Hume unites
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OHN Hume will be 70 on
Thursday.

Last Friday, the Nobel
peace prize winner per-
formed a pretty run-of-the

mill task.

While Gerry Adams, lon Paisley
{10 years older than the retired
Hume) and other players agonised
aver policing in Northern Ireland,
Hume was back in Belfast promot-
Iniz his first love,

Mo, not reconellintion. Quite the
appasite,

Hume was urging Ireland’s
ereaky credit union soldiers into
battle.

Someseethemasthe Dad’s Army
af the financial sector.

The former SDLP leader i8 not
widely known for his love of credit
unions. But in long-forgotten days
he was the founder of the Derry
eredit nnjon,

Itstarted with just fourmembers
and onlvseven poundsinits coffars,

On Fridoy, Hume was hoping
that his army would challenge Al-
Hed Irish Banks, irondcally by tradi-
tlon the favoured financial institu-
tion of nutionalist Ireland. e was
lounching Ireland’s eredit wnions
into the 2ist century.

Attheage of 27, Hume was presi-
dent of the all-Treland Credit Union
League.

Then e wient into polities.

I the intervening 43 vears,
Hume has been busy elsewhere.

And In the same 43 years the
eredit nmions that Hume founded
have not kept up with tho paoe of
chunge he helped 1o set elspwhere
inlreland.

Many dyed-in-the-wool eredit
unlon elders insist that they were
better off when resisting the pres-
Aures of prosperity,

Dad's Army hes suffered far
fewer scandals than the more so-
phisticated banks; they have not
pllinged thelr members in almos!

every division; they may have been
a bit less efficient, but at least they
wiere not erooks in sults.

Andletusthank God for that. But
“less elficient” iS4 generous euphe-
mism. They have been honest
Luddites. They traded their com-
munity ethos and their disdain for
the profit motive against their gen-
tle, but more basic, banking meth-
oils,

And they were technophiobes.

Crodit unfons proudly trum-
peted that they were non-profit-
muaking; they were devotees of fine
—but outdated — concepts like “so-
clal finance”. Indeed they saw the
banks as being in o different mar-
kel They were working for loftier
objectives. The banks counld go
ihout their nasty business, undis-
turbed.

Thatwas all very well, Butitisnot
the wiy the banks see jt.

Thecrooksinsuits have beeneyé-
ing the ereditunions' three million
members, their € 12bn deposits and
their databases. They see credit
unlons' poorer custoiners as “low-
hanging fruit™ walting to be
plucked. They have offerad them
tempting products, cheap mort-
pgnges, share trading services — the
lot. Above all, they have made it
physically eusy for modern Ireland
to do business with them, Internet
bunking, passwords, ATMs ete,
hiwvee mennt that punters can trans-
fer funds on their laptops while
watching their plasmas at home by
the fire,

And oncethe banks hove enticed
the viethms and invaded the privacy
of thelr houses, they have fleeced
them.

So,an Friday, Hume was lending
his prestige to Conlineg — a na-
kedly commercinl invasicn of the
bankers' territory,

Lronleally, the product champi-
oned by the nationalist leader hns
been provided by awell-established

with Wellin

ALLIANCE: John Hume jolned forces with with Wellington's Alex Dunne to launch Clonline

company called Wellington Com-
puter Syatems, Mo doubi the firm is
ealled after the noble duke of the
game nume, the vietor of Waterloo,
who wasonce famously reported Lo
have disowned his Irish origins,

Whan an enthusiastic Gael com-
mended him on his Irish pluce of
birth he ls suppoted 1o e replied
touchily that “being born lnastabile
does not make one a horse”,

Hume would not have been
amused by Wellington's withering
wit.

But last week Wellington and
Hume jolned forces 1o do o favour
for the underdogs. The small credit
unfonmovemnment wasbowing tothe

inevitable. 1t was providing a full
onling benking service to the
magses, They would have to com-
pete with the devil — or die,

CUpnline means that customers
of eredit unions can now pay bills,
tritnsfer funds and apply Tor loans
onfling, Credit vnions are alveidy
operating ATM fncilities in many
wrensd They can now provide SMS
texting. They will fag overdrafis
and produce current aceount bal-
anees free. Where the banks dre
slipplge hidden charges past thelr
cuttomers, CUonline will chnrge
nothing.

Mot long ago a colleague chal-
lenged me over an article hostile to

eredit unions, "Why in the name of
God should I bank with ALE when 1
have the eredit union?®™ he de-
minded. "The creditunion pays all
my bills."

I stumbled. Feebly, 1 retorted
that banks "provide chequebooks™

Astheydo, Butnobody nsesthem
ALY IO,

“anderediteands? Tvolunteered
without convietion.

Precisely, they are peddling the
miost insldious ambush of our gen-
¢ration, Mo credit union would
charge the punitive 18 per cent
{plusirates levied by bankson those
who can least afford them.

Perhaps we have been too sniffy

about credit unions, dismissing
themas the poor man'sbank? Huve
we implied that thelr less ageres-
sive methods meant that they were
somehow not foanclally stable?
Wis thelr manpgement inferior be-
cuuse they were winateur bankers
competing against ruthless, over-
paid professicnals?

Wis our unsupported disdaln,
when unmasked, just sheer praju-
dige?

PPerhaps.

But if Ireland’s credit unions do
not modernise they are dead,

The Wellington online package
launched by Hume is not being
switllowed by all eredit unions,
Only some have signed up, Credit
unfonsarecommunity-based. Each
hns o high degree of autonomy -
whether it is located in the town,
thevillageorin the workplace, They
are an irritetingly stubborn group
of independent republics. There
will be no order from the top to
modernise; because there is no top.

Sosomeunionsare likely to sink,
others o swin,

Tl future of credit unlons loeg
not in competing with banks to
serew the little man, Nor in ot-
temptingtoseduce the better-offor
the corporates.

They have three million costom-

era in [reland who need nurturing.

S farthese clients favourthebene- |

fits of membership; the higher in-

terest on deposits and lower rites |

an lopns; the lack of pressure on
gtall to cross-sell producta for come-
mission — so beloved of the banks.

And of course if you are thinking
of dving, join the eredit unjon, If
yiu pop off 8 & member your loans
arewritten offand your savings are
doubled,

Yet the fringe benefits are not
enough, If the bunks decide to tar-
git the credit unions' three million

customers, the vietims will enlistno |

sympathy simply by screaming
“foul” or that they are "not-for-
profit” outfits,

Thiey should compete in the Hm-
ited areas where they are strong:
cheap loans of up 1o €100,000; car
lonns; education loans; FENErOUE
deposit rates where the banks rip
the customer off; and death bene-
fits,

The goodwill s there. The banks
have gathered all the bad will, Butif
eredit unions fall to compete on
technology they will be smothered.

On this, at least Welllngton and

Hume areat one, Dad's Army needs |
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