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Retail Banking Review – Public Dialogue  

Consumer Breakout Session 

Chairperson: Sean Fleming TD, Minister for State in the Department of 

Finance. 

Rapporteur: Maeve Dineen, Chairperson, Financial Services and Pensions 

Ombudsman Council.  

Introduction 

The Consumer Breakout Session was attended by over 40 representatives from a wide variety 

of organisations, including the retail banks, non-banks, fintech, trade unions, government 

agencies and departments, the Central Bank, Credit Unions, An Post, the accountancy 

profession, and the community and voluntary sector. 

The main points that emerged in the discussion are summarised below. 

Financial exclusion 

 It was suggested that there are many people who do not use, or have access to, the 

internet and are finding the push by banks and others for their customers to “go on line” 

disconcerting. 

 It was noted that the older population can feel vulnerable and isolated in a more digital 

banking model. However, many expressed the view that it was not only the elderly who 

risk financial exclusion due to the move towards a more digital model. Examples given 

were (a) less educated (b) non-English speakers and (c) those with reduced mental 

capacity. It was also noted that the older population did not necessarily mean 65+, but 

many in the age group 50+ may also feel excluded. 

 It was stated that older people want to retain their independence, and should not have to 

hand over control of their finances (and hence information on their finances) to others 

who are more digitally savvy. Lack of independence or control over one’s finances 

increases the risk of financial abuse and fraud. 

 It was noted that it is difficult for banks and others to identify if financial abuse is 

happening if their customers are using on-line channels only. Staff in branches can play 

a role in identifying financial abuse, and more branch staff need to be trained how to 

identify abuse, and how to act on it. 

 It was suggested that improving financial literacy, and also digital literacy, needs to be a 

key focus to ensure that financial exclusion is avoided. 
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 It was noted by one participant that that the State does not have a national financial 

literacy strategy. Whilst many stakeholders in the sector have been developing their 

individual approaches and strategies for financial literacy, it is not joined up and there is 

no overarching strategy, which (if developed) could help people make better financial 

decisions. 

 It was suggested that the government’s Strategy for Financial Inclusion, which dates from 

2011, also needs to be updated. 

 An overarching theme was that the transition to digital should not result in an “either-or” 

outcome for consumers. Whilst there was acceptance that digitalisation has an important 

role in the provision of retail banking services, the further development of digital did not 

necessitate the depletion of in-person services. 

AC C E S S  T O  B AN K  AC C O U N T S  

 It was suggested that bank fees and charges for bank accounts can act as a real (if not 

the biggest) barrier to less well-off people being able to access or maintain a bank 

account at all. The example was given of people on social welfare, and where bank fees 

are a disproportionate amount of that person’s weekly or monthly budget. People are 

being forced to close their bank accounts. 

 It was suggested that the banks, and other providers of current accounts, should not 

charge customers any bank fees when their income is below certain thresholds. 

 It was noted that there is a dearth of up-to-date data on how many people have bank 

accounts. It was suggested that this could be as high as 20%, based on historic research. 

 It was suggested that the banks and other providers needed to do more to promote and 

make available the basic bank account. 

AC C E S S  T O  B R AN C H E S  

 The recent trend in branch closures was noted. 

 Some participants expressed the view that branch closures should not happen, whilst 

more expressed the view that there is a role for the branch in the future, particularly as 

the branch offered the ability for customers to have personal contact with bank staff. 

 The view was expressed that banks should not be allowed to close branches where they 

do not take appropriate measures to beef up their customer support centres and services. 

 It was suggested that when customers try to contact their banks via the phone, they are 

often waiting long periods until they can speak to bank staff. It was suggested that this 

shows an inadequate consumer focus, which may be due to poor culture. 

 It was suggested that the banking hub model which is being trialled in the UK could be 

something for the Irish banks to consider. 
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AC C E S S  T O  C R E D I T  

 It was suggested that older people, more specifically those who are over 60, have limited 

if any ability to access credit. 

 It was noted that people who have previously been through an insolvency process can 

have particular difficulty accessing credit, even though these people may be very credit-

worthy as all their debts may be extinguished. 

