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1. Introduction 

Reconciliation Australia is the peak national organisation building and promoting 

reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians for 

the wellbeing of the nation. We believe that a reconciled Australia is one where: 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are recognised appropriately as 

Australia’s First Peoples; 

 our society understands and values the history, culture, rights and contribution of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; 

 genuine partnerships in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices are heard 

and respected are the norm; and 

 the success and well-being of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 

communities are part of everyday life. 

We believe that stronger relationships, built on shared knowledge and respect, are central to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people controlling their life choices and participating 

fully in the economic and social opportunities enjoyed by the wider community.  

We recognise that achieving this vision requires a concerted effort by government, business 
and community to improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
education, health, housing and employment.  
 
To this end, Reconciliation Australia supports the Australian Bankers’ Association’s 
application seeking authorisation for its proposed scheme to reduce or remove ATM fees 
paid at particular ATMs in remote Indigenous communities to be exempt from competition 
law. Reconciliation Australia believes that such a scheme will have positive impacts for 
community members living in the 76 remote communities involved and these have been 
considered in further detail within this submission.  
 
However, we believe that the removal of ATM fees needs to be supported by continued and 

increased focus on financial literacy education in these communities to ensure that it is not a 

“band aid” solution. This will also be considered in our submission. 
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2. Benefits of the scheme to local communities. 

In 2005, Reconciliation Australia formed a partnership with the Department of Families, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA) to undertake the National Indigenous 

Money Management Agenda (NIMMA) project. The aim of the project was to identify creative 

options for developing and delivering financial literacy and banking products and services to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. A series of consultations were undertaken with 

stakeholders across the country, from community organisations, the financial services 

industry and State and Australian Government agencies, and their combined input helped 

shape the Banking for our Future report1. The report highlighted a number of concerns 

relating to access to financial products and services, which included the impact of ATM fees 

to remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander consumers.  

Geographical remoteness impacts significantly on remote consumers’ ability to interact with 

financial institutions. Banking options that many of us take for granted, such as opening 

accounts, day to day transacting or seeking banking information or advice face-to-face is 

limited in remote communities. In many of the communities involved in the NIMMA 

consultations, remote consumers had no choice but to transact via an ATM in their 

communities. The Money Matters in the Bush report2 highlighted that people living in remote 

areas had limited to no immediate access to their own financial institution’s ATM network. 

With mainstream financial institutions choosing not to install ATMs in remote locations due to 

the comparatively lower levels of use and therefore higher cost of servicing and maintaining 

ATMs (amongst other considerations), there are an increasing number of third party ATMs 

being installed in remote communities. With fewer remote consumers having access to ATMs 

provided by their own financial institution, avoiding transaction fees and charges becomes 

impossible. Furthermore, remote consumers are often exposed to higher costs when using 

these third party owned ATMs than consumers in regional and metropolitan areas.  

Of particular concern to Reconciliation Australia is that remote consumers are charged for 

services that many consumers in regional and metropolitan areas can access for free as part 

                                                        
1
 Reconciliation Australia (2007) “Banking for the future: a background paper on financial literacy and financial 

services for Indigenous Australians”. www.reconciliation.org.au/home/projects/ifsn.  
2
 Commonwealth of Australia (2004) “Money Matters in the Bush: Inquiry into the Level of Banking and 

Financial Services in Rural, Regional and Remote Areas of Australia”. 

www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Custom_Contents/SenateCommittees/corporationsctte

/completedinquiries/200204/banking/report
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of their account benefits. In the remote communities engaged in the NIMMA consultations, it 

was found that charges of $2.00 to $2.50 per transaction applied to check an account 

balance. Without other access points for remote consumers to interact with their own 

financial institution, many were forced to check their balances via an ATM. On the day a 

Centrelink payment is due, it was common that remote consumers were checking their 

balance multiple times a day and incurring significant charges. These costs have a significant 

and detrimental impact on remote consumers living on low incomes and their families. 

