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New and emerging technologies are continuing to have an 
impact on how treasurers work – not just in terms of their 
pivotal strategic and advisory roles at the heart of organisations, 

but the minutiae of their day-to-day processes in the treasury function 
itself. Alongside this, technology will enable businesses to develop  
new business models and is already enabling the rise of new  
platform providers that can enhance the underlying client or  
customer experience. Whether they are utilising software for cash-flow 
forecasting, harnessing application programming interface connectivity 
to enhance their payment systems or adopting direct integration of  
FX capabilities, treasurers have an increasing array of facilities at  
their fingertips.

Meanwhile, banks and corporates are looking to the fintech sector to 
boost the client experience. In their own innovation journeys, treasurers 
are starting to diversify the technology and platform providers they use.

While this watershed presents a number of clear opportunities to 
raise efficiencies, there are challenges, too – particularly in the realms  
of scale, stability and obtaining board buy-in for the implementation of 
new systems. In parallel with those issues, there are varying degrees of 
understanding within the treasury community about the benefits that 
new technologies can bring. With that in mind, it is vital for treasurers 
to source high-quality advice from their banks, as well as third-party 
providers, to determine if the specific pain points can be overcome. 
Naturally, no two organisations face the same hurdles based on how 
they have decided to structure their treasury teams.

Resilience in supply chains and the effective management of business 
continuity risks are, therefore, of paramount importance, given the 
backdrop of macroeconomic uncertainty. Treasurers must do everything 
they can to put plans in place so that, on those occasions when 
unexpected challenges do arise, contingencies can be implemented with 
minimal impact to treasury’s underlying control functions. Maintaining 
resilience, managing risk and providing advice to the CFO and board 
are still crucial roles for the treasurer, and those responsibilities are 
never going to go away.

DAVID SHINKINS IS GLOBAL HEAD OF CASH MANAGEMENT 
SALES AT BARCLAYS CORPORATE BANKING

At the ACT Cash Management Conference 2020, 
delegates, speakers and panellists looked at how  
the increasing digitisation of treasury promises  
to reshape the function for the future
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Conference 2020 took 
place on 25 February,  
prior to widespread 
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There was a plea 
for education and 
outreach to help 
staff understand 
the threats their 
firms are facing

CENTRAL THEMES
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STRATEGIC CASH 
MANAGEMENT
Multi-banked corporates with 

large, primary business units and 
sprawling global reach face a host of  
cash management challenges – from  
the logistical hurdles of working in 
economies with inconvertible currencies 
to the pain points stemming from 
relationship banks that do not provide 
comprehensive geographical coverage. 
With those issues in mind, delegates 
received insights into the benefits of 
notional cash pooling, as organised 
around an array of operating companies. 
Treasurers were informed that, as  
well as bringing much-needed focus  
to inconsistent, and potentially  
unwieldy, cash management 
arrangements, notional pooling 
dramatically raises the efficiency of  
cash flow from distant foreign markets  
– and could also help corporates free  
up trapped cash.

Meanwhile, among a selection of the 
UK’s most talked-about business failures 
over the past two years, it is possible to 
discern circumstantial similarities: either 
the owners were uncertain of their cash 
position on a long-term basis, or the 
business model failed to deliver enough 
cash to the firm’s balance sheet to 
guarantee its operational sustainability. 
In each case, the ensuing collapse can  
be ascribed, at least in part, to inadequate 

cash forecasting. As such, delegates 
heard about strategic measures for 
enhancing work in that field, involving 
the active participation of group 
stakeholders on an international  
level, coupled with buy-in from senior 
corporate figures – not just in group 
finance, but the wider business  
function, too.

CYBERSECURITY
Corporates are grappling with a  
stark disparity between the nimble 
opportunism of cybercriminals and  
the lumbering lead times of their own 
security protocols. While hackers can 
typically land on a firm’s system, extract 
what they need and move on to another 
target within 90 minutes, the average 
period for an organisation to detect a 
threat on its network stands at 269 days.

Delegates heard that, in terms of 
sophistication and awareness, companies 
can be divided into four main categories: 
i) those with little or no cybersecurity;  
ii) those with basic cybersecurity, such  
as antivirus software and firewalls;  
iii) reactive firms that experience regular 
attacks and spend much of their time 
responding to them; and iv) proactive 
firms with detailed knowledge of the 
threats around them, who devote 
significant resources to identifying  
bad actors and watching what they  
do to their targets.

Above all, there was a plea for 
education and outreach to help staff 
understand the threats their firms are 
facing: 90% of attacks stem from email, 
and even in companies with good 
security, 10% of employees would click  
on a dangerous message. In excellent 
companies, that’s still 5%. Putting a set  
of controls in place and considering the 
job done is unlikely to yield long-term 
benefits for any organisation. The battle 
against cyberthreats is constantly 

evolving – so corporate systems must  
do so, too.

FINTECH
As treasurers hunt for technology 
solutions that will create cash 
management advantages for their firms’ 
specific business models, collaboration 
with fintechs is taking on a triangular 
shape, involving not just corporates and 
technology vendors, but banks, too, with 
all parties in open dialogue with each 
other. Banks are playing an active role in 
seeking out fintechs that can assist their 
corporate clients, and delegates heard 
that, as bank and non-bank solutions 
become steadily more integrated with 
corporate systems, the prospect of firms 
having ‘relationship fintechs’ is by no 
means unrealistic.

While this is no doubt an exciting 
moment for fintechs that are partnering 
with both corporates and banks, it is vital 
for treasurers to stand back and take  
a strategic view of this trend. Have the 
fintechs you are talking to demonstrated 
a full understanding of your business 
and its cash management needs? Is  
it even appropriate for fintechs to be 
involved with your cash management 
activities, given the nature of the 
industry your company operates in  
and the appeal of traditional banks  
as a stable, known quantity? These are  
just two, fundamental questions that 
treasurers must consider when thinking 
about who, or whether, to on-board.

There is also the potential that, in 
some domains, the development of 
fintech as an industry, and some of the 
solutions it provides, may prove too 
dynamic to the extent that vendors and 
tools outpace financial regulators. In that 
environment, fintech would be a bona-
fide source of risk, not convenience.  
So treasurers must carefully assess 
their appetite for the uncharted.

Technology was high on the agenda at this year’s ACT showcase of innovative cash 
management ideas and approaches. Here are the event’s five most dominant themes…

CORE TAKEAWAYS



OPEN BANKING
Detailed propositions for large-scale 
corporate services built around open 
banking are still at least two or three 
years away – and at present, delegates 
heard, firms’ understanding of the 
potential benefits is limited. For 
treasurers, one of the toughest challenges 
of making a business case for technology 
tools based on a purely open banking 
selling point is that it depends on where 
their priorities lie.

If treasurers have a strategic need to 
examine not just how payments enter 
their organisations, but the costs of 
receiving them and the way in which  
they are reconciled, open banking may 
count towards the treasury function’s 
underlying key performance indicators. 
But in the area of standard treasury 
payments or the broader accounts 
payable function, it may prove difficult  
to make a successful pitch for an open 
banking solution to cover such use cases.

