, then, the field research sought to establish how rural and urban members of both communities conducted their banking after the closure of their local branch, and the extent to which they had been disadvantaged, if at all, by the local loss of face-to-face banking services. The structured questionnaire survey of 20 per cent of rural and urban households within the social catchments of both towns covered three major topics:

1. household information (basic composition of the household);

2. the shopping/business patterns of the household (including the extent of business leakage from the ‘home town’) and its computer usage, if any; and

3. individual adult members’ use of financial services, including their preferences for financial service delivery. 

All small businesses identified in each town were also asked to complete a separate business questionnaire. The household questionnaire survey achieved a response rate of 81.7 per cent, with 58 completed questionnaires returned. The small business survey gained a 83.3 per cent response rate, with 15 out of 18 businesses returning completed questionnaires. The following is a summary of the key results.

· Nearly 70 per cent of all households fell into the sole person (mainly widows or widowers) or couple without children categories. Over 63 per cent of the household heads from these two categories were aged 65 years and over. Only 25 per cent of households fell into ‘family’ type categories, in which parents and their children cohabit. The age-sex structure of the surveyed households is shown in Fig. 2. The median age for all ‘Persons 1’ was 61 years (n = 58), 51 years for ‘Persons 2’ (n = 38) 17 years for ‘Persons 3’ (n = 17), 13.5 years for ‘Persons 4’ (n = 2) and 12.5 years for all ‘Persons 5’ (n = 2).

· Perhaps not surprisingly, the surveyed population were generally long-term residents of their respective towns, with nearly one-third (31 per cent) of all households resident at their 2000 address for 30 years or longer. A further 20 per cent had been living in either the Bundarra or Ashford community for 20-29 years. Nevertheless, a substantial proportion of respondents (22.4 per cent – nearly one-quarter) had been living in or near either town for less than ten years. Young families dominated this latter group, perhaps reflecting these two small towns’ attractiveness to families seeking a cheap and quiet location to raise a family, if only on a temporary basis. There was an unsurprisingly strong positive correlation between the age of the first household head (Person 1) and his/her length of residence (rho = +.434, .01 level of significance, two-tailed).

· The occupational structure and employment status of the adult members of the surveyed households was also reflective of its age structure. Nearly half of all adults were not in the labour force in 2000, with most of these (37.5 per cent of all surveyed adults) retired and receiving a pension. The labour force of both communities was dominated by employment in the ‘manager/administrator’ category, with the vast majority (20 out of 23 positions) of these occupations attributable to farmers. In simple and stark terms, 30 of the 56 households who gave their occupation were headed by someone out of the workforce. All but one of these household heads was retired. 

· Notwithstanding the pressures that most small inland towns have faced over the past two decades, including the ongoing regionalisation of even the most basic of services, both Bundarra and Ashford continue to meet their denizens’ lower order ( and some higher order) needs. As Table 2 shows, local households were more likely to shop locally for basic services like fuel, vehicle repairs and casual groceries than go to the nearest regional centre. Clearly, Ashford is better able to cater for its catchment area population’s needs than can Bundarra. Bundarra surrenders a substantial proportion of its potential hardware, pharmacy and major shopping trade to Inverell, and to a lesser extent, Armidale.

Table 5. Level of Local Business Patronage for Selected Services, Ashford and Bundarra Community Survey, 2000 (per cent of households surveyed in each town).

	
	Vehicle repairs
	Fuel
	Hardware
	Stock Agent
	Doctor
	Chemist
	Casual Groceries
	Weekly Shopping

	Ashford
	45.7
	62.2
	57.9
	69.2
	92.3
	89.7
	89.5
	10.3

	Bundarra
	62.5
	56.3
	11.8
	16.7
	31.6
	0
	78.9
	10.5

	Regional Centre*
	48.5/ 37.5
	24.3/ 43.8
	42.1/ 88.2
	30.8/ 83.3
	5.1/ 68.4
	10.3/ 100
	10.5/ 21
	89.7/ 89.5


* Percentages recorded for ‘Regional Centre’ give the percentage of trade going to a regional centre from Ashford and then Bundarra (A/B). ‘Regional Centres’ used by Ashford residents include Inverell, Toowoomba and Warwick. ‘Regional Centres’ used by Bundarra residents include Inverell, Armidale and Gunnedah.

Source: Ashford and Bundarra Community Survey, 2000.

· A major aim of the research was to establish how rural people conducted their banking in the wake of a local branch closure, and what their preferences for accessing financial services were, in the context of the dramatic changes wrought to the delivery of banking services over the past ten years or so. The 101 adults surveyed held 85 separate ‘accounts’ with financial institutions. Over a third of the Bundarra and Ashford surveyed adults use credit unions for their financial needs, with 17 (14.2 per cent) using the New England Credit Union at Ashford. 

