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Using Technology to transform 

Challenges into Opportunities 

…the case of Thenhipalam Co-operative Rural Bank 
 

Sreejith Mullasseri1 and Manikumar S2 

Introduction 

henhipalam Cooperative Rural Bank (TCRB) was registered as a Primary Agriculture 

Credit Society[PACS]3 in 2002, under the Kerala Co-operative Societies Act, 1969.  Its 

operational area covers three panchayats of Thiroorangadi Taluk of Malappuram 

District, viz., Thenhipalam, Peruvallur and AR Nagar.  The Society was formed by 100 

members with a share capital of Rs.75,000/- and started functioning on 16th August 2002. 

The HO and sole branch office of TCRB is at Kohinoor in Thenhipalam Panchayat.   

Today, TCRB is a profit-making bank, with more than 23,000 members with 42,000+ deposit 

accounts aggregating nearly Rs. 50 crore, of which 18% are CASA deposits.  A look at key 

financials of the Bank: 

Amt.  Rs. lakh 

Particulars  2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
30th 
Nov 

2017 

Growth 
vis-à-vis 

2010 

CAGR %  
[2010] 

Share 

Capital 
1.45 2.47 6.11 9.95 20.24 38.51 66.3 91.83 98.24 63x 81 

Deposits 168.65 317.58 906.38 1,433.82 2,067.27 2,667.17 3,792.57 4,375.59 5,004.72 26x 59 

Loans 118.11 269.4 637.38 1,007.33 1,377.57 1,898.95 2,832.95 3,704.86 4,074.06 31x 64 

Total 

Business 
286.76 586.98 1,543.76 2,441.15 3,444.84 4,778.05 6,625.52 8,080.45 9,078.78 28x 61 

Profit --  --  -- 1.43 4.04 5.43 21.87 70.18 55.1     

No of 

depositors 
2,519 7,581 14,930 20,364 23,948 27,931 33,142 42,355 43,041 17x 50 

Business 

Growth YoY 

% 

 -- 204 263 158 141 139 139 122 112     

Over the last 7 years, TCRB has recorded phenomenal performance across key business 

parameters, be it share capital accruals, deposit mobilization, loans disbursed and number 

of depositors.  The numbers, in terms of the growth rate since 2010 and CAGR look certainly 

                                                           
1Asst. Secretary,Thenhipalam Co-operative Rural Bank Ltd, Kerala 
2Deputy General Manager & Member of Faculty, Bankers Institute of Rural Development, Lucknow 
3 Most of the Primary Societies in Kerala widely use the term “Service Co-operative Bank” in their name. 
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impressive. But how did the Bank reach here…it was certainly no cakewalk….well, here’s the 

story of TRCB’s transformation… 

Background 

TCRB had never reported profit, since its inception, till 2009. In 2010, the new Management 

Committee took charge.  The Bank, then had only 3 permanent employees and a need was 

felt to bring in more professionalism in the functioning of the Bank.  

At that time, TCRB was facing a severe liquidity crunch.  The Bank had approached the 

Malappuram District Co-operative Bank [MDCB] seeking financial support, which did not 

materialize as TCRB was in loss. The new management then met the then District 

Development Manager (DDM) of NABARD, Shri. KP Padmakumar to seek a financial 

assistance of Rs.10 lakhs for the Bank.  But the DDM of NABARD did not give them any funds, 

nor did he promise any. He gave them an idea instead: Why not set up a Farmers Club [FC]?  

The President and Secretary of the Bank found it strange: they went asking for funds, they 

got an idea in return!  The DDM convinced the Bank team that their priority should be to find 

ways to increase the business volumes by widening and deepening the Bank’s presence, and 

forming a FC could be the first step. The DDM also offered to sponsor the setting up of the 

new FC under the Farmers’ Club Programme [FCP] of NABARD. 

Financial Inclusion through Farmers’ Club… a novel initiative 

In Dec 2010, the “Green Earth Farmers’ Club [GEFC] was set up by the TCRB, with 15 

progressive farmers, who were also members of TCRB.  DDM played a vital role in nurturing 

the club in its formative years. GEFC organized at least two activities every month, like 

farmers’ camps, awareness classes, lectures by agri experts, etc., all of which gained a lot of 

publicity through the local media, enhancing the visibility, of both GEFC and TCRB. Today, 

GEFC boasts of a membership of 123, of which 90 members are also working as BC Agents of 

GEFC.  