In the interests of keeping themselves 
as close to open banking developments 
as possible, treasurers were advised to  
sit down with their banks, firstly, to ask 
them what’s on their road map in terms 
of solutions and services they are likely to 
launch in the coming months and years –  
and secondly, to tell them what sorts of 

innovations in this field the treasury 
community needs.

PAYMENTS
The payments world has undergone 
momentous change in recent years, 
delegates heard. However, the corporate 
sector still awaits the instantaneous 
connection between payment and service 
delivery that consumers now take for 
granted. Secure instant payments and 
robust reconciliation, what’s more, are 
still some way off.

A global infrastructure capable of 
supporting instant payments would 
deliver benefits to the economies globally 
of trillions of 
dollars a year. 
However, 
adopting such  
a set-up  
would require 
the radical 

reimagining of payments and the 
elimination of an existing approach 
based on batch processing. Given the 
many providers with a vested interest  
in the status quo, there are challenges 
ahead here.

In the meantime, a regulatory 
framework around payments is 
emerging, with a payment systems 
regulator, anti-money laundering 
frameworks from the EU and other 
jurisdictions, and security initiatives  
such as strong customer authentication. 
The corporate treasurer increasingly  
sits in the crosshairs of these 
technological possibilities and regulatory 
requirements. The security around 
payments is a case in point. A PwC study, 
the 2019 Global Treasury Benchmarking 
Survey, found a majority of group 
treasurers indicating that they have an 
oversight role within their organisation 
for payment fraud risk.

CORE TAKEAWAYS



TECH TRENDS
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According to a straw poll in  
a full conference auditorium,  
none of the treasurers present 

thought it was likely that their job  
would be replaced by a robot in the  
next 10 years. However, another poll 
immediately after the first showed that 
all of the delegates felt they had yet  
to fully exploit the benefits of digital 
treasury and automation.

Together, the polls made for a 
revealing exercise, with treasurers 
demonstrating some confidence in the 
human side of their profession – yet 
conceding that they have much work to 
do to understand and effectively harness 
new and emerging tools and methods.

Those messages set the scene for a 
keynote address from Martin Runow  
– MD, global head of payments and 
digital, at Barclays Corporate Banking 
– who stressed in his opening words:  
“All of you think you’re not going to be 
replaced by robots, but some of us –  
or the individual tasks we do – will be.”

In his speech, Runow cited the 
following five key technology trends  
that treasurers must monitor in the 
coming months and years.

INSTANT PAYMENTS
The UK Faster Payments Scheme 
experienced growth of almost 20% by 
volume last year (official figures show 
that the platform registered 2.39 billion 
payments in 2019 – a significant rise on 
the two billion recorded for 2018). So 
while the service is relatively mature, 
adoption continues to flourish. Runow 
thinks that SEPA Instant Payments is 

set for similar growth. In his view,  
the development of those services 
signals the extent to which payments 
themselves – and how businesses work 
with them – are changing. “They’re 
becoming far more granular,” he said, 
“because the cost has been driven down 
so much.”

As a result, corporates will be faced 
with increasingly large volumes of 
payments data. “It’s going to be a 
challenge for all of you,” he noted. 
“Reconciliation is key, and crunching 
that data has to happen automatically, 
not with people trying to make sense  
of multiple account lines in printed 
statements. That’s where robotic process 
automation comes in, and we see use  
of such technology increasing for  
that purpose.”

FRAUD
Machine learning is discussed primarily 
as a means for treasury 
and other finance 
professionals to 
divest themselves 
of repetitive 
processes  
and tasks  
so they can 
focus on 

more operational or strategic matters. 
However, according to Runow, efforts  
are under way at Barclays to direct that 
technology towards fraud detection  
and prevention.

“In the UK,” he said, “the two biggest 
types of fraud are i) business email 
compromise – or CEO fraud – where 
someone is duped into sending a 
legitimate payment to an illegitimate 
beneficiary, and ii) vendor fraud, where  
a hacker manages to infiltrate your 
systems, typically through some form  
of social engineering, and use them as a 
base for making illegal payments. To the 
executing bank, a payment issued as a 
result of vendor fraud may look perfectly 
fine, with dual signatures and other 
elements in order. But we have deployed 
machine learning on live cases where  
we are crunching payment data to track 
and locate payments that are fraudulent, 
even though they may look legitimate. 
The software is clever enough to spot 
patterns, see that something is wrong 
with a payment and flag it up to you.”

FINTECH
Runow cited a recent study showing  
that European corporate treasurers’ 
confidence in using fintech solutions for 
payments has grown significantly. “Some 
fintechs have been operating for quite  

a while now,” he said, “and are very 
convenient. Looking at this field 
from the perspective of the 

Which technology trends and developments must  
corporate treasurers monitor over the next couple of  
years? Barclays’ Martin Runow highlights five key areas

THE NEW 
TECH NORMAL



digital client experience, I can see that a 
lot of interest in it stems from changing 
consumer behaviour and expectations. 
As consumers, we have grown used  
to accessing services at the push of  
a button, and when fintechs provide  
an enhanced user experience, they are 
tapping into that.”

But in parallel with that broadening 
awareness of what experienced fintechs 
can do, much of the corporate banking 
environment remains tied to paper-
based systems and processes: hard-copy 
contracts, wet signatures, stamping and 
physical filing. Those working habits  
are persisting in corporate and banking 
offices alike – and in the flow of 
information between them. “All of that  
is still happening far too much,” Runow 
said. “In the consumer space, we are 
really moving on. But in corporate – 
perhaps rightly so – there’s an extra  
level of scrutiny around new systems. 
However, we will see movement there, 
too – and that will stem from the 
advancements that are also coming  
out of learning from and cooperating 
with fintechs.”

ISO 20022
For Runow, the global standard that 
enshrines XML as the preferred language 
for financial messaging is “probably the 
most important issue in banking and  

the SWIFT infrastructure – in terms of 
investment, complexity and its effects  
on the overall payments estate – for the 
next two or three years”.

While XML, and indeed the standard 
itself, is far from new, Runow stressed: 
“SWIFT is driving adoption quite 
aggressively – so in the not too distant 
future, every bank that wants to play in 
international payments will eventually 
have to change its infrastructure to  
speak XML with SWIFT, with other 
banks and with all the clearing 
infrastructures. CHAPS and euro 
clearing are already moving across.  
It doesn’t sound too complicated, but 
this is the single-biggest investment in 
payments that every bank must make  
in the near term.”

Runow is confident that the end state 
of this effort will be well received among 
finance professionals, with payment 
delays and truncation of data set to 
reduce. However, he has some concerns. 
“There will be significant downstream 
effects. We have systems that are hard-
coded to MT formats – and some of you 
will, too. But all that must change. We 
will have to rip out those systems and 
replace them with technology that  
meets the standard. So there will be 
growing pains.”

As such, he urged: “Look out for this. 
Ask your banks, ‘What are the impacts 

for me?’ It is certainly something  
that corporates should consider.”

