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All Together Money — the credit union movement (formerly Association of British Credit
Unions Limited) is the largest network of credit unions in Great Britain, working side by
side. Built on cooperation, not competition. Driven by people, not profit.

Together, we're building a future where money works for all of us. Shaped by the shared
commitment of credit unions to their communities. We build resilience together, share
knowledge, amplify voices and build resilience as one, so all our members can

adapt, lead and grow.

For decades, credit unions have been doing money differently: rooted in community,
grounded in ethics, and focused on real impact. Now, All Together Money brings that
difference to the forefront. We champion smart regulation, ethical finance and
meaningful change. Credit unions are co-operative societies that provide financial
services — primarily savings and loan facilities — to their member-owners. They are
registered as co-operative societies under the Co-operatives and Community Benefit
Societies Act 2014 and the Credit Unions Act 1979. As deposit-takers, they are dual-
regulated by the Prudential Regulation Authority and the Financial Conduct Authority.

Since their inception in Britain in 1964, credit unions have been closely associated with
anti-poverty and financial inclusion. They tend to provide savings and loan facilities to
those with limited or no access to financial services from mainstream
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providers, generally due to low income and/or a lack of a developed credit profile. They
have been a central element of numerous government and philanthropic initiatives to
extend financial inclusion and address the lack of adequate provision of affordable credit
and secure savings facilities for large sections of the population. Credit unions are
capped in the interest they can charge at 42.6% APR under the Credit Union Act 1979
and provide credit in competition with high-cost lenders.

There are over 215 credit unions active in Great Britain today, serving more than 1.5
million members and managing approximately £2.7 billion in assets. They range from
mid-sized businesses employing up to 50 staff to small, volunteer-led organisations.

Consultation response

We welcome the opportunity to respond to HM Treasury's Access to Banking Services
Review.

Credit unions are authorised deposit-taking institutions that provide savings,

affordable loans and an increasing range of transactional banking services to millions of
people across the United Kingdom. Established to promote financial wellbeing rather
than maximise shareholder returns, credit unions are rooted within the communities they
serve and have a long-standing role in improving financial inclusion.

The UK credit union movement supports members from all walks of life, including many
individuals and families who are financially vulnerable, digitally excluded or underserved
by mainstream financial institutions. As the banking landscape continues to evolve,
credit unions have increasingly become one of the few remaining providers of face-to-
face financial services in many communities.

Whilst recognising the significant shift towards digital banking, we believe it is essential
that this transition does not disadvantage those consumers and organisations who
continue to rely on in-person banking services. Physical banking

infrastructure remains critical for many individuals, businesses and community
organisations, and the continued withdrawal of high street banking services risks
increasing financial exclusion across the UK.
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Although access to cash is now protected through legislation and FCA rules, no
equivalent statutory protections currently exist for wider face-to-face banking services.
This creates a growing gap between protecting access to cash and protecting access to
essential banking services such as account support, fraud assistance,

lending discussions and financial guidance.

The proposed approach should be more explicitly aligned with the UK Government's
wider objectives on financial inclusion and the continued growth of the credit union
sector. As access to traditional bank branches declines, credit unions are increasingly
becoming an important part of the UK's community banking infrastructure,

often providing one of the few remaining sources of face-to-face financial services in
local communities. This Review therefore presents an opportunity to recognise that
improving access to banking is not solely about preserving the presence of
commercial banks but about ensuring that consumers can continue to access
trusted, affordable and locally delivered financial services.

There is a clear opportunity to strengthen the link between access to banking services,
the Government'’s Financial Inclusion Strategy, Fair4All Finance’s Credit Union
Transformation Programme, and the wider policy ambition to expand the reach and
impact of credit unions. This also aligns with the Government’'s commitment to double
the size of the UK's co-operative and mutuals sector, recognising the important role that
member-owned organisations play in creating a more diverse, resilient and inclusive
financial services market.

As co-operative financial institutions, credit unions are uniquely positioned to contribute
to this ambition while also supporting wider objectives around financial inclusion and
community wealth building.

Access to appropriate financial services should not be considered in isolation from the
role that credit unions already play in supporting financially excluded communities. A
clearer recognition of this relationship would help ensure that measures to improve
access to banking also contribute to broader policy goals around financial resilience,
financial inclusion, and the continued growth of responsible, community-based finance
providers.

There is also scope to consider how banks can support credit unions and other
community finance providers beyond the provision of their own services. For example,
banks could establish formal referral pathways for customers whose needs may be
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better met by a credit union, particularly where local, affordable lending or community-
based support is required. This may include customers seeking small-sum affordable
loans, help to build savings, budgeting support, financial education or those

who require more intensive face-to-face engagement due to financial vulnerability or
digital exclusion.

