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Abstract

Microfinance, Gender and Empowerment:

Meeting Practical and Strategic Needs among Low-Income Women

By

Tricia Gideon

With the international community rallying behind microfinance’s uplifting performance,
microfinance has become nothing more than a mirage, distorting the realities of its
empowering impacts. With poverty concentrated among women, microfinance has been
proposed as a mechanism to empower low-income women. As the evidence of three
prominent microfinance institutions (BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC) in the Third World
suggests, microfinance initiatives have been unable to move beyond meeting women’s
practical needs and have failed to address discriminatory practices inflicted upon women
and the power imbalance that prevents women from accessing capital in the first place.
The evidence also indicates that microfinance will be unable to empower Belizean

women, where microfinance initiatives are relatively less pervasive and developed.

June 23rd, 2011
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Chapter 1- Introduction
Microfinance institutions (MFIs) have rapidly expanded their reach to many parts of the
world and have developed programmes with the goal of empowering poor men and
women. According to Bateman (2010, p.1), with the international development
community impressed by the uplifting picture and outcome of microfinance, it has
become an important policy and intervention tool for uplifting millions of disempowered
people, especially poor women, from their undesirable situation. With the provision of
tiny loans accompanied by training and educational programmes, microfinance
programmes seem to be an effective means for “bottom-up” development and have

opened up the possibility for women to advance their status in society.

Conceptual Problem

In 1995, the Human Development Report stated that, compared to men, women have a
higher unemployment rate in almost all countries and that seventy percent of the 1.3
billion people living on less than US $1 a day are women. Of the 900 million illiterate
people in the world, women outnumber men two to one (p.4). In an effort to reduce these
numbers, in September 2005 the World Summit 60th High-level Plenary Meeting of the
United Nations' General Assembly gathered 151 heads of state at the UN headquarters in
New York City. It created the opportunity for countries to renew their commitment to
reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which primarily aim to eliminate
poverty (UNCDF, 2005b, p. 6). Greater stimulus was added when the international
development community perceived microfinance as an effective poverty reduction tool.

In 1997, the Microcredit Summit Campaign launched a nine-year campaign to reach 100
1



million of the world’s poorest families, especially women, with credit for self-
employment, business and financial services by 2005 (Microcredit Summit, 2009). In
2006, the second phase of the microcredit campaign had two goals. First, by 2015, 175
million of the world’s poorest families, especially the women of these families, will
receive credit for entrepreneurial ventures, self-employment and other business services.
Second, by 2015, 100 million families will no longer subsist on US $1 per day (Latifee,

2006, p. 4).

As microfinance services flood developing areas, experts and professionals of
microfinance must be attentive to the sources of poverty. Giving poor women credit, as a
mechanism to increase the welfare of the home and alleviate poverty, will produce
limited results because of the low value placed on women and the work they do.
Therefore, it is important to understand the power relations within homes (and beyond)

that impede women’s advancement in the home and society.

Ellis (1986) paints a vivid picture of the strained and unbalanced power relations between
Caribbean men and women. She states that men perceive women as greedy and
demanding because of their “constant demand for money,” while women perceive men as
irresponsible partners. Many of these tensions have their origins in economic issues, but
they are also very much tied to social expectations for both sexes (p. 71). Hence, it is
important that microfinance, or any other development project, seek to address the
inequalities in the home that hinder women from meeting their needs and interests within

their particular communities.



The United Nations 2005 Report states that the achievement of gender equality is a
precondition to achieving many goals, including the elimination of poverty, reduction in
hunger and the elimination of the gender gap present in education by 2015 (p.1). If
current power relations between men and women are not challenged and changed, it will
continue to create a legacy of bitterness for women and will maintain an asymmetrical
balance of power in favour of men and foster a society of inequality that will hinder
growth and fair development for everyone. It does not matter what projects arrive in the
future, if women’s survival needs as well as their need to live in an equitable society are
not met, every project will fail and significant reductions in poverty or the creation of

sustainable financial institutions will never be achieved.

Objective

The primary aim of this study is to explore conditions that can empower low-income
women who engage in microfinance projects, in an effort to tailor the conditions to a
Caribbean context, especially in Belize. As a Belizean woman, I would like to understand
how microfinance initiatives will play out in the Belizean context, where the concept of
empowerment is still elusive for many women. Because of the paucity of data on the
Belizean microfinance sector, I chose to draw upon studies that focused on the Caribbean
region as a whole and in three other countries where sufficient data exist to sufficiently

evaluate the likely impact of microfinance in Belize.

It is important to understand the definition of empowerment in microfinance and how it

can improve women’s agency and access to resources, and create valued outcomes.
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Unit and level of analysis:

The units of analysis are (1) three microfinance organizations and (2) the rules of society
that structure (a) how men and women interact with each other and (b) how microcredit
borrowers interact with one another and with lenders.! The three prominent microfinance
institutions chosen are Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), Pro Mujer
and la Faitiere des Unités Coopératives d’Epargne et Credit du Togo (FUCEC) due to

. . . . . . 2
their decades of experience in the microfinance industry and their focus on poor women.

Methodology

This study focuses on the potential of microfinance to empower low-income women.
Using the Gender and Development (GAD) approach to frame the analysis, the ultimate
aim is to evaluate the potential contributions of microfinance in Belize and answer the
central question: can microfinance empower low-income women. In order to meet these
goals, I will employ what Berg (2009, p.328) calls the comparative case study approach

that involves multiple case studies for the purpose of “cross-unit comparison.”

I focus on three reputable MFIs operating in three different countries (Bangladesh,
Bolivia, and Togo) in order to evaluate the potential gendered impacts of microfinance
initiatives in Belize. The rationale for this approach is four-fold. First, all three

institutions have existed for more than two decades. In the case of BRAC in Bangladesh,

! Rules of society: particularly in the context of Bangladesh, Togo, Bolivia and Belize among low-income
men and women.

2 Pro Mujer: Pro Women; FUCEC: The Holding Company for Credit Unions and Saving Cooperatives
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it has been in operation for 39 years. Bangladesh is also the birthplace of microfinance as
it exists today. A wealth of literature already exists on these institutions and the impact of
their programmes on female empowerment. Thus, it is not necessary to replicate existing

research or conduct group or individual interviews. This extensive coverage will help to

meet my objective by highlighting patterns within the Belizean context.

