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Conclusion n 

Chapterr 8. Conclusion 
Thee aim of this research is to ascertain whether microfinance eradicates 

povertyy and empowers women, and to analyse the kind and extent of such changes in 
Cameroon.. Three sets of issues are dealt with in this conclusion: the usefulness of 
Foucault'ss theory of power in microfinance study; the nature and extent of change 
broughtt about by microfinance and finally, the challenges facing the development of 
microfinancee in the country. 

8.18.1 Usefulness  of  Foucault's  theory  of  power  in 
microfinance'smicrofinance's  study? 

Ann attempt has been made in this research to show how it is possible to use 
Foucault'ss approach to power, apply it to the analysis of microfinance in order to get 
neww insights into its empowerment and poverty impacts. This research adopts a 
holisticc approach to explore the ways different stakeholders exercise power as a result 
off  the implementation of microfinance. To avoid exaggerating the impact of 
microfinance,, the research begins by using Foucault's genealogical approach to 
examinee the evolution of microcredit. A genealogy of microfinance shows that 
changess in the policies, practices and discourses have shaped the nature of microcredit 
today.. The evolution of microfinance and more specifically the targeting of the poor 
inn general and of women in particular with credit is not a natural outcome of market 
forces.. This targeting is a socially organised pattern of accumulation and distribution, 
whichh involves a new method of inclusion and exclusion of certain sections of the 
populations.. The emergence and evolution of microcredit is a historically specific 
creation,, serving the interest of a particular group at a particular time. Evidence from 
Cameroonn shows it is only with the unset of the economic crisis and the adoption of 
structurall  adjustment programmes that the government began promoting microfinance 
forr the poor. This suggests that despite the successes of microfinance in other 
countries,, the Cameroon government was reluctant to adopt such policies until such 
timee that its ability to provide for its population was critically reduced. Thus, the 
reductionn of the government's power to provide has been a crucial factor in the 
decisionn to adopt policies favourable to the emergence of microfinance industry in the 
country. . 

AA tripartite approach was used to highlight the ways power is exercised 
throughh microfinance. This approach is consistent with the three important 
componentss of Foucault's concept of power namely: regulation, discipline and 
resistance.. This approach was particularly useful in locating the poor and women in 
thee local, national as well as the international context of development. Regulation and 
disciplinee constitute what Foucault calls "bio-power". It is a form of power exercised 
byy the government in order to adjust populations in accordance with the processes of 
economicc development. 

a)) Usefulness of the concept of regulation. 
Thee policies and practices of Cameroon government and that of donors are 

consistentt with the Foucault's notion of "regulatory controls: a bio-politics of the 
population",population", or regulation helps to challenge the traditional notion that microfinance 
iss automatically empowering for women. Microfinance helps to introduce the 
borrowerss to the agencies that regulate and coordinate populations. It is regulated by 
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thee government and donors who control vast amount of money and draw the policies 
andd regulation affecting the type of financial systems that are able to emerge, the 
wayss they operate including how individuals are targeted, what type of credit they 
havee access to and how this in turn affects the way they are inserted in the market. 
Thee main aim of the regulation is to prepare the body of the borrower to enter the 
machineryy of power. By using the concept of "bio-politics of the populations", this 
researchh has brought into the analysis of microfinance the ways power is exercised at 
thee macro-level, producing both opportunities and constraints for different groups of 
people.. Government's policies and regulations can be seen as mechanisms of power 
thatt construct and regulate population and connect them to issues of national policies 
suchh as poverty reduction or gender equality.. This targeting is a socially organised 
patternn of accumulation and distribution which involves a new method of inclusion 
andd exclusion of certain sections of the populations. By focusing on financial 
sustainability,, macro policies create different categories of poor with the 
entrepreneuriall  poor targeted by microfinance and disciplined to work within the 
system.. As a regulatory power, microfinance constrains individuals by subjecting 
themm to regulation. The regulation prepares the population to enter the machinery of 
disciplinaryy power. 

b)) Usefulness of Foucault's concept of discipline 
Foucault'ss concept of"disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human body" or 

disciplinee helps to challenge the traditional view of the microfinance as neutral and 
liberatingg for the poor especially women. Some features of the credit system have 
beenn examined to illustrate how they work to discipline the borrowers to invest the 
loanss on productive activities. Foucault identifies three techniques by which power 
trainn individuals to comply with the standards of normality: hierarchical observation, 
normalizingg judgment, and examination. Microfinance fits the model of disciplinary 
power.. It involves techniques of surveillance, normalisation and examination that 
makee the borrowers and their families visible and facilitate the creation of new objects 
andd subjects of state intervention. 