Consideration should also be given to mechanisms through which banks provide
financial, operational or technical support to strengthen the capacity of credit unions to
deliver services that commercial providers are often less well placed to offer. As
member-owned, not-for-profit institutions, credit unions have a strong social purpose
and are embedded within the communities they serve. They frequently support
individuals who may struggle to access mainstream financial services, including

those with thin or impaired credit histories, lower incomes, irregular employment or
complex financial circumstances. Their relationship-based approach enabled them to
take the time to understand members’ individual needs, provide tailored financial
guidance, encourage regular saving, and deliver affordable credit alongside ongoing
support to improve financial resilience.

Rather than viewing credit unions as competitors, banks should recognise them as
complementary partners within the wider financial services ecosystem. Strengthening
collaboration would improve customer outcomes by ensuring individuals are directed to
the financial provider best placed to meet their needs, while helping to reduce financial
exclusion and reliance on high-cost or illegal lending. In this regard, the Community
Reinvestment Act (CRA) model in the United States provides a useful example of how
mainstream financial institutions can be encouraged to support community finance
providers as part of a broader strategy to improve access to financial

services, strengthen local financial ecosystems and promote economic inclusion.

This response reflects the experiences of credit unions operating throughout England,
Scotland, and Wales.

The GB credit union sector believes that:

o Face-to-face banking remains an essential service for many consumers and
businesses.

o Digital banking has improved access for many people but is not a complete
substitute for in-person services.
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e Branch closures disproportionately affect vulnerable consumers, rural
communities, deprived urban areas, older people, disabled people and those with
limited digital confidence.

e Credit unions themselves are increasingly affected by reductions in banking
infrastructure, creating operational challenges and increasing costs.

e Banking Hubs and the Post Office provide valuable mitigation but cannot fully
replace comprehensive banking services.

e Credit unions should be recognised as an important part of the UK's future
banking infrastructure and supported accordingly.

e Government should ensure that access to essential banking services is protected
alongside access to cash.

Customer Needs and Use of In-Person Banking Services

Essential in-person services

Although many routine transactions have successfully migrated online, there remains a
range of services where physical access continues to be essential.

These include:

e Opening and verifying accounts for customers with complex identification
requirements.

¢ Assistance for vulnerable customers experiencing financial
difficulty. Where their needs may not be fully articulated digitally or are digitally
excluded. Credit unions continue to offer responsible and affordable lending to
individuals who may otherwise be excluded from mainstream credit markets, this
is typically embedded in face- to-face engagement and ongoing in person
membership relationship building that increases trust for the credit union and
provides vulnerable members with the in-person support they need.

e Support with fraud and scam recovery.

e Cash and cheque services.

o Complex lending discussions, which benefit from dialogue and contextual
understanding; credit unions take a more holistic approach to lending decisions,
looking at all available metrics to be able to make decisions on lending.
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e Financial capability and budgeting support, Credit unions actively support
budgeting and money management, good savings habits, financial education and
confidence. In many cases these are delivered through in-person engagement.

e Assistance for customers with accessibility needs.

e Business banking support for charities, community organisations and SMEs.

For many consumers, particularly those with low financial confidence, face-to-face
conversations build trust and enable informed financial decision-making.

Services where digital alternatives remain insufficient

Credit unions regularly support members who cannot fully engage with digital banking
because of:

o limited digital skills;

e poor internet connectivity;

e cognitive impairments;

e learning disabilities;

e language barriers;

e visual or physical impairments;

o safeguarding concerns; or

e a preference for supported financial decision-making.

Digital channels work well for many routine transactions but are often inadequate where
reassurance, explanation or individual support is required.

Digital onboarding processes can create significant barriers for individuals who lack
standard forms of identification, have limited digital skills or confidence, or face language
and accessibility challenges. In-person services provide a more flexible and inclusive
approach to identity verification, with staff available to guide individuals through the
process and adapt to their needs. This support is particularly important for migrants and
those with non-standard documentation, older customers, and individuals in vulnerable
circumstances. Without access to in-person support, these groups risk being excluded
at the point of entry to financial services.

A significant minority of consumers lack access to reliable internet or digital devices,
have low digital literacy or confidence, or simply prefer not to engage with digital
financial services. For these groups, digital alternatives are not merely insufficient, they
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are effectively inaccessible. In this context, in-person banking services are not an
optional complement but an essential access channel, ensuring that all consumers can
engage with financial services on an equitable basis.

Benefits of being able to access banking services in-person

In-person engagement enables customers or members to make more informed financial
decisions, particularly in relation to borrowing and managing money.

Credit unions provide evidence of this through their relationship-based lending
approach, where affordability and product understanding are discussed directly with
members. This reduces the risk of inappropriate borrowing and supports

better long-term outcomes.