The Belizean microfinance sector, in contrast is relatively nascent. Given the constraints
that my fellowship places upon conducting field research in Belize and the lack of
existing studies on microfinance in the country, I draw upon analyses of more established
institutions and analytically assess the likely impact that microfinance will have upon
gender relations in the Belizean context. Mattingly (1991, p.431) asserts that case studies
can bring great insight into what people have already experienced, providing a forward
glance that will help the reader to anticipate situations before they are encountered, thus,

allowing researchers to envision a different future.

Second, the study will highlight the flawed notion that women are a homogenous group.
Distinctive cultural norms will inevitably produce distinctive empowerment outcomes
through microfinance programmes. Mikkelsen (2005, p.92) states that case studies can
often focus on distinct cases; therefore, generalization from the studies must be done
carefully. Each of these institutions have generated different empowering impacts (either
positive or negative) on poor women and have had distinct responses to addressing poor
women’s strategic and practical needs. Understanding these different impacts and

responses will help to bring insight into what conditions were conducive to empowerment
5



and what conditions exacerbated poor women’s plight within a particular context, at the
same time, highlighting any similar trends across the countries, possibly providing a

context for the potential of microfinance in Belize.?

Third, the examination of these case studies will help to illuminate the concept of
empowerment within each MFI. Each of these institutions claims to have empowered
poor women, but how does each institution define empowerment for poor women within
their given context? In all three institutions, female clients have been able to participate
in economic, political and social spheres of life that they were previously excluded from;
but has microfinance moved beyond addressing practical needs to addressing strategic

needs? Through the examination of these MFIs, I hope to answer those questions.

Fourth, analyzing multiple case studies helps to illustrate some of the best practices that
MFiIs are implementing. For Yin (2003a, p.46) multiple studies are considered more
compelling and support a more robust study. In the end, case studies serve as support to
the actual research (Berg, 2009, p. 326). All three institutions have financial as well as
nonfinancial services and examining the effectiveness of these programmes in attracting
and keeping poor women clients is important in understanding the conditions that make
researchers and microfinance practitioners claim that microfinance empowers poor

women.

3 Bangladesh, Togo and Bolivia have distinctive features from Belize in terms of infrastructure, culture,
political climate, but the goal is to see how microfinance plays out in each setting.
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Data limitations
McTavish and Loether (2006, p. 207, 208) list several potential problems that researchers
may encounter when using secondary data. The list includes an inadequate sample size,
the lack of relevant information for the study, inappropriate classification, the presence of
bias, unaccounted for data preparation errors and/or obsolete data. Despite these potential
problems and the probability that many of the scholarly secondary research I draw upon
may suffer from some of these flaws, this is the best available data I have at my disposal
to exercise judgment. The objective is to identify emerging trends and themes in the
multiple case studies examined and analytically project the results upon a Belizean

context.

Admittedly, one concern is categorization. Empowerment 1s a function of several
qualitatively distinct variables and can take a variety of forms. However, it is not
necessary to present all the possible forms of empowerment women can experience in the
social, economic, political or private (domestic) sphere of their lives.* Because I am
examining different cultures and drawing upon multiple sources, each with different
conceptualizations of empowerment, a comprehensive and exhaustive list of
empowerment variables is neither appropriate nor plausible. Therefore, I will employ the
variables that often researchers have used in their studies that they deemed relevant to

each particular context studied.

* The private sphere throughout this thesis will be understood as the domestic sphere.
7



Further problems may arise due to the absence of current data on impact assessments on
microfinance programmes. In the case of Togo, because of political instability over the
last thirty years, few high quality studies on MFIs have taken place. This problem can be
partially overcome by understanding Togo from a regional perspective. Togo is a
member of the eight-nation West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU) and
more research has been done on the region than on Togo in particular. All of the West
African countries in this union are of a francophone background and share similar
cultural norms and socio-economic characteristics. Therefore, I have broaden the scope
of research to incorporate studies done not only in one particular MF], but also to look at

other credit services in the same area.

Finally, the lack of relevant data limits me from exploring the diverse cultural
backgrounds of each woman who partook in the studies that I analyze. Without any clear
indication, I am unable to identify who paid for the study or who constituted the sample
size in terms of language, race, religion and ethnicity within each country. However, I

explore these hierarchies on a broader level among four culturally different countries.

This qualitative, comparative research method draws data from secondary sources such as
journals, newspaper articles, the institutions’ websites and their annual program
publications, online databases and international agencies such as the World Bank,
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the United Nations and their different branches.
Admittedly, many limitations exist with secondary data, but the limitations do not

significantly cloud the conclusions of this study. Overall, the information gathered is
8



sufficient to answer the central question of this study: under what conditions can
microfinance empower low-income women and does it hold the potential to empower

poor women in Belize?

Thesis Statement

The argument that will drive this thesis is that, in and of itself, the practice of
microfinance does not empower poor women. Microfinance produces marginal benefits
for poor women by generally meeting their practical needs, but it does not address their
strategic needs, which are the source of women’s disempowerment. Regardless of the
theoretical approach it embraces, it does not challenge the existing asymmetrical relations

between men and women.

The analysis of empirical evidence leads to two key conclusions. First, MFIs do address
and generally meet the practical needs of low-income women, but are unable to address
or meet low-income women’s strategic needs. Second, microfinance cannot empower
low-income women because it fails to challenge power relations between women and

men.

The Outline of the Thesis:

The following chapter provides the theoretical underpinnings of the three most
prominent feminist theories of development and weaves them into an analysis of
microfinance, low-income women and empowerment. It will shed light on the

(misguided) reasons for the popularity of microfinance and its purported
9



accomplishments of empowering women. Drawing upon feminist theories of Gender and
Development (GAD), Women in Development (WID) and Women and Development, 1
analyze the reasons that MFIs target low-income women and present arguments that

microfinance needs to go beyond addressing and meeting women’s survival needs.

Chapters Three, Four and Five present the three cases studies of microfinance
initiatives—BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC—that provide the empirical data for this
analysis. Each chapter describes the gender particularities within the given society of
focus, provides a brief overview of the microfinance sector, and lists the respective

accomplishments and failures of each program.

