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Forward by the Task Group Chair 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
It is with great pleasure that I introduce this report on access to financial services in 
Brent. In the course of our work the Task Group developed a deep understanding of the 
challenges our residents without financial services face on a daily basis and the 
importance of this as a key issue in our society. We have developed a strong 
commitment to dealing with this issue.  
 
My colleagues and I consulted with a wide range of stakeholders in the course of our 
work. On behalf of the Task Group I thank all those who freely gave of their time to 
contribute to our discussions. I would particularly like to thank: 
 

 Kevin Seller - Post Office Ltd. 
 Melanie Corfield - Royal Mail Group 
 Peter Kelly - Barclays Bank 
 Peter Bussy - The Association of British Credit Unions 
 Shrine Credit Union 
 Joseph Awosika - Community Careers Centre 
 Femi Adoni - Debt Management Project 
 Brian Litchfield for his support to the Task Group 

 
I would also like to thank our Task Group members: 
 
 

 Cllr Mary Arnold 
 Cllr Reginald Freeson 

 Cllr Carishma Gillani 
 Cllr Izaharul Halder 

 
The proposals set out in our report seek to build on the good practice that is already 
happening in many areas of Brent.  We have identified a number of practical measures 
to help maximise the impact of services that are currently available, alongside target 
interventions to address needs identified by the Task Group. Some of our 
recommendations require better promotion of existing provision; others will require 
better working with our partners. Taken as a package we believe they will significantly 
promote financial inclusion in Brent. 
 
 
 
Councilor Van Colle 
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Executive Summary 
 
This paper outlines the work, findings and recommendations of the overview Task 
Group which was established to explore ‘supporting access to financial services for 
excluded groups’. The findings and recommendations proposed in this paper are 
offered for discussion and ratification by Overview. 

Key Findings 
 
Between 10,000 and 15,000 households in Brent do not currently have any bank 
accounts. The Task Group found that low engagement with financial products, 
particularly current accounts, has a significant negative impact on the lives of many of 
Brent residents, including: 
 

 Additional costs – estimated to be over £1 million for the boroughs excluded 
residents 

 Transactional difficulties 
 Difficulties in spreading costs 
 Entrenching exclusion 
 Vulnerability to alternative and potentially exploitative providers  
 Risk of unsafe money storage 
 Increasing low financial literacy  
 Difficulty engaging in the mainstream economy and ‘normal’ way of doing 

business 
 Exclusion from some services and potential saving 
 Barriers to employment 

 
The Task Group found that the issues were not simply a matter of access to financial 
services or not having access. In many cases the Task Group found that credit cards 
and other financial services were intensely targeted at traditionally excluded groups and 
that access to these was often very well provided. The core issue was whether there is 
access to appropriate financial services.  
 
The Task Group also found that access to financial services is a complex issue that 
cannot be traced to a single source. Key practical themes that can lead to low financial 
engagement with appropriate financial services include: 
 

 Access to clear and relevant information about financial options 
 Understanding the advantages and disadvantages of alternative financial 

products 
 Difficulties in establishing personal credential and identity 
 A lack of understanding and transparency about how financial institutions work 

leading to difficulties in engaging 
 Debt 
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Key Recommendations 
 
The Task Group recognised that residents’ low use and knowledge of suitable financial 
products has a significant impact on their lives. The Task Group offers the following 
recommendations to address this: 
 
 

1. Provide basic information about using financial services in jargon-free 
language on our website, through distributing leaflets and in Brent 
publications. 

 
 

2. Promote information and advice via our partners 
a. Citizens Advice Bureau and other voluntary sector organisations 
b. regeneration initiatives including neighbourhood projects 
c. Job Centres 
d. in our own training for citizenship  
e. in our One Stop Shops 

 
 

3. Promote our local Credit Unions, Shrine and Kilburn including a feasibility 
study and other help depending on the outcome.  

 
 

4. Engage with local banks and Post Offices to promote basic bank accounts 
and advice on credit for our residents, through our community leadership 
role. 

 
 

5. Establish whether financial services are sufficiently covered in our schools, 
and also in the adult Skills for Life curriculum. 

 
 

6. Establish from BRAVA what financial advice provision there is in the 
voluntary sector and whether there is capacity to increase this. 

 
 

7. Raise this subject as an issue in the Local Strategic Partnership to find a 
joint approach. 

 
8. Provide a budget of approximately £30,000 to deliver this initiative. 

 
We recommend that the Chief Executive considers which unit should take the lead role 
to deliver this cross-council initiative. 

 



 
 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 

4 

Introduction 

Scope of Task Groups work 
 
Overview Committee commissioned a Task Group to explore access to financial 
services (see Appendix 2 for full scope). The focus of this work was to explore personal 
banking for individuals from socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds. In 
undertaking this work, the Task Group aimed to: 
 

 explore the extent of exclusion across the borough 
 diagnose the barriers to accessing financial services 
 identify alternative models for provision to address these needs, which are within 

the scope of the authority to influence 
 define the council’s role within the economy of financial services 

 
The Task Group found that the scope was too limited and has widened its remit.  

