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Cashless growth

Strong growth from 2021 onwards has boosted the country’s 
macroeconomic and fiscal situation since the pandemic

The Bahamas' macroeconomic summary Government Debt and Interest Payments (B$ m)
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The Bahamas' fiscal summary
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) As with many tourism-dependent 

countries, the pandemic substantially 
affected the Bahamian economy. 
However, from 2021 onwards, 
growth has been robust. This has 
helped offset the Covid-19-related 
economic contraction, which 
also affected the country’s fiscal 
situation. Citizens do not pay income 
tax, so the government is heavily 
dependent on value-added tax. 
More cashless transactions would 
boost revenue by reducing the 
informal economy’s size and aid the 
government in reaching its budget 
surplus projected by 2024. More 
broadly, digital financial inclusion is 
found to have a positive effect on 
growth and is estimated to increase 
emerging economies’ GDP by 6% 
between 2016 and 2025.
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2003: The National Payments Council is established

2004: The Bahamas Inter-bank Settlement System & Real-Time Gross Settlement (RTGS) are introduced
2010: The private sector establishes the Bahamas Automated Clearing House (BACH). The BACH & RTGS support 
electronic point of sale payments at the retail level and increases the use of wire transfers over cheques. Although 
the BACH’s introduction has seen a reduction in personal cheque fraud, there has been an increase in commercial 
client cheque fraud since its creation.
2013: The government removes stamp tax on electronic funds transfers and direct debits. However, cash 
withdrawals and cheque writing incur stamp tax.

2017: The adoption of the Payments Instruments Oversight Regulations will provide a framework for electronic 
payment services

2018: The adoption of the Credit Bureau Bill will lead to the establishment of a credit bureau

2020: The Sand Dollar is introduced
• Promotes financial inclusion (no fees)
• 100% of the population has access to a deposit account and digital payments 
• Blockchain technology applied to digital fiat currency
• Establishes links between wallets and bank deposit accounts through the BACH and transfer of funds in both 

directions

2021: The Bahamian Dollar Digital Currency regulations are issued

2021: The credit bureau becomes operative

Maturing regulations

2020’s regulatory changes enables 
the Central Bank of the Bahamas 
to aid struggling banks, enlist credit 
unions in the Deposit Insurance 
framework, improve governance and 
issue digital currency. Commercial 
banks and others have adapted 
swiftly to these new changes, 
facilitating the transition to a digital 
economy. Previously, these financial 
institutions partnered with the 
Bahamian government to establish 
the Bahamas Automated Clearing 
House and the Real-Time Gross 
Settlement, reducing costs and 
bolstering security for transactions. 
They also provide the foundation for 
national identity scheme compliance 
and boosts the investment grade 
of the Bahamas and its financial 
institutions.

Source: IMF; Central Bank of the Bahamas; NCSI

Private and public sector commitment has allowed the Bahamas to raise 
international banking and financial standards

Infrastructure for financial inclusion

Universal access to 
and frequent usage of 
transaction accounts 

Transaction 
account 

and 
payment 
product 
design

Readily 
available 
access 
points

Awareness 
and 

financial 
literacy

Leveraging 
large-

volume 
recurrent 
payment 
streams

Catalytic pillars –
Drivers of access 

and usage

Foundations – 
Critical enablers Legal and regulatory framework 

Financial and ICT infrastructure 

Public and private sector commitment 

Regulatory changes introduced in 2020

The Banks and Trust Companies 
Regulation Act (BTCRA) (2020)

The Central Bank of the  
Bahamas Act (CBBA) (2020)

The Protection of Depositors 
Amendment Act (PODAA) (2020)

Financial and Corporate Service 
Providers Act (FCSPA) (2020)

Digital Assets and  
Registered Exchanges Act (2020)

BTCRA enhances the crisis 
management powers of the 
Central Bank and increases 
accountability by requiring 
troubled banks to prepare and 
periodically submit a recovery 
plan to the Central Bank

The CBBA has two key aims: 
•  Establishes the Central Bank 

as the sole resolution authority 
for distressed banks

•  Grants authority to the Central 
Bank to issue digital currency

• Streamlines the role and functions of 
the Deposit Insurance Corporation

• Provides enhanced protection for 
Bahamian dollar depositors by 
increasing the contributions required 
from member institutions

Financial activities under licence by the 
FCSPA include: money lending, money 
broking, credit extension, custody of digital 
assets, wallet services providers, financial 
leasing, financial advisory or consultancy 
services, and commodity trading.