Thee success of microfinance is partly based on making hitherto marginalised 
groupss visible and knowable. Through microfinance the lives of the poor in general 
andd women in particular are studied, examined and recorded. This knowledge is used 
andd manipulated by those having access to it to control, train and insert the poor and 
womenn in the development process. Once individuals become members of MFIs, they 
aree under constant surveillance. Through microfinance, the borrowers are individually 
andd minutely observed, their activities measured, and their measurements compared 
andd averaged. The MFIs practitioners, the markets, the government and donors watch 
them.. Microfinance can also be seen as a base for the observation of the entire 
population.. Various survey, monitoring and impact evaluations help to gather 
informationn on individuals, to expand outreach and to keep the authorities informed. 

Microfinancee provides one of the best examples of how normalization 
operatess simultaneously at the level of both individuals and populations. The norm is 
thee standard to which borrowers are expected to conform. The norm has become one 
off  the means by which bodies can be disciplined, that is, made more docile, in 
Foucault'ss terms, "subjected, used, transformed, and improved" (Foucault, 1975:136). 
Inn contemporary society, market approach to delivery of financial services to the poor 
iss the norm. In microfinance, this feature of normalisation is particularly evident in 
thee lending methodology and the credit guidelines. The disciplinary power of 
microfinancee is most strongly manifested in the creditworthiness, savings 
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requirement,, loan maturity, repayment frequency and interest rates. The working of 
thee credit guidelines provide ample illustration of how they train low-income 
borrowerss to change their behaviour in order to achieve their own conformity with the 
establishedd rules. From the bottom-up, we have seen how such attempts at conformity 
takee place, especially with individual borrowers seeking to invest the loan in activities 
profitablee enough to enable the repayments, savings and use part of the profits to 
improvee their welfare. One big achievement of micro finance is that it makes the poor 
assumee the responsibility for reducing their poverty and inequalities they face. This 
hass led to the poor internalising the norm and becoming self-disciplined. In 
Cameroon,, poor people are getting together to create or join MFIs. They are 
conformingg to the requirement of financial and market discipline in order to continue 
too get access to credit. Individual borrowers seek to invest the loan on productive 
activitiess what would generate income. The non-governmental institutions involved 
intoo microfinance are adopting the best practices, working toward sustainability in 
orderr to get access to external funding. As a disciplinary power, microfmance 
constrainss borrowers by subjecting them to the technologies of surveillance and 
normalisation.. But, microfinance also empowers borrowers by increasing their 
capacityy to act and to challenge the inequalities they experience. 

c)) Usefulness of Foucault's notion of resistance 
Thee third important element in Foucault's concept of power is resistance. 

Foucault'ss concept of resistance has helped to examine the various resistance 
strategiess used by women to get access to financial services. As we have seen, 
resistancee is diverse just as power relations and therefore, cannot be reduced to any 
singlee factor. Foucault's conception that there is no power without resistance has been 
usefull  in the analysis of the empowerment impacts of microfinance. It implies that 
womenn exercise of power has the potential of arousing a counter resistance. This has 
enabledd the reaction of dominant actors to be highlighted. In fact, this research argues 
thatt the ways others particularly the hitherto powerful actors such as men or the 
governmentt react to the struggle of subordinates to assert their new power influence, 
thee direction and nature of the empowerment process. Counter-resistance determines 
whetherr or not resistance leads to fundamental changes in power relations, or whether 
itt leads to some improvement within the status quo (disciplining). As a resistance tool, 
microfinancee can contribute to women's empowerment. Evidence from women 
participatingg in microfinance programmes showed they were able to increase their 
income,, assets, bargaining power in the households and in the communities. It is the 
extentt of that empowerment which is in question as most women report is their 
inabilityy to sustain the gains they derive from participation in microfinance. It is 
importantt to state that this research is not about trivializing women's empowerment. 
Women'ss gain, while appearing small, can have significant cumulative effects. 
However,, if the gains are small and cannot be sustainable, they may lead to discipline 
withinn the established system as women often avoid antagonising the male on whom 
theyy ultimately depend. 