Membership 
 
The Task Group was chaired by Cllr Irwin Van Colle and consisted of: 
 

 Cllr Mary Arnold 
 Cllr Reginald Freeson 
 Cllr Carishma Gillani 
 Cllr Izaharul Halder 

 
The Task Group was supported by Brian Litchfield. 

Methodology 
 
To ensure that the Task Group addressed its scope in a manner that allowed for a 
thorough examination of key issues and led to practical recommendations the Task 
Group adopted a strategic approach. The project involved a broad overview to identify 
key issues relating to access to financial services followed by a structured work plan to 
explore predominant issues in more detail. 
 
This Task Group founded its work on an analysis of previous research undertaken on 
this topic – including papers from government departments, advice providers, think 
tanks, campaign groups, academics and industry bodies. The Task Group also 
commissioned an analysis of demographic trends to understand the context of financial 
exclusion. Key papers the Task Group referred to are listed in Appendix 2. 
 
The Task Group structured its investigation through an analysis of supply and demand 
issues relating to financial services. To understand issues relating to the supply of 
financial services the Task Group interviewed people along the spectrum from formal 
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provision, including the Post Offices and banks, to community provision including Credit 
Unions. The investigation was supported by further analysis of documents, reports and 
initiatives aimed at widening and improving the delivery of financial services to excluded 
groups. 
 
To explore issues relating to the demand of financial services, i.e. what customers want 
from financial service providers and how to stimulate this demand amongst current low 
user groups, the Task Group spoke to those who currently under-use financial services. 
Due to the nature and characteristics of this group it was more practical to explore this 
through representatives such as advice agencies and ‘community leaders’ who were in 
touch with the needs, aspirations and experiences of this group. 

 

What are financial services? 
 
The Task Group recognised that it was important not to group all financial products 
together as one issue. Throughout our work it emerged that there were a variety of 
issues, solutions and experiences relating to different financial products. To address 
this, the Task Group defined financial products in the following categories: 
 
 

 Purchasing consumer goods 
 
 Day-to-day money management 

o Current account 
o Bill payment 
o Handling cheques 
o Short-term credit 

 
 Medium-term financial security 

o Insurance against job loss 
 

 Long-term financial security 
o Security for families and children 
o Security for old age 

 
At the start of our work the focus was on access to personal current accounts. The 
provision of basic banking services proved to be a key gateway issue to most other 
financial products. Other forms of financial inclusion were unlikely without bank 
accounts. 

Public Policy Context 
 
Access to financial services is increasingly high on the Government’s agenda. There 
have been significant policy and research resources invested into understanding and 
working with financial services over the last decade by government departments, think 
tanks, academic institutions and consumer groups to ensure financial inclusion. The 
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vast majority of this work has been forced at the national policy level with significantly 
less attention forced on local action. It is not possible to review all of these initiatives in 
this report. The Task Group identified key initiatives including: 
 

 Spending Review 2004 – which established a Financial Inclusion Taskforce and 
Financial Inclusion Fund to support associated initiatives 

 Cruickshank Review of Banking Services in the UK 
 Review of the Credit Unions Act 
 Policy Action Team 14 Report: Financial Services 
 Emerging guidance from the Treasury 
 Financial Services Authority reports on providing advice and guidance 
 Reports by a number of think tanks 

 
These reports identify the following as key areas of financial exclusion: 
 

 
 
The high level of attention this topic has received has ensured that there has been 
significant progress against these dimensions of financial exclusion but challenges 
remain.  
 
A key national policy initiative that affects this work is the transformation of benefits 
payments to a system of direct electronic payment. A significant proportion of benefit 
recipients were without a bank account and basic bank accounts were expected to 
meet much of this need. For those not able or not ready to use a basic bank account, 
the Post Office Card Account (POCA) was introduced with a financial contribution from 
the banks. Many banks also make their basic bank accounts accessible at the Post 
Office. Latest figures show that over 75 per cent of benefit recipients are now paid 
electronically into a bank account, a basic bank account or a Post Office®Card 
Account. 
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There is a concern that the closure of some Post Offices has reduced the access to this 
resource, although the Post Office is now providing more access to financial products 
and services. 
  
The Task Group also identified the development of basic bank accounts as a pertinent 
initiative for its work. Basic bank accounts are designed to meet the banking 
requirements of people for whom a standard current account would otherwise be 
unavailable or unsuitable but enable people to pay their bills by direct debit, pay in 
cheques and cash, withdraw cash and receive income and benefit payments. They are 
specifically designed to minimise the risk of an unauthorised overdraft and should not, 
therefore, require unnecessary credit check restrictions before they can be opened. 
 