Landmark legislation regulating the issuance, 
sale, and trade of digital assets. Legally 
recognises distributed ledger technology (e.g. 
blockchain). The DARE Act refers to four types 
of digital tokens: virtual currency tokens, asset 
tokens, utility tokens and non-fungible tokens.

The Bahamian Systems Modernisation Initiative—Sand Dollar & financial 
inclusion
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Digital transformation and digitalisation expenditure (B$ m)

* Ministry of Education and Technical and Vocational Training
** Department of Transformation and Digitalisation

*average first quarter

Digital currency in circulation in the Bahamas
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Government and commercial banking efforts are 
paying off in transitioning to a cashless society

The government increased the 
planned capital expenditure 
for the Department of Digital 
Transformation four-fold in FY 
2021/22, with planned spending 
expected to grow by 50% in 
FY 2023/24. In parallel, digital 
currency in circulation has steadily 
increased since the introduction 
of a pilot programme in 2019 and 
nationwide implementation in 
2020. The Sand Dollar represents 
a small fraction of total money 
in circulation (about 1%), and 
28,000 eWallets use the currency, 
some 7% of the population. It was 
launched to accelerate financial 
inclusion, especially in the remote 
Family Islands, in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Dorian and during the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Government facilitation

About Central Bank Digital Currency (CBDC)

A CBDC can, in times of distress, be used to provide immediate relief to 
people in vulnerable situations and issued at short notice. Lack of clarity 
and technical complications during the launching of the Sand Dollar limited 
commercial banking and financial services participation. If CBDC is used 
inappropriately, it can compromise privacy and lower retail bank deposits, 
reducing credit and potential revenue for commercial banks. 

Financial sector expenditure in the Bahamas (B$ m)

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Operational costs 694.9 734.8 752.3 762.7 758.8

Capital expenditure 15.6 25.4 18.4 17.1 15.1

Total expenditure 710.4 760.1 770.8 779.8 773.9
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Finding a balanced approach to transition to a 
cashless society is multi-faceted in nature

Cash Transformation in the Bahamas

Risks and benefits of a cashless society
Transitioning efforts to a cashless society intend to replace cash transactions, curtail illegal activities, expand the tax base and increase financial inclusion as 

eWallets have no fees on transaction costs

Balancing financial privacy with crime measures

• Bank-client confidentiality 

• Consumer trust

• Data protection 

• Know-your-customer 
requirements

• Anti-money 
laundering/
Combatting the 
financing of terrorism

• Anti-tax avoidance

• Law enforcement

PRIVACY 

COUNTERING 
CRIME

Bahamas
G20 

Average
G20 

Range

Respondents’ household uses a budget 57 60 35-85
Able to understand the compounding effect of 
interest rates over five years

34 42 32-56

Understood relationship between risk and return 81 78 67-90

Understood the benefit of diversification 53 59 37-81
Able to estimate interest paid on loan 14 80 54-94
Understood the meaning of the term inflation 93 77 61-92

Source: Central Bank of the Bahamas 

Individuals Businesses Government

Open accounts in banking 
institutions that bear interest 
on deposits

Open accounts 
in banking 
institutions that 
bear interest on 
deposits

Provide financial literacy education 
highlighting the benefits of having 
a bank account, such as interest 
on deposits, guaranteed deposits, 
security in financial transactions, 
budgeting, access to loans, insurance 
and other financial services

Educate themselves on privacy 
issues regarding the Sand 
Dollar or CBDC

Work with 
associations 
to increase 
awareness of 
privacy concerns 
and issues

Work with the banking and financial 
industry to draft regulations to 
incentivise banking access. Clarify 
that Sand Dollar wallets are not 
interest-bearing. Further, clarify the 
importance of commercial banks in a 
healthy financial system.