Chapter Six evaluates the outcomes of these microfinance programmes and assesses
whether the practice is likely to empower low-income women in Belize. I find that
although gender discrimination is a common feature in all of the countries studied, the
relatively high standard of living experienced by Belizean women decreases the
likelihood that microfinance will empower poor Belizean women more than it did their

counterparts in Bolivia, Bangladesh and Togo.

Chapter Seven interlaces the theoretical underpinnings and empirical evidence from each

chapter and reiterates the conclusions of this thesis.

10



Chapter 2 - Analytical Literature Review

Introduction

With poverty still rampant in the world and unbalanced power relations pervasive in
gender relationships, microfinance is seen as a tool that can solve many of the poor’s
problems and empower the disesmpowered. Basu (1996, p.3) observes that microfinance
is a new trend and like any new “development fashion” it has become widely celebrated
in theoretical and practical discourse, but with no blueprint to be found for any situation
other than the one where it originated. With no blueprints to follow, only case studies of
particular microfinance initiatives, every context will present particular needs of poor

women and constraints they face.

Throughout this thesis, I analyze the conditions under which microfinance can empower
low-income women. Therefore, it is important to highlight the different needs between
men and women that require equitable treatment. Men and women (within their given
context) will need different degrees of resources and support to equally participate in
society. In order to understand whether women clients of MFIs are truly empowered,
from henceforth, I will use Moser’s (1989, p.1803) definition of women’s practical and

strategic needs:

Practical gender needs are needs which are formulated from the concrete conditions women
experience, in their engendered position within the sexual division of labour, and deriving out of
this practical gender interests for human survival....[and] strategic gender needs are those needs

which are formulated from the analysis of women’s subordination to men, and driving out of this

11



the strategic gender interest identified for an alternative, more equal and satisfactory organization
of society than that which exists at present, in terms of both the structure and nature of

relationships between men and women.’

Molyneux (1985, p.233) identifies strategic needs as the elimination of the sexual
division of labour; the reduction of women’s burden in the home and with childcare; the
removal of institutionalized forms of discrimination that include women’s right to own
land or property, or access credit; the institution of political equality and sexual
reproductive rights; and the adoption of strong protective measures against male violence

and control over women.

Practical needs arise out of the concrete conditions of women’s lives and need immediate
attention such as food, water, shelter, healthcare and education (Connelly, Li,

MacDonald, Parpart, 2000, p. 63).

Moser’s (1989, p.1801) categorization of the triple role of women: reproductive role
(childbearing and rearing), productive role (as secondary income earners) and community
managing role (supplanting the state’s role in providing adequate basic resources) relates
to what extent these roles are relied upon to meet women’s practical and strategic needs

in the development proc:ess.6

® For more on the distinction between women’s practical and strategic needs, see also Molyneux, (1985, p.
232-233). For Molyneux (1985) these needs are identified as interests.

¢ Productive Role: Women are not necessarily always secondary income earners, but within the context of
the three cases studies the women take on a secondary role as income earners.
12



To strengthen the argument, I will employ the theoretical lens of Gender and
Development (GAD) which currently incorporates different aspects of earlier theoretical
approaches: Women in Development (WID) and Woman and Development (WAD). It
also focuses on the economic system which constructs available choices for women and
men. I have opted not to use the WID or WAD approach due to their limitation in
analyzing the nature of women’s subordination. At the onset of the 1980s, feminists
criticized the WID liberal approach for not considering the capitalist nature of
development and the origins of gender inequality. On the other hand, the socialist WAD
approach did question the development process that women were pushed into and argued
that the relations of capital and, ultimately, class relations were at the core of
understanding women’s oppression (Hamilton, 2007, p.51). Unfortunately, their small-
scale, women-only projects, the marginalization of many women-only organizations, and
their tendency to generalize the experiences of women failed to create transformative

effects for women (Connelly, et al., 2000, p.60, 61).7

The GAD framework addresses these short-comings—and adds power and difference to
WAD?’s class and capital analysis (Chowdhry, 1995, p.39). GAD is by no means a perfect
framework, but it is the most appropriate framework for addressing my core question that
is under what conditions can microfinance empower women. This approach will be
useful to illustrate the unequal distribution of resources among women and men, moving

beyond the economic analysis that WID and WAD emphasized. It will also bring to the

7 Scholars and activities of WAD argued whether women’s organizing should be integrated into
mainstream agencies and projects or be separated from the mainstream agencies and run the risk of further
marginalization and insufficient funding (Connelly, et al., 2000, p. 60).

13



surface the multiple realities of poor women and an empowerment perspective that
supports development that is more squarely embedded in the particular experiences
women and men in the South face. More importantly, GAD focuses not only on women
but also on men, allowing men to understand their role in women’s subordination. GAD
argues that the lack of resources is not the problem or is it enough to empower and
improve the lives of women (Mayoux, 2002b, p.40, 7; Rahman, 1999a, p. 68; Miller and

Razavi, 1995, p. 28).

It has been an influential lens for other scholars as well, in particular Mayoux (2002b,
p-16, 17) who advocates a feminist paradigm under which microfinance needs to operate.
Concepts of equity, empowerment and equality are all embedded within the feminist
paradigm that is needed to comprehend women’s experiences in microfinance. She
defines empowerment as the “transformation of power relations throughout society” and
sustainability as the development of self-sustaining women’s organizations linked to
broader women’s movements focusing on transforming gender relations. In the feminist
paradigm that microfinance should operate under, participation is an end allowing women
to collectively voice their needs and interests organizing around the transformation of
gender relations. Thus, fundamental change must occur at the macro-level so as not
hinder support for the elimination of gender subordination at the micro-level. This
feminist paradigm is an “entry point” for women’s empowerment at an economic, social
and political level, an entry point that must not delink itself from gender awareness and

other organizations (Mayoux, 2003, p.8).

14



While critics believe that GAD rarely challenges Western and modernization goals, it
does create the context to do so (Parpart & Marchand, 1995, p.14). It is within this
context based on power and difference that I hope to explain the possibilities of

microfinance as a complementary development tool for other development projects.

First, I will define and explain the conceptual differences between microfinance and
microcredit. Then, I will present a synopsis of the theoretical underpinnings of
microfinance that highlight the international and scholarly debate about the rationale
behind targeting the economically active poor (those who have skills and control over

their resources) versus the poorest of the poor who lack skills and resources.