As our findings show, there still remain many residents without basic bank accounts. 
 
HM Treasury’s recent report ‘Promoting Financial Inclusion’ offers a useful summary of 
current policy regarding financial inclusion for those who would like further information. 
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Current Access to Financial Services – Our Findings 

Banking services usage – national 
 
Accurate information describing the number of adults without bank accounts is 
incomplete and estimates available vary widely. While it would be clearly beneficial to 
hold a firm understanding of financial usage it is difficult to measure. This problem is 
compounded as those without bank accounts are traditionally hard to reach with 
surveys and profiles, an indicative national picture suggests: 

 
 2.5 – 3.5 million adults are without a basic bank account (PAT 14) 
 1.5 million households (1 in 14) do not use any formal financial services (Joseph 

Rowntree) 
 16% of households in London do not have a current account. 10% have no bank 

accounts (Family Resources Survey, 2001) 
 some predictions are much higher than this – up to 50% in economically 

disadvantaged households (Institute of Personal Finance) 
 
If financial services are defined as being more than basic current accounts, to include 
access to savings and insurance services, the number of those excluded steeply rises 
to encompass up to 6 million adults (Joseph Rowntree). 
 
It is likely that there are more people without active current accounts than these figures 
suggest. For example there are large numbers who may have an old National Savings 
account so are not counted as financially excluded. 
 
The Task Group found that basic bank accounts and Post Office card accounts were 
available to all residents who choose to take them and were able to prove their 
identities. Banks confirmed that accounts would be available to all, if legal criteria were 
met, even through these were a loss making activity for the banking industry. 

Banking services usage – local 
 
In many ways Brent has a clearer understanding of financial exclusion than many other 
boroughs through its neighborhood surveying work. A crude estimate based on the 
Rowntree Family Resources Survey London figures suggests that there are 
approximately 10,000 households in Brent without a bank account, i.e. approximately 1 
in 10 households.  
 
Exploring the number of people without bank accounts was covered by a recent Brent 
Council household survey. This only related to four deprived neighbourhoods, namely; 
St Raphaels /Brentfield, Harlesden, Church End and Stonebridge. Bank usage in these 
areas has been gathered by a robust survey of a fifth of households in these 
neighbourhoods. This showed that more than 1 in 7 households (15%) do not have 
bank accounts in these neighborhoods. This relates to approximately 1,875 households 
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in these areas alone. This proportion (15% of households without bank accounts) is 
higher that the national and London average, although it is not possible to establish that 
this is Brent’s average. If the rest of the borough did follow this pattern there would be 
15,000 households without bank accounts in Brent. 
 
We can conclude that it is likely that there are between 10,000 (London average) and 
15,000 (priority ward average) households in Brent without bank accounts. It is likely 
that the number of individuals without bank accounts will be higher as individuals within 
households may be excluded. Problems with statistical collation make it impossible to 
easily switch between numbers of households and number of individuals within these 
when describing those without bank accounts. 

Access to wider financial products 
 
The Task Group explored a wide range of financial services, in addition to basic bank 
accounts. This included: 
 

 Credit ratings 
 Credit cards 
 Sub prime loans 
 Poor benefit administration 
 Debt management 

 
The Task Group noted a number of pertinent themes from their research into these 
areas. The predominant theme is that disadvantaged groups are not excluded from all 
financial services per se, rather there are a great many of services available to them 
and many specifically targeted at them. Some of these were inappropriate or not the 
best option. The Task Group distinguished between good and bad financial products.  
 
Although there were many dimensions in distinguishing between good and bad financial 
products, which are dependent on individuals circumstances, the Task Group felt that 
some widely accessible products offered poor value to users. Credit cards were key 
amongst these. 
 
The Task Group heard of examples of incidences where unemployed residents were 
regularly offered credit cards with credit limits in excess of £10,000. Providers were 
covered by repayment insurance, limiting their risk. Borrowers would often develop 
significant debts. This was compounded as the minimum repayment charges were often 
lower than the interest accrued on the loans, meaning that their debts would grow. One 
of the key reasons for this was that some clients found difficulty in accessing credit 
outside credit cards. Furthermore they had little understanding of the borrowing rates 
and the differences between the costs of alternatives. 
 
The Task Group found examples of good sources of credit, such as interest free buy 
now pay later options and relatively good value loans but these were often not available 
to poorer residents. One reason for this was the poor credit rating that many residents 
have. Residents in Wembley have amongst the poorest credit ratings in the UK with 
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46% of residents with either a poor or very poor rating (Equifax, 2004, The Guardian 
11.07.04. ‘Are Asians denied the credit they deserve?’). This is one reason why people 
turn to credit cards; the Task Group heard that credit cards were often offered without 
thorough credit checks. 
 
The Task Group felt that offering poor financial products to those who can least afford 
them is a cynical business of reckless and predatory lenders. 

Who currently under use financial services? 
 