Open Sand Dollar accounts 
connected to their current and 
savings accounts. Sand Dollar 
accounts could be helpful in 
payments in the Family Islands 
and can be linked to prepaid 
cards to be used worldwide.

Educate and 
open accounts 
for individuals 
who do not hold a 
bank account

Provide a long-term vision of what the 
government envisions as a cashless 
society

Prepare for domestic cheques 
elimination in 2024

Prepare for 
domestic cheques 
elimination in 
2024

Refrain from collecting data on 
transactions, providing any further 
financial services

Use existing and new digital 
payment infrastructure where 
possible

Obtain the 
necessary 
infrastructure for 
digital payments

Work with businesses to enable them 
to set up the infrastructure required 
to accept digital payments

Preparing for a cashless society

Risks Benefits
The Sand Dollar could represent a threat to a healthy 
banking, payments and financial system

Sand Dollar substitutes cash and not financial services. There are many alternatives to the Sand dollar, 
which at the moment represents less than 1% of currency in circulation. Existing and well-established 
digital payment systems include debit and credit cards, cashless POS and person-to-person direct 
transfers.

The possible loss of short-term deposits converted into 
long-term loans for individuals, businesses and governments 
could reduce the availability of funds for loans

Sound banking institutions are required to pass stress tests performed by the Central Bank of the 
Bahamas (CBoB). Furthermore, transaction limits, whether stemming from CBoB regulations, e-wallet 
limits, banking procedures or personal choice, could limit the impact of any short-term outflows. 

Government temptation to gather more information about 
citizens’ behaviour

Banking institutions can act as intermediaries and safeguard customers’ privacy

Cybersecurity issues Banking, fintech and other financial institutions can support the government in developing safe and 
secure transactions

Identity theft increase due to the government push towards 
digitisation of the economy and greater availability of digital 
government services

Know-your-customer guidelines are fully implemented, reducing identity theft and related risks

Lack of telecommunications could prevent the use of bank 
accounts and eWallets

Private institutions in cooperation with the government are developing offline functionality, allowing a 
predetermined amount, and updating eWallets once communications are re-established

Lack of interoperability of digital payments The CBoB is working on integrating DigiPay into the commercial bank-operated BACH

Financial literacy in the Bahamas vs G20 countries (%)
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Between 2020 and 2021 credit card 
spending increased by 57%, while 
digital currencies increased threefold 
in the same period. Furthermore, 
2020 saw the highest increase in 
real-time gross settlement (RTGS) 
transactions on record, signalling 
that digital infrastructure is 
increasingly prepared to handle 
digital payments. Although cheque 
elimination is set to take place by the 
end of 2024, in 2019-2020 there was 
a 40% reduction in the number of 
cleared cheques. This reduction has 
been more than offset by processing 
digital payments through the RTGS. 
Cooperation between commercial 
banks and financial institutions 
and the government has been the 
cornerstone of this progress. 

Healthy progress

Technological and policy-backed changes have allowed the Bahamas 
to make steady advances toward a cashless economy

Credit Card Activity

Cheque clearing by domestic banks Real-Time Gross Settlement (RTGS), customer payments cleared 
by commercial banksCommercial banks in the Bahamas have put in place the Bahamas 

Automated Clearing House (BACH) providing the required 
infrastructure to reduce cheques and increase digital payments
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“

“For a lot of the trends 
that are occurring or 

emerging, the Bahamas is 
seen as a bellwether for the 

rest of the region

What are commercial banks doing to support cash reduction in the Bahamas? 
HEWICK: Commercial banks want to give access to as many customers as possible. 
They want to make it easy for customers to use their financial services and execute 
payments, transfers and other transactions through the most convenient and efficient 
channels possible. The two most notable ways of doing so are by providing access to 
digital banking and enabling card-based payments at point of sale and online. Cash is 
almost a separate ecosystem in the economy, and solutions must consider both supply 
and demand. For commercial banks, this means making it easier for consumers to make 
payments electronically and for businesses to make payments in the form of payroll 
and supply chain, as well as to accept payments from their customers. This helps both 
parties create a virtuous circle that builds momentum over time. 

