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Welcome to the wonderful world of Internet banking. Australian financial institutions have been “amalgamating” branches for years now, on the basis that branch banking is outdated and that we should be conducting our transactions by phone or via the Internet. There is some logic to that, though the standard of service I receive has dropped appreciably since my small suburban Westpac branch closed and I was forced to a much larger branch three suburbs away.

Such is life, I thought. That’s the price of progress. Can’t expect personal service in an impersonal world. So I thought I would do what the bank wants me to do and transfer my banking to the Internet.

I logged on to Westpac’s Internet site for online registration to Internet banking. I filled it all in, but there’s a catch. It’s not really online registration – the Internet site takes your details and then promises to send you a form you have to sign.

I waited. One week. Two weeks. A month. No sign of anything in the mail. So I went to the bank and register. I spent twenty minutes with a helpful young women, which seemed to me to be a little longer than necessary. I filled in the form and was given a customer number for each of three accounts I wished to link.

Like many Australians, I run a small business. I have two company accounts and a personal account, and like most small business people I am constantly robbing Peter to pay Paul (who rarely gets his money back). Anyway, my simple (so I thought) request was that I be able to transfer money between each of my accounts via the Internet.

I was assured that this would be easy, and that they would fax off the forms, and that I would be able to access all my accounts and transfer money between them three working days later. I was given an eight digit customer number for each account (in addition to the existing six digit account numbers), and told to use them for my Internet banking.

Fired with the optimism of the uninitiated, I logged on after three days, and the web site asked to make a phone call to get a password (more numbers). Ten minutes later, after some soothing music and two pleasant but surely unnecessary conversations with banking staff, I was ready to go. I was in to my accounts.

Or account. Only one of my accounts, the one I had nominated as my primary account, was on screen. I tried a few things, but there was no way I could access either of the other two accounts. Back on the phone I went. This conversation was less pleasant than the last.

Only the primary account had been set up for Internet banking, said the rather dim girl on then other end of the phone. The paperwork for the other two was still being processed. Try again in two days. It took her a very long time to explain this, citing various internal procedures that had to be followed. (When will customer “service” people ever learn that customers don’t care about internal procedures and “that’s not my department” demarcation excuses? We just want results.)

So I waited the two days. I actually waited three. For I am a patient man. I logged on again. Still only one account. So I rang up again. The story this time was that there was nothing in the file about the other accounts I wished to access. When I pointed out that I filled in just one form for all three accounts, and the first account had been put on, so they must have had the right form, I was shuffled telephonically, after listening to quite a bit more pleasant music, back to the branch where I originally filled in the form.

“There’s nothing in your file about this,” they helpfully informed me. Did I remember the name of the person who served me? Fortunately I did. I always take their names nowadays – you just never know. They would check with that person, who wasn’t currently in, and get back to me later in the day.

Six hours later my branch rang back. They said they had called the Internet banking people, and all three accounts were indeed linked. I logged on during the conversation and saw no sign of this, nor any indication of how to access my other accounts. They again rang the Inter net banking people, called me back, and said that I could only link the accounts through my personal account, and that a password would have to be sent out in the mail.

Three days later it has still not arrived. I quite like the idea of Internet banking, but I am still wondering how it works. It is now nearly two weeks since I applied, and over a month since my first attempt to register online. I might go down to Westpac again to try to sort it out. I have to deposit some cheques anyway. Now how will I do that over the Internet?
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