Following my discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of microfinance, I will weave
into the analysis two feminist theories Women in Development (WID-liberal/neocolonial
approach) and Women and Development (W AD- socialist feminist approach) to explain
why since the 1970s the welfare, equity, anti-poverty and efficiency approach dominated

development projects despite their inability to transform relations of inequality.

According to Drolet (2010, p.216), these feminist perspectives will help to explain the
assumptions and practices used in microfinance and how its implementation is rooted in

the feminist theories development organizations adopt.

Before I delve into the theoretical framework of GAD, I will address empowerment
across different socio-economic levels among poor women in microcredit groups and
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analyze empowerment through three concepts: agency, resources and achievements. I
will also discuss different forms of power as laid out by Rowland (1997) and three

dimensions of empowerment as laid out by Williams, Seed, Mwau (1994).

In the final two sections, I will bring together the key components of my argument which
is women, gender, microfinance and empowerment. I will explain why GAD is the best
lens for complementary development tools such as microfinance projects to operate
under, identify the ways in which GAD differs from its predecessors (WID and WAD),

and list ways forward in microfinance.

What is Microfinance and the Different Categories of Microcredit?

The conceptual difference between microfinance and formal banking is that a formal
banking system is geared towards providing services to rich urban customers, while
microfinance is usually geared towards the rural poor who desire to establish a small
business in the informal economy (Elahi and Rahman, 2006, p. 479). Unlike microcredit
organizations, profit is not its driving force and is generally facilitated via NGOs.®
Microcredit organizations also offer fewer services and concentrate more on loan

distribution and repayment of these loans (Elahi and Rahman, 2006, p. 477).

Elahi and Rahman (2006, p.477) define microfinance as a development approach that

provides financial services such as credit, savings, and insurance services as well as

® Since profit is not driving the force, generally members of the organization and Board of Directors drive
the interest of the organization.
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social services that become leverage through which groups mobilize and vocalize their
concerns and aspirations to policy makers, while building self-confidence. Robinson
(2001, p.9) defines microfinance as small- scale financial services, primarily credit and
savings provided to people who engage in small- scale business activities such as farming
and fishing and other small enterprises that produce, repair or sell goods; generally these
entrepreneurs generate multiple incomes from renting small portions of their land and
renting vehicles, animals, machinery or tools to local individuals or groups in both rural
and urban areas. For the purpose of this study, I will use Elahi and Rahman’s (2006)

definition of microfinance.

A MFI may take the form of a bank, cooperative, credit union, non-governmental
organization (NGO), or a non-bank financial intermediary. Mohamed Yunus, founder of
the Grameen Bank, states that microcredit [and microfinance] must be discussed within
the appropriate microcredit category. He identifies the following ten microcredit
providers: (1) traditional informal microcredit, such as moneylenders, pawn shops,
friends or/and relatives; (2) microcredit based on traditional informal groups such as
ROSCAg; (3) microcredit through conventional or specialized banks, for example
agricultural credit; (4) microcredit through co-operatives, such as credit unions; (5)

consumer microcredit; (6) bank partnership microcredit; (7) NGO partnership

? Rotating Savings and Credit Association (ROSCA) is an informal way to save and borrow [a popular
method of saving among low-income groups in the developing world, but is used throughout the world and
by different classes of people]; each member contributes the same amount at scheduled meetings and one
member takes the entire sum until each member has gotten a chance to take the lump sum.
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microcredit; (8) Grameen microcredit; (9) other types of NGO and non-NGO

microcredit; (10) non-collateral microcredit (Yunus, 2004, p.11).

Microfinance: An Intervention Strategy and Policy

In 1997, microcredit became an international phenomenon bringing together 137
countries 2,900 delegates and 1,500 organizations from around the world to celebrate the
first ever Microcredit Summit (Microcredit Summit, 2009, para.15). Yunus announced
that “this summit is a grand celebration [...] celebrating the freeing of credit from the
bondage of collateral [... saying] good-bye to the era of financial apartheid [...] credit is
more than business. Just like food is; credit is a human right” (Yunus, 1997, para. 3).
Since then, the core themes of the campaign have been about reaching the poorest,
empowering women, building financial self-sufficiency and ensuring social impact
(Microcredit Summit Campaign, 2009). By the late 1990s, the term microfinance was

coined (Elahi & Rahman, 2006, p. 477).

The international frenzy did not end there. In 1999, the United Nations General Assembly
designated 2005 as the international year of microcredit, in an effort to raise awareness of
the effectiveness of microcredit and microfinance (UN, 1999, p.1). It appointed the
United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) advisor for policy and center for
technical assistance for microfinance for the United Nations Development Programme
Group (UNDP), to develop, with the help of member countries and other stakeholders, a

worldwide programme for the year (UNCDF, 2010, para. 3.)
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Amidst this international rave, scholars were debating how and why to integrate the poor
into the formal sector; hence the informal sector became the new medium to address
poverty. Simanowitz and Walter (2002, p.22) and Johnson and Rogaly (1997, p.24) agree
that the informal sector is an important aspect of poor people’s lives that cannot be
overlooked. Poor people do encounter opportunities to invest in working capital and/or
productive assets such as animals or equipment; but their consumption patterns may vary
throughout the year and households may need lump sums of income to purchase large
goods such as clothing or to make monthly food purchases. The poor also experience the
same unpredictable life events such as natural disasters and accidents, sudden deaths and

illnesses and random crime (Simanowitz and Walter, 2002, p. 22; Gifford, 2004, p.73).

Wright (2000, p.133-134) argues that the poor’s limited financial options increases their
likelihood of repayment and compliance with loan terms since doing so ensures their
access to future loans. As a result, the poor become an easy target in terms of loan
recovery compared to the rich, educated elite who have access to an array of credit

channels.