In what ways can the government collaborate with commercial banks to 
support cash reduction in the Bahamas? 
HEWICK: The Bahamas’ government and central bank play key roles in this ecosystem: 
as major senders and receivers of payments, and in defining and developing the 
regulatory environment and central systems. The partnership between the government 
and commercial banks is a crucial part of the equation. The Bahamas has been a leader 
with the introduction of the Sand Dollar, the central bank’s digital currency. Banks are 
in the process of enabling Sand Dollar transactions for their customers in various ways, 
such as allowing them to top up a Sand Dollar wallet from digital banking systems.

How have small and medium-sized enterprises and clients in the Bahamas 
embraced digital banking, especially in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic? 
HEWICK: According to the Central Bank of the Bahamas, digital payments are 
increasing, while cheques and cash transactions are declining. Undoubtedly, Covid-19 
accelerated the decline seen for decades of cash as the primary means of payment. 
Although debit and credit cards were already widely available, their use and that of 
other types of digital money evolved quickly to reflect the global cultural shift. People 

now view digital banking as an essential solution versus something that is “nice to 
have”. Digital banking has expanded rapidly and steadily across the region, and the 
growth and adoption of digital banking has certainly been strong in the Bahamas. More 
than half of RBC customers in the Bahamas use digital banking regularly. Since 2017, for 
example, a significant majority of transactions involving payments and transfers have 
been done either digitally or via point of sale. For a lot of the trends that are occurring 
or emerging, the Bahamas is seen as a bellwether for the rest of the region. 

For smaller businesses and entrepreneurs that deal primarily in cash, what 
steps would you recommend for them to go cashless?
HEWICK: Often, smaller businesses and entrepreneurs simply do not have the 
bandwidth or time to investigate and research electronic or digital banking capabilities. 
It is understandable, as owners are focused on running and managing their business. 
Cash is easy to start with – it does not require any technical expertise or specialised 
equipment. However, relying on cash can quickly become a limiting factor for a 
business, especially one with burgeoning growth prospects. For example, cash must 
be safely stored and protected from theft; it requires time to count, sort and record 
in ledgers; and staff must make regular trips to make deposits or exchange bills. 
Moreover, paying employees or suppliers depends on getting cash into an account in a 
timely manner, and paying out in either cash or cheque adds to the manual effort and 
cost of handling, in addition to taking longer. 

As an alternative, smaller businesses and entrepreneurs can access electronic solutions 
that are affordable and designed with them in mind. For example, RBC EZPay was 
developed for mobile entrepreneurs looking to target customers who would rather pay 
using a credit or debit card. Setting up electronic payroll or multiple supplier payments 
with RBC BusinessPay is also easy and affordable, even for smaller businesses. The key 
to digitalisation efforts at commercial banks that offer products for smaller businesses 
is combining a knowledgeable team of business bankers with tailored digital solutions.

David Hewick, Senior Director Payments, 
Digital and Automation, RBC Caribbean 
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CASE STUDY: The digitalisation journey of RBC Caribbean 
and their client, Cable Bahamas

RBC’s digital journey: 
RBC Caribbean began its pursuit of becoming 
a digitally-enabled relationship bank prior to 
the pandemic. The bank has been making a 
significant investment in the channels it believes 
would be the future of banking across the region. 
These channels include an online platform and 
mobile app, a digital client advice centre, and 
comprehensive ATM networks.

