
The Connectivity Conundrum: 
Why Build, Who Builds and Who Pays? 
In my previous article, I examined how effective liquidity 
management in treasury depends upon having a consolidated 
view and control of corporate cash. In this one, I consider why 
building dedicated connectivity is necessary to achieve this, 
who should build it and who will pay for it. 

One of the many effects of globalisation has been the 
proliferation of connections between corporates and banks. 
As corporates have responded to global opportunities in 
both sales and sourcing, their banking relationship needs 
have grown in tandem. Trade figures give an inkling of the 
pace at which this has happened: in the 25 years from 1993 
to 2018, trade as a percentage of global GDP rose by ~50% 1. 
The number of bank relationships and accounts corporates 
now have starkly underlines this, with recent research2 
showing that nearly half of corporates use 10 or more banks 
globally, while 18% have 25-100 bank accounts and 16% have 
more than 500 bank accounts.
Corporate treasurers understandably covet the ability to 
consolidate all those relationships and accounts into a single 
platform that will give them maximum visibility and control. 
However, that raises three important questions:
• Why is dedicated connectivity needed to accomplish this?
• Who should be doing the necessary technology 

integration work?
• Who will be paying them to do it?

Why build?
At first glance this question seems superfluous: to deliver 
the visibility and control needed by treasuries, consolidated 
connectivity is obviously needed. But some argue that simply 
by doing nothing this will all arrive free of charge by magic, 
courtesy of open banking, PSD2 or APIs. 

Sadly not. The first two are (at least initially) primarily 
applicable to retail banking and so don’t provide an 
immediate solution. APIs simply provide an interface, they do 
not in themselves integrate or standardise the data passing 
through them. For instance, receiving proprietary bank format 
payment status files via an API rather than via FTP adds zero 
value from a visibility and control perspective.       

Many corporates see this as essentially the banks’ problem. 
Therefore, the banks should collaborate and share data 
in a consistent format and that will resolve the problem. 
The evidence to date in other related areas isn’t exactly 
encouraging: the value of KYC repositories is hampered by 
banks’ differing KYC processes and requirements and the 

notional standardisation of SWIFT payments is undermined 
by individual bank implementations thereof. Pragmatically, 
the only solution is for someone to build the necessary 
connectivity and data integration between the corporate and 
its various banks. The question is, who?

Who builds?
Taking a realistic view, it’s highly unlikely to be the corporate 
treasury. Most corporate treasuries, even those of some of 
the largest global multinationals are, to put it politely, lightly 
staffed. While the new generation of corporate treasury 
personnel are more tech-inclined than their predecessors, 
they are unlikely to have the highly specialised skill set 
required. Furthermore, the magnitude of the task would divert 
them from critical day to day treasury tasks, such as financial 
risk management, cash forecasting and investment selection.

Getting the corporate’s internal technology resources to 
undertake the project is also an unlikely prospect. The 
tendency in many corporations even today is for treasury to 
be perceived as a cost rather than profit centre, which usually 
means that it is at the back of the queue when internal tech 
resources are being distributed.

The case for the banks to undertake the task isn’t much more 
compelling, although the issue here isn’t so much lack of 
resources as the appropriateness of using them. Some 80% 
of banks’ annual technology spending goes on keeping their 
existing systems running3, which doesn’t leave much for the 
future innovation that will generate adequate return on capital. 
It therefore makes little sense to divert bank technology 
resources away from that sort of innovation to deal with a task 
that would be better handled by a connectivity specialist. 
While banks obviously have experience in the sort of 
connectivity project that could deliver corporate treasuries 
the consolidated multibank platform they desire, it’s not what 
they do all day every day. They will have less total experience 
of the various corporate systems to which they will have to 
connect than a dedicated specialist that has done multiple 
corporate to bank connectivity projects.

Just one example of where this can make a difference is where 
a corporate client has grown by acquisition and has thereby 
accumulated multiple different enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) systems. The bank may have experience of the various 
vendors involved, but is less likely to have experience of all the 
various versions of the software being used. Corporates may 
only use one ERP vendor’s technology, but it’s not uncommon 

1 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?end=2018&start=1960&view=chart
2 https://strategictreasurer.com/analyst-reports-2019/ "Treasury Aggregators"
3 https://www.finextra.com/newsarticle/34855/swift-operations-forum-europe-2019-amsterdam---day-1-report



for them to be using different versions of this technology in different regions or business 
units. When, for example, implementing host to host connections, prior experience of 
these variants may be a critical factor.