THE MILLENNIAL INFLUENCE
When asked which factors would 
encourage treasuries at mid-tier 
corporates to adopt the sorts of 
technologies that millennials take  
for granted, Runow viewed the shift  
as multilayered: “Partly, that will  
happen automatically through the next 
generation of treasurers entering the 
workforce, looking at the screens that 
older generations have been using and 
saying, ‘No, that doesn’t work for me  
– I need to be able to make mobile 
signatures or receive mobile alerts if 
something significant happens.’”

He added: “Software companies will 
play a major role. Vendors are selling 
smart accounting packages with better 
workflow and automation, so there’s a 
huge opportunity for mid-tier corporates 
to take advantage of more automated 
ways to do reconciliation and other 
tasks. You’re right, a lot of the larger 
corporates have maxed out those 
platforms – but mid-tier companies 
could start by looking at what those 
firms have done.

“Also, keep coming to us banks  
and demanding that we create better, 
more intuitive tools. We at Barclays  
have certainly realised that customer 
experience [CX] is a real factor for  
our corporate clients in this day and  
age. And we have made sure that all  
our future digital solutions are created 
with great user experience and CX  
in mind.”
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“All of you think you’re not going  
to be replaced by robots, but some 
of us – or the tasks we do – will be”

THE NEW 
TECH NORMAL



Corporate treasurers’ role at  
the heart of business strategy  
is only flourishing, and an early 

conference session focused on how 
three professionals with globe-spanning 
interests are addressing the current 
geopolitical climate. It also explored 
challenges inherent within the 
technologies they are working with to 
support their plans. Joining panel chair 
David Shinkins, global head of cash 
management sales at Barclays, were:
James Kelly, group treasurer at 
Pearson – As the world’s largest 
education company, Pearson recorded 
revenue of £3.9bn last year. The firm’s 
sales are divided between the online 
business-to-consumer space, schools, 
universities, nation states and some 
corporate customers. Its treasury 
activities are largely centralised, with 
Kelly’s small team of five in London 
primarily looking after the UK, the  
US, Australia and Canada. Outside 
those territories, Pearson’s local 
businesses run their own cash day  
to day, but that activity is gradually 
being centralised, too.
Han Hoestra, director, treasury, at 
Prologis – Described by Hoestra as  
“one of the largest, unknown listed 
companies on the New York Stock 
Exchange”, Prologis specialises in real 
estate for the logistics sector, leasing  
out warehouses and depots around the 
world. It has three regional treasury 
centres covering Canada, the US and 

South America, a small team in Asia and 
a European operation that Hoestra runs.
Nick Hattori, managing director at 
ITOCHU Treasury Centre Europe – 
With a market cap of around $30bn, 
ITOCHU is one of Japan’s leading sogo 
shosha – large, global companies with 
extensive product and service lines. It 
has more than 100 offices worldwide and 
uses its profits to build out its portfolio 
of businesses. For example, ITOCHU is a 
100% shareholder in UK car services firm 
Kwik Fit, its single-largest investment in 
Europe. The firm has a domestic treasury 
centre in Tokyo, plus regional centres in 
the UK, New York and Singapore.

BLACK SWAN
Speaking in February, ahead of 
widespread COVID-19 lockdowns, 
Shinkins opened proceedings by 
highlighting the geopolitical uncertainty 
that has become a daily fact of life for 
global corporates. “Depending on the 
markets we’re operating in, we’re dealing 
with negative interest rates,” he noted. 
“That environment requires treasurers to 
take care with how they are structuring 
their treasury centres and investments.”

Outlining the strategic challenges 
stemming from the current climate, 
Kelly said: “My first priority is to ensure 
that we have strong liquidity and that 
our cash balances are well diversified 
across strong counterparties. We keep  
a close eye on our balances overseas and 
we are then very careful about how we 

convert. With that dynamic around 
negative interest rates, we have to 
consider whether it’s better to deposit 
cash domestically, leave it on a bank 
account, invest it in a money market 
fund or swap it and invest it elsewhere.”

Hoestra explained that his firm’s cash 
resides within a relatively manageable 
framework. “We’re not in the most 
complex countries,” he said, “so we know 
on a daily basis where our cash is. In  
my European treasury, we manage 1,500 
bank accounts and many assets. We try 
to keep our cash balances as low as 
possible and have a mechanism that 
enables us to repatriate cash to the US. 
And as we prefer to invest cash in our 
core business, we don’t keep it that long. 
Plus, negative interest – or low yield – 
has a benefit: you can borrow rather 
cheaply. So that’s what we do.”

Similarly, Hattori noted that negative 
interest rates were “not a problem at all” 
for ITOCHU, thanks in part to a “super-
accommodative” monetary policy in the 
firm’s domestic base. But even at that 
stage in February, the company was 
already grappling with a geopolitical black 
swan that went on to dominate global 
corporate and governmental discourse 
in the spring. “Our biggest issue right 
now is the coronavirus,” he said. “Our 
Asia operation is very large, so business 
continuity planning is important. 
There’s no magic formula, but everyone 
must be able to do part of someone 
else’s work to cope with absences. Today, 
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From geopolitical uncertainty  
to new technology and even the 

coronavirus, there are plenty of cash 
management challenges at large to engage 

treasurers’ strategic skills and insights

NERVE 
CENTRES



our Asian HQ in Singapore is conducting 
a trial to ensure that people can work 
from a satellite office, or at home, 
without interfering with IT security.”

OPTIMISING TECH
Shinkins turned to the relationship 
between business risks and the treasury 
technologies that the panellists are 
using to address them. Maintaining  
his sanguine tone, Hoestra said: “Our 
chairman is looking for opportunities, 
when the recession really kicks in, to 
expand. We have low-cost financing, 
with a single A rating, so we have buying 
power for strategic moves when our rent 
charges are no longer growing. They are 
still growing – if you’re investing in real 
estate, logistics is probably the best field 
to be in. But you have to be aware of 
such risks.

“However,” he noted, “we’re in fund 
management and real estate, and we 
work in the US. That gives us a lot of 
regulations to qualify for – local tax rules 
and a number of rules around being  
a fund for our investors. That actually 
blocks us from moving to some of the 
more advanced treasury products we 
would like to have. That’s why we have  
a robust set-up of real bank accounts:  
it works, it’s known and we understand 
where our money is. But it’s not very 
sophisticated. And the trick is, what 
training must we take for the future, 
when technology becomes more vital?”

Kelly said: “In outlook I’m probably 
akin to some of the younger treasurers 
in terms of dissatisfaction with the 
technology. So I’m fairly tough on  
banks and treasury management system 
providers. I left university in 2002 after 
studying econometrics, which included 
lots of advanced statistical modelling, 
and when I hit the real world, my 
reaction was, ‘Wow – how do I even get  
a sensible data set here?’ Fast-forward  
to today and things are much better –  
I can certainly get some good data sets, 
but there’s still a way to go to be able to 

do the full range of complex modelling  
on real-time data that I’d like.