Emboldened by this initiative, TCRB appointed GEFC as its Business Correspondent [BC] in 

April 2011.  GEFC recruited 5 BC Agents [BCAs] whose job was to meet customers of TCRB 

at their doorsteps and create awareness about the benefits of banking with TCRB, ill effects 

of borrowing from money-lenders/chit funds, etc.  This resulted in BCAs opening a lot of new 

bank accounts on behalf of TCRB, thereby widening its customer-base. However, in the initial 

days, these operations were done manually: cash was collected against paper receipts and 

deposited with TCRB by the BCAs.  Much later, GEFC also started conducting FLC camps, with 

RBI’s guidance and support. 
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GEFC also set up the Green Earth Self Employment Training Institute [GE-SETI] in July 2011 

as its training arm, to provide self-employment training opportunities to the local people.  

The Institute conducted seminars and training on various activities like coconut palm-

climbing, metal embossing, paper bag making, pot making, flower making, garments and 

jewellery, etc., for the rural women of the area. 

Today, GEFC employs more than 120+ BCAs, of which only 7 are male !  All the BCAs hail 

from BPL families residing in the operational area of TCRB.  The BC has also set up 5 

Customer Service Points [CSPs] at Komarapadi, Parambilpeedika, Chenakalangadi, Chelari 

and Kakkanchery, covering Chelembra, Peruvallur and Thenhipalam Panchayats.   

But it was not smooth sailing all the way.  The Bank had to face a lot of challenges: with 

complaints from a few other co-operative societies in the area objecting to the business 

model of TCRB, pressure from vested interests, aggressive marketing strategies of 

competitors, etc.  But the management of TCRB stood firmly behind the Bank.  On their part, 

they made the people aware of the various initiatives of the Bank and how they are benefiting 

its members.  The Management also made presentations before the officials of Co-operation 

Department of the Govt. of Kerala as also in the State-level conference of all Co-operative 

Banks about its unique BC Model during Sept. 2014.  All these efforts culminated in the 

Registrar of Co-operative Societies [RCS] not only granting its approval for the BC Model in 

Jan. 2015, but also advising other banks to consider adopting the same model! This came as 

a shot in the arm for the bank and there has been no looking back, ever since! 

GEFC, since its formation in 2010, has come a long way.  It is now reckoned as an Association 

of Persons [AoP] under the Income Tax Act. The Bank has plans to register GEFC as a Sec. 8 

[erstwhile Sec. 25] Company, under the Companies Act, shortly. 

About TCRB’s Vision, Mission and Quality Policy 

The Bank’s Vision is “To achieve a concrete success in the Banking Industry by building the 

Brand Image of the Bank beyond the heights and to achieve our goal of being one among 

the most preferred Bank in the region.” 

 

The Bank’s Mission “is to provide Efficient, Customer-friendly, Professional Banking and 

Advisory services for the agricultural and rural development of the region by developing the 

members and beneficiaries through the formation of Joint Liability Groups and Farmers’ Club 

activities and to provide the Banking services to our customers according to the changing 

trends of economy and the life styles. 
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TCRB became an ISO 9001-2008 certified Bank in 2012.  Its quality policy states thus: “We, 

Thenhipalam Co-operative Rural Bank Ltd., emphasize to ‘Delight’ our customers by providing 

Quality Services and Support which meet or exceed their expectations by and through continual 

improvement in our Quality Management System, in order to enhance our competitiveness in 

the market.” 

It is really heartening to see a co-operative bank going beyond mere customer service and 

speak of “Customer Delight”.  And true to its Vision, Mission and Quality Policy, the Bank had 

also embarked on an ambitious technology adoption drive, since 2010. 