Simanonwitz and Walter (2002, p.47) claim that everyone, even the extreme poor, can
save; everyone has some source of income whether irregular or regular. Therefore, loans
should be given based on the borrowers’ ability to save and their total savings as well as
the borrower’s business potential. Increased savings enable the poor to manage debt more
effectively and to reduce their vulnerability and risk, while creating a reliable source of

income in the event that a business fails.
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Robinson (2001, p. 8, 18), on the other hand, argues that commercial finance cannot help
those living in abject poverty, but only those who have skills and employment
opportunities. Those living on less than a dollar a day (the extreme poor) should not be
given credit; instead they should be integrated into subsidized programmes that will help
them to stabilize their incomes before they gain access to credit. Robinson (2001) claims
that credit can be a useful tool for the economically active poor, who possess marketable
skills, have control over their asset earnings and who are creditworthy or who can

become creditworthy. '°

Others like Elyachar (2002, p.508) and Bateman (2010, p.154, 155) completely reject
microfinance and simply perceive it as an underdevelopment tool. Elyachar (2002, p.
495-496, 500, 508, 511) argues it is a safety net to compensate for structural adjustment
programs. It is charity speaking the language of capital and a new tactic to integrate the
informal sector, initially seen as “backward.” She states that cultural practices of the poor
are now perceived simultaneously as a way for the poor to help themselves and the
economy. Bateman (2010, p.1) argues that microfinance hinders sustainable economic

and social development and is simply a poverty trap for the poor.

WID: Microfinance and Women. Why target Poor Women?
As the debates continue, funding for microfinance is not abating, so I turn to four

approaches: welfare, equity, anti-poverty and efficiency that attempt to explain why

10 For more on the poor’s ability to control and use credit see Montgomery and Weiss 2005, p.6
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microfinance is still perceived as an important intervention for poor women to escape

their disempowerment.

Welfare, women and the home
After World War I1, the welfare approach emerged from the social welfare model under
colonial administration as the earliest approach to address the needs of Third World
women which solely took into consideration the reproductive role of women as mothers
and their practical needs. It had its roots in the modernization theory (Moser, 1993,
p.56)."' Enloe (1989 cited in Chowdhry, 1995, p.27) argues that in neo-colonial
discourse, Third World women are viewed as senseless individuals occupied with trivial
domestic affairs rather than relevant public issues, an intentionally oppressive structure
and role for Third World women created by Third World men. Women uniform
experiences and blind, unquestionable acceptance of their male counterpart roles,

reinforced the image of ignorance and acquiescence.

Added to this image are the labels of child bearer and primary caregiver. Kabeer (1994,
p-17) observes that given internal and external constraints to advance, it seemed rational
for women to specialize in domestic labour, which suits their role as caregivers, while
men acquired skills that complement their rational, objective, competitive and aggressive

characteristics. The welfare approach contended that women contributed to development

" Modernization theory views traditional societies as modern when they increase technological
development and change their values, attitudes and institutions to reflect “modern” values of hard work,
saving, efficiency and enterprise. It was developed in the 1960s to explain why some countries achieved
economic development and why some failed (Rostow, 1960). Modernization would accelerate economic
growth, increasing men’s productive capacity in the labour force (Moser, 1993, p. 59).
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by remaining mothers, which allowed them to meet their practical gender needs through
their reproductive role: food and nutritional assistance and family planning (Moser, 1989,

p.1807).

What propelled this notion was the perception of women as better family planners.
Torben, Rosenbluth, Soskice (2005, p.220, 221) observed that if skills were general,
allowing them to be more transferable, employers would be indifferent to training males
or females; however, skills are very specific. Therefore, employers are more likely to
discriminate against women because of pregnancies, giving birth and raising children
[which disrupts women’s market involvement], underscoring women’s labour as less
marketable, re-enforcing the sexual division of labour. Becker (1965, p. 510) argues that
since women are usually the first to receive aid and are better at family planning, which is
an intense, unproductive activity and uses hours that could have been used at work, their

comparative advantage resides in the home.'?

The Special Unit on Microfinance of the UNCDF has asserted that women’s success has
a positive domino effect on everyone in the household and stated that several institutions
reported the well known fact that women are more likely to spend their money on their
households than men (Deshpanda, 2001, p.15). Wright (2000, p.134) states poor women
have proven to be better at saving and repaying loans, since they are more inclined to

reinvest into the business. Naila Kabeer observes that “there are sound reasons why

2 Comparative advantage: a person can be considered the best at something if he or she produces it at a
lower cost; having a lower opportunity cost
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women’s interests are likely to be better served by investing effort and resources in the
collective welfare of the household rather than in their own personal welfare,” but she
cautions that this may not always be the case when women become empowered (1999, p.
49) and organizations must be ready for this when it occurs (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002, p.
172). A woman may actually disappoint many by investing in herself. Women invest in
the household because it is expected of them coupled with few opportunities that exist
outside the home and the neglect of her needs. In the end, a woman’s job is to protect the
welfare of the home, indirectly contributing to development through her reproductive

role.

Although the initial intentions of microfinance institutions may seem sincere, the
outcomes for women are not in their favour. Mayoux (2003c, p.25) rightly articulates that
as microfinance expands, the original aim is thwarted from increasing poor women’s
access to services to simply targeting women as a means to direct microfinance services
into the household. Targeting poor women may seem innocent, but it simply increases the
poor woman’s burden for repayment of loans and may force some into selling the little

capital they have to meet loan payments (Mayoux, 2007, p.44; Mayoux 2003c, p. 54).

Equity, human rights, equality and empowerment for all except women!
Another reason for targeting poor women is linked to the idea that women’s rights are
human rights. After the failure of the welfare approach to integrate women into the
development process as better mothers, by the 1970s, WID’s perspectives (inspired by

Boserup’s book Women’s Role in Economic Development) criticized the modernization
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theory for ignoring the needs of women and argued that women need to be equal partners
in development (Boserup, 1970, p.xiv, xxiii, 139; See also Rathgeber 1990, p.491).
Boserup’s work highlighted the importance of women in development and brought
awareness to governments and agencies their neglect of women (Rahman 1999b, p.14,
15). WID advocates emphasized women’s issues as an important development focus—in
theory and practice; thus linking it to the productive role of women as participants in the
process of economic growth (Buvinic, 1983, p.20) which challenged the notion that
women were simply welfare recipients (Miller and Razavi, 1995, p.4). Women were now
the “missing link” in development (Tinker, 1990, p.31). During this time, the perception
of women changed from what Narasaiah (2006, p.20) described as “being a Cinderella-
like, hard-done-by person, the poor soul, the victim, to a dynamic, reliable actor with
apparently inexhaustible reserves of energy and creativity to bring to bear in a

development process that [...] got stuck.”