“We’re 75% automated,” he added, 
“but there are still times when I’ll say, 
‘This is completely rules based – if  
I receive an intercompany dividend 
that’s coded as an intercompany 
dividend, why don’t I have an FX deal 
that automatically spits out of the  
back of that?’ But we’re getting there. 
Technology is advancing. When I joined, 
I set a vision for three years, which  
we’ve largely achieved. But with those 
advances we are able to push automation 
and modelling further than was possible 
at the outset. So we probably have 
another three years’ work ahead of us.”

Hattori stated: “Each of our treasury 
teams uses different software, so we 
haven’t optimised on a global basis. Our 
treasury functions are underinvested 
– but the difficulty in developing them  
is that we want to be a follower. We want 

to invest in proven technologies, rather 
than brand-new ones. So when is the 
right time to do that? And what is  
the risk of any chosen system becoming 
obsolete in a short space of time?”

Kelly added: “We strive for constant 
improvement, so we go to events such  
as London Tech Week to see technology 
that could be used in the treasury 
function being pitched at the general 
market. But we also try to find better 
tech options than the ones that are 
being pitched at us. As a company  
we’re quite entrepreneurial, with a  
large digital business and in-house 
technologists. But there is a massive 
discipline around our focus on the 
learner. So if I’m drawing on our 
technology resources to bring in a new 
system, it has to result in a meaningful 
improvement in efficiency that will then 
give us more money to invest in helping 
the learner. It can’t be incremental.”

Cash Management Report 2020     9

“We keep a close eye on our 
balances overseas and we are then 
very careful about how we convert”

STRATEGIC TREASURY
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CASE STUDY: CHEMRING

Among the UK’s most widely 
publicised business failures  
over the past two years, three in 

particular stand out for Chemring Group’s 
group treasurer, Latha Visvendran.

“When Carillion went bankrupt,” she 
told delegates, “it had just £29m left on 
its balance sheet. If the firm had had  
a conversation about cash forecasting a 
couple of years earlier, it would have seen 
that some of the contracts it was going 
for weren’t going to generate enough cash 
to offset its risks. When we turn to the 
collapse of Patisserie Valerie early last 
year, we can see there were problems  
with reconciliation. If you don’t reconcile 
your bank and financial systems to your 
forecast, you’re not starting in the right 
place. And in the case of Jamie Oliver’s 
chain of restaurants, his view is that he 
wasn’t kept properly informed of the 
firm’s cash position.”

Individually and collectively, she  
said, those examples provide a series of 
compelling reasons why cash forecasting 
is such an important asset for corporates 
to engage with.

For its own part, Chemring is a  
defence technology, engineering and 
manufacturing company, headquartered 
in the UK, but with an extensive overseas 
presence. In addition to a handful of UK 

sites, the firm has one in Norway and 
another in Australia – but the majority  
of its global footprint resides within  
the US. Chemring banks locally where  
it is advantageous to do so. “However,” 
Visvendran said, “that presents me  
with a level of complexity around 
consolidation and visibility of cash.”

MANDATORY SHIFT
Visvendran joined Chemring from  
BAE Systems in 2011 and found that the 
firm’s proportionally large US presence 
had stemmed from an acquisitions spree 
during the previous decade. “Those 
acquisitions, with the generation of cash 
outside the group, meant that as group 
treasurer I didn’t have the visibility  
I required,” she said. “There’s a real danger 
in that scenario of grossing up the balance 
sheet – or, in other words, borrowing 
externally when you don’t have to. And 
that doesn’t fit in with optimising cash.”

Chemring had funded its acquisitions 
through a mixture of share capital and 
debt, heavily weighted to the latter.  
As such, one of Visvendran’s biggest 
challenges was deciding how best to 
service that debt in conditions of low 
cash visibility. But in 2013, that mission 
evolved considerably when the company 
embarked on a series of disposals, 
involving prepayment and repayment of 
debt. It was a critical time for Visvendran 
in terms of understanding how the 
business was performing and what effect 
the disposals were having upon the firm 
as a whole. “We were managing some 
seriously big risks,” she said. “If you 
Google the recent history of Chemring, 
you will see that we were just about 
keeping afloat at one point – even though 
I had plenty of cash in the bank and 
long-term debts.”

VISIBLE TOUCH
Mandatory forecasting at defence tech company 
Chemring Group enabled it to gain much-
needed visibility on its overseas cash positions, 
group treasurer Latha Visvendran explained

“I end up  
being the first 
person who  
sees something 
going wrong in 
the company”



CASE STUDY: CHEMRING
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VISIBLE TOUCH With visibility more important than 
ever, Visvendran formulated a strategy. 
Drawing from a model she had 
developed in her previous role, and  
with the full support of Chemring’s chief 
executive, she implemented a system of 
mandatory, weekly cash forecasting right 
across the firm’s portfolio of businesses. 
She explained: “The cash forecasts come 
in to me from the subsidiaries’ FDs every 
Monday and Tuesday, each and every 
week. I consolidate on Wednesday, 
looking at trends and, if necessary, 
gathering extra feedback from the 
business units on anything I don’t 
understand. On Thursday, I review  
the data with the group FD, and then 
we’ll put any relevant actions in place. 
That happens continually, every single 
week. It has become the drumbeat of  
the organisation.”

Visvendran noted: “We used to 
manage our debtors and creditors  
every month through the management 
accounts, but we made that process 
weekly, too. That way, it’s possible to  
take action quickly, because you can see 
if anything is going off-trend with one  
of the business units and raise the issue. 
For example, ‘You said we would receive  
X sum of money in week two, because 
you invoiced for it 30 days ago, but it 
hasn’t come in yet. Could you please  
let me know what you are doing to get  
it in by the end of the month?’ So in 
terms of action feedback, that’s also  
a powerful tool.”

CONSOLIDATING THE PROCESS
To support Chemring’s forecasting, 
systems development was a key area of 
interest for treasury. In the programme’s 
initial stages, Visvendran’s weekly  
files arrived as batches of manually 
consolidated spreadsheets, with the 
average file reach of each batch hovering 
around 5MB. Amid concerns over the 
scope for human error and the files 
becoming unwieldy as the forecasting 
grew in depth and detail, treasury hit 
upon a technology solution – but not 
necessarily an expected one.

“We decided not to go down the road 
of a treasury management system,” 
Visvendran said. “Instead, we harnessed 
our in-house consolidation tools, based 
on IBM Cognos Analytics. The primary 

reason for that was because we didn’t 
want the forecasting to be hived off in  
a different set of reports to the actual 
company reports that go through the 
management accounts. By running the 
forecasting through the same system,  
it forces people to reconcile and reduces 
reconciliation time. We have an in-house 
specialist who does all our report writing, 
and she manages the process. She tells 
the business units when to upload,  
and they have standard templates for 
putting their data into the system.”