Accordingg to Foucault, power functions by restraining the possibilities of 
others.. The poor are constrained by the regulation and the discipline. Of course, not 
alll  poor having access to microfinance become effective entrepreneurs. The resistance 
off  some borrowers to adopt financial discipline or to adopt the market norm helps to 
sustainn the distinction between the entrepreneurial poor and the non-entrepreneurial 
poor.. Additionally, microfinance also empowers the poor by enhancing their capacity 

229 9 



Conclusion n 

too challenge unequal power relations. For Foucault, the nature of change cannot be 
predictablee as people may decide whether or not to resist. In fact, in Microfinance, 
emergingg evidence from Cameroon suggests that change is incremental and shifting. 
Therefore,, the outcome of struggles in power relations cannot be predictable; in other 
words,, change is not automatic. Borrowers, particularly women are able to experience 
enhancedd ability to take control over their lives. However, the resistance they face 
limitss the extent of their empowerment. In Foucault's sense, resistance is not limited 
too the subordinate who seek to escape the structural constraints of power. Just as 
power,, resistance is diffuse throughout society. Even the powerful can resist attempts 
byy the subordinate to change power relations. This is illustrated by the case of men's 
resistancee to their wives attempts to assert more power within the households. 

Foucault'ss concept of power is useful in highlighting the complex working of 
power.. The evidence in Cameroon suggests that despite borrowers' enhanced ability 
too exercise power over their lives, the overall system remains the same. The poor and 
womenn are still at the lower levels of the economic, social and political hierarchies. 
Womenn remain subordinate to men. In fact, microfinance is yet to enable borrowers to 
endd poverty and gender inequality. But its greatest achievement is that it enables the 
governmentt to extend its power over large masses of poor and make them responsible 
forr their own problems. Microfinance locates the problem of poverty and inequality in 
individuals,, and deflect attention and resources that could be used to address the root 
causess of poverty and gender inequality. As a result, the government can refrain from 
adequatelyy addressing these issues. 

8.28.2 What  type  of  change  has been achieved? 
Iff  microfinance enables borrowers only to experience improvement within the 

statuss quo, the question is then what is the possibility for change? But first, what type 
off  change has been achieved as a result of microfinance? 

Howw successful have the poor and women been in changing power 
inequalities? ? 

Inn spite of the large entrance of poor people in the markets, they tend to be 
limitedd at the bottom of the market hierarchy. There are no reports of many 
microenterprisess graduating to small or medium businesses. In the financial market, 
manyy poor are joining financial organizations. In spite of their growing number, they 
doo not have a significant impact on the financial markets. The commercial banks still 
discriminatee against them. There are no significant changes at the community level. 
Moree poor people and women in particular are engaged in community associations 
andd are working towards acceding to leadership positions. However, the power of 
women'ss groups to address issues of discrimination in access to resources such as 
land,, technology and credit is still weak. As individuals, successful women enjoy 
enhancedd respect in the community. At the national level, new linkages are been 
createdd with many poor registering their associations with the relevant authorities 
(Ministryy of Agriculture, Forestry, Women's Affairs, Finance etc). These hitherto 
marginalizedd groups are exercising the power to register their associations in order to 
gett access to credit and technical support. 

Whatt type of poverty eradication have the micro borrowers been able to 
achieved? ? 
Microfinancee has enhanced the ability of borrowers to create self-employment 

forr themselves, increase their earnings, assets and contribution in their households. As 
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such,, it has the ability to reduce individual poverty. But its limited outreach has 
hinderedd its ability to make significant impact in reducing poverty and empower 
women.. In addition, many issues linked to the multidimensional nature of poverty and 
empowermentt are still not addressed. For instance, the government is still unable to 
promotee entrepreneurship development for the poor or promote the laws and other 
issuess that can help women to exercise equal power. 