National research (Kept out or opted out?, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1999) shows 
that those who currently under use financial services can be described as belonging to 
one of three groups: 
 

1. Households who have never used financial services 
 Elderly, low-income households 
 Young householders 
 Lone parents 
 Those on the margins of the labour market 
 Some ethnic minorities 

 
2. Households who have disengaged from using financial services 

 following a significant drop in income 
 following relationship breakdowns or death of a partner 

 
3. Individuals within households. 

 
The Task Group found that it was important to understand the differences between 
these groups and not to apply stereotypes to those without financial services. This is 
essential when addressing the issues and developing solutions. For example 
addressing the needs and experiences of someone who has never had a bank account 
may vary widely from those who have had a bank account but decided to no longer use 
one. 

Profile of groups vulnerable to exclusion / under usage 
 
There is no single explanation for households being without financial products; however 
national research (Kept out or opted out? Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1999) shows 
that ‘high risk’ groups include:  

 
 low income households (two thirds of those without bank accounts have a net 

income of £50-£150 per week)  
 benefit claimants – particularly those who have never had a secure job 
 tenants (70% of those without bank accounts)  
 those living in social rented housing (84% of all without bank accounts) 
 lone parents (40%) 
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 single non-pensioners, particularly women who became lone mothers at an early 
age 

 Pakistani or Bangladeshi households, as a result of language barriers, religious 
beliefs and lack of information 

 older people who left school before the age of 16 
 
Where you live is also an important factor in exclusion. Households in London or one of 
the 50 most deprived local authorities in England are twice as likely to be financially 
excluded as those living elsewhere, (Kept out or opted out? Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, 1999), Brent fits both of these criteria. 
 
Our household survey illuminates some of the dimensions of households without bank 
accounts in the St Raphaels/Brentfield, Harlesden, Church End and Stonebridge 
neighborhoods. These are shown below. 
 
 

Percentage of households in Brent’s without a bank account - St 
Raphaels/Brentfield, Harlesden, Church End and Stonebridge 

 

By Ethnic Group

15

10

5

17

18

0 5 10 15 20

White British /
Irish

Other White

Indian

Caribbean

African

Neighbourhood

11

13

16

19

0 5 10 15 20

Harlesden

St Raph's /
Brentfield

Church End

Stonebridge

 
 

By tenure

25

18

10

4

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Council Tenant

HA Tenant

Private Renter

Homeowner

By Age

16

13

12

15

14

18

20

20

0 5 10 15 20 25

16-18

19-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65-74

75+

 



 
 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 

12 

Financial Literacy 
 
Knowledge about financial products is remarkably low amongst households that are 
without them. Seven million adults are yet to reach the financial literacy of an average 
11 year old (Widening the scope? FSA and CAB research into delivering financial 
advice through CAB, Financial Service Authority, 2004). We found that this had a 
significant impact on the choices people made about the financial services they used. 
We heard that people often chose the worst financial option, e.g. using a credit card for 
long term borrowing. Measures to encourage future take-up must tackle the widespread 
mistrust which such households feel for many financial providers and offer information 
in a style that is appropriate for this group. 

 
The Task Group identified the following in addressing this information gap: 
 

 Basic Skills Agency - Financial Literacy Project Homepage 
 BBC - Cashwise Magazine 
 Britannic Street - Supports teachers in developing financial literacy 
 Citizenz.org - On-line financial literacy resources 
 Financial Service Authority - Information sheets and teaching resources 
 Learn about money  - How to make your money work best for you 
 NatWest Financial Literacy Centre - Resources for teachers 
 Personal Finance Education Group promotes and facilitates the education of all 

UK school pupils about financial matters 
 The Fool School - includes a women’s finances section 
 Your Money Be Wise - teaching resources 

 
Much of this information requires users to look for financial information. We found that 
those who were most excluded were unlikely to do this and that better proactive 
information was needed that was acceptable to those not accessing financial 
information and support. 
 
 
We found a number of additional sources of information about financial options within 
Brent, including: 
 

 Information about equity release schemes from the council’s housing department 
 Generic information providers such as Citizens Advice Bureau who run a debt 

management advice scheme; One Stop Shops; Brent Indian Association; Kilburn 
Youth Centre - Advice & Information; and many more 

 
Few people we spoke to had heard of these and they need further promotion. 
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The Impact of Exclusion – Our Findings 

Impact of being without a bank account 
 
The Task Group found that being without financial products can have a significant 
impact on residents and those providing services to them. The negative impact of this 
will grow as using banking services becomes the norm. This includes: 
 
 

 Increased costs - an additional average of £90 a year for those not paying by 
direct debit for fuel bills and telephone accounts alone (Why the poor pay more ? 
National Consumer Council, 2005). This relates to over £1million for Brent’s 
residents without bank accounts. 