Embedding cash forecasting into 
Chemring’s culture, Visvendran 
explained, has involved outreach with 
the firm’s overseas businesses. “We did  
a really good session in the US,” she said. 
“US finance professionals aren’t used to 
the direct method of cash. They’re used 
to the indirect method – balance sheet  
to balance sheet. But going back to bank 
and reconciling their way back through 
the accounts is not something they’re 
trained to do. We ran an intensive 
workshop on why and how we use the 
direct method, and provided training on 
how to fill in a report, how to reconcile 
and how to ensure the data ties up with 
the management accounts. Then there 
were follow-on discussions on the quality 
of the forecasting.”

BANKING ON TREASURY
Chemring’s treasury, Visvendran noted, 
is there to ensure that each business unit 

has the funds it needs to operate – and 
rigorous cash forecasting has enabled  
the organisation as a whole to limit its 
reliance on banks. “We have a lot of 
activity in capex at the moment around 
huge investment in the US and a number 
of other sites,” she said. “However, we 
have cash generators elsewhere – so  
I don’t need to borrow from the bank  
if I can use those instead. As such, 
treasury is like an internal bank for the 
group, because we have that visibility, 
week on week.”

The forecasting programme also  
acts as an early-warning system. “By 
doing this weekly,” Visvendran pointed 
out, “I end up being the first person  
who sees something going wrong  
in the company, which puts me in  
a really strong position. I’m able to  
spot weaknesses in capabilities in our 
business units. When I implemented  
the model, I had the support of the  
group financial controller and the group 
FD. Now, in the course of my time at 
Chemring, I have worked with four  
group FDs from a range of different 
career backgrounds, and they have  
all found the system useful.”

Above all, the programme’s  
mandatory requirement has enshrined 
cash forecasting as an essential 
component of Chemring’s corporate 
governance framework. “It’s a  
powerful tool if you use it correctly,” 
Visvendran added.
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With a market cap of around 
£9bn, Rentokil Initial comprises 
three primary business units, 

each with broad international scope, 
and is a prolific purchaser of other 
companies. For example, in 2018 it  
made 47 acquisitions: a rate of almost 
one per week. The first main unit, 
Rentokil, is the world’s leading pest-  
and vector-control business, with 
operations in 80 countries and a number 
one sales ranking in 50 of them. The 
second, Initial – a hygiene-products 
vendor best known for washroom 
products including hand sanitisers – 
works in 36 countries, with a number 
one ranking in 19. The third, Protect  
& Enhance, issues products such  
as workwear.

Bente Salt joined Rentokil Initial in 
2015. At that point, the firm’s global  
cash management system was based 
around two methodologies:
Notional cash pooling  
Some companies in the group have  
their own bank accounts and treasury 
has an offsetting account. If excess cash 
emerges in the pool, treasury can take it 
out and either deposit it or move it into 
another pool.
Zero-balancing cash pooling 
Balances sweep either automatically or 
manually between subsidiaries’ accounts 
into a group treasury ‘header’ account. 
Any excess in the treasury account can 
then be moved into another pool or 
invested in the money markets.

“When I started at the company,” Salt 
told delegates, “we had a notional pool 
with a UK bank for treasury. That pool 
was essentially the UK operating entity 
for euros, dollars and sterling. We also 
had notional pools with another bank  
to cover Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Australia and New Zealand.

“In terms of zero-balancing pools,  
we had a dollar pool in the US that 
swept into a UK dollar account, and  
a similar set-up for Canada. In addition, 
we had pools for Danish, Norwegian  
and Swedish krone, a euro pool for the 
Nordics based in Copenhagen and a euro 
pool for 10-plus European companies 
run from a German bank. We also had  
a hybrid pool in France. That was a zero-
balancing pool with a header sitting in  
a notional pool, out of which treasury 
could take the offsetting balance.”

UNEVEN STRUCTURE
As it stood, Salt pointed out, that system 
– and the banking arrangements that 
underpinned it – presented several 
challenges for visibility and accessibility:
• Overall, it was fragmented  
and unwieldy.
• Pooling was an option only for 
convertible currencies, so cash 
generated in any foreign markets with 
inconvertible currencies had to be left 
out of the system’s orbit.
• The nine, core relationship banks that 
serviced Rentokil Initial at the time 
were not present in every country  
where the firm was operating.
• The company had developed an  
over-reliance on four banks, covering 
North America, Asia, Europe and the 
UK treasury function respectively. 
As such, five banks within the 
group received little to no 
ancillary business. As Salt 
noted: “We must have a 
reciprocal arrangement 
with our banks: if they 
get my ancillary business, 
I want some balance 
sheet from them, 
so it works  
both ways.”

• On top of those issues, two banks that 
held the bulk of the European pooling 
structures had exited the firm’s 
revolving credit facility (RCF).

Altering that structure posed a 
further challenge. “Changing banks  
is difficult in some of our foreign 
markets,” Salt said. “We have a large 
number of small transactions in key 
territories and must ensure that 
customers continue to pay during  
the changeover process. We also have 
the issue of fraud: in some countries,  
even sending out letters to inform 
stakeholders that we are changing 
banks can be quite onerous.”

RISE OF THE OPCO
Salt began to overhaul the pooling 
structure to boost Rentokil Initial’s cash 
management efficiency. As she did do, 
her first action was to increase the value 
of the firm’s RCF from £360m to £600m. 
“We increased the number of banks in 
the RCF from nine to 17 in two stages,” 
she said. “As a result, I now have 
competition between banks in every  
key region, and can cover the majority 
of the world.”

To tackle the pooling structure,  
Salt said: “At first we focused purely on 
changing bank for treasury. We issued  

a standard request for proposal 
and selected a bank that 
specialises in notional pooling 
– and which really only deals 
with big corporates. So we get 
quite a lot of attention.”

Group treasury then sat 
down with the new bank to 

examine the pooling system. 
“We started to add a 

series of operating 
companies 

POOL OF EFFICIENCY
A refreshed pooling structure complete with scores of operating companies 
helped Rentokil Initial access cash in hard-to-reach foreign markets, 
explained group treasurer Bente Salt



Cash Management Report 2020     13

POOL OF EFFICIENCY

(OPCOs) onto the structure,” Salt 
explained. “So we now have 60-plus 
OPCOs in the pool across 20 countries. 
In total, the pool contains more than  
150 bank accounts. It’s a very efficient 
system for intercompany reorganisation: 
you can just move money across the 
pool and tell the OPCOs what you’ve 
done. And having changed banks in 
many countries, I no longer have to 
bank with the same bank I pool with. 
The pooling bank is agnostic to the 
underlying bank.”

For example, she said: “We had a 
German bank servicing our Spanish 
business, and when I told them  
I had a Spanish bank in the pool, they 
changed banks straight away. Then  

we hooked them up to the big notional 
pool, and it’s now a two-way sweep 
between the Spanish bank and the  
pool for the wider group.”

SWEEPING INTO THE FUTURE
Salt noted: “The new structure is a 
multi-currency pool in which all the 
balances are converted into sterling.  
At the end of each day, if we are net 
negative, an overdraft sweeps in. If  
we are long, we take that cash out and 
put it on deposit in the money market.

