Regional transfers to Latin
America a $2.5B market
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When Citizens Financial Group rolled

out its low-cost service to allow its immi-
grant customers to send money to family
back home in China earlier this year, the
bank saw a 60 percent jump in money
transfers to China.
- “Our business just boomed,” said Execu-
tive Vice Chairman Bob Mahoney. “And
more importantly, we added a lot of cus-
tomers, which was our intention in the
first place, because you have to be a Citi-
zens customer in order to take advantage
of the service.” e

Citizens is not alone in noticing that the
immigrant market is fast-growing, and
that the business of sending money home
to one’s family in the old country, a prac-
tice called “remittance,” is an ideal way to
lure that business.

“Remittance is a break-even product, but
it'’s a tremendous benefit to the Chinese
American, so a lot are moving their check-
ing accounts to us, which is what we were
hoping for,” Mahoney said.

Many major banks, including most oper-
ating in the Delaware Valley, already offer,
or are considering, programs to help im-
migrants send money back home. Unlike
Citizens Bank, however, most are focusing
largely on the lucrative United States-to-
Latin America market, which accounts for
as much as a quarter of all the money
moved through remittances worldwide
every year. '

“Basically, what it means is good busi-

ness,” said Varsovia Fernandez, president
of the Greater Philadelphia Hispanic
Chamber of Commerce. “Itis very difficult
sometimes for the banks to acquire the
Latino customers, the immigrant custom-
ers, the reason being they come from
countries, in Latin America particularly,
where the banking systems are dysfunc-
tional and they don’t trust the system. Also
they come from social levels where they
don’t have access to banking, and they are
unaware of the benefits of banking.”

The mid-Atlantic states lead the nation
in the amount of money sent by immi-
grants back to their home countries, pri-
marily in Latin America, according to the
Inter-American Development Bank
(IADB), an economic development bank
created in 1959.

Last year, Pennsylvania’s 148,000 Latin-
American immigrants sent home about
$517 million, up from just $180 million two
years earlier. Delaware’s 30,000 immi-
grants sent home $105 million last year.

New Jersey, meanwhile, has long been
home to a large immigrant population.
The state’s 712,000 Latin-American immi-
grants sent home almost $1.9 billion in
2006.

While those are large pools of money,
they built up in bits — the average pay-
ment is less than $300, according to the
IADB’s data. The individual payments
were so small, and the immigrants’ total
income so modest, that banks had barely
paid any attention to the market until re-
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