· Clearly, for Ashford residents, belonging to the local credit union has a number of obvious advantages, not the least of which is that it is a ready supply of cash and other face-to-face services, albeit during restricted hours. Fifteen per cent of Ashford respondents nominated the local credit union as the place that they used most often to get cash out. The four major trading banks accounted for the bulk of the remainder of respondents’ accounts, with the Commonwealth Bank holding a slightly larger share than the rest. Given the lack of branch presence in either town in 2002 (apart from the Commonwealth Banks’ agency presence in both towns’ post offices and the Ashford NECU branch), 80 per cent of adult respondents accessed their respective bank accounts in Inverell. 

· Twenty eight per cent of all ‘Persons 1’ and 19.2 per cent of all ‘Persons 2’ responding to the question of whether they had changed the financial institution that they used over the past five years indicated that they had made such a change. Overwhelmingly, the institutions that respondents shifted from were those seen to have abandoned the local community. Westpac accounted for 60 per cent of all cases of account switching, with almost all of these cases coming from Ashford. 

· Many Ashford respondents attributed their reasons for closing their Westpac accounts due to perceived poor service and the branch closure. Another seven cases of closed accounts involved the former Colonial/State Bank which closed its Ashford agency at an earlier date. In Bundarra, the response to the NAB’s closure was more muted, with only four respondents closing their NAB accounts in protest. As one couple stated in their explanation for the transfer of their banking business to the New England Credit Union, “They (the NAB) deserted Bundarra”.   

· Respondents from both towns overwhelmingly preferred to conduct their banking via a bank branch (see Table 6). A multi-purpose transaction centre (i.e. along the lines of a Rural Transaction Centre) was the second most popular method. Telephone and Internet banking were the least favoured modes of financial service delivery by a large margin. In part, these results reflect the strong sense within both communities that dealing with trained bank staff is both the most secure and appropriate way of transacting bank business. However, with just over a quarter of all Bundarra and Ashford participating households with a computer, and with only 44 per cent of this small group connected to the Internet, the unpopularity of Internet banking can be further understood. As one 50 year-old man stated in explaining his preferences, “As we have no internet, our phones aren’t reliable and people contact is important”. 

Table 6. Service Preferences for Banking Transactions, All Adult Respondents, Ashford and Bundarra Community Survey, 2000.






Choices#
	Service Type
	First
	Second
	Third
	Fourth
	Fifth
	Total Score*

	Bank Branch
	67
	17
	2
	0
	0
	107

	Agency
	10
	26
	45
	2
	5
	230

	Multi-purpose 

transaction centre
	16
	28
	25
	8
	3
	194

	Telephone Banking
	4
	6
	5
	60
	5
	296

	Internet Banking
	0
	0
	0
	7
	73
	393


Minimum score = 86. Maximum score = 430.

# The results in each column are simple tallies of the respondents’ rankings of the various service types listed, with a ‘1’ signifying the most preferred service type and ‘5’ the least preferred. 
* The score for each service type was compiled by simply giving all first preferences a score of 1, all second preferences a score of 2, and so on. A low score, therefore, indicates a high level of desire for that service type. A high score obviously indicates the obverse.

Source: Ashford and Bundarra Community Survey, 2000.
· Many respondents commented upon the adverse impacts of bank branch closure upon the vitality and viability of their town, and upon them personally. Just under half (42 per cent) of all adult respondents experienced trouble getting to their main financial institution. Surprisingly, there was no relationship between those experiencing this difficulty and their age. Over 60 per cent of this group found it difficult to get to their main financial institution during opening hours, with Bundarra residents more likely to have difficulty. Nearly three-quarters (72.4 per cent) of those aged 60 years aged and over indicated this problem.  However, only 16 per cent of all adults stated that they experienced difficulty getting access to cash, with cash outlets relatively abundant in Ashford, but scarcer in Bundarra. 

· Just over a third of all adult respondents experienced difficulty in getting financial advice. There was no relationship between those having trouble and their age. The main sources of financial advice for all adults were the main sources of financial advice for all adults were the local bank branch manager, local accountant and family (22.5 per cent) in equal proportion. The media was used by a small number of respondents.

Conclusion 

In reviewing the current level of banking services across rural Australia the Inquiry Committee faces a very different set of circumstances to those confronted by the HRSCEFPA during its deliberations in 1998. A number of bank and non-bank financial institutions, and even retailers and pastoral firms, have responded to the very real and substantial harm imposed upon rural communities and vulnerable groups within them by the swathe of branch closures during the 1990s. As has been documented in this submission, the rapid development of a diverse range of service modes, encompassing full face-to-face branches to the technologically-intensive realm of virtual banking, has helped reduce the potential degree of ‘financial exclusion’ in many branchless communities. Via the proliferation of ATMs and EFTPOS, rural residents’ access to the cash and non-cash payments systems has, at face value, greatly increased. 

