
A faster way down under
Tim Green describes how Australian banks are launching one of the 
world’s most advanced faster payments platforms and explains why they 
believe it will lead to a wave of innovative other services

Every year, more tourists arrive in Australia from 
China than from any other nation. One million a 
year make the trip. When they get there, according 
to a report by Cross Border Management, they 
spend A$2.5bn on retail goods. It is in Australia’s interest 
to make it easy for the Chinese to spend their yuan and that 
means one thing: accepting mobile payments. That explains 
why, in September of this year, local payment processors 
launched WeChat down under.

Novatti Group and RoyalPay Australia teamed up to help 
locals accept WeChat wallet transactions, which are triggered 
when users scan a barcode at the point of sale. They expect 
thousands of Australian merchants to adopt the system in 
the coming year. At the time of writing, more than 100 are 
set up to take WeChat payments.

Chinese visitors who prefer their country’s other key 
payment product, Alipay, are also catered for. In January 
2016, Alipay launched across 4,400 Australian stores in  
partnership with the Australian Postal Department.

Australia’s financial services sector is keen to adapt to the 
idiosyncrasies of its Chinese holidaymakers, but there is also 
strong evidence that the locals are keen on new payment 
methods. 

For example, Australia is said to be the world’s most 
enthusiastic nation when it comes to contactless payments. 
A 2015 survey by RF Intelligence Group found that 53 per 
cent of Australians had made a contactless transaction. One 
in two transactions under A$100 was made by tapping with 
a mobile phone. Meanwhile, 74 per cent of Australians use a 
smartphone.

The enthusiasm for mobile payments is set toup-end the 
Australian payments market and 17 Australian banks have 
been working on a complete overhaul of the country’s 
payments infrastructure. They signed a 12-year contract in 
2014, worth £540m with Swift, the global provider of secure 
financial messaging services, to rebuild the system. The new 
payments platform (NPP) – expected to go live in September 
2017 – aims to provide a “fast, versatile, data-rich payments 

system for making…everyday [small sum] payments”. 

At its core, the NPP is a faster payments service (FPS). In itself, 
this is nothing new. Swift says 29 countries are building a 
faster payments backbone while 18 have already launched 
one. Among them is the UK’s own FPS. But FPS is eight 
years old now and launched at a time before smartphones, 
4G, apps and many of the defining technologies of today. 
Australia says it is building much more scope and flexibility 
into its system.

As such, the NPP has four elements:

• a faster payments network – a 24/7 real-time network as 
opposed to one based on batch payments and file-based 
deferred settlement;

• more payments information – at present, sender 
descriptions can be up to 22 characters and the reference 
field is 18 characters but with NPP the limit will be 280 
characters;

• addressing services – NPP will let customers link their 
accounts to an alias such as an email, mobile number or 
an Australian Business Number (ABN), which will help them 
send and request payments more intuitively; and

• overlay services – all of these innovations will let member 
banks (and others) design new products that make account 
payments simpler and richer. 

The last is central to the NPP. Banks want to make the 
transactional account do more than just dumb payments. 
Nathan Churchward, senior manager of payment products 
at Australian payments specialist Cuscal, says: “It is going 
to turn your mobile and internet banking into a day-to-day 
personal payment service, and not just a bill payment and 
account inquiry service. That is the real opportunity.” He 
made the comment during a webinar dedicated to NPP. 

The webinar highlighted some of the new scenarios that 
NPP could bring about. For example, fast instant payment 
could make a big difference to tradespeople who must 
traditionally demand payment upfront or hope that a 
cheque will clear. NPP’s creators expect a similar boost 



for people selling high-ticket items such as cars. These 
exchanges demand trust on both sides, but with real-time 
payment that risk would be mitigated: they would be able 
to see the money had moved instantly. With the addition 
of richer payments information, the seller could pass on 
ownership registration as part of the exchange, too.

The 240 characters of payments information that NPP 
supports could have an impact in many situations. Detailed 
electronic pay slips could accompany payroll deposits, for 
example. Invoicing could become more integrated and 
automated – no need to send payment and paperwork 
separately. The Australian government might also migrate 
its payments over to NPP from the Government Direct Entry 
Service as the population demands more digital services. 
On a more general level, account holders will be able to 
glean much more information from their historical spending 
records.

In the case of the new addressing services, Australians will 
have more scope to request payments from each other, 
split bills and so on if they do not need each other’s account 
details. This is not new. In the UK, Barclays’ Pingit pioneered 
such a scheme in 2012 and the multi-bank Paym scheme 
launched in 2014. But these services only assign a bank 
account number to a mobile. The NPPs will let people link to 
multiple aliases.

Australia’s banks have high hopes for NPP. It will make 
payments between people easier but it does not specifically 
address wider issues such as identity, cyber security and 
machine-to-machine transactions. It is just one part of a more 
ambitious project to ready Australia for the next wave of 
digital disruption. Step forward, the Australian Payments Plan, 
published in December 2015 by the Australian Payments 
Council (APC). 

The plan addresses disruption in three elements: 

•  digital payments – specifically, the need to tackle digital 
identity, privacy and cyber security;

•  integrated payments – when 
payments “disappear” inside an 
integrated experience, as with an 
Uber car ride; and

•  embedded payments – 
transactions made by machines 
without human intervention. 

What links all three is that they 
result from turning payments into 
code. This sets big challenges. 
In the example of embedded 
payments, there are questions 
about verifying the identity 

of the sender, accompanying the 
transfer of funds with contract 
information, permissions and so 

on. Shared ledgers and blockchain-like technology could play 
a part here. 

The APC is looking at all of this in a plan to prepare the 
economy for the next 10 years. But it will not limit the 
discussions to the banks. Leila Fourie, chief executive of the 
APC, says: “We want industry to help us decide what we do, 
not purely financial services. Therefore, we have retailers and 
other enterprises on our board looking at how to build APIs 
and design digital identities for the next phase of payments.”

Fourie adds that she also wants to avoid regulation where 
possible. “We have a very different approach to regulations 
here, I think. We try to be hands-off and to encourage what’s 
innovative. Unlike with PSD2 [the EU’s Second Payment 
Services Directive], for example, we want to see if the market 
can come up with something before we act.”

It may not be the banks that “come up with something”. New 
fintech players might be quicker to see the opportunities as, 
indeed, have WeChat and Alipay in China. 

It is incumbent on the incumbents to use their collective 
headstart. WeChat is a case in point. Although Tencent, the 
Chinese investment holding company, plans to take it to

20 countries by the end of 2016, it seems unlikely that 
anyone other than Chinese tourists will use it. The fact is, 
despite a three-year global campaign starring Lionel Messi, 
the Barcelona footballer, WeChat’s efforts to launch outside  
its home country have failed. Australian banks would be wise 
to heed this and make sure they build something compelling 
while they have the chance. 
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