The role of e-commerce in the economic digitalisation process 
and shift to a cashless society is critical. In addition to promoting 

the use of debit and credit cards, RBC in the Bahamas enabled 
customers to accept online payments through financial payment 
systems, such as e-commerce and point-of-sale (POS) systems. 
Additionally RBC launched merchant services and e-commerce 

solutions like RBC EZPay and BusinessPay to help business 
clients grow and grow in a digital world.

RBC began transforming its existing branches into new 
digitally-enabled advice-oriented branches to cater 
to clients’ changing needs with digital solutions. For 

example, within the last three years, RBC opened new 
state-of-the-art digitally-enabled branches in Old Fort 

Bay, Marsh Harbour, Freeport and at the Southwest 
Plaza. At these branches, clients can access RBC’s multi-

channel options and in-depth financial advice.

In the Bahamas, client transactions have 
steadily shifted from the branch to self-service 

channels, with a notable surge driven by the 
Covid-19 lockdowns. The trend from cash to 
cards at point-of-sale devices continues to 

accelerate. 

Cable Bahamas’ digital journey: 
Powering the digital transformation of the Bahamas has been at the core of the Cable Bahamas Group of Companies’ strategic vision.
Without reliable internet, there can be no connectivity as the lockdowns forced the population to stay at home. As a result, businesses and the wider population saw how the internet – both broadband and 
mobile – allowed the restoration of people’s social and economic activities. Usage was up over 300%, whether through surfing, streaming, shopping or engagement on social media.

RBC’s observations on the sector’s digitalisation and their resulting actions

During the pandemic: 

• The drive for digital solutions began with many customers 
online banking for the first time.  

• Cable Bahamas also partnered with several digital payment 
centres and food stores, which further accelerated the 
digital transformation drive.

• Customers were better served but more broadly by Cable 
Bahamas’ own digital platform – MyRev – which also grew 
substantially during that time. Overall, volume of monthly 
digital payment transactions increased by over 62%. 

Going forward: 

• Digital operations have allowed the company 
to eliminate manual cheques from their 
payment system and have boosted wire 
transfer requests, coupled with accounts 
payable efforts in receiving and disbursing 
ACH files electronically to both vendors and 
customers. These processes have allowed 
Cable Bahamas to eliminate all manual 
cheques from the system.  

Cable Bahamas’ insights on banks’ digital infrastructure: 
“Substantial investment in payment infrastructure from large banks such as RBC has made it 
easy for us to open our online storefront, allowing us to give our Family Island clients a more 
comprehensive service and provide them with more shopping options. Our ability to accept 
credit card payments online and obtain daily settlements has allowed our business to grow and 
become less dependent on cash.”

fast and reliable internet/
broadband service 

mobile cellular service 
network products

Cable Bahamas’ products and services: 
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The Bahamian economy was heavily affected 
by the Covid-19 pandemic but growth since 
2021 has been strong, with a fiscal surplus 
predicted for the government by 2024. 

On many metrics, Bahamians are on par with or 
even above the average for G20 nations when 
measuring the population’s financial literacy, 
signalling the demand-side conditions for a 
cashless transformation are already in place. 

The overall framework to a cashless, more 
digitalised financial sector has been helped by 
comprehensive infrastructure development 
before the pandemic, and regulatory changes 
introduced throughout 2020.

When perceived risks and benefits of a 
cashless transformation are analysed, 
concerns related to privacy, cybersecurity 
and cost show that a digital financial sector is 
more beneficial to users than more traditional 
financial activities on all metrics. 

These regulations, in combination with support 
from commercial banks, have seen substantial 
uptake from consumers for cashless products 
and services, as well as sharp falls in the use 
of more traditional banking methods, such as 
cheques. 

Although the Sand Dollar’s overall market 
participation is still relatively low, its existing 
and projected growth makes it well placed to 
increase financial penetration across the 
archipelago, including the most remote islands. 

Cash Transformation in the Bahamas
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