At first glance, ERP or treasury management system (TMS) vendors might be suitable 
candidates for running the implementation, but the issue here is effectively the 
inverse of that which applies to the banks. The vendor will obviously know its own 
systems intimately, but how many different bank systems will it have experience of, 
especially if some vary within a single bank by country or region (as they do)? Both 
ERP and TMS vendors also have far broader objectives/expertise when running 
an implementation of their technology. They typically won’t be able to match the 
expertise of a specialist that spends all day every day dealing with corporate to bank 
connectivity and data integration.

Ultimately it is that sort of specialist who is best placed to conduct this sort of project 
for reasons of robustness, speed and cost. Not only should it be able to deliver 
on these three points in relation to connectivity and consolidation. A connectivity 
specialist that also has treasury expertise will also have the technology and 
understanding to maximise the treasury’s benefit from the resulting consolidated 
data, control and functionality. (A key point here is that these advantages only apply 
when using a suitable connectivity specialist, not a generic treasury consultant.) 

Who pays?
The payment model for corporate/bank connectivity is like the proverbial length 
of string: it all depends. Nevertheless, the lack of treasury technology resources to 
conduct any connectivity implementation also applies to a lack of funds to pay for 
it. One of the top five concerns for treasurers in a recent survey was lack of budget 
for investment4, but this is hardly a new theme. As mentioned earlier, it’s still not 
uncommon for treasury to be seen within corporations as a cost centre and by 
implication less deserving of budget. Nevertheless, some corporates may see the 
commercial benefits of such a project as justifying the comparatively modest cost of 
engaging a suitable connectivity specialist to undertake it.

Where a corporate has multiple banks, the business justification for one bank to 
undertake the entire project itself for the potential benefit of all the others is, to put 
it mildly, tenuous. However, if that bank stands to gain further revenue from the 
client and it engages a connectivity specialist to undertake the work, the argument 
becomes more robust. 

Firstly, the specialist will almost certainly be able to undertake the work at lower cost than 
the bank’s own internal technology team, because of their lower cost base. For instance, 
it doesn’t carry the same regulatory compliance overheads that banks do (currently 
USD270bn a year5). Secondly, a specialist will probably also be able to complete the 
project faster, so the bank’s time to revenue from the client will be shorter. 

Conclusion
Corporate treasuries clearly need homogenous multibank connectivity. This isn’t 
something that will be achievable in the foreseeable future without a dedicated 
implementation for each corporate. While it is theoretically possible for this to 
be done by a bank, corporate, ERP/TMS vendor or treasury consultant, a variety 
of practical considerations (including cost and speed) make a connectivity and 
integration specialist the standout choice. Who actually funds the resulting project 
will ultimately be a matter for commercial negotiation, but it is worth noting that 
some global banks increasingly see the cost benefit as justified.
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Recognising the problems
Managing cash across multiple banks usually involves 
numerous tokens to access proprietary and isolated bank 
portals, or for the more complex treasury operation, 
different file or SWIFT based links to each bank. As a 
consequence, information is not always consolidated for 
ease of reporting and intuitive cash management. Lengthy 
waits for confirmation that payments have been made or 
received are par for the course. Disparate file formats can 
make it tricky to consolidate and compare like with like 
and control is so diminished that corporate treasurers can 
feel ‘out of touch’ with their cash positions. “Why can’t 
I see my up-to-the-minute cash position across the bank, 
across all my banks, by subsidiary and/or by currency? In 
fact, why can’t I see all my pertinent data exactly when and 
where I want to see it?” are questions that crop up time 
and time again. So, what options does the multinational 
corporate treasurer have to get a tighter grip of their cash 
management activities? And is there a chance that those 
treasurers are in danger of working harder than is really 
necessary to solve their cash management woes?

Open Banking 
Providing all the necessary data or services can be pulled 
or pushed on request, then open banking will become an 
attractive option for corporates. Although some banks 
see regulatory change as an opportunity to innovate, 
most view the related legislation as a compliance issue 
and are struggling (to varying degrees) to embrace open 
banking. In the meantime, if open banking amounts to 
nothing more than a delivery mechanism for the usual 
end-of-day information (bank statements etc.) and batch 
driven processes, then it’s not enhancing the client value 
proposition.  Corporates want the choice between batch 
driven process with traditional connectivity as distinct to 
instantly accessible information (which is generally API 
driven).