“The benefit of all the individual 
accounts we have is that we can set  
the interest conditions. For example,  
on our euro accounts, we have set the 
interest rate at zero to encourage our 

European OPCOs to put money into  
the pool. We provide our businesses 
with good interest rates for doing so, 
and it is beneficial for them on the 
borrowing side.”

However, the outcome of the overhaul 
is not without its own challenges. “We 
do end up with some large negative  
and positive balances, for which we  
need a more structural solution,” Salt 
said. “To deal with these structural 
issues, we sometimes consider equity 
injections or longer-term funding for 
our subsidiaries. Plus, for the pool to 
work efficiently, we use lots of MT940s 
and MT942s for the group bank to pool 
the cash. The jury’s out as to whether or  
not that’s cost-effective.”

Salt already has clear ideas for how 
Rentokil Initial could extract further 
advantages from the new system.  
“We must get rid of a series of other 
underlying notional pools that feed  
up into our big, main pool, which are 
legacy hangovers from the old system,” 
she said. “Eventually, we want to end  
up with underlying banks sweeping  
in and out of our main, notional pool.  
We hope to add a few more underlying 
banks to sweep in and out. That is work 
in progress.”

She added: “Then there’s the issue  
of trapped cash. We now have bank 
coverage in some regions and countries 
where that is an issue. South America is 
largely banked by one bank. Some of our 
countries in Asia are banked by another. 
Africa and the Caribbean are banked  
by two separate banks. To access the 
trapped cash sitting in FX-restricted 
countries, we’d need a banking set-up 
that would enable us to deposit balances 
in the accounts we have with those 
locations. Then we could look at taking 
out the excess cash in the centre.”

CASE STUDY: RENTOKIL INITIAL

“We want to 
end up with 
underlying banks 
sweeping in and 
out of our main, 
notional pool”
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Fintech’s influence on the 
relationship between corporates 
and banks is an evolving narrative, 

with eye-catching use cases as likely to 
emerge from brand-new start-ups as 
established market leaders. In parallel, 
fintech adoption among corporates and 
banks is uneven, with appetite hinging  
on factors such as collaborative 
enthusiasm, security concerns and 
whether the solutions that vendors are 
offering chime with companies’ primary 
business objectives.

It was with those issues in mind that the 
Treasury 2030 session brought together 
two experienced professionals from very 
different corporate backgrounds: Simon 
Neville, group treasury director of health, 
hygiene and nutrition group Reckitt 
Benckiser, and Tariq Kazi, head of treasury 
at not-for-profit housing association 
Optivo. Joining them on the panel was 
Robin Terry, vice chairman of cash 
management, corporate banking at 
Barclays – a bank that is paying careful 
attention to fintech’s rise, and what it 
means for the financial services sector  
as a whole. Their main discussion point: 
what role does fintech have in the effort  
to create new and greater efficiencies in 
cash management?

BUSINESS IMPERATIVES
Sounding a sanguine note, Kazi explained: 
“We provide accommodation to 90,000 
people. Housing associations rely on grant 
income from government to build homes 
that we rent out at below market level.  
Our biggest focus over the past decade  
has been maintaining financial viability,  

as politics changed around us, austerity 
happened and capital markets were 
volatile.” On that basis, he said, “applying 
fintech to our cash management is a luxury 
problem that hasn’t reached the top of our 
to-do list.”

As the head of a global treasury team in 
a firm with revenues of around £13bn and 
net debt of just over £10bn, Neville noted: 
“We’re at the stage where we feel that we 
are nearing exhaustion on some of the 
bank supply chain solutions around 
working capital, so we’re engaging more  
to try and access that tail spend on the 
payables side. As a firm we’re not really 
attracted to receivables or inventory 
financing, simply because our cost of 
capital is relatively low.”

Neville is accustomed to using software 
applications from IT2, 360T, Bottomline 
Technologies and Finastra as part of his 
firm’s treasury management activities. 
However, in his view, the relationship 
between treasury and fintech is rooted  
not just in off-the-shelf solutions, but 
more around business partnering with 
bank providers. “Over the past five years,” 
he said, “we have taken supply chain 
finance from a low base to around £400m 
today, but are very careful to monitor  
and manage usage. We primarily work 
with two large, global banks on that  
and a couple of other banks that are more 
regional – but what we see is that they 

When is it right to bring fintech into treasury? Two corporate 
treasurers from very different companies join Barclays’ Robin 
Terry to discuss their contrasting business requirements

THE FINTECH 
DECISION TREE

“Whatever we 
do as a bank, we 
want to make sure 
that we apply it 
towards the risk 
parameters that 
treasury will set”
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struggle to on-board the lower-value 
spend. So that’s why we’re also engaging 
with some fintech companies and, 
interestingly, we are seeing them 
increasingly align themselves with banks.”

Kazi’s criteria for whether or not to 
explore fintech are based entirely on the 
fundamentals of Optivo’s business model. 
“As an organisation,” he said, “we would 
ask ‘How is any change going to impact 
residents?’ Housing has been in the news 
since the Grenfell Tower tragedy, and it is 
very important that we focus not only on 
financial efficiency, but also on improving 
our residents’ experience. This includes 
how they pay their bills and manage 
household budgets, plus areas such as 
financial and digital inclusion.”

SCOPE OF SECURITY
Terry stressed that, whenever Barclays 
assesses the scope for a fintech vendor  
to work with the bank and then with a 
corporate client, the treasurer is “always 
the gatekeeper of such an arrangement – 
because treasurers manage the financial 
risk of anything that goes on within the 
company. And whatever we do as a bank, 
we want to make sure that we apply it 
towards the risk parameters that treasury 
will set.”

Nonetheless, he explained, the bank 
plays an active role in looking for fintech 
partners with the ability to meet client 
requirements. “For example, fintechs can 
be more agile in the way they develop apps. 
A corporate may have an app that will  
call up, via an application programming 
interface [API], data that is already held 
within their databases, and then populate 
a screen to make that data accessible  
and usable. Our focus is on the client 
experience that this technology may bring.”

With regard to fintech disruption, in 
Terry’s view, where banks come into their 
own is firstly in how they are regulated, 
and secondly in how they spend hundreds 
of millions of pounds every year on 
cybersecurity – financial resources often 
unavailable to smaller fintechs. “As treasury 
director,” he said, “Simon will always want 

to know where the risk of his money is at 
any time. He will want to understand, as  
it moves through the banking chain, who 
has control of it, and what his risks are in 
losing that control. But as long as fintech 
can add value, rather than pose additional 
risks, then it is definitely worth 
considering for a corporate.”

Neville took Terry’s point on the built- 
in advantage of regulated banks, but 
suggested that fintechs bring in a useful 
dynamic precisely because they are run by 
people who are freer in their approach. He 
said: “There are perhaps some incremental 
working capital benefits that we could 
realise by accessing that lower end. Our 
default position is to work with banks on 
that. But ideally, a bank partnered with,  
or supported by, a fintech provider would 
be optimal.”