In order to capitalize on the idea that women’s rights are human rights, the 1975 World
Conference of the International Women’s Year in Mexico City and the United Nations
decade for Women (1976-85) played an important historical role in highlighting the
economic and social contribution of women to development. WID ideology became
associated with many NGOs and government projects geared towards improving
educational and employment opportunities for women, advancing equal opportunities for
political and social participation, and increasing the provision of health and welfare

services. It demanded social justice and equality for all women (Miller and Razavi, 1995,

p- 2).
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However, the WID approach has its roots in two modernist discourses: colonial
discourse and the liberal market discourse (Chowdhry, 1993, cited in Chowdhry, 1995,
p.26). Colonial discourse is based on the privileging of Europeans at the economic,
political, social and cultural level while generalizing the experiences of Third World and
Third World women. Liberal discourse perceives the Self as the Subject, a free agent with
many equally entitled options before him or her; therefore individuals are able to define
their own freedoms, oppressions and limits. The Self is free to create its own destiny, free

from external constraints or the Other, including the state (Bernard, 2008, p. 9).

Unfortunately, women, especially poor women, do not define their own limits, freedom
or oppression. Instead, many opportunities, choices and actions are restricted by the
Other, in this case a male dominated system (Bernard, 2008, p. 11). Post-colonial
liberalism may have created opportunities for women in the public sphere (outside the
domestic arena), but its ideas have constructed a gendered division of labour (Barriteau,
1998, p. 455), leaving women to exercise their bargaining power in the domain they

know best: the private sphere as “childbearers and childrearers” (Mohammed, 1995, 29).

Kabeer (2005, p.14) argues that alternatives for women must exist and more importantly
must be “seen to exist.” Unbalanced power relations are most effective when alternatives
foster an unquestioned acceptance of power under which gender relations operate.
Women, who accept their lot by accepting violence at the hands of their spouse and
forfeit their claim on household resources, do so because to behave otherwise is an

unknown possibility.
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Boserup’s model of integration of women into the market was incompatible with the
diverse realities of women lives and carried the assumption that poor women’s strategic
needs would automatically be met once their practical needs were met. Johnson’s (2005,
p- 229) study in Malawi showed that equality is still an elusive concept for poor women
who are unable to define their own limits, freedoms or oppressions. She studied 348
informants and 249 clients who were affiliated with the FINCA Malawi microfinance
projects. '* At first glance, members of the microfinance NGO had higher levels of
revenues and profits, greater business diversity, more working capital and paid

employment (Johnson, 2005, p. 223).

However, a deeper look into women’s living conditions, unveiled difficulties embedded
in gender relations. Since women’s social networks, essential for obtaining good quality
goods at reasonable prices, were less developed than those of their male counterparts,
women found it difficult to enter new markets and were more vulnerable to harassment.
Their mobility was also constrained due to household and childcare responsibilities.
Furthermore, their productive role created resistance from men, who perceived women as
promiscuous beings when they engaged in business ventures too far away from home

(Johnson, 2005, p. 234). Even when women employed young boys to sell their goods,

> In 1984 John Hatcher, founder of Foundation for International Community Assistance (FINCA)
International, embarked on the idea to help very poor Bolivian families with small loans to increase the
profitability of their small- scale businesses. Through village banking, these small loans would empower
them to create their own jobs, increase their incomes, accumulate assets, and raise their household’s
standard of living. Neighbours would come together in financial support groups called “Village
Banks” (FINCA International-Microfinance and Village Banking, 2010, para. 3).
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they had a difficult time controlling them (Johnson, 2005, p. 234), echoing the welfare

approach that promoted women as household guardians.

Even after poor women had access to loans and established businesses, gender norms
played a key role in hindering their businesses’ productivity and profitability. FINCA’s
strict focus on repayment despite death or illness, was culturally insensitive to the cost of
funeral expenses (which may include travel) that eroded business profitability. Even
when death did not occur, the “gendered nature of health” made women responsible for
sick relatives (Johnson, 2005, p. 235). Norms and values forbade those poor women from
neglecting their domestic roles and obligations, thus impeding their full involvement in
the public sphere. Even after poor women had access to loans and had established
businesses, gender norms played a key role in hindering their businesses’ productivity

and profitability. Women were included into the workforce simply to be excluded.

Cook (2007, p.1) contends that gender relations have constructed the framework for
societal institutions such as divisions of labor, health, education, family, work, popular
culture, and the media. 14 Also, class, state formation, colonialism, race, sexuality and
their interaction with gender all help to construct sanctioned forms of oppression and
privilege. Reeves and Baden (2000, p.4) define culture as distinct patterns of ideas,
beliefs and norms that is characteristic of the way of life and relations of a society or
group in society, and culture sometimes reflects the refusal to rethink [and challenge]

gender norms, thereby disabling women from making strategic life choices. Kabeer

' Gender relations are the relations of power between women and men. They tend to be hierarchal and
disadvantageous towards women (Reeves and Baden, 2000, p.2).
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(2005, p.14) agrees that cultural or ideological norms may not acknowledge power
inequalities or may even permit inequalities; marginalized groups may reluctantly accept
their plight in society and may even be in cahoots with it; for the fear that challenging it

may produce undesirable social and personal costs.

The failure to capture the heavy burden and costs bestowed upon women undermined the
equity approach’s initial goal. Equality had to go beyond the economic realm and realize
that credit alone as Mayoux (2003, p.9, 10) maintains will not lead to an automatic
expansion of individual choices and increase self-reliance or will it lead automatically to
the achievement of gender equality (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002, p.175). Women’s
empowerment requires a more multidimensional approach. As the World Bank’s 2002
Report shows, much work is still needed to empower women. Although gender
differences in primary school enrollment were small in middle income countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean, land ownership among poor women, gender inequalities in
the labour force, low educational returns and gender violence are still important issues to
tackle (p.13). Kabeer (2005, p.13) rightly states that educational, employment, and
political participation indicators are important in achieving gender equality and women's

empowerment.

Equity for women in development it is not about Liberal Feminism advocating women’s
economic participation, especially in male-dominated careers, such as math and science
fields in order to level the apparent inequities. But it is about Cultural feminism that
advocates a greater monetary and non-monetary value be placed on female-dominated
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jobs such as teachers, nursing professionals, and full-time mothers (Vejar et al., 2006, p.