SWIFT gpi - a transformational payments 
innovation
Multinational corporates trading with multinational 
customers are familiar with paying for goods and services 
across borders. For businesses, it is key that international 
trade be as seamless as possible. Corporates are looking 
to their banks to provide a faster, simpler and more 
transparent cross-border payments experience, making the 
process as seamless as domestic payments. SWIFT’s gpi 
initiative will help enable banks and financial institutions 
to deliver cross-border payments faster and track them 
throughout the settlement cycle ensuring secure receipt 
by the beneficiary and with all the relevant information 
(invoices etc.) accompanying the payment.

Faster Payments for corporates: not quite there 
yet? 
SWIFT’s gpi initiative also aims to transform cross-border 
payments by connecting up to sixty Faster Payment 
mechanisms worldwide. As things stand today, most 
corporates view Faster Payments as ostensibly a retail 
proposition. The low transaction limits don’t support 
substantial treasury cash flows and as yet, the concept 
of instant and irrevocable payment is not universally 
attractive to corporates. As Faster Payments runs 24/7, 
treasury operating hours would have to necessarily change 
and demand for real-time reporting and reconciliation 
would be enhanced. BACS payments by contrast, have a 
three-day settlement cycle, can be reversed, are relatively 
inexpensive and provide certainty in cash flow planning. 
For banks there is also a revenue consideration between 
the cost of a high value transaction via CHAPS and a faster 
payment.

How can corporate treasurers take greater control over their cross-border payment processes? In 
this industry overview, Gresham Tech’s Bill Wrest outlines the principal options and suggests that the 
problems could be cut down to size with relatively little effort, risk or expense...
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How can corporate treasurers take greater control over their 
cross-border payment processes? In this industry overview, 
Gresham Tech’s Bill Wrest outlines the principal options and 
suggests that the problems could be cut down to size with 
relatively little effort, risk or expense...

Recognising the problems

Managing cash across multiple banks usually involves 
numerous tokens to access proprietary and isolated bank 
portals, or for the more complex treasury operation, 
different file or SWIFT based links to each bank. As a 
consequence, information is not always consolidated for 
ease of reporting and intuitive cash management. Lengthy 
waits for confirmation that payments have been made or 
received are par for the course. Disparate file formats can 
make it tricky to consolidate and compare like with like and 
control is so diminished that corporate treasurers can feel 
‘out of touch’ with their cash positions. “Why can’t I see my 
up-to-the-minute cash position across the bank, across all 
my banks, by subsidiary and/or by currency? In fact, why 
can’t I see all my pertinent data exactly when and where I 
want to see it?” are questions that crop up time and time 
again. So, what options does the multinational corporate 
treasurer have to get a tighter grip of their cash management 
activities? And is there a chance that those treasurers are in 
danger of working harder than is really necessary to solve 
their cash management woes?

Open Banking

Providing all the necessary data or services can be pulled 
or pushed on request, then open banking will become 
an attractive option for corporates. Although some banks 
see regulatory change as an opportunity to innovate, most 
view the related legislation as a compliance issue and are 
struggling (to varying degrees) to embrace open banking. In 
the meantime, if open banking amounts to nothing more than 
a delivery mechanism for the usual end-of-day information 
(bank statements etc.) and batch driven processes, then it’s 
not enhancing the client value proposition. Corporates want 
the choice between batch driven process with traditional 
connectivity as distinct to instantly accessible information 
(which is generally API driven).

SWIFT gpi - a transformational payments 
innovation

Multinational corporates trading with multinational 
customers are familiar with paying for goods and services 
across borders. For businesses, it is key that international 
trade be as seamless as possible. Corporates are looking to 
their banks to provide a faster, simpler and more transparent 
cross-border payments experience, making the process 
as seamless as domestic payments. SWIFT’s gpi initiative 
will help enable banks and financial institutions to deliver 
cross-border payments faster and track them throughout the 
settlement cycle ensuring secure receipt by the beneficiary 
and with all the relevant information (invoices etc.) 
accompanying the payment.

Faster Payments for corporates: not quite 
there yet?