Kazi, however, was more cautious. 
“Housing is capital intensive,” he said. 
“Although we are migrating away from 
bank debt to capital markets debt, we still 
rely on bank relationships that provide  
the housing association sector with £60bn  
in annual loans. Our conversations with 
our relationship managers recognise that, 
strategically, this is of mutual benefit to 
banks and the sector. So we would be very 
careful before stepping away from that into 
an alternative-solution space.”

ROBOTS ROLL OUT
Looking at where technology may fit into 
the future shape of cash management, 
Terry asked: “Will we see a time – in 10  
or 20 years, or perhaps sooner – when 
corporates will need to manage liquidity 
intraday, hour by hour, as all payments 
perhaps become instant and real time? 
Will Simon come to me for a three-hour 

THE FINTECH 
DECISION TREE

PARTICIPANTS

• Agnes Favillier, deputy president, 
The Association of Corporate 
Treasurers (facilitator)

• Tariq Kazi, head of treasury, 
Optivo

• Robin Terry, vice chairman,  
cash management, transaction 
banking, Barclays

• Simon Neville, group treasury 
director, Reckitt Benckiser
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deposit, because he’ll need to place that 
money intraday and then pay it away a 
little later? Will we be charging intraday 
on overdrafts? Banks already charge other 
banks intraday facilities on services such  
as continuous linked settlement, because 
such a great deal of liquidity is utilised 
through that system. I do think changes 
will happen, and technologies such as 
robotics, machine learning and APIs  
will play a part in managing that real- 
time situation.”

Neville added: “If a bank starts to charge 
us for a daylight overdraft, or a three-hour 
overdraft, we will obviously respond to 
that, and I think that’s how it will evolve.  
I don’t envisage people being up 24/7 
checking their cash balance. But there’s 
nothing wrong with a robot being able  
to dial into your system, do a refresh and 
place or charge, depending on what sort  
of infrastructure exists at the time.”

Through the conference app, a delegate 
asked whether tech giants such as Alipay, 
WePay and Amazon are far better placed 
than fintech start-ups to reshape the 
treasury function. “They will all play  
in the market to some extent,” Terry  
said. “Treasury will look to its own 
requirements and see exactly how these 
bigger tech giants can perhaps work 
alongside banks, smaller start-ups or 
indeed in collaboration with each other. 
Each corporate will have its own  
specific requirements.”

He added: “Those firms will do very 
clever things in their market spaces. But  
at some stage they will need settlement 
systems and access to clearing systems – 
and there’s only one group of organisations 
that specialise in those to the required 
extent: banks. They take the risk, they raise 
the capital for it, they use their intraday 
liquidity to be able to settle without risk 
and they spend hundreds of millions of 
pounds every year on protecting that 
system for the safety of their customers.”
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In January, the Faster Payments 
scheme processed transactions with 
a combined value of £181bn – almost 
13% higher than the total for January 
2019. By volume, Faster Payments has 
now eclipsed BACS, with traffic of 
around 220 million items per month. 
Indeed, the current transaction 
limit of £250,000 would allow for 
76% of payments made through 
CHAPS – and since Faster Payments 
transactions carry more data than 
their BACS counterparts, they present 
clear benefits for reconciliation.

Meanwhile, Europe’s SEPA Instant 
Credit Transfer (SCT Inst) scheme 
can reach 36 different countries 
– 22 of which are already 
serviced by a network 
of more than 2,000 
payment service 
providers. In July, the 
scheme’s transaction 
limit is set to rise 
from €15,000  
to €100,000.

So, why aren’t 
corporates taking 
greater advantage of 
these real-time schemes? That 
question was explored in a conference 
address from Barclays director – 
head of Immediate Payments, Global 
Payments Solutions, Nicola Coyne.

“Corporates have to be able to 
identify sufficient added value in order 
to replace their existing processes,” 
she said. “Improved working capital 
usage is one example: reducing the 
time between invoicing and cash 
receipt would lead to faster collection 
times, which could reduce the amount 
of working capital required.”

In a recent survey, corporates were 
asked what would compel them to 
move across to Faster Payments 

and SCT Inst. Coyne noted that 
their collective response was that 
banks must provide standardised 
confirmation messages, and must 
work with their corporate clients to 
determine how they could efficiently 
combine – or replace – bulk payments 
with instant payments.

Looking to the future, Coyne 
pointed out that if corporates do end 
up flocking to the instant schemes, 
collection processes may need to 
change. “As values increase,” she said, 
“you could receive larger amounts 
outside business hours. If treasurers 
don’t expand their operating hours, 

they will need AI or robotics – 
subject to treasury rules – to 

forecast receipts so that 
surplus cash use can 

be automated: pay 
down the overdraft 
first, invest the 
remainder – those 
sorts of functions. 
How are you going 

to hedge if you’re 
receiving lots of  

cash after hours?”
She added: “If scheme limits 

increase and bulk payments move 
to instant, corporate treasurers will 
have to move to a real-time treasury. 
Forecasting is going to be absolutely 
key: you won’t be able to rely on daily 
forecasts – you will need that intraday 
visibility on liquidity, too. Banks and 
corporates will have to exchange 
information, not just about payment 
processing, but about corporates’ 
requirements, expectations and 
objectives so that everyone has 
a clear picture of the relevant 
interdependencies. That’s going to 
be really important for assisting the 
move to instant.”

NEW PAYMENTS HORIZONS  



In 2017, international payment 
messaging network SWIFT 
launched the global payments 

initiative (gpi) – a flagship technology 
platform designed to improve 
traceability and transparency in 
payments around the world. At first, 
SWIFT aimed the scheme at an audience 
of financial institutions – but in July  
last year it enhanced the service with  
gpi for corporates, with more than 50  
of the world’s largest non-financial  
firms signing up for the facility’s debut.

SWIFT payments specialist Benjamin 
Woodcock outlined how gpi for 
corporates is helping its users manage 
their cash and how it will be upgraded 
over the next two years. But firstly, he 
explained how the service has been 
influenced by expectations stemming 
from consumer-focused technology. 
“From hailing a taxi to ordering a pizza 
and buying a parcel on Amazon,” he 
said, “digitisation has simplified the  
way we, as consumers, carry out day- 
to-day tasks. At SWIFT, we want to 
ensure that that ease of interaction 
crosses over into payments. We’re 
working with the banks, and they  
are becoming increasingly aware  
of how they must do business in  
this new era.”

In the arena of cash management, 
Woodcock pointed out, gpi for 
corporates has five main benefits:

1. EASE OF TRACEABILITY
“Banks can provide their corporate 
customers with enhanced tracking on 
cross-border payments. This should ease 
counterparty relationships, because you 
already understand where payments are 
at any given time – an advantage with 
clear implications for cash forecasting. 
You can see whether a payment is either 
en route or has been credited, plus 
where it has been in the chain.”

2. FX AND RATE TRANSPARENCY
“We have seen a number of 
circumstances in the correspondent 
banking chain where, for example, a 
GBP payment will hit a US bank and  
be changed into dollars, then go to 
another non-UK bank – let’s say in  
Japan – and be converted to yen, so  
two exchange rates have been applied. 
Why? gpi helps corporates understand 
why, where and by whom such actions 
occur, and how much banks are taking 
in the middle.”

