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Mr. Chairman and honored representatives and guests: 
It is an honor for me to speak here today on behalf of the United States at the launch of the International Year of Microcredit. I would like to congratulate the organizers of this event, and particularly UNCDF and DESA, for creating this opportunity for dialogue and exchange of practical experience on financial sector deepening that benefits the poor majority around the world.  I would like to comment on the appropriateness of the headline for the Year – “Building Inclusive Financial Sectors,” which captures particularly well the vision that we are all seeking to realize.  
The United States Government (USG) has been engaged with its civil and business communities in promoting microfinance and pro-poor financial services for more than 25 years. By now, we have invested over $2 billion of official development assistance (ODA) in microenterprise development, with more than two-thirds of that amount in support of microfinance.  In recent years, through the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the USG has been providing more than $100 million per year in grant funds for microfinance.  We commit to continuing funding at a comparable level over the next few years.

USG microfinance programs support a great diversity of partners -- currently numbering over 500 – in more than 50 countries.  These include commercial and state banks, credit unions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), leasing companies, non-bank financial institutions (NBFIs) such as finance companies, and even entities such as agricultural input suppliers or retailers that are not financial institutions at all but are still important sources of financial services for poor households.  We are proud that a number of these partners will share their experience with you this afternoon, among them, PADME of Benin, the Bank Rakyat Indonesia, and the ACCION and FINCA networks.

Our assistance programs have multiple goals.  We back our partners to innovate in credit of all types, savings, insurance, remittances and payment services, financial education – all towards the goal of more inclusive financial sectors. We also seek to build strong retail providers.  We are proud, for example, that the average annual growth rate of USAID-supported microfinance institutions (MFIs) exceeds 15 percent and that 49 percent of our microfinance partners are fully financially sustainable.  We also seek to build a supportive infrastructure for pro-poor finance, and to improve the enabling environment for financial sector deepening in countries around the world.  
Currently USAID-supported MFIs serve 5.6 million loan clients.  Perhaps more importantly, they provide safe places to deposit funds for over 31 million savers who have managed to accumulate $3.3 billion in their accounts.  Clearly this is an enormous accomplishment for those households, and is a testament to the willingness and ability of the poor to save for emergencies, investments, and life-cycle needs, if only they are offered the opportunity.
From the beginning, USG microfinance efforts have worked primarily with the private sector. In addition to NGOs and cooperatives, these initiatives engage us with dozens of domestic banks and IT firms, international investors, and global corporate citizens such as Hewlett Packard, Visa, Citibank and Deutsche Bank. We firmly believe that the stakeholders gathered here today and coming together over the next year must seek commercial solutions to the huge challenge of poverty in our world.  Without this search for sustainable, scaleable approaches, the vision of more inclusive financial sectors may remain just a vision.  This is not to say that governments do not have a role to play, but that is a more supportive role of creating an enabling environment for financial sector deepening rather than directly delivering financial services.  During the International Year, we plan to build on and expand these public-private efforts to ensure that poor households at the “bottom of the pyramid” have access to quality financial services.
I would like to highlight one other initiative being carried out by the United States this year, i.e., development and implementation of improved tools to assess the poverty status of clients.  The evidence is rather clear that microfinance does not typically serve “the poorest of the poor” or even the very poor on a substantial scale.  Through a broad consultative process with academics, practitioners, and clients, we are seeking to create carefully-validated, practical “shortcut tools” that will help microfinance providers, donors, and other stakeholders better assess the depth of our services.  We hope these tools might be of value to the broader microfinance community.  But we understand that measurement tools just tell us the “who” of current microfinance clients – they are not sufficient to craft better services, delivery techniques, and institutions for ensuring that poorer clients and other underserved market segments actually gain access to well-tailored, sustainable financial services.  This is the bigger challenge before all of us.  The United States intends to redouble efforts to support innovations that extend financial services to those currently unserved.  We welcome the International Year and hope that it will help identify those innovations and scale them up so that microfinance can reach its full potential.  We intend to participate in the Blue Book consultative process, and hope this challenge – ensuring that financial sectors include even very poor households -- will be a significant focus of that initiative.
I thank you for this opportunity to share these observations on this important occasion.