 It was noted that a significant moneylender has also recently left the market. This limits 

the ability of customers of that moneylender to access credit, and potentially forces those 

customers to seek credit in the unregulated sector. 

AC C E S S  T O  C AS H  

 It was suggested that retaining access to cash is critical, particularly for the less well off, 

who often use cash as a means of budgeting. 

 It was noted that accessing cash can be difficult due to a number of factors, in particular 

branch closures and also due to ATMs being out of service. 

 It was suggested that the sale of the ATM networks to private operators could result in 

consumers facing charges from the new operators simply to access their own cash. 

 It was noted that it is often the case that the lowest denomination available in the ATM is 

€50. People who use cash as a budgeting tool need to be able to access lower 

denominations. Some people who have less than €50 in their bank account at the end of 

the month cannot access their cash at all. 

 It was noted that most ATMs do not offer cash lodgement services. 

 The view was expressed that the regulator needs to stop the increasing trend towards 

cashless branches. 

T H E  R ET AI L  B AN K I N G  S E C T O R  

 An Post and credit unions are viable alternatives to banks, and are in community locations 

that are closer to people. However, there isn’t a level playing field with the banks: 

 Regulation does not allow them compete effectively (e.g. mortgages) 

 Account opening requirements are too onerous, and cannot be adhered to in some cases 

(e.g. utility bill confirming address for an elderly person in a nursing home) 

 Post offices need to do a better job at marketing the products they offer. Challenges 

around customer privacy in post offices were acknowledged, however steps can be taken 

to overcome these. 
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Switching 

 The challenges that people are facing in switching their accounts from Ulster Bank and 

KBC were highlighted. 

 It was suggested that these challenges (e.g. long waiting times) suggest that the culture 

in the banks is not yet sufficiently consumer focussed. 

 It was noted that staff in the banks, who are at the front end of dealing with customer 

enquiries re: switching, are often subject to abuse from irate customers. This is not due 

to any fault of the bank staff, but is due to the banks not adequately resourcing the 

switching teams. 

 It was suggested that the banks and other providers should have standard (and more 

efficient) switching processes in place, which would facilitate customer switching now or 

in the future. 

 The important role that the utility companies play in facilitating switching was noted, and 

whilst much focus has been on the role of the banks in the switching processes, the utility 

companies also needed to step up to facilitate customers move their direct debits to their 

new bank. It was suggested that the utility companies also needed to increase their 

resources, and that the regulator of these utility companies could liaise with the financial 

regulator to agree how the switching process can be streamlined. 

 It was noted that improved and more efficient switching processes (for mortgages, and 

not just current accounts) could play an important role in the future as it could facilitate 

customers’ access to cheaper financial products services. 

AC C O U N T  O P E N I N G  

 A recurring theme was regarding the challenges people faced when trying to open a bank 

account. 

 It was suggested that in some cases, current account providers had onerous 

requirements that could not be met (e.g. proof of address for the elderly who do not live 

at home, or children who will not have a utility bill in their name). 

 Whilst it was accepted that it was important for banks and others to have effective anti-

money laundering (AML) procedures in place, it was suggested that the account opening 

requirements were not uniform across all providers and that some were very onerous. 

 It was suggested that all providers should have common standards and requirements, 

and that providers should not be able to engage in “AML arbitrage.” 

 

Fraud 

 The increasing level of fraud, often via smishing, was noted by many of the participants. 
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 It was suggested by a few of the participants that the intended migration of customers to 

digital may not be successful if banks do not do more to enhance protections, and prevent 

fraud.  

 It was suggested that digital banking may now be considered high risk, and that 

customers will want the greater security/certainty of in person banking, and transacting 

in cash. 

 It was suggested that enhancing financial literacy may assist people prevent or avoid 

fraud. 

F I N AN C I AL  AB U S E  

 It was suggested that banks and other providers need to do more to protect against 

financial abuse. 

 Examples given of where actions could be taken were: 

 Marriage breakdown – it was suggested that banks do not make it easy for customers, 

particularly where there are joint borrowings (e.g. mortgage) 

 Ensuring that banks do not take measures that can result in financial independence being 

diminished or eroded. 

 Increased training for employees in branches so that bank staff can identify and act on 

financial abuse. 
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