Howw successful have women been in changing power relations in their favour? 
Orr more specifically, has women's empowerment led to the achievement of gender 
equality?? Women's control over their many aspects of their lives has improved. An 
increasingg number of women have greater control over their income, savings etc. 
Theree is increased perception of women's confidence, assertiveness, and autonomy. 
Womenn are exercising the power to become part of various community associations 
andd are able to gain access to information, market and resources. As women 
consolidatee their economic power, they are able to better resist. They have enjoyed 
increasedd bargaining power in the home and in the community. However, they still 
facee many gender-based barriers that prevent them from enjoying equal rights with 
men.. Women's economic empowerment has led to increased burden but without 
commensuratee gain in status. Men contribute less in the households and remain the 
householdd heads while women continue to assume a subordinate position. 

Iss fundamental change possible using micro finance? 
Duringg the last decade, both the number of people and the percentage of 

peoplee living in poverty in Cameroon has remained high compared to the outreach of 
MFIs.. One of the main problems with microfmance is that most of the gains 
experiencedd by borrowers is mainly at the individual level. Many authors have 
criticisedd Foucault for not adequately addressing the issue of collective power. It is 
nott fair to lay criticism on Foucault for the absence of fundamental change. When 
appliedd to the full, his methodology can enable a more balanced and fairer picture of 
thee reality. Foucault does not entirely deny collective power (power-with). 
Empowermentt is much more individual than collective. For fundamental change to 
occurr microfmance should be gender-sensitive and additional measures should be 
takenn within households, in the community, at national and international level to 
removee constraints the poor and women face. Change in power relations cannot be 
achievedd without sensitizing men on gender issues. In addition, coalition is needed at 
alll  levels to ensure that unequal power relations are fought at every point where they 
appear. . 

8.38.3 Challenges  to  the development  of  microfmance 
Microo finance institutions in Cameroon face a number of challenges in terms of 

providingg appropriate financial services to the poor, especially women. These 
challengess are multidimensional and involve: 1) the capacity of current micro finance 
schemess operating in the country to mobilize resources needed for expanding 
outreachh and attaining sustainability; 2) specific difficulties facing countries like 
Cameroonn who joined the microfmance bandwagon very late as they tried to fit in the 
neww paradigm of sustainability and commercialisation. 

a)) Low institution building 
Thee principal challenge facing microfmance institutions in Cameroon today is 

relatedd to their general lack of institutional capacity to grow and reach more and more 
clients.. The large majority of schemes providing microfmance are small and in 
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desperatee need to build their capacity to increase the outreach and sustainability of 
theirr operations, including their capacity to mobilize financial resources. The 
challengee is to introduce sound commercial practices into their financial activities. 
Theyy lack the human capital, governance, risk management, physical and financial 
resourcess to strengthen their institutions. According to the Microcredit Summit 
Declarationn and Plan of Action (1997), one way to build the institutional capacity of 
thee scheme is to join networks of practitioners. In Cameroon, few microfinance 
institutionss are able to benefit from donor funding such as the CamCCUL league that 
receivess funding from CEDA to strengthen and modernise its management and 
operationn with the aim to improve the productivity and improve its overall capacity to 
ensuree its growth. 