Reconciliation Australia supports the proposed scheme put forward by the Australian 

Bankers’ Association and the banking industry as it positively addresses many of the 

concerns relating to ATM fees raised in the NIMMA report. In supporting the scheme, 

Reconciliation Australia also encourages the Australian Bankers’ Association and the 

banking industry to consider the following recommendations. 

Recommendation 1: Reconciliation Australia supports the expansion of the scheme to 

include other vulnerable remote communities outside the 76 communities currently 

identified 

It is our understanding that Financial Counselling Australia, in their discussions with financial 

counsellors and money management workers, has identified up to 30 further remote 

communities that should be included in the scheme. Reconciliation Australia calls on the 

Australian Bankers’ Association to work closely with Financial Counselling Australia to 

ensure all vulnerable remote communities are considered for the scheme. 

Recommendation 2: Reconciliation Australia calls on the banking industry to increase 

awareness of low cost everyday banking products 

Interest rates, repayment schedules, fees and charges can make some products 

unaffordable for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living on low incomes. Many 

financial institutions have responded by introducing basic transaction accounts that offer low 

cost everyday transaction accounts for eligible customers. These typically have no or low 

fees for recipients of government payments and other eligible low income earners. Other 

transaction accounts enable customers to pay a low monthly fee to conduct unlimited 

transactions or to access a limited number of fee free transactions. 
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While Reconciliation Australia congratulates the banking industry on the introduction of these 

accounts, we understand, through both the NIMMA community consultation series and 

through anecdotal evidence, that many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are 

unaware of these basic banking products. In addition, some participants who are aware of 

such transaction accounts have limited branch access thus rely on alternative access points, 

such as a third party ATM, limiting the benefits of these accounts.  

Reconciliation Australia calls on the banking industry to adopt more active promotion of these 

basic transaction accounts for eligible customers; and to consider specific transaction 

accounts for remote customers whereby the “benefits” offered consider the remoteness and 

lack of access many remote consumers face. 

Recommendation 3: Reconciliation Australia encourages ongoing support for 

financial counselling services and community-led financial literacy education 

Poor financial literacy and customer banking behaviour are key contributors that lead to 

unnecessary fees and charges being incurred. In conjunction with the proposed scheme, 

Reconciliation Australia encourages the Australian Bankers’ Association and the supporting 

financial institutions to continue, and expand, their funding for financial counselling services 

and their support for financial literacy education in the 76 remote communities where the 

scheme will be implemented.  

Many financial institutions support financial counselling services and financial literacy 

education programs in remote communities. Reconciliation Australia supports a coordinated 

and enduring approach to funding financial counsellors, social workers and consumer 

advocates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in order to improve levels of 

understanding of financial management. It is trusted that such support for these essential 

services and programs will not be impacted due to the industry’s support for the proposed 

scheme.  

In order to achieve sustainable education outcomes, it is essential that financial literacy 

education programs take a community development approach. The community development 

approach emphasises building capacity and working in partnership with communities. In 

2011, through the Indigenous Financial Services Network (IFSN), Reconciliation Australia 

and First Nations Foundation (FNF) released the Enhancing Indigenous Financial Capability 

through Best Practise report. The recommendations outlined in this report sought to 
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encourage local financial literacy program ownership and two-way learning through 

meaningful community engagement to effectively strengthen or build the money 

management capacity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The full report can be 

viewed at http://www.reconciliation.org.au/home/projects/ifsn/current-work. 

Conclusion 

While Reconciliation Australia supports the proposed scheme, we encourage the banking 

industry to take an holistic approach to improving financial literacy and money management 

in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.  

For this scheme to contribute towards long-term financial literacy outcomes, it is essential 

that government and the banking industry take a community development approach to the 

development and implementation of financial literacy education programs.  

Through developing respectful relationships with Aboriginal communities and investing in 

their capacity to manage their own financial solutions, significant progress can be made in 

financial literacy levels. Reconciliation Australia is ready to assist or provide advice on these 

matters and any of the recommendations in this submission. 

 