3. UNALTERED REMITTANCE DATA
“When you are sending out thousands 
of payments, invoice and payment 
reconciliation is a constant challenge.  
If the invoice number appended to a 
payment message is altered, you can  
no longer take advantage of automatic 
reconciliation tools. That payment may 
end up sitting in a back-office queue 
unidentified, because the invoice 
number is no longer there. And if you 
have received that payment, it may take 
a long time for your system to recognise 
it. None of this is good for counterparty 
relationships, and gpi aims to ensure 
that it doesn’t happen.”

4. STOPPAGE OF PAYMENT
“A corporate sends a multimillion-dollar 
payment and has mistakenly addressed 
it to the wrong beneficiary. Under gpi, 
that organisation can phone its banking 
partner and explain the error. The 
payment is then stopped at the next 
SWIFT operating centre in the chain 
and immediately flagged for recall. 
We’re providing that facility in as close 
to real time as the duration of the  
phone call.”

5. FINAL CONFIRMATION
“Once a beneficiary’s bank receives  
your payment, it must notify SWIFT 

that the payment has been credited – so 
you will receive a status update to that 
effect. This aims to eliminate supply 
chain delays and other pain points that 
may occur when counterparties are 
unsure whether or not a payment has 
been credited.”

THE NEXT ITERATION…
Woodcock noted that SWIFT is 
currently piloting inbound tracking  
on gpi for corporates, with a view to 
releasing it towards the end of the year. 
This will provide firms with visibility  
on every single payment heading into 
their accounts through their banking 
partners, with the data available via 
standard enterprise resource planning 
and banking platforms. Again, like 
some of gpi’s existing services, the 
function has been developed with cash 
forecasting and liquidity management 
firmly in mind.

In addition, he revealed: “Last year  
we ran a proof-of-concept (PoC) on 
Request to Pay and will continue to 
carry out further pilots and PoCs on it 
throughout this year. We are hoping to 
release the service sometime 
between early and mid-
2021, so we are still a 
year or so away. But 
ideally, a firm could 
invoice a supplier with 
an MT103 and enable 
that business to pay 
with the correct 
references and  
sum already pre-
populated, 
reducing the risk 
of receiving the 
wrong amount. 
They’re the 
sorts of  
things we’re 
working on.”

SWIFT gpi for corporates is aligning the payments journey for non-financial firms with 
the demands of our digitised consumer age. Here are the scheme’s main benefits…

PAYMENTS WITH PUNCH
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FUTURE FINTECH

‘Pure innovation will fix the 
obvious.’ That was the central 
mantra of a presentation from 

Bill Wrest, senior strategist and business 
development, cash management 
solutions, at software vendor Gresham 
Technologies. With a track record 
including more than 30 years in 
banking, where he worked in corporate 
treasury services, Wrest now deals with 
banks and corporate clients from the 
vantage point of the fintech sector. And 
that industry’s influence on the future 
shape of cash management was the 
focus of his sci-fi-tinged address, 
‘FinTrek – to boldly go where no 
treasury has gone before.’

What, then, of that mantra? As Wrest 
explained, if you look up ‘innovation’, you 
will find that it is not synonymous with 
invention. Rather, it means fixing things; 
finding solutions. The fintechs that devise 
compelling solutions for treasurers’ 
most persistent cash management  
pain points, he argued, could forge 
lasting ties with the profession.

“When I was in banking,” he 
explained, “we got some clients together 
and asked them what innovation meant 
to them. We expected they would say 
blockchain and some other esoteric 
technologies that seemed quite 
progressive at the time. But they didn’t. 
They said, ‘Why don’t you fix the 
obvious? Because for us, that would  
be true innovation.’ And they were  
right. They made us think about what 
innovation really means.”

REGULATING PROGRESS
“There are always gaps in the global 
liquidity story,” Wrest noted. “I visit a lot 
of treasuries, and a perennial comment 
that comes up is: ‘Why can’t I press  
a button on my mobile phone and see  

my treasury position right now?’ Another 
is: ‘It’s 4.15pm – why can’t I release my 
payments by mobile before the cut-off 
time?’ A third is: ‘Why don’t you fix KYC?’

“But instead we’re still seeing 
tokenised logins, fragmented bank 
reporting and a lack of unified 
standards. I don’t believe that’s going  
to change very easily – and while  
I heard today’s open banking debate  
and applaud the development from  
a retail perspective, the litmus test  
for corporates has yet to happen.”

One question that many treasurers 
will be thinking about is whether 
security is keeping up with the 
technology. “That’s a big challenge,” 
Wrest said. “Just look at retail. In 2018, 
retail banks spent $85.6bn on fintech 
technologies. And if you also factor in 
the progress of open banking in that 
segment, these tools are building out 
the parameters of what regulators look 
at. So they may have concerns about 
how to regulate that in its entirety, 
because it’s getting harder to tell where 
the regulated and unregulated systems 
begin and end. So that could run into 
the corporate world, with impacts for 
treasury policies.”

POWER OF PARTNERSHIPS
Despite those concerns, Wrest  
is convinced that greater 
collaboration between fintechs, 
banks and corporates is the way 
forward. “There’s a ‘right type’ 
of collaboration,” he stated. 
“Fintech partners must 
demonstrate their capabilities in a 
different way.” He noted: “We’ve 
had experiences of talking 
to banks where they’ve 
said, ‘I can’t on-board 
this client – it would 

take too long with the file formats and 
complexity and so on. But I want the 
relationship. Why don’t you on-board 
them for us, and we’ll cross-subsidise?’ 
That’s interesting, in terms of what it 
says about the value of the relationship 
and the size of the prize for the bank.”

In his pre-fintech career, Wrest 
pointed out, he and his colleagues would 
have advocated cash management as  
a prime relationship banking domain. 
But not now. “I don’t think cash 
management alone is enough to make 
you a relationship bank any more,” he 
said. “It’s increasingly commoditised.  
If you’re providing something 
sophisticated such as a cash-pooling 
structure, or extending large balance 
sheets, FX and so on, that will augment 
the value chain. But by itself, cash 
management no longer fits that role.”

All of which begs the question: are  
we seeing the emergence of ‘relationship 
fintechs’? Wrest thinks so. “As fintechs 
mature,” he said, “their understanding 
of your business will be critical. Fintech 
will become an integral part of treasury 
– not just a systems software sale, but 
part of a managed, phased relationship 
that adjusts to evolving needs.”

He advised delegates: “There are 
seasoned providers knocking on your 

door every day. So identify  
your problems, rather than 
focusing on the software. 
Look for solutions to those 
specific issues, rather than  
a vanilla fintech coming  

in with an off-the-shelf 
offering. Because you deserve 

more than that to answer 
the problems you’ve  

had for, in some 
cases, far too 
many years.”

THE FINAL FRONTIER
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As technology solutions become more integrated with the treasury function, 
could we see the emergence of ‘relationship fintechs’? Gresham Technologies 
software specialist Bill Wrest certainly thinks so
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