Effortss to open access to credit to the poor in Cameroon have focused mainly 
onn how to create financial institutions that are closer to their clientele. Consequently 
thee strategies are built on community associations and institutions, and organizing 
potentialpotential participants in groups that can support improved access to financial services. 
Thee regulatory framework seeks to give the fragmented and disorganised masses of 
associationss and organisations a formal structure and to strengthen their capacities. 
However,, to develop sustainable and profitable institutions able to provide long-term 
financiall  service to the poor requires strong institutions with good governance and a 
well-trainedd workforce. Leaders and staff need to have adequate expertise or should 
bee trained to perform the relevant tasks associated with the provision of financial 
servicess to the poor. The success of the Grameen Bank is partly imputed to its use of 
highlyhighly educated individuals such as people with Masters degrees to manage its branch 
officess (Yunus, 1999). Additionally, it is recommended that microfinance institutions 
shouldd provide their personnel with an incentive scheme to motivate them. Hiring 
highlyhighly educated people, training them on how to provide financial services to the poor 
andd providing financial incentives to motivate these staff members are conditions far 
beyondd the reach of many Cameroonian microfinance institutions that are plagued 
withh weak financial base. Institutions such as VEPDEF or SOS Women lack the 
institutionall  ability to expand their outreach and to become sustainable. As many 
otherr MFIs, they lack the technical expertise, especially the adequate governance, 
stafff  capacity, sound internal management and financial reporting that confirm to 
internationall  standards. Capacity building of microfinance institutions contributes to 
self-sufficiency,, good savings mobilization, greater outreach and women's 
empowermentt as the service delivery mechanisms improve and the microfinance 
institutionss is able to develop new products, respond to client's needs and focus on 
makingg services more efficient. 

b)) Low credit mobilisation 
Underlyingg the financial sector reform in Cameroon is the expectation that the 

gapp in access to financial services for the poor can be easily filled using microfinance 
lendingg institutions. It is assumed that the rural sector has sufficient capital resources 
whichh can be mobilized to develop the sector. In Cameroon, the challenge is urgent 
becausee the country must find ways to reverse a decade of economic crisis and halve 
povertyy in the country by 2015. With half of the population living below the poverty 
line,, the potential market for microfinance is very broad and large amounts of 
resourcess are needed to reach these poor. In recent years, the Cameroonian 
government,, multilateral and bilateral agencies and other donors have made 
considerablee efforts to promote microfinance. Such efforts have focused on the 
developmentt of a financial system, particularly microfinance institutions, capable of 
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mobilisingg savings efficiently and making these available for investment to 
microenterprisess and low-income households on a sustainable basis. But the ability to 
mobilisee the finance necessary to fight poverty, empowerment women (or achieve 
genderr equality as the Cameroon government would have it) faces some challenges: 
thee ability of the poor to save, the existence of a strong financial system, rebuilding 
off  trust and confidence among depositors and borrowers, etc. 

Loww savings capacity of the poor 
Thee framework for the development of micro finance institutions in the country 

iss based on the poor using their own resources to help themselves. However, poverty 
posess a constraint to the ability of individuals to save. In fact, the poverty of people 
makess it difficult to amass the savings required to extend credit in the amount 
necessaryy to stimulate the development of a vibrant microenterprise sector. At the 
moment,, poverty is rife in the country, affecting both rural and urban areas, 
generatingg insecurity, food shortages, poor standards of health, an ever-expanding 
informall  sector, unemployment, the deterioration of public services and amenities. 
Thee current economic conditions do not seem to be adequate for helping the poor 
raisee local resources to address their needs. Although many microfmance institutions 
havee emerged, few are able to mobilise the level of savings capable of helping the 
institutionss achieve sustainability and scaling up. One of the problems associated with 
thee low savings mobilisation is the lack of credibility and this is been addressed by the 
legislationn and the development of the regulatory framework. As the institutions 
providingg microfmance become regulated through the COBAC agreement, they gain 
moree credibility and this facilitates the process of saving mobilisation. Reaching 
remote,, sparsely populated and impoverished areas to mobilise saving is expensive for 
MFIs.. This point is illustrated by the experiences of VEPDEF whose staff reported 
duringg interviews the difficulties they faced particularly in rural areas in reaching and 
deliveryy financial services to geographically scattered clients. In addition, savings 
mobilisationn can achieve economies of scale more rapidly when operating in densely 
populatedd areas. In Cameroon, most areas and particularly rural areas are sparsely 
populatedd and the absence of good infrastructure such as roads limits the ability of the 
poorr to easily travel to and use MFIs. 