28). It is about placing value on the work women do inside and outside the home.
Microfinance becomes the solution for poverty elimination

Microfinance has found relevance in the world where it is seen increasingly as an

important tool to fight and eliminate poverty. Kofi Annan states “Microfinance is an idea

whose time has come.” The poor can now invest “in better nutrition, housing, health, and

education for their children [....] In short, they can take real strides towards breaking the

vicious circle of poverty and vulnerability” (UNDCEF, 2005, p.3).

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the WID approach experienced a shift towards a more
pro-poor strategy in response to failed growth ideas. The origins of women’s poverty was
a matter of underdevelopment and not linked to their subordination vis-a-vis men;
therefore, engagement in small-scale income-generating projects could meet the practical
needs of women by relying on women’s productive role. Women were targeted because
they were previously ignored in development plans and are typically the providers of
sustenance for the household. New development goals highlighted poverty, growth
redistribution and meeting basic needs. Employment and educational programmes would
reduce fertility among women and increase their contribution to the home (Moser, 1989,

p-1811-1812; See also Kabeer, 1994, p.3).

Two anti-poverty approaches emerged. One examined the need for governments to
expand employment in order to increase the real incomes of workers (Razavi & Miller,

1995, p.7). The other was the basic needs approach that focused on meeting human’s
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basic needs, a primary goal of development. Streeten (1981, p.92) argues that one way to
expand income measure of poverty was to include adequate standards of nutrition, health,

shelter, water and sanitation, education and other basic needs.

This shift in development discourse created an opening for poor women to assist in
maximizing the potential of credit channeled through their homes. Robinson’s (2001)
book, The Microfinance Revolution: Sustainable Finance for the Poor, showcases
successful microfinance stories. One story in particular is about DM, an orphan, born in
rural Peru who moved to Lima shortly after she married her husband and had two
children. She moved to the outskirts of the city where she became a squatter. The
structural framework of the house was similar to that of most urban squatters’ structural
framework—straw mats and dirt floors. DM was one of the earliest borrowers from
Accion Comunitaria”” del Peru. In 1982, she borrowed money to purchase staple food
products for her small market stall where she worked during the morning and out of her
home in the afternoon and evening. Her husband was a casual labourer while she and her

children operated the market stall.

Ostensibly, DM was unable to dramatically increase her income levels, but her increased
income seemed to foster an environment conducive to change for her children. The
indirect benefits of this loan were increase access to basic needs and capabilities. For

example, her eldest son became a lawyer, her middle son became an Air Force pilot and

'> ACCION International founded in 1961 is private non-profit international organization with several
lending partners around the world. Its mission is to help poor women and men by providing financial
services such as training, micro-loans and other financial services (ACCION, 2007, para. 1).
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her only daughter became a social worker. They all manage separate households and
finances. The other three children live within the parents’ home, but have separate
businesses: one manages a beauty salon and the other has an electrical appliance repair
shop beside the parents’ home, and the youngest son who is eighteen started a computer

graphics business.

The profits from DM’s business helped in the repayment of loans. Since 1996, when the
case study was conducted, she has received 91 successive loans from Accion
Communitaria, based on the capacity of her business to generate profits. At the time, she
also had a loan of $1860 at a 7.78% rate, and weekly installments of $334 to be paid over

a six-week period (Robinson, 2001, p.108).

Based on several similar success stories, the international community has felt compelled
to support the microfinance cause. In 2006, 8§ million v&;omen of Andhra, India, were a
part of more than 600,000 self-help groups (SHGs). With the increase of available credit
in Andhra, the number of households that had access to credit increased from less than
500,000 households in 2000 to 6 million households in 2006, purportedly increasing
incomes by nearly 90 percent for most poor women. Savings totaled US $292 million and
more than 1.2 million rural families had insurance coverage for death and disability

(World Bank, 2007, para3.).

In early 2006, a positive link between microfinance and poverty was challenged when the

Indian microfinance sector fell precipitously into a crisis. Consequently, officials from
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the state forcefully closed down the microfinance offices in the district of Krishna,
“setting off a shock wave right across India.” It was an attempt to address the numerous
complaints of the extremely high interest rates and the forceful selling of credit to poor
individuals who had unlikely means to repay. Added to that were the emergence of social
ills that emerged out of the crisis; within three months, more than four hundred farmers
(and still rising) committed suicide in the state of Andhra Pradesh (Bateman, 2010, p.
133). This crisis led to changes such as the slowdown in microfinance’s expansion in the
state and the cutting of interest rates, for example, two of the largest MFIs, Spandana and
SHARE, cut their interest rates from 31 and 28 percent to 28 and 24 percent respectively

(Ghate, 2007, p. 168).

What severely weakened this approach was its emphasis on women’s productive roles.
For Edward and Olsen (2006, p. 36), the market empowerment process educates women
to become compliant and efficient actors within the given structure of an expanding
market economy. Robinson’s (2001) example shows that poor women are simply given
tools to increase their productivity, but neglects to incorporate women into the wider part
of society or challenge existing gender relations. Sen (1986, p.49) argues that
development’s major failing has been its concentration on the supply of goods rather than
on the ownership and entitlements of people and the capabilities that can be generated
from them. Dunn and Arbuckle Jr. (2001, p.5) claim the impact of microfinance on new
borrowers in some instances showed a decrease in educational expenditure due to their

efforts in establishing businesses or focusing on emergency needs, such credit repayment.
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Robinson (2001) failed to portray the vulnerability that poor women face due to
unforeseen circumstances. Hulme (2007, p.19) points out that microcredit can help to
smooth income consumption and reduce vulnerability. However when poor people
engage in undeveloped, competitive business ventures that give low returns and have
unpredictable external shocks, their vulnerability increases. Once they fall prey to
unforeseen circumstances such as illness, theft and natural disasters, added with lack of
skills, knowledge and bad decision- making, they can lead to a significant proportion of

poor borrowers encountering great difficulties in repaying loans.

The aﬁti-poveny approach carries the assumption that once household poverty is reduced,
strategic needs will be met. Mayoux, (2003, p. 54) articulates that a vivid demarcation is
needed between household poverty reduction and “women’s” issues. Significant and
sustainable reduction in household poverty is a precondition for empowerment, but this
does not necessarily lead to women’s empowerment even if women are the major income
contributors. That is to say, poverty reduction is a necessary, but insufficient criterion for
female empowerment. Focusing solely on poverty reduction in the household will do

little to address intrahousehold inequalities.