Technology adoption… the key to transformation 

It was in 2010 that the Bank’s first foray into technology adoption started; with on boarding 

of a Total Branch Automation [TBA] software, at a [now] nominal cost of Rs. 2 lakh.  But a big 

sum in those days, especially for a cash-strapped, loss-making PACS!  Even this was triggered 

by the fact that one collection agent did some mal-practices and the Bank’s management felt 

that adopting technology to minimize manual operations was the key to reducing such 

operational risks.  However, the TBA solution could not be scaled up, due to certain issues 

with the vendor who, initially, refused to provide the SMS-alert facility to the bank’s 

customers and later offered to provide it at a high cost!  The Bank went ahead and purchased 

a bulk SMS solution and sent messages to customers using Excel plug-ins.  This gave the 

much-needed confidence to the bank that it can manage IT without the vendor’s help. 

The next logical step was to go in for CBS… and TCRB created another first of sorts by 

becoming the first single-branch PACS in the State [maybe the entire country too!] to on-

board CBS [Beacon Pro from Sesame Software Solutions Pvt. Ltd.] platform for all its 

operations during April 2012.  Even today, the Bank’s management feels that a software 

vendor can make or mar the future of a small-entity like a PACS.  In this regard, selecting the 

right vendor and being sure of one’s requirements is the key, the Bank feels.  To address this 

aspect, the Bank took on contract two IT-qualified staff [of which one was a fresher, straight 

out of college!] to run its IT back office and to interact with the vendor to develop solutions, 

based on market demand and customer expectations.  Today, this group forms the Bank’s 

core IT team.  This team has been the prime reason for the Bank bagging many coveted 

awards! 

At present, the Bank’s CBS covers all transactions including those done at branch, ATM, Micro 

ATMs, CSP and through BCAs.  All the BC operations are now routed through a specialized 

software called “Beacon Orbit”, developed exclusively for the Bank.  Micro ATMs are 

operated by the BCAs using Magnetic Stripe cards, with PIN authentication, issued by TCRB.  
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In an inspirational move, TCRB has now provided most of the BCAs with a Mobile App called 

“Orbit Lite” and “Agent Banking KIT” to do transactions, including deposit mobilization, 

withdrawals and loan repayments.  Customers can even withdraw money through card-less 

transaction at BCAs, by using only the One Time Password [OTP].  Going forward, the Bank 

also wants to fully phase out the remaining 20 Micro ATMs in use now. 

TCRB has put in place robust business processes for all transactions taking place through 

BC/BCAs and at Customer Service Points [CSPs].  All accounts opened by the Bank, at any of 

these customer interface points, have to comply with the extant KYC norms of RBI.  Quoting 

of PAN is mandatory for all transactions above Rs. 50,000/-.  TRCB also facilitates customers 

in applying for PAN, as it is an authorized PAN Service center of UTI ITSL.  There is a well-

laid out, transparent fee-sharing structure between the BC [GEFC] and the BCAs.  While the 

BC takes a minor share of the fees received, the majority is passed on to the BCAs.  This has 

ensured that while the BCAs remain very active, their attrition rate is very low. 

Over the last 3 years, the Bank has created a wide bouquet of IT infrastructure for the benefit 

of its customers.  Using this infrastructure, the customers of the Bank can now enjoy 

NEFT/RTGS facilities, Internet banking, Mobile Banking App including IMPS and NEFT, ATM 

services at the HO Branch, Digital Receipts facility on the mobile, Home Banking through 

Micro ATMs/Mobile App, cardless withdrawal using OTP through Micro ATMs/Mobile, 

Digital money for shopping, Miss Call Alerts to know balances in SB/RD accounts and a 

specialized app for vendors to initiate payment.  All customers of the bank can also pay their 

utility bills like telephone, property tax, cable TV, milk vendor, electricity charges, 

school/college fees, etc., by creating user ID on the bank’s online banking website. 

Co-operative Financial Inclusion…a new term in the FI lexicon 

TCRB has re-christened its FI approach as “Co-operative Financial Inclusion.”  The Bank feels 

that financial inclusion, besides providing an opportunity for the bank to grow and excel in 

terms of growth in deposits as well as loans, also provides an opportunity to re-state its 

purpose of existence.  To this end, the Bank has strived to re-define Financial Inclusion as 

“the process of providing financial products and services needed by vulnerable groups such 

as weaker sections and low-income groups at an affordable cost in a fair and transparent 

manner by the co-operative sector”. 
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The Bank feels that FI is very much required in the co-operative sector, due to the following 

reasons: 

• Low active membership base, viz., transactional members are very less. 

• Aging profile of existing customers, viz., reluctance of the younger generation to avail 

banking facilities from co-operative banks. 

• Limited technology use/ Limitations in technology used by co-operative banks. 

• Low frequency of transactions by members of Co-operative banks. 

• Low levels of customer service, leading to migration of members to other banks. 

• Limitations of co-operative bank staff in acquiring IT-based technical skills. 

• Insistence on sticking to traditional work processes not appealing to customer. 

However, to achieve this, the co-operative banks have to face stiff challenges.  To name a few: 

• Commercial banks are starting more rural branches/Ultra Small Branches 

• NBFCs are opening new branches, even in remote and far-flung areas. 

• Co-operatives find it difficult to compete with commercial/new generation banks. 

• Non-availability of Internet banking, SMS Banking and ATM services. 

• Involvement of politics in Business affairs of co-operative banks 

• Foray of NBFCs into rural areas, at times, even as BC of Commercial Banks. 

• Citizen Service Centers [CSCs] becoming BCs of CBs/RRBs for providing banking services  

• Co-operative Banks being brought under the lens of tax authorities [IT/GST/Sales Tax, etc.] 

 

TCRB feels that by adopting the BC Model, it had effectively addressed the above challenges, 

while successfully meeting the expectations of its varied customers.  By leveraging on IT 

solutions, the Bank has been able to provide 12-hour branch banking services [8 am to 8 pm] 

to its clientele, akin to what is provided by many established players in the industry.  That 

apart, TCRB, through its network of 120 BCAs and 5 CSPs, now provide the following services 

through the BC Model: 

• Zero Balance SB accounts 

• Recurring Deposit 

• Pigmy Deposit 

• Loan & its repayment 

• Value added services like 

electricity bill,phone bill 

• Rural Mahila credit card 

[Rs.5,000/- as OD to all 

women members without 

any security) 

• Deposit Schemes  

A pictorial depiction of the BC Model is indicated in the figure alongside.  The network of 

BCAs is increasing at a steady pace.  These agents are able to earn a sustainable livelihood, 
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with monthly commission income ranging from Rs. 2,000/- to as high as Rs. 35,000/-.  The 

Bank feels that deploying BCAs is way cheaper than opening a full-fledged branch.  Besides, 

the Bank has adopted a very unique model wherein customers coming through BCAs are 

given interest incentives, than if they come to the branch directly!  In other words, the branch 

does not compete with the BCAs to get business, unlike what is, sometimes, seen in BCs run 

by other Banks.  This has translated into the BCAs generating as much as 55% of the average 

monthly business of the Bank. 

… more about Customer Service Points [CSPs] 

Customer Service Points are run by BC [GEFC] of TCRB and act as the bank’s branches for all 

practical purposes. The costs towards hiring staff, connectivity, electricity, rent for building 

and minimum furniture are the only upfront investments.  Then, as business grows, other 

infrastructure like computer, printer, cash counting machine, gold weighing machine, safe, 

AC, etc., are provided by the GEFC.  CSPs are normally opened and operated in rural areas 

where there are no other banking activities by any bank and the area is not at all feasible for 

opening a full-fledged banking outlet. All CSP transactions are routed through mobile OTP or 

through micro ATM transactions. Magnetic ATM cards are used for micro ATMs, which is 

verified by a PIN number.  The average monthly expenditure of a CSP comes to around Rs. 

20,000/-, while it earns a revenue of about Rs. 25,000/-. 

Nov. 8, 2016…Domentisation pangs…or pleasure? 

The demonetization announcement of the Govt. of India took the country by surprise. And 

TCRB was no exception.  Overnight, its customers found themselves cashless, and no means 

to withdraw their money, what with the restriction on withdrawals capped at Rs. 24,000/- 

per customer per week.  PACS’, which were maintaining accounts with the District Co-

operative Banks or other banks, were also governed by this restriction!  Imagine a PACS with 

access to only Rs. 24,000/- per week in cash, but having thousands of waiting members 

wanting to withdraw money from their individual accounts. 