Fragmentedd financial system 
Althoughh some commercial banks have begun opening windows to mobilize 

savingss from the poor, microfmance is still marginalized as a sector isolated from a 
broaderr financial system. Furthermore, there are additional difficulties for 
microfmancee clients that wish to graduate to formal loans. The problem is that the 
loanss required by the microentrepreneurs graduated from microflnance can still be 
consideredd too small for formal financial institutions. Most commercial banks have 
membershipp conditions that are far beyond the ability of the poor. For instance, in 
Septemberr 2003, the Standard Chartered Bank Cameroon issued a letter to all its 
customerss advising them that the new minimum balance for personal accounts is 
FCFAA 2,000,000 (£2,200) and for business accounts FCFA 5,000,000 (£5,500) or the 
accountt would be closed. The director of Standard Chartered justified this by arguing 
"Ourr target market is top end. That is multinationals, embassies, big NGOs, the 
government""  he added "So we need to maintain service levels. Statements must arrive 
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onn time, staff mustn't get distracted, and someone important needs to be dealt with 
efficiently"102. . 

Formall  financial institutions such as commercial banks have large existing 
resourcess and can play a significant role in scaling up financial service to the poor. 
Reachingg significant number of poor on a sustainable basis with financial services can 
bee achieved only if financial services for the poor are integrated into the overall 
financiall  systems. This integration is still limited. Microfinance institutions need 
accesss to the vast additional resources available in commercial banks. They need to be 
ablee to borrow or have access to other facilities such as lines of credit from the formal 
financiall  markets to increase the size of their revolving funds. One of the conditions 
forr microfinance institutions to access commercial funds is that they should be 
financiallyy sustainable, that is they should be able to cover all their operating costs 
includingg the cost of borrowing from commercial sources. In Cameroon, very few 
microfinancee institutions can be classified as financially sustainable. Even the MC2 
whichh claims to be sustainable, still depends on subsidies (from Afriland First Bank). 
Theree exist a plethora of small microfinance institutions that have few members and 
aree unable to reach critical outreach let alone operational self-sufficiency. The 1992 
cooperativee law facilitated the setting of many common economic interest groups 
(theree are over 6000 such organisations) and cooperatives. However, most have less 
thann a hundred members and are generally formed at the village level. The ability to 
reachh large number of poor is severely restricted by a certain number of factors: lack 
off  sufficient funding, low population density, the regulatory framework and low-
income.. This is illustrated by the case of the self-managed village banks - the CVECA 
thatt operate in rural areas, but which despite developing closer to the poor, have 
difficultiess not only mobilising savings from their members, but they are also faced 
withh the prospect of been unable to leverage funding from the commercial financial 
sector.. The challenge is to develop strong MFIs and draw linkages between them and 
thee mainstream commercial sector. Access to the vast financial resource of donor can 
alsoo help to strengthen these linkages. 

Nurturingg the public trust toward banking 
Theree is a lack of trust from the general population in most commercial banks 

whilee the latter are still reluctant to lend to the low-income poor. The development of 
thee regulatory framework for microfinance is also intended to build up public 
confidencee in the financial system by promoting security, liquidity and return on 
savings.. The regulatory framework is an attempt to protect the soundness of 
microfinancee institutions. The rules governing the microfinance sector are to be 
enforcedd by the COB AC and this is intended to ensure the sustainability of MFIs at 
thee same time that it also protect the depositors The problems associated with the 
insolvencyy of banks in the early 1990s which resulted in most individuals losing their 
depositss seriously undermined public confidence. The challenge is for the government 
too maintain and enforce a legal framework that ensures compliance with the rules and 
guaranteee the safety of deposits. Although microfinance is defined to be part of the 
largerr financial sector, there are still no explicit methods for linking the clients to the 
resourcess available in the formal financial institutions. While it is encouraging that a 
couplecouple of commercial banks are opening savings windows for some poor, they should 
alsoo begin to provide loans to their poorer customers. 