This is particularly important for individuals:

e With low financial capability
e Facing complex financial circumstances
¢ Who may be less confident engaging with digital services

Without in-person interaction, there is a greater risk of misunderstanding financial
products or disengaging entirely from regulated services.

Groups Requiring In-Person Banking

The Review rightly identifies the importance of understanding who continues to depend
upon physical banking services.

From the perspective of the credit union sector, these include:
Older people

Many older consumers remain confident using branch services but less comfortable
using digital-only channels. In-person services provide reassurance, reduce the risk of
fraud and support financial independence.

Digitally excluded consumers
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Millions of people continue to experience digital exclusion through lack of
access, affordability or confidence. Digital exclusion should not become financial
exclusion.

People experiencing vulnerability
Credit unions support many members experiencing:

e low financial resilience;

e mental health challenges;
e domestic abuse;

e bereavement;

e unemployment;

e caring responsibilities; and
e temporary financial crises.

These circumstances often require personalised support that cannot easily be
replicated digitally.

Disabled customers

Many disabled people benefit from face-to-face assistance, particularly where
accessibility barriers exist within digital services.

Small businesses and community organisations

Local charities, voluntary organisations, faith groups and SMEs continue to rely upon
physical banking for:

e business banking enquiries;
e cash handling;

e cheque deposits;

e account administration; and
o relationship management.

Geographic Differences

The impact of branch closures is particularly acute within:
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e rural communities where the nearest branch may now be many miles away;
e coastal communities;

e towns experiencing multiple branch closures;

e areas of high deprivation; and

e communities with limited public transport.

Credit unions frequently serve these communities and increasingly become one of the
few remaining financial institutions with a physical presence.

Consumer Detriment

The reduction in access to banking services is creating both financial and social
detriment.

Consumers report:

e increased travel costs;

e longer journey times;

e reduced confidence in managing finances;

e increased risk of financial exclusion;

e reduced access to affordable credit;

e greater exposure to scams through unsupported digital journeys;
o loss of trusted relationships with banking staff; and

e reduced ability to receive support during vulnerable life events.

For many individuals, branch closures are not merely an inconvenience, they remove
access to essential financial services.

Impact on Credit Unions

The Review should also recognise the impact upon community finance providers.
Credit unions increasingly experience:

¢ reduced access to business banking services;
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o fewer local cash handling facilities;

e higher operational costs;

o longer travel times for staff transporting cash;

e reduced competition within the banking market; and

e increased pressure to support consumers displaced from mainstream banking.

As commercial banks withdraw from communities, demand for affordable community
finance continues to grow. However, this increased demand must be matched

by appropriate investment in the infrastructure that enables credit unions

to operate effectively.

Current Provision

Banking Hubs
The sector strongly supports the development of Banking Hubs.
They provide valuable access to:

e counter services;

e cash deposits;

e cash withdrawals; and

e community banker appointments.

However, Banking Hubs should be viewed as one component of the overall solution
rather than a direct replacement for comprehensive branch networks.

Coverage remains uneven, and many communities continue to experience gaps in
provision.

The current Banking Hub model focuses primarily on preserving access to services
provided by commercial banks, particularly cash services and periodic access to
community bankers.

However, the needs of consumers extend beyond transactions. Many people require:
o affordable credit
¢ budgeting support
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e savings products

o financial capability advice

e support managing debt

e trusted face-to-face guidance

Credit unions already provide these services.

At present, Banking Hubs are largely designed to maintain access to services from the
major banks after branch closures. Credit unions are not part of the model, despite often
being the only locally based financial institution remaining in many communities. The
Access to Banking Review presents an opportunity to argue that Banking Hubs should
evolve from being a replacement for bank branches into community financial service
hubs.

Unlike commercial banks, credit unions are:

e community-owned

e not-for-profit

e locally accountable

e established to improve financial wellbeing

Many operate in exactly the communities most affected by:

e bank branch closures
e high deprivation
o digital exclusion
o financial vulnerability

They therefore complement, not compete with, the objectives of Banking Hubs.
Government policy increasingly emphasises the importance of promoting financial
inclusion, expanding access to affordable credit, reducing reliance on illegal and high-
cost lenders, improving financial resilience, and supporting the economic wellbeing of
local communities. Credit unions already make a significant contribution towards each of
these objectives through their provision of ethical financial services,

community engagement and support for financially underserved consumers.

Enabling credit unions to operate from, or alongside, Banking Hubs would build on this
existing contribution, maximise the public value of investment in the Banking Hub
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network, and create a more inclusive community banking model that better meets the
needs of consumers and local economies. Allowing them to operate from Banking Hubs
would maximise public value from existing investment.

As Government considers the long-term future of in-person banking, Banking Hubs
should evolve into centres of community financial inclusion rather than solely replacing
bank branches.