 
 Transactional difficulties - e.g. cashing cheques and sending money. These 

difficulties will also result in additional costs. The Task Group found examples 
where people with minimal resources were paying significant sums for cashing 
cheques. 

 
 A cycle of financial exclusion – the Task Group heard examples of where one 

type of exclusion could quickly lead to others, for example, when someone did 
not have a bank account, they were unable to build a credit history. 

 
 Difficulties in spreading costs – structured payments through a bank account 

allows for costs to be spread across a year. Those without accounts are not 
usually able to enjoy these benefits and often had to pay large up-front sums. 

 
 Vulnerability to alternative and potentially exploitative financial service 

providers. The Task Group heard of examples of people who were excluded from 
further financial products because they didn’t have a basic bank account, for 
example an inability to get access to store credit led people to borrow from more 
expensive sources such as doorstep lenders. The Task Group heard of examples 
of where this resulted in repayment interest rates of over 200%. 

 
 Risk of unsafe money storage – the Task Group heard of experiences where 

individuals lost years of saving as it was not stored safely. 
 

 Low financial literacy – the Task Group found that much of the information 
provided by banks for residents about financial products and alternatives was 
distributed through banking databases of those who already held currently 
accounts. Those without accounts received very little information. 

 
 Difficulty in engaging in the mainstream economy and ‘normal’ way of doing 

business. 
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 Exclusion from some services and potential savings - e.g. mail order and 
internet purchases were often not available to those without bank accounts. 

 
 Barriers to employment – a bank account for receipt of wages is sometimes a 

basic requirement for employers, for example Brent Council, as with many other 
employers, will not pay employees in cash. It is a requirement for staff to have a 
bank account. Although some employers will pay with a cheque this increases 
the cost of receiving the money as a cheque-cashing fee will apply. 

 
 Entrenching exclusion – being without formal banking or credit history can be 

as much of a disadvantage as an impaired credit history in accessing certain 
financial services. 

 
The Task Group also heard about the impact of exclusion from other financial products 
such as credit and how this has a significant impact on residents’ lives. The focus of our 
attention remained on bank accounts as these are a gateway to other services. 
 
Overall the Task Group found that being without financial products, particularly a basic 
bank account, can have a significant and detrimental impact on the life of residents. 

The impact on society 
 
Working with those without a current account also has an impact upon service providers 
through increased transactional costs and time it takes to transfer resources. 
 
The Social Exclusion Unit report also noted interactions between social and financial 
exclusion.  

The impact of unsuitable financial products 
 
Alongside the negative impact of being without financial products the Task Group also 
uncovered significant problems for those who are using sub prime financial products, 
such as credit cards for long term borrowing, expensive credit and inappropriate 
accounts. The problem with these products was often over use and supply rather than 
difficulty in access. Using these products was often the result of poor information and 
choices and inaccessible alternatives. The Task Group heard that using inappropriate 
financial products led to: 
 

 Serious debt to the extent some people had to declare themselves bankrupt 
 Poor long term credit rating increasing the cycle of decline 
 Losing family homes 
 Associated problems of depression, stress and anxiety 
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Alternative Models of Provision – Our Findings 
 
The Task Group considered exploring a number of alternative models for financial 
provision, these included: 
 

 Credit Unions 
 The council acting as a guarantor for loans 
 Community Finance Initiatives 
 LETS (Local Economic Trading Schemes) 

 
We were only able to consider Credit Unions in some depth.  
 
Credit Unions 
 
Credit Unions are the most viable alternative model for financial services provision. 
Credit Unions give access to affordable financial services. There are about 500 Credit 
Unions recognised by the FSA (Financial Services Authority) across the UK. Brent has 
one recognised Credit Union. A Credit Union is: 
 

 member-owned for people to save and borrow 
 set up by people who share a common bond 
 governed by a Board of Directors, a Credit committee, and a Supervisory 

committee selected by an annual general meeting 
 the board appoints a manager with day-to-day responsibility for managing the 

Credit Union 
 regulated by the Financial Services Authority 
 covered by insurance against fraud and the Financial Services Compensation 

Scheme 
 has to be both inclusive and sustainable. Sustainable is used to mean that it 

will cover its own costs after a 3-4 year start up period. A start up grant is 
needed 