1022 BBC News 30 September 2003, "Banking on the rich in Africa" by Jo Foster. 
www.bbc.co.uk'1/hi/business s 
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c)) Unfavourable economic environment 
Thee economic environment also shapes both the demands for financial 

servicess and the opportunities for microfinance institutions to engage in profitable 
financiall  transactions. Microfinance is been implemented in an economic environment 
characterisedd by low income. In addition, potential clients of microfinance institutions 
aree very poor and their environment opportunities are limited. People have difficulties 
findingg ventures where revenues generated can exceed the cost of borrowing. Most 
Camerooniann poor are illiterate, they have low skills and these factors can reduce their 
abilitiess to engage in income generating activities and/or to expand their income. As 
alreadyy discussed, the poor are mainly involved in productive activities characterised 
byy low barrier to entries where profits are low, leading to low income. In addition, the 
availabilityy of profitable economic ventures is also crucial for the success of 
microfinance.. Their economic activities are characterised by high risk and low 
returns.. The informal sector is overcrowded and offers fewer opportunities for 
expandingg businesses. When the economic environment is positive, rising income can 
enablee the poor to make adequate profit that would allow them to repay their loan, the 
interestt on the loans and save. For microfinance to reduce poverty and empower 
women,, there needs to be a market there or a potential market. There is a lack of 
accesss to greater market. The main problem facing the microentrepreneurs is that they 
tendd to sell their produces near to their business premises. Access to market is 
importantt if business is to growth. The local market is limited and generally 
overcrowded.. This overcrowding often result in lower profits for the entrepreneurs. In 
thee current economic situation, most MFIs clients tend to borrow at the same time and 
too invest in the same limited range of productive activities. The government should 
takee policies that promote entrepreneurship. 

Lackk of opportunities 
Thee ability of microfinance to spur economic development is questionable. 
Developmentt is among other things about creating new jobs. Creating employment is 
whatt matters in macro-level policy. Microenterprises arise out of a lack of 
employmentt opportunities. They are survival strategies used by those lacking 
employmentt opportunities. However, the evidence from the current Cameroonian 
experiencee suggests microfinance is essentially creating self-employment the vast 
majorityy of which tends to be at subsistence level. Microfinance seldom leads to the 
creationn of jobs. Fewer microentrepreneurs have the potential to grow their enterprises 
intoo small, then medium and ultimately into larger enterprises. Few microenterprises 
havee the potential to growth, as most are typically individual or household production 
activities.. They invest in the same limited range of small-scale activities. There is 
limitedd range of economic viable activities in rural areas. In addition, favourable laws 
andd regulations on access to land and to other productive resources can expand the 
opportunitiess of the poor to engage in businesses. For microfinance to reduce poverty 
andd empower women, the business financed must be profitable and sustainable. 
Amongg the indicators of business sustainability are: the accumulation of assets and 
thee technological improvements. In the informal sector where most employment is 
createdd and where women dominate, may not facilitate the accumulation of fixed 
capital.. As suggested, the returns are reported to be low, making investment in fixed 
assett unaffordable. This problem is more acute particularly with women's businesses 
ass they tend to accumulate assets that may not necessarily be used to expand their 
activities.. Women's activities tend to be in traditional sector and may not be using 
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neww or improved technology. In addition, women tend to spend most of the profits 
ratherr than reinvesting them. 

d)) The HIV/AID S epidemic 
Thee Human Immuno-deficiency Virus/Auto-immune Deficiency Syndrome 

