CARIBBEAN REMITTANCES?:

Around the world, there are 200 million people working and
living in a country other than their home jurisdiction. These
migrants are remitting back home over $300 billion every year.
The traditional means of remitting funds has been the regular
sending of small amounts via informal and nonbanking channels,
which for decades went unnoticed, and its impact on the
economy of the recipient country was never recorded as an
inward investment.The absence of major support from the formal
banking sector encouraged a weak competitive environment in
the remittance market, which has kept remittance fees high.
Banks tend to focus on large-value transactions as being better
suited to their correspondent banking network, and have not
been as innovative as money transfer operators to serve the
migrant communities who need to remit small but regular
payments home.

The economic implications of global remittances and migration
are now better understood, and financial services need to play
a key role in leveling the field for the origination of payment
systems that support the lifeblood of developing economies.
From a Caribbean perspective, the growing number of Caribbean
people who have sought work overseas created a significant
Caribbean Diaspora. Caribbean workers began to send money
home to support their families, starting first as a trickle but
soon becoming a flow of over 8.3 billion US dollars in 2006,
establishing remittances at about 20% of income per capita and a
solid contributor to GDP of the island economies (i.e. Barbados
9%; Jamaica 18%; St.Vincent 26%; Grenada 31%).

Some Caribbean banks are now investing in technology-
based money transfer products, such as internet payment
systems, in order to deliver more cost-effective and convenient
fund transfers. Financial institutions that are members of an
international card association, such as Visa and MasterCard, can
offer money transfers through card-based network channels
using the association’s security and risk management systems
and processing solutions. Global Bank of Commerce,a Caribbean
institution operating from Antigua and Barbuda, has followed the
path of technology-based money transfer services and, as an
issuer of stored-value debit cards, supports card to card fund
transfers to multiple destinations. Cardholders can withdraw
cash from an ATM, buy goods and services at merchants, obtain
cash advances from banks, and pay bills. Increasingly, the card
becomes a virtual bank account to the holder.

A related growth phenomenon is the 3.1 billion mobile
telephone subscribers worldwide, of which 2 billion are prepaid
cell users. They perform 49 billion top ups a year (United
Nations, June 2006). This market has been mostly overlooked
and underserved by the traditional players, but they will play a
key factor in blending the technologies for banking services with

telecoms. The collaboration of these sectors will allow a global
airtime transfer service to facilitate small value remittance that
is also tied to a branded card. With this solution, subscribers
can send mobile electronic credit to their friends and relatives
living in a foreign country directly by SMS. It is a fast, reliable and
convenient solution for international mobile top-up and global
transfers of small payments that can be used at ATMs, stores
and banks.

Governments need to become more supportive of e-commerce
initiatives and encourage their banking sectors to develop
financial services that meet the demands for micro payments
and provide end to end payment solutions for remittances. New
fund transfer technologies have become quite user friendly and
now include the use of cell phones to replace the internet as a
mechanism for micro transfers and payments. Generally, such
funds are used to meet immediate family needs, but banks can
provide assistance by cross-selling services to recipients that
will encourage savings, credit mobilization and other investment
opportunities. Caribbean banks which identify these niche
opportunities and invest in technology to provide modern
payment solutions can establish a competitive position in the
global remittance market regardless of their geographic location
and size and significantly support inward investments.
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