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Your Royal Highnesses, 

Excellencies,

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a real pleasure to be here today for the launch of the International Year of Microcredit.

Nobody in this room needs reminding that microfinance is helping to transform the lives of millions of people – most of whom are women-- helping to build businesses, create jobs and lift millions of people, men, women and children, out of poverty. And no one needs to be reminded of the statistics: microfinance has done so while garnering repayment rates - up to 97 per cent in some developing countries - that have been the envy of big banks and other financial institutions. Clearly, microfinance has a vital and central role to play in achieving the Millennium Development Goals, particularly the overarching aim of halving poverty and hunger in our world by 2015. 

I think we all know that microfinance is more than just an income generation tool. It gives people choices. With microfinance, more families can afford to send their children to school and access healthcare; with microfinance more women are being empowered in their households and in their communities. 

Those with access to savings, credit, insurance and the ability to transfer remittances, are more resilient, better able to manage their household budgets and deal with everyday economic demands.

Building financial systems for the poor 

However, for the converted in this room here today, we must face the fact is that we have still only begun to scratch the surface of what is possible with microfinance. Currently the demand for access to credit, insurance, remittances and savings products is far from met – only a tiny fraction actually have access.  

And in many countries, financial sectors do not provide these services to the huge numbers of poor and lower-income people. Building inclusive financial sectors will help to ensure that the poor, and poorest, in developing countries have access to financial services that can help them work their way out of poverty. 

This is the bold, brave goal of this year of Microcredit. And that is what this Year is all about: building financial institutions that move people towards more secure livelihoods and prosperous futures. Today is the beginning of a celebration of entrepreneurship that will continue throughout the year 2005.

This morning, micro entrepreneurs, winners of the Global Microentrepreneurship Awards, rang the opening bells of stock exchanges in 8 countries, including the NASDAQ in New York. These are the people to whom this Year is dedicated - microfinance clients themselves. 

Microentrepreneurs are the foundation of their countries’ futures, indeed we should not forget that most businesses everywhere start with just one or two people and grow from there – transforming economies all over the world. Across the developing world, the poor are already vital contributors to their local and national economies; microfinance has a critical role to play in helping to finance business ideas and see them thrive to benefit both individual families and communities. Critically, microfinance also, has the potential of being fully integrated into, and leveraging, the resources of the private sector, which is vital if we are to see the kind of job creation and economic growth that is required to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 

While recognising that credit is not always the answer, and sometimes people need access to savings, insurance or the facilities to transfer remittances, the broader concept of microfinance is exactly about helping poor and low-income clients deal with their basic needs and invest according to their own priorities. With access to micro-insurance, poor people can cope with sudden expenses associated with serious illness or loss of assets; with access to banks to transfers funds, workers can send money home so relatives can cover expenses and even start businesses. And with sustainable access to credit and savings, poor households can invest in housing, healthcare, and education for their children. 

Ultimately, microfinance means building financial systems that serve the poor – it is not charity, it is good business. 
Translating commitment into action

The Year includes a number of substantive projects to turn our commitment to building inclusive financial systems that benefit the poor into action that helps to transform the lives of the poor in developing countries.

· The Year will increase public awareness about the reliability of microfinance clients, especially women, in repaying loans, managing household incomes, building enterprises and contributing to the economy.

· Estimates of the number of poor people in the world who use microfinance vary from 70 million to 700 million. One of the aims of the International Year of Microcredit is to improve statistics on the nature and scale of the penetration of microfinance. We will gather hard data on the state of microfinance: its availability by region, client profiles, and types and quantities of services offered.

· The Year will also look at the constraints to the availability of financial services for all so that microfinance will be an integral part of national financial systems.

And through the International Year of Microcredit Patrons Group, we have brought together  a diverse group from a range of backgrounds, including leaders from the microfinance, development, and mainstream financial world to come together to address the unmet demand for basic financial services. We are grateful for having many of these patrons here today. 

At the start of this important year in the evolution of the microfinance movement, it’s clear we have a unique window of opportunity to ensure that microfinance can truly transform development and offer jobs and business and economic growth at the grassroots in a way which makes it take its proper place as one of the main contributors to achieving the Millennium Development Goals, to the benefit of the world’s poor.

Thank you.
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