The anti-poverty approach is also criticized for its small-scale income-generating projects
that are mostly developed by NGOs and funded by grants from international and bilateral
agencies. Third World governments already have insufficient aid allocated to poor
people; with the introduction of small-scale income-generating projects, fears rise that

these governments will remain reluctant to allocate resources to poor women and when
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they do, it will go to the household and generally remain in the hands of the men. Also,
the anti-poverty approach has a tendency to encourage women in economic activities that
are traditionally undertaken by them. Women are frequently supported in rural based-
production economic activities as opposed to activities in service and distribution (Moser,
1989, p.1812). Oxaal (1997, p.11) warns women’s organizations accepting external
funding become accountable to donors, leading to changes in structures and procedures

that may cause tensions in how newly acquired resources are distributed.

Efficiency and sustainability in development projects
By the 1980s, Goetz (1994a, p.30) notes that once WID advocates realized the high
returns from investing in women, they shifted away from emphasizing needs and interests
in development to assessing what contributions were needed from women, i.e. microloans
to women were seen as a means to achieving traditional development objectives. The
World Bank was at the forefront of this approach, arguing that women’s resources should
be allocated efficiently. It wanted to avoid the adverse affects that might result if
women’s productivity were not harnessed (Kabeer, 1994, p.25-26). It went even further
and stated that gender-based division of labor and gendered disparities in power and
resources were hindrances to economic growth and everyone’s well-being (World Bank,
2002, p.4). The anti-poverty approach recognizes the practical needs of poor women in
terms of providing income-generating projects and desires to harness women’s resources

in order to maximize production and profits.
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Chowdhry (1995, p.34) argues that both WID’s discourses (the colonial and the liberal
discourse on markets) succumb to the idea that Third World women need assistance in
modernization and that WID projects via the World Bank represent this path to
modernization. The World Bank has replaced the colonial state and microfinance projects

are imbued with the ideology of WID.

By the end of the 1990s, Bateman (2010, p. 14-15) states a “new wave” in microfinance
emerged; it was based on an ideology that supports commercialized and privatized
microfinance. Market-based interest rates would assure that the days of subsidies were
finished, while helping to increase savings by offering higher interest rates on deposits.
Profits would ensure success since managers of MFIs would be propelled to increase
outreach in order to reduce their fixed costs, which could be spread across a larger
number of microloans, (ensuring that women were included in microfinance

programmes).

Self-sustainability and participation would be the means of improving services, products
and promoting group formation. They would be achieved through group lending since
individual lending would be costly and group formations would allow for greater
outreach to the poor in the building of social capital. Chestun and Kuhn (2002, p.172)
observed that poor women’s timely scheduled repayments and their docile behaviour
made it easier for MFIs to work with them, contributing to the sustainability and
efficiency of these institution. Participation would involve some level of decision making

in order to increase innovation and commitment, but the underlying assumption would be

35



[and still is] that women would experience automatic economic empowerment (Mayoux,

2003, p. 9, 10).

Since this ‘new wave’, prominent institutions and organizations have favoured and
promoted efficiency and self-sustainability for the operation of microfinance. These key
stakeholders include the United States Agency for International Development (USAID),
the World Bank, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Micro-Start
Program, the Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP), and the Microcredit

Summit Campaign (Drolet, J. 2010, p. 217).

Among these key stakeholders, CGAP plays an important role in the development of
MFIs. Created in 1995 by the World Bank (World Bank, 2010) and funded by 33
development agencies (CGAP, 2006, p. 45), it is an independent research and policy
centre, setting industry standards, identifying best practices, funding innovations and
developing innovative solutions in microfinance in order to serve the needs of the poor
(CGAP, 2009, p. 7). The founding members of CGAP include Canada, France, the
Netherlands, the United States, the African Development Bank (ADB), the Asian
Development Bank (AsDB), the International Fund for Agricultural Development
(IFAD), UNDP, UNCDF and the World Bank (Basch, 1999, p. 71). In 2008, fifty-four
founders included in a CGAP survey, committed $11.7 billion to microfinance, with $2.5
billion disbursed in 2007. Among the biggest donors who contributed more than 50

percent of the total funding were AsDB, KfW Germany, World Bank, International Fund
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for Agricultural Development (IFAD), International Finance Corporation (IFC), and

European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) (CGAP, 2008, p.l).16

Despite the international rave about microfinance, external factors affect the
sustainability of microfinance. Johnson (2005, p.234) argues that seasonal agricultural
opportunities affected the sustainability of microfinance businesses among poor women.
Women had to respond quickly to changes in the market. Those who purchased and sold
vegetables had to shift their businesses quickly when vegetables entered the market from
other areas, pushing down the price of their produce. Women needed to know the rural
markets from which to purchase their stock of vegetables, understand market fluctuations
in price and supply and know the nature of the perishable goods they were selling. An
inexperienced poor woman could quickly expose herself to many risks and dangers.
Other risks involved selling goods and services on credit in order to attract customers,
which created the problem of getting people to pay. Dicher (2007, p.11) points out that,
despite sincere intentions to repay a debt, a debt may never be repaid, due to

unpredictable circumstances.

Due to these women’s lower purchasing power compared to men, they will be unable to
purchase the support services they need to ease their domestic labour obligations.

Economic crises, high levels of public debt and weak or non-existent social services and

16 KfW a German government owned development bank that encourages sustainable development in
economic, social, ecological living and business conditions, in areas of small and medium-sized enterprise,
entrepreneurialship, environmental protection, housing, infrastructure, education finance, project and
export finance, and development cooperation.
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men missing from domestic arena (Narasaiah, 2006, p. 22) all increase the poor woman’s
burden by using their unpaid services within the household and putting their ability to

secure a livelihood at risk.

Instead of projects increasing the advancement of women, these projects are intensifying
the market and money economy mechanisms (Narasaiah, 2006, p 23). Vonderlack-
Navarro’s (2010, p.126, 128) study of 40 Honduran women, 38 of whom formerly lived
with a man, illustrates this point. She observed that women’s dependency was simply
shifted from being dependent on a man to being dependent on their children. The entire
family’s work load increased in the business and in some cases women depended on their
older children for money in order to repay loans. Because of the emphasis on
sustainability and efficiency, Bee (2011, 36) claims that often women experienced abrupt
and frightening methