Brief for UN Microfinance Forum
New York, 7- 9 November
Points to make:
· We very much welcome the work that has been undertaken under the Year of Microcredit (YOM) this year. 
· Access to financial services can make a crucial contribution to reducing poverty and vulnerability, and stimulating growth. 
· The YOM has played a valuable role in raising the profile of the importance of access to financial services, and has provided an impetus to governments, donors, NGOs and the private sector, to take action. 
· A new focus is needed by policymakers on identifying ways to remove barriers to, and actively encourage, wider provision of financial services to the poor, by banks and other commercial providers, as well as microfinance institutions (MFIs). 
· Growing experience shows that commercial banks can provide services to the poor profitably, using new technologies and innovative approaches - the YOM and the National Committees have done a lot to publicise these successes in the last year. 
· We greatly appreciate the efforts that have been made through the YOM Data Project, to galvanise the collection of better data and indicators of access to financial services. 
· This is a goal the UK very much shares. The UK Department for International Development has been working with the World Bank to agree and collect better indicators of access to financial services, so as to incentivise, and serve as a platform for, reform. 
· We have now agreed on 8 core indicators of access to financial services that can be collected through household surveys, and we are now rolling out these surveys across many more countries, in Africa and elsewhere. 
· We are building on the pioneering work that has been undertaken by the DFID funded Finmark Trust in Southern Africa, in conducting specialised household surveys of financial services needs and usage through its 'FinScope' surveys in the five countries FinMark covers; South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Lesotho and Swaziland. 
· The survey findings have been effectively used to promote and support policy reform and market development in order to increase access to financial services. 
· The information generated has proved so valuable that subsequent surveys have been partly or fully funded by the banks themselves, who have used the results to underpin their product development strategies in order to target lower income customers more effectively and profitably. 
· The Finscope survey results were influential in the design of the new Mzansi Accounts - basic, low cost bank accounts designed to increase access to currently underserved groups - which were launched in South Africa in October 2004, and which have already resulted in over 1.5 million new accounts being opened, representing a significant increase in access. 
· DFID and FinMark have received requests from a growing number of countries in Africa and elsewhere for assistance with Finscope surveys of their own, and surveys have been initiated in Zambia, Kenya, Ghana, Tanzania and Uganda already. 
· Collaboration with the World Bank is ongoing to ensure that the indicators generated by Finscope surveys are comparable with those generated by World Bank surveys. In order to take this work forward, a proposal for a World Bank-DFID task force is being developed. 
· The incorporation of these indicators into wider policy processes such as the UN's Millennium Development Goals or NEPAD processes would help to maximise their long term impact on incentives for reform, and we are currently exploring the possibilities for this. 
· We exhort developing country governments, donors and the IFIs to collect and utilise these indicators, which will help to incentivise, underpin and monitor policy reform, and thus to achieve much wider access to financial services, which is the goal we all share. 