While most of the PACS were raising a hue and cry, TCRB silently got down to work.  It called 

all its BCAs and impressed on them the need to educate the customers of TCRB that their 

money was safe.  It also knew that almost all of its customers had accounts in other 

nationalized banks.  Through its network of BCAs, the bank encouraged many of its 

customers to transfer the balances from their SB accounts maintained with TCRB into the 

customer’s account with nationalized banks. This was done through NEFT/RTGS.  

Thereafter, the customers were asked to withdraw the cash from those banks and deposit 

with the BCAs, through Micro ATMs.  In this way, TCRB could gain access to the new 
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denomination currency and tide over the cash crunch.  It targeted around 2,500 pieces of the 

new Rs. 2,000/- denomination notes aggregating Rs. 50 lakhs and managed to collect Rs. 25 

lakhs in the first week itself, post-demonetisation!  It also opened as many as 1,694 SB 

accounts in this period. 

The Bank had also endeared itself to its customers in the first week of demonetization [Nov 

10-15] when it opened special counters and collected Specified Bank Notes [SBNs] worth Rs. 

7 crore from its customers and deposited in its bank account maintained with another bank.  

This account of TCRB was used to facilitate on-line transfer of money from the SB accounts 

of TCRB to the SB accounts of customers maintained with other banks.  For this purpose, a 

very useful application software was deployed that enabled to process NEFT/RTGS requests 

of customers expeditiously and seamlessly. 

The Bank recalls with fondness and pride the seminal role played by its BCAs, during the 

post-demonetization period.  The BCAs were the eyes and ears of the Bank, in more ways 

than one.  They kept the engagement going with the customers, provided them the much-

needed cash in times of stress and enabled the Bank to gain access to critical liquidity to 

funds its daily operations.  No wonder then that the Bank treats the BCAs as part of one big, 

happy family.  It works closely with each BCA to jointly set family goals, and helps them 

realize them, one at a time.  “Working with them together to jointly transform their dreams 

into reality” seems to be the motto!  Family get-togethers and BCA house visits by the 

Management of the Bank to instill a sense of camaraderie are all part of the work culture at 

TCRB.  This is amplified by the fact that while there is no strict area demarcation for a BCA 

to operate, there is a climate of healthy competition, with conflicts being few and far 

between. 

Birth of COOPAISA…the Co-operative Digital Currency 

Within days of Demonetisation, TCRB launched “COOPaisa”, an innovative cashless, cardless 

payment solution that allowed public to pay for their daily needs, whether it is a home need 

or travel by auto-rickshaws, using their mobile phones. This solution was found to be highly 

beneficial in the Bank’s operational area, where the majority of the population had an 

account with TCRB.  

While the co-operative banks across the country faced an uncertain future following Reserve 

Bank of India’s restriction on cash transactions, TCRB found a digital solution to tide over 

the financial crisis and challenge the hegemony of high-spending e-commerce websites.  

What makes COOPaisa different from other digital currencies is that it doesn’t differentiate 

between those who have smartphones and non-smartphones.  This facility is available for 
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customers with/without smart phone with/without internet facilities.  Customer app also 

works in off-line mode and gets his QR code to complete his transaction. Smartphone users 

can complete transactions by scanning the bar code displayed at the shops, while non-

smartphone users have to rely on the One Time Password [OTP] received on their phones. 

At the front-end, Coopaisa is a service offered by the bank through its Mobile App called 

MyBank .  The app is provided to both vendors and customers.  Customers only have to install 

the app from the Google Play Store before heading to the shops. The customer has to scan 

the QR code kept at the vendors’ premises and type the amount owed to the vendor to 

instantaneously transfer the amount from his account to the vendors’ account. If required, 

the vendor can also assist the customer in the payment solution, without compromising the 

security. Both parties will receive SMS confirmation indicating successful transaction.  

By incorporating the RBI-mandated Single-Click Two-Factor Authentication protocol and 

compliant with OWASP 3.0 security standards [more stringent than what is stipulated by 

IDRBT!], COOPaisa is 100% secure, instantaneous, free-of-charge and available 24*7. 