 
The aim for Credit Unions is to become the primary source of: low cost, high quality and 
ethical, financial services. These will be run according to the guiding principles of being 
inclusive and sustainable. It is in the nature of Credit Unions to be: 
 

 open and accessible to everyone within the common bond 
 local, convenient and affordable services (max 1% interest per month – on a 

reducing basis) 
 friendly – owned and run by local people 
 no loan is too small 
 the maximum is usually £5,000 
 no savings are too small and can encourage regular savings (a recent 

example showed that a benefit claimant managed to save £100 for 
emergencies in a year) 
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Credit Unions can help with money management – although Credit Unions aren’t 
experts on advising on this, the process of applying for credit through a union 
necessitates good money management. They also sometimes work in partnership with 
money advisers/CAB etc. Practical tools Credit Unions can offer to enable money 
management include: 
 

 regular and emergency loans – some Credit Unions are moving towards more 
flexible loan policies based on “capacity to repay” rather than previous savings 

 budget bill paying 
 energy efficiency loans – often managed by Credit Unions for a local authority 
 debt consolidation - they are an alternative to predatory doorstep lenders 
 international money transfers and cheque cashing – saving up to 15% on over 

the counter cheque cashing 
 
Some Credit Unions are also starting to provide basic bank accounts with debit cards, 
ATMs, direct debits, and cheque books. Credit Unions also offer savings opportunities 
including: 
 

 young saver accounts 
 holiday accounts 
 christmas savings accounts 
 interim dividends 

 
Credit Unions can also offer insurance including home contents, vehicle, life insurance, 
funeral plans and life cover on savings and loans (the insurance is there to ensure that 
the debt is extinguished if a borrower dies). An established Credit Union offers people 
an alternative to getting into debt in the first place, and re-cycles the community’s own 
savings for the benefit of others in that community. 
 
Brent is currently behind other boroughs in terms of Credit Unions. We have one strong 
Credit Union, SHRINE in Harlesden, which is well established. Shrine has owned its 
own premises for many years, giving it significant financial strength. Many boroughs 
have borough wide Credit Union schemes. To establish a scheme of this scale we 
would need: 
 

 A common bond: a catchment area, which is large and diverse enough to 
appeal to those wanting to save as well as those in need 

 Sponsorship from local partners, with a key role for the local authority 
 Board leadership with business skills and a strong sense of strategic purpose 
 A business and marketing plan - focusing on growth to achieve sustainability 

in 3-4 years 
 Resources - premises and paid professional staff 
 Funding – estimated cost of £500,000 to establish a Credit Union to 

sustainability in 5 years, after which point it would be able to support itself. It 
has been suggested that it could save members this amount every year 

 Collaboration with the national body 
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Credit Unions can also help address the psychological barrier to accessing financial 
services. Customers realise that Credit Unions are not there “to rip them off” so they are 
more trusted. Since they are more local they are also able to provide a more personal 
touch.   
 

Credit Unions in Brent 
 
SHRINE was established in 1970 for residents of NW10 originating from a church 
group. They bought their own building in 1982. They currently have 1,000 members, 
500 are active members. A problem they face is that young people see them as a poor 
man’s bank. In the short term we could support SHRINE with marketing – e.g. articles in 
Brent Magazine, South Kilburn’s Spotlight and other neighbourhood publications.  
 
Most members of the SHRINE Credit Union also have bank accounts and make 
payments to the union by bank transfer. This means that although the unions may 
provide access to credit, members generally already have access to basic bank 
services though other accounts. 
 
SHRINE could become the foundation of a Brent borough-wide Credit Union network. 
The managing volunteers of Shrine commented that although their members may be 
initially concerned about the risk to their investment of growth, there is the potential for 
SHRINE to move forward. SHRINE could act as a hub for a borough wide Credit Union. 
SHRINE recognise that they need to grow for financial stability, they were concerned 
that this growth may sever their link to the local community. 
 
The Task Group also heard about the Credit Union project which has been established 
in Kilburn and has recently been funded by South Kilburn New Deal for Communities. 
 
The first step in developing a borough-wide initiative would be to undertake a feasibility 
study which we should fund, costing approximately £11,000 (plus vat) and based on 
action research. The Task Group was told that it normally costs about £500,000 to 
establish a Credit Union to financial viability and takes approximately 5 years. Because 
SHRINE owns its premises, the working party believes the cost for SHRINE will be 
much less. 
 

Issues with the Credit Union model 
 
It is clear that Credit Unions have significant advantages to offer Brent’s residents. 
There are a number of factors that the Task Group felt needed to be considered when 
offering recommendations to invest significant council resources into this problem, 
these include: 
 

 Range of services. While Credit Unions offer great access to credit many do not 
offer a range of services that would address the problems that result from being 
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without a bank account (see section impact of exclusion page 12). Many Credit 
Unions don’t clear cheques, offer access to ATM networks etc. Most users of Credit 
Unions also have bank accounts. 

 
 Cost - Local Authorities are often responsible for offering financial support. 

 
 Inclusion - Credit Unions offer an alternative for those who are excluded from other 

financial routes. This is a means of including people who are otherwise excluded. 
This is one of the main purposes of regeneration policy.  

 
 Sphere of activity - A key characteristic of a credit union is that there is a common 

bond at a local level with which members identify. A borough wide credit union may 
not offer this. Members of a small group may want to consider whether they want to 
share the risk of growth to a borough wide scheme. 

 
 Community support - Credit Unions tend to be most successful when they are 

developed by local community demand. The Council is in a position to support such 
action. 