Post Office Services
Post Office banking continues to provide an important service.
However, Post Offices cannot replace:

e specialist banking advice;

e lending discussions;

e financial guidance;

e relationship management; or
e wider business banking services.

Future Banking Landscape

The pace at which bank branches are closing has been exponential. Which?

reports' that almost 6,800 UK bank branches have closed since

2015. Similarly, Reuters? notes that around 3 million people still depend on cash, with
many small businesses continuing to rely on deposit facilities.

The credit union sector recognises that banking will continue to become increasingly
digital. The challenge is therefore not preventing digital transformation but ensuring that
no customer is left behind.

Future banking should combine:

¢ high-quality digital services;

" Bank branch closures: is your local bank closing? - Which?
2 Britain makes it tougher for banks to close branches | Reuters
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e assisted digital support;

e accessible telephone services;

e Banking Hubs;

e community banking providers; and

e locally delivered face-to-face financial support.

Consumers should be able to move easily between digital and physical channels

according to their needs.

The Role of Credit Unions

Credit unions should be recognised as a strategic part of the UK's future banking

infrastructure. Future policy should ensure credit unions have fair access to payment

systems, banking infrastructure, Banking Hubs where appropriate, and funding
opportunities that enable them to expand transactional banking services alongside

savings and affordable credit.
Many credit unions already provide:

e savings accounts;

o affordable loans;

e transactional accounts;

e budgeting support;

e financial education;

e community engagement; and

¢ local branches embedded within communities.

With appropriate investment and regulatory support, credit unions can play an even

greater role in delivering inclusive banking services.

Government should consider:

e improving access to payment infrastructure;
e supporting investment in technology and digital capability;
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e ensuring proportionate regulation;

e improving access to wholesale funding and capital; and

e recognising credit unions within future banking policy and financial inclusion
strategies.

Recommendations

When announcing the Review, the Government specifically highlighted forthcoming
reforms to:

e expand credit union common bonds
e strengthen community-based financial services
e increase access to affordable credit and safe savings.

Government has already recognised the growing role that credit unions play within local
financial ecosystems. As mainstream banking provision contracts, policy should support
credit unions as part of the future community banking infrastructure rather than viewing
them solely as providers of affordable credit.

The GB credit union sector recommends that Government:

1. Recognise access to essential in-person banking as a key component of financial
inclusion.

2. Develop a long-term national strategy for access to banking services alongside
existing access to cash protections.

3. Expand the Banking Hub programme while ensuring broader banking
services remain available.

4. Improve support for digitally excluded and vulnerable consumers through
assisted digital provision.

5. Recognise credit unions as key community banking providers and involve the
sector in future policy development.

6. Improve access to banking infrastructure for credit unions, including cash
services and payment systems.

7. Ensure future regulatory and funding decisions strengthen community finance
rather than concentrating provision within fewer providers.
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8. Continue monitoring the cumulative impact of branch closures on
consumers, businesses and communities.

9. As Government considers the future provision of face-to-face banking, credit
unions should be recognised as strategic community banking providers. Future
policy should ensure credit unions have fair access to payment systems, banking
infrastructure, Banking Hubs where appropriate, and funding opportunities that
enable them to expand transactional banking services alongside savings and
affordable credit.

Conclusion

The UK banking landscape is undergoing significant structural change.
While digital innovation has delivered considerable benefits, it must not come at the
expense of financial inclusion.

Credit unions are uniquely placed to bridge the gap between digital services and
community-based financial support. As trusted, community-based financial institutions,
credit unions are well placed to play an increasingly important role in promoting financial
inclusion and ensuring that consumers continue to have access to

accessible, affordable and relationship-based financial services. As the banking
landscape evolves, we believe there is a significant opportunity to build on existing
community infrastructure and develop a more inclusive model of face-to-face banking.

In particular, we encourage HM Treasury to explore how the scope of Banking Hubs could
be expanded to include credit unions as delivery partners. Integrating credit unions
within the Banking Hub network would enhance consumer choice, strengthen financial
inclusion, improve access to affordable financial services, and make better use of
existing community banking infrastructure.

We would welcome the opportunity to engage further with HM Treasury, the Access to
Banking Services Review team and other relevant stakeholders to discuss the issues
raised in this response. We would also be pleased to explore how the credit union sector
could support the future development of Banking Hubs and contribute to a more
resilient, inclusive and sustainable model of in-person banking across the United
Kingdom.
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We look forward to continuing to work collaboratively with Government and industry
partners to ensure that the future of banking remains accessible to all communities and
that no consumer is left behind as the financial services landscape continues to evolve.

Kind regards,

el TlGuals

Natalie McQuade
Head of Advocacy and Regulatory Affairs
All Together Money — The credit union movement
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