(HIV/AIDS)) is gaining prominence in Cameroon as a topic of public policy debate. 
Thee rate of prevalence of the disease is classified as low to intermediate with 7 
percentt - 8 percent of the population estimated as HIV sero-positive. There is a 
growingg recognition that MFIs can be affected by the (HIV/AEDS) epidemic. It is 
estimatedd that 17 percent of adult population are HIV positive. According to the 
Worldd Bank (World Bank, 1995: 109), women are more affected than men by a 3:2 
ratio.. HIV can push people further into poverty. During sickness and death, the 
borrowerss often have to use the money from the business to cater for these 
expenditures.. Some borrowers have reported that HIV/AID S related illnesses or 
deathsdeaths in their families hampered their ability to graduate from microenterprises. 
Treating,, caring of the relatives and paying for burials deplete savings, thereby 
exacerbatingg poverty. As clients get sick or care for the sick, the living standard of the 
familyy drops. The challenge is for microfmance programmes to support community-
basedbased projects involving families that are caring for sero-positive victims and/or 
orphans.. As the manager of the NCCWEDT pointed out, AIDS-related 'family 
reasons'' is a source of increasing absenteeism among the MFIS staff and clients who 
mustt look after sick relatives or attend funerals. Absenteeism undermines people's 
productivity,productivity, and affects the punctuality of loan repayments. Sickness can be a source 
off  stress in peer and solidarity groups whose members are jointly responsible for each 
other'ss debts. When one member is unable to repay their loans on time because of 
illnesss or other AIDs-related emergencies, the other members must pay on their 
behalf.. This has the adverse effect: instead of helping people to improve their living 
standard,, group lending is actually pushing people deeper into poverty. To meet 
AIDS-relatedd family obligations, some people try to obtain larger loans and less 
frequentt loan repayments to ease cash-flow pressure, when people are too il l to work, 
theyy stop borrowing and use up their savings. This is likely to increase MFI 
dependencydependency on donor funds. Some MFIs such as the NCCWEDT are educating their 
clients,, teaching them safe sex and promoting the use of condoms. Some programmes 
offerr start-up capital for community-based projects and for income generating 
activitiess by members of extended families who have adopted orphans. 

Manyy microfmance institutions are involved in using their microfmance 
outreachh to build awareness about AIDS. Some schemes such as BERDSCO103 have 
beenn selected to carry out sensitization programmes and training in their areas. 
BERDSCOO works in collaboration with the Ministry of Public Health of Cameroon. 
Inn spite of the growing number of financial cooperatives that are helping the poor, the 
highh level of poverty and the high number of poor yet to be reached with 
microfmancee only highlights the fact that the level of resources currently mobilised is 
nott large to reach all the poor, let alone to assure the continuing delivery of 

1033 BERDDCO was established in 1990 and began delivering credit in 1996 with funding from the 
Grameenn Trust (US50,000). BERDSCO Grameen Bank Project has two branches under the replication 
fundedd by the Grameen Trust. The target clientele is the poor with more than 90% of members being 
women.. At the end of 2002, the project created 76 centers or unions and 679 groups. The outreach has 
expandedd to 3120 members of whom 2720 were women. Since inception, the project has disbursed 
US$104,7233 in loans and has mobilized US$20,455 from members. The rate of repayment is about 
90%. . 
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microfinancee to the million of poor who need them. The implication is that for 
microfinancee to reach massive outreach, it should be able to access commercial 
sourcess of funding in addition to the deposits it is already mobilising from the public. 

e)) Development of a regulatory framework governing NGOs 

Thee evolution of micro credit in Cameroon has taken different trajectory than 
inn other countries. Although the conditions for the expansion of credit to low-income 
poorr have been improving, much remains to be done. During the last few years, there 
hass been greater focus on creating an environment conducive to reducing poverty and 
thee gender gap in Cameroon. The government has progressively liberalised the law on 
non-governmentall  organisations, finally freeing them to receive foreign funding. They 
cann even have foreign members sitting on their board of management. The result has 
beenn the proliferation of non-governmental organisations in general and women 
groupss in particular. However, one of the major characteristics of the local small 
NGOss is their heavy dependence on grants from international donors. Such grants are 
inadequatee for meeting the demand for microfinance. Not all NGOs receive support, 
andd for those who do, there is no guarantee about the continuity of donor funds. 
Comparedd to other countries, most NGOs in Cameroon are small and weak, especially 
thosee exclusively targeting women. They lack the management capacity and skill to 
undertakee large programmes. The government efforts must focus on promoting and 
strengtheningg the growth of self-reliant NGOs so that they can serve as channels of 
thee delivery of services to rural populations and be able to participate effectively in 
thee design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of development activities. The 
alleviationn of poverty and the need to eradicate gender imbalances require that people 
bee reached at the grassroot levels. NGOs lack extended networks and cannot easily 
unitee to gain more influence, despite their extensive knowledge of the situation. The 
challengee is for the poor self-help organisations and the micro entrepreneurs to 
becomee members of business associations, to be represented as members operating in 
thee private sector of the country. They also need to understand the laws governing 
theirr businesses. 
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