 
Credit Unions have an important role and the Task Group believes that the council does 
have a role in supporting them. This role is focused on supporting Credit Unions to grow 
organically, for example helping them promote themselves through advice and publicity. 
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Barriers to Wider Use – Identifying Patterns 

What are the barriers to wider use? 
A key question the Task Group grappled with was: are people who lack financial 
products excluded from access or do they exclude themselves? 
 
The Task Group found that that at one extreme a small minority are denied products 
through applications refused or facilities withdrawn, while at the other extreme a small 
minority do not want products under any circumstances.  
 
We found less clarity about the middle group who often face barriers that encourage 
self exclusion, including price consideration, marketing exclusion and conditions applied 
to products. It is this group that the Task Group thought our recommendations could 
most affect. This related to approximately 90% of those without bank accounts. 

Dimensions of exclusion 
Exclusion from financial services is complex and cannot be understood in simple terms. 
We identified four main factors that can lead to exclusion from financial services: 
 

 Price exclusion – where products are too expensive for low-income households 
to afford. 

 
 Marketing exclusion – where financial institutions target more affluent 

customers and are not keen to attract low-income groups because there is limited 
profit in these accounts. For an account to be profitable it needs an average 
credit of approximately £1,000 a month. 

 
 Conditional exclusion – where the terms and conditions attached to products 

make them inappropriate. It has been estimated that a quarter of all applications 
for current accounts are refused. We found that key reasons for refusal are 
difficulties in establishing identity, proof of address and credit ratings. 

 
 Choice – some consumers may make choices not to hold a current account. We 

heard about a number of individuals who liked to work with a cash only method of 
managing their money as it allowed them clarity – “when it’s gone it’s gone”. It is 
important to establish whether these decisions are founded on solid information 
and options or because other options are not clearly available. 

 
Among these, establishing individuals’ identities proved to be a pertinent issue in Brent, 
particularly given the borough’s changing population. We heard that these problems 
were compounded for some of Brent’s residents as their passports were held by the 
Home Office while immigration cases were being assessed.
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Recommendations 
 
The Task Group recognised that residents’ low use and knowledge of suitable financial 
products has a significantly detrimental effect on their lives. The Task Group therefore 
offers the following recommendations: 
 
 

1. Provide basic information about using financial services in jargon-free language: 
a. on our website 
b. through leaflets to targeted areas / groups 
c. in Brent publications, including 

 Brent Magazine 
 Council Tax Information 
 Public Libraries 

 

2. Promote information and advice via our partners, 
a. Citizens Advice Bureau and other voluntary sector organisations 
b. regeneration initiatives including neighbourhood projects 
c. Job Centres 
d. in our own training for citizenship 
e. in our One Stop Shops 

 

3. Promote our local Credit Unions, Shrine and Kilburn 
a. feasibility study 
b. other help depending on outcome of feasibility study 

 

4. Using our role of community leadership to engage with local banks and Post 
Offices to promote basic bank accounts for our residents 

 

5. Establish whether financial services are sufficiently covered in our schools, and 
also in the Adult Skills for Life curriculum 

 

6. Establishing from BRAVA if there is sufficient capacity in voluntary sector 
organisations to support this initiative 

 

7. Raise this subject as an issues in the Local Strategic Partnership to find a joint 
approach 

 

Cost of implementing recommendations 
 
The Task Group believes that these recommendations can be implemented within 
existing resources; most of them can be easy delivered through joint working and 
consideration alongside other initiatives. While both the feasibility study and the 
production of leaflets may require resources these are likely to be limited, under 
£30,000. It is not possible to be specific about cost as this depends on the areas 
selected for initial distribution, the capacity of our partners and the outcome of initial 
investigations. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1:  Sources of further information 

Institutions 
 
A selection of organisations which undertake work around access to financial services 
is shown in the table below: 
 

Institution Role Website 
 

Personal Finance 
Research Centre, 
University of Bristol 
 

Undertakes research into personal 
finance and explores implications for 
individuals, communities, financial 
services providers and government. 

www.ggy.bris.ac.uk/
research/pfrc 

Centre for 
Research into 
Socially Inclusive 
Services 

Explores the significance of service 
access and consumption and how to 
promote social justice and stimulate 
community-based regeneration. 

www.crsis.hw.ac.uk 

British Bankers 
Association 

Trade association of the banking and 
financial services industry. 

www.bba.org.uk 

Financial 
Ombudsman 
Service 

Provides consumers with a free, 
independent service for resolving 
disputes with financial firms. 

www.financial-
ombudsman.org.uk 

Institute of 
Financial Services 

A brand of The Chartered Institute of 
Bankers. It provides education and 
career support to the industry and 
financial education to the public. 

www.ifslearning.co
m 

The National 
Consumer Council 
 

Independent consumer expert 
championing the consumer interest to 
bring about change for the benefit of 
all consumers.  