COOPaisa, thus, evolved as a natural digital payment response to demonetization.  Another 

advantage of COOPaisa is that a customer who doesn't have smart phone also can complete 

the transactions with OTP.  With more than 2,000 app downloads, COOPaisa is already 

averaging nearly 200 transactions daily.  What’s more, representatives of IFFCO visited TCRB 

to study this initiative in detail! 

Shoppe App…making every customer of the bank a cash-in/cash-out point 

Synchronously with Coopaisa, the Bank also launched the Shoppe app.  This was a mobile 

application that enabled the customers of TCRB to withdraw/deposit cash with any 

merchant who has an account with TCRB.  This meant that every merchant became a cash 

point for the bank, a de-facto ATM..but without any capital costs!  It also meant that the 

surplus cash of the merchant gets banked automatically, viz., every cash withdrawal by a 

customer translates into a cash deposit in the merchant’s account with the TCRB.  In case of 

cash withdrawals by the customer, the merchant gets the same commission, which the bank 

gives to the BC.  This whole new concept of rural cash points was called “Cozy Cash”! 

Platinum Credit Account…the Virtual Credit Card 

While Cozy Cash and Coopaisa were innovations which addressed need of those customers 

who had cash in their accounts, but wanted access to it even outside banking hours and 

closer to their doorsteps, the Bank also envisioned a demand for a banking product to cater 

to the needs of those who needed cash, but immediately didn’t have the needed balance in 



BIRD, Lucknow: National Seminar on Best Practices in Co-operative Banks 

05-06 January 2018 at Lucknow 

10 | P a g e  

 

their account.  This was the genesis of the idea of Platinum Credit account, wherein the 

customer is approved a credit limit of Rs. 5,000/- through their Mobile App, which will now 

have an added CC limit option, in addition to the linked SB account.  Customer can choose to 

withdraw from the CC limit, if he/she so desires.  Customer will get upto 45 days interest 

free credit period, something akin to what was provided to credit card holders, by other 

banks. The interest is charged only for the amount so drawn, for the period of withdrawal, 

only after grace period.  The Bank called this product “Pattu Pusthakam” in Malayalam, which 

meant “Debt Book”.  It is an innovative version of the traditional debt book of common man 

kept with Kirana shops, something like a mobile-based, on-line CC limit.  To begin with, this 

facility is given to only credit-worthy customers. 

…and then came the accolades!! 

With such innovative initiatives, awards and accolades for TCRB were never far behind.  The 

Bank won three awards at the Banking Frontiers Awards in 2015: for best CEO; best payment 

solutions and best in deposit mobilization; it repeated the performance in 2016 for Best IT 

Department, Best Youth Customer Engagement and Best Green Initiative.  In2017, it again 

got the award for the Best BC Model amongst Co-operative Banks.  It is also a much-awarded 

bank by NABARD for its SHG-Bank Linkage Programme and also the Karshaka Mitram award 

of NABARD. 

Conclusion 

“When life gives you lemons, make a lemonade”…do we hear Dale Carnegie speaking! Well, 

this seems to the philosophy at TCRB where every challenge is seen as an opportunity to 

excel, to out-perform and to innovate.  This bank has seen bad times, and come out of it with 

its head held high, displaying characteristic resilience despite heavy odds. 

What is amazing is the Bank’s ability to think out-of-the-box, even from seemingly hopeless 

situations.  When faced with losses year after year and a liquidity crunch, it started the Green 

Earth Farmers’ Club.  Then appointed the Club as its BC.  Came up with unique initiatives, 

which were stunningly simple, but very effective.  Like the time it managed to gain access to 

cash during demonetization, with the support of its customers. Or launching COOPaisa in a 

cash-strapped environment.  The Bank certainly knew what is was doing, and where it was 

heading.  The maturity displayed by its staff and the sagacity of its management is to be 

lauded.  No accolades are too high for this Bank.  We can only end with a silent prayer: May 

their tribe increase...for the future of co-operatives…for the future of rural India…for 

Financial Inclusion. 

� 