Nevertheless, concern remains over the appropriateness of some of the ‘non-branch’ modes of financial service delivery (e.g telephone and internet banking) while a growing number of rural and urban financial consumers have become aware of the broader importance, aside from personal convenience, of a physical financial services shopfront – on a more or less full time basis – in stimulating processes of local and regional development. In this sense, then, the Bendigo Bank’s ‘community bank’ concept has tapped a rich vein of feeling, including, as it seems to, resentment towards the major trading banks over their branch rationalisation programmes. The spread of Bendigo Bank community banks across the country, even into quite small isolated rural townships abandoned by the ‘Big 4’ banks is symptomatic of a growing groundswell of opinion that greater local control over the provision of financial services and the circulation of local capital is a key ingredient to successful community development. Presumably, the Rural Transaction Centres have a similar impact but for a broader range of services. Ashford residents strongly support their local credit union/RTC and saw it as both a personally convenient and locally beneficial service.

In some respects, then, the recent burst of innovation and diversification appears to be solving any incipient processes of financial exclusion identified by the earlier inquiry. Gaps do, however, remain, with some smaller communities left branchless and often containing high proportions of relatively immobile and aged residents suffering from a lack of appropriate services. As the Bundarra and Ashford survey reveals, local residents overwhelmingly prefer to do their banking in a bank branch. Obviously, not all small towns are likely to be able to establish a ‘community bank’, given all that that process entails. But perhaps the ongoing extension of the RTC programme will help to solve most of these problems. 

The Inquiry Committee will obviously face a range of choices once it has concluded its deliberations. In the present context, it could do worse than follow an old dictum beloved of Scandinavian regional scientists and policy-makers: “Look after the periphery and the core will look after itself”. The mechanisms now exist for those communities with enough financial and social capital to adopt whatever banking model they think appropriate for their conditions and preferences. However, there are still some communities who, for a combination of reasons, will struggle to be able to make this step. Those that fall into the latter category run the real risk of becoming poverty traps for their least physically- and socially mobile residents, barely visible to the mainstream population. The generous provision of basic transaction services, perhaps in a multi-purpose transaction centre not dissimilar to the present RTCs, could prove to be a vital step in facilitating such towns to meet their residents’ needs in an affordable and dignified manner. 

References

Argent, N., 2002. A Global Model or a Scaled-Down Version?: Geographies of convergence and divergence in the Australian retail banking sector. Geoforum 33pp. 315-334

Argent, N., Rolley, F., 1998. Submission to the Federal House of Representatives Standing Committee on Financial Institutions and Public Administration Inquiry Into “Alternative Means of Providing Banking and Like Services in Regional Australia”. Department of Geography and Planning, University of New England. Authorised for publication 24 June 1998.

Argent, N., Rolley, F., 1999. Left Out on a Limb? Bank Branch Closures in Rural South Australia, 1981 – 1998. South Australian Geographical Journal 98, pp. 3-18.

Argent, N., Rolley, F., 2000a. Financial Exclusion in Rural and Remote New South Wales: A Geography of Bank Branch Rationalisation, 1981-1998. Australian Geographical Studies 38, pp.182-203.

Argent, N., Rolley, F., 2000b. Lopping the Branches: Bank Branch Closure and Rural Australian Communities. In: Pritchard, B., McManus, P. (Eds.), Land of Discontent. University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, pp.140-168. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics 1988. Census ’86 - Persons and Dwellings in Legal Local Government Areas, Statistical Local Areas and Urban Centres/(Rural) Localities, ABS, Canberra.

Australian Bureau of Statistics 1993. Census ’91 – Census Counts for Small Areas, ABS, Canberra.

Australian Bureau of Statistics 1998. Census ’96 – Selected Characteristics for Urban Centres and Localities, ABS, Canberra.

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2002. Census 2001. Available at: http://www.abs.gov.au

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998b) 1996 Census of Population and Housing – Selected Social and Housing Characteristics for Statistical Local Areas: Western Australia, (Cat. No. 2015.5), ABS, Canberra.

Department of Primary Industries and Energy and Department of Human Services and Health 1994. Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Areas Classification: 1991 Census Edition, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra.

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Economics, Finance and Public Administration, 1999. Regional Banking Services: Money Too Far Away. CanPrint Communications, Canberra.

Hunt, R., not dated. Helping to Create Sustainable Communities – Bendigo Bank’s Community Initiatives. Available at: http;//www.communitybank.com.au/community_bank_solution/sustainability.htm. 

Telecom, 1981. White and Yellow Pages Telephone Directories. Telecom, Melbourne.

Telstra, 1991; 1996; 1998/99; 2002. White and Yellow Pages Telephone Directories. Telstra, Melbourne.

Note: The Federal Department of Primary Industries and Energy and Health and Human Services’ RRMA classification uses seven settlement-remoteness categories: capital city, other metropolitan centre, large rural centre, small rural centre, other rural area, remote centre and other remote area (DPIE & DH&HS, 1994).  Although dated, the RRMA classification is still very useful in allocating urban centres (and their rural hinterlands) to their appropriate level within the urban hierarchy. 














� EMBED Designer.Drawing.7  ���








1
1

_1093693869.unknown