www.ncc.org.uk 

Association of 
British Credit 
Unions 

An association for British Credit 
Unions providing research, news and 
networking opportunities. 

www.abcul.org 
http://creditunionco
mmunities.org 

The National 
Association of 
Credit Union 
Workers 

Develops accredited training and 
best practice and is the voice of 
Credit Union Workers throughout 
Britain. 

www.nacuw.org.uk 

Financial Services 
Authority 
 

Maintain efficient, orderly and clean 
financial markets and help retail 
consumers achieve a fair deal. 

www.fsa.gov.uk 
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Key reports 
 
The Task Group referred to a large number of reports in the course of its work – key 
documents include: 
 

 

Access to Financial Services in Britain, The Role of Social Networks, Pamela 
Meadows, 2001 
 

Access to Financial Services in the UK, Personal Finance Research Centre, 
2000 
 

An Introduction to Pearls in Britain, Association of British Credit Unions, 2004 
 

Banking Business, The annual abstract of banking statistics, 2005 
 

Barclays PLC Corporate Social Responsibility, 2003 
 

Beyond Bank Accounts: full financial inclusion, IPPR, 2004 
 

Community Capacity Building: Savings, Assets and Financial Inclusion, Centre  

for Research into Socially Inclusive Services, 2003 
 

Credit Unions and Loan Guarantee Schemes, 2003 
 

Cruickshank Review of Banking Services, 2000 
 

Ending fuel poverty and financial exclusion, National Energy Action, New 
Economics Foundation and the Personal Finance Research Centre, 2004 
 

Everyday Essentials: Meeting basic financial needs, National Consumer 
Council, 2003 
 

Family Resources Survey, DSS, 2001 
 

Financial Capability: Consumers’ views on developing their financial capability  

through socials and workplaces, Financial Services Authority, 2004 
 

Kept out or opted out? Understanding and combating financial exclusion, 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1999 
 

Papers from South Kilburn New Deal for Communities 
 

Policy Action Team 14: Financial Services, Neighborhood Renewal Unit, 1999 
 

Profiting from Poverty – Why debt is big business in Britain, New Economics 
Foundation, 2002 
 

Promoting financial inclusion, The Policy Press, 2003 
 

Why the poor pay more, National Consumer Council, 2005 
 

Widening the scope? FSA and CAB research into delivering financial advice  

through CAB, Financial Service Authority, 2004 
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Appendix 2: The Task Groups full scope 
 
SUPPORTING ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SERVICES FOR EXCLUDED GROUPS 
 
Most people have access to banking services. Using bank accounts is now the normal 
way most people manage their finances, offering them a range of benefits and savings. 
All social security benefits are paid into bank accounts. This general increase in the use 
of financial products has left an important minority of individuals behind - people who do 
not have an account, although less than 10% of the population can be vulnerable to 
exploitative borrowing, poor advice and additional charges. They may well be especially 
disadvantaged if their local Post Office has closed. 
 
Patterns of non-use of financial services are related to employment status, income, 
housing tenure, age, ethnicity and long-term sickness or disability. It is not clear the 
extent to which these people are being refused access to banking services by 
providers, or whether the barriers to participation are around individuals’ perceptions 
and choices. 
 
Whilst it would be interesting to explore all these dimensions relating to accessing 
financial services, it is likely that this would unreasonably stretch the resources and 
energies of an Overview Task Group. It is therefore proposed to concentrate on the 
most critical factors and ones on which the council can have most influence. To this 
end, most benefit could be gained by focusing on access to basic current accounts and 
associated advice. While there are clearly wider issues relating to insurance, savings, 
mortgages and business loans, a basic current account is the essential foundation. 
 
Many groups are excluded from financial services for a wide range of reasons, for 
example: 
 

 homosexual couples are often excluded from life or medical insurance 
 small businesses without a financial track record of success are often excluded 

from business loans 
 transient populations are sometimes at a disadvantage in lacking a permanent 

address 
 socially and economically disadvantaged groups often do not access any 

financial services 
 In the light of the above considerations, the Task Group should focus on 

personal banking for individuals from socially and economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds 

 
The core information would be derived from analyses of recent reviews of financial 
services e.g. Cruickshank Review of Banking Services in the UK; Review of the Credit 
Unions Act; Policy Action Team 14 Report, alongside practical experiences of other 
local groups. The aim of this would be to identify conclusions that are applicable within 
Brent. 
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In undertaking this work, the Task Group should, inter alia: 
 build on the findings of the Post Office’s overview Task Group 
 explore the extent of exclusion across the borough 
 diagnose the barriers to accessing financial services 
 identify alternative models for provision to address these needs, which are 

within the scope of the authority to influence 
 define the council’s role within the economy of financial services and identify 

how this integrates with regeneration and tackling exclusion 
 
It should make recommendations accordingly, estimating any costs. 
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Appendix 2: Example leaflets 
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