SWIFT’s gpi initiative also aims to transform cross-border 
payments by connecting up to sixty Faster Payment mechanisms 
worldwide. As things stand today, most corporates view 
Faster Payments as ostensibly a retail proposition. The low 
transaction limits don’t support substantial treasury cash flows 
and as yet, the concept of instant and irrevocable payment is 
not universally attractive to corporates. As Faster Payments 
runs 24/7, treasury operating hours would have to necessarily 
change and demand for real-time reporting and reconciliation 
would be enhanced. BACS payments by contrast, have a three-
day settlement cycle, can be reversed, are relatively inexpensive 
and provide certainty in cash flow planning. For banks there is 
also a revenue consideration between the cost of a high value 
transaction via CHAPS and a faster payment.

Where does the answer to the problem lie - is 
it with the Banks?

Often considered questions for corporates are:  
1) I have my relationship banks, a TMS and an ERP, so why 
do I need anything else?  2) And whose problem is it 
anyway?  That’s why corporate treasurers generally believe 
that their banks or ERP/TMS vendors ought to sort out cash 
management issues for them. But is it reasonable to expect 
financial institutions or software providers to invest time and 
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cross-border payments as simple as domestic ones” and 

that brings with it a myriad of opportunities - provided the 

corporate treasury is completely connected to its banks 

and peripheral systems. Ultimately, data becomes more 

transparent, available and valuable through better API 

driven connectivity.

It’s all about the data and connectivity
At Gresham we have a long and established track-record 
of providing multibank connectivity and payments delivery 
through file agnostic channels. We strongly believe 
connectivity to banks, ERP systems, Treasury systems and 
the whole treasury ecosystem is vital to be able to take 
advantage of the emergence of real-time technology.

Liquidity Management -  
the invisibility dilemma 
Invisible liquidity is unmanageable liquidity. This 
inconvenient truth remains as valid today as it was when 
the discipline of liquidity management first emerged. 
Furthermore, while it may be widely-acknowledged, it 
certainly isn’t widely-resolved. The number of global 
multinationals who can honestly claim that their treasuries 
have 100% real-time visibility of all bank accounts 
worldwide is probably a figure tending towards zero.

Yet the underlying problem that creates this situation is 
hardly a secret: effective plumbing, or rather the lack 
thereof. Ultimately, treasuries need a single consistent 
view of all bank accounts irrespective of the number of 
banks involved, but that requires consolidating multiple 
data streams that use myriad data formats and underlying 
technologies. A single consistent view of all accounts is 
perfectly achievable, but involves accepting that it is not a 
challenge that banks and corporates can readily resolve, 
either individually or together. Realistically, the involvement 
of a specialist fintech with extensive API, SWIFT, secure file 
exchnage and financial data format expertise will also be 
required.

Global banking reality check
Nevertheless, this is still by no means universally accepted. 
One frequently-cited alternative is to use a single 
global banking relationship that fulfils all a corporation’s 
transaction banking requirements worldwide. While this 
seems plausible at a superficial level, regardless of whether 
it is commercially advisable, it fails upon closer inspection 
of the practicalities. Firstly, is there really such a thing as a 
truly global bank that can offer 100% coverage worldwide 

using just its own network? Secondly, can such a global 
bank also deliver 100% consistency of technology and data 
formats worldwide? In either case, perhaps 90% at best, 
or maybe in exceptional circumstances even 95%, but not 
100%. 

As a result, for many global corporations, multiple bank 
relationships are simply a fact of life. In some industries, 
such as petrochemicals, relationship proliferation is an 
everyday reality where the winning of a new contract 
almost inevitably also involves opening an account with 
the same bank as the customer. It’s therefore easy to see 
how treasuries can find themselves with hundreds of bank 
relationships and systems to manage.

Apart from using a single global bank, another commonly 
proposed solution to this challenge is to use SWIFT. The 
promise is that this will provide universal account visibility 
in a multibank environment through common messaging 
standards, but sadly reality intrudes again. The first 
hurdle is simply determining the SWIFT capabilities of 
individual banks. They may be connected to SWIFT, but 
what messages do they support? For example, can they 
all generate intraday MT942 statements? For corporates 
with hundreds of bank relationships around the globe, 
simply discovering these individual capabilities is a major 
undertaking. 

Then there is the second hurdle of ‘standard’ SWIFT 
messages that are anything but standard. Banks often 
implement SWIFT messages in subtly differing ways that 
still have to be understood and worked around if one is 
looking to achieve a completely homogenous data stream 
of bank balance information. For a corporate treasury 
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to identify and accommodate all these capabilities and 
nuances would be a huge overhead, but a specialist 
fintech experienced in connecting numerous banks and 
corporates would probably already have this information or 
would regard its acquisition as part of its usual role.

Some corporates have already invested in top end treasury 
management systems (TMS’s) that are also sometimes 
promoted as potential solutions to multibank (in)visibility. 
Again the reality is more prosaic, because the core 
competence of a TMS is sophisticated financial analysis 
rather than systems integration. Therefore, a TMS will only 
usually be connected to just the top few of the corporates’ 
bank relationships.

Logon and system proliferation 
Probably the most stark physical illustration of the gulf 
corporate treasuries have to bridge in their liquidity 
management is the proliferation of bank logon tokens. It’s 
not uncommon for larger treasuries to have a drawer full 
of tokens that they must search through just to assemble a 
report on their overall cash position. Then rinse and repeat 
for all the possible investment opportunities they need 
to screen before placing any cash surplus. Realistically, 
no single bank is going to be able to cost-justify building 
a single logon capability that includes all a client’s other 
banks. However, this is something a suitably-qualified 
fintech can provide, by aggregating access to all a 
corporate’s electronic banking systems behind a single 
logon. Then a treasury only needs to sign on once to see 
and manipulate all the corporation’s balance information 
across all its bank relationships. By the same token, 
they can also use the same portal to screen and place 
investments across their bank relationships, plus enjoy a 
consistent and enhanced experience for making payments 
more generally. 

The easier placement of investments ultimately benefits 
both corporates and banks. Some banks offer excellent 
liquidity products, but in the current environment these are 
missing out through opportunity leakage. Treasurers have 
to traverse so many bank accounts and investments in such 
a fragmented manner that they may simply miss some of 
the most attractive opportunities, to the detriment of both 
parties. By contrast, in a single consolidated environment 
where all the necessary plumbing has already been 
done behind the scenes, filtering and accessing the best 
investment opportunities becomes trivial. This can be done 
manually or automatically with pre-configured rule sets. 

Real time liquidity management
The already strong growth of real time payment systems 
around the globe looks set to persist, with some research 

predicting close to 30% CAGR between 2019 to 20241. 
This trend is fundamentally changing the whole business 
of liquidity management. Treasuries no longer need to be 
constrained by only having access to end of day batch-
based data; real time intraday liquidity management across 
a growing number of countries is now an achievable reality 
rather than just an aspiration. 

However, access to this brave new world inevitably 
depends on having the right connectivity and visibility. 
While some bank liquidity platforms offer some additional 
visibility of third party bank balances by polling for 
MT940s, this still constrains treasuries to ‘following day’ 
liquidity management. On the other hand, real time 
balance visibility means that investments can be made 
before daily payment cut off times, adding an extra day of 
return to surplus cash. At the same time, far more efficient 
management of intraday overdraft limits becomes possible, 
thus minimising unnecessary costs. Granted, the extent 
of these opportunities will to some extent depend on 
individual banks’ capabilities - e.g. not all support intraday 
balance reporting - but in most cases treasuries will be able 
to make appreciable gains and/or savings.

This real time balance visibility also opens the door to 
simpler and more cost-effective methods of inter-company 
funding and the optimal use of internal liquidity. Rather 
than the cost and administrative/legal burden of creating 
an entire physical pooling structure, a treasury with 
real-time visibility has the alternative option of funding 
subsidiaries on a just in time basis through an in house 
bank. Alternatively - subject to company policy and 
structure - intraday bilateral sweeping between an entity in 
surplus and one in deficit may also be possible.

Conclusion: optimal versus sub-optimal

One of the ironies of the growth in real-time payment 
systems is that in a sense it re-emphasises the sheer 
scale of the liquidity visibility problem that has plagued 
treasuries for decades. It represents an important new 
opportunity, but one that is effectively inaccessible without 
consolidated multibank connectivity. A further irony is that 
complete connectivity and visibility are already readily 
achievable with the assistance of the fintech community, 
but banks and corporates have hitherto opted to use sub-
optimal alternatives. Financial plumbing in of itself  
may not be particularly enthralling, but the benefits to 
treasuries and banks of its correct deployment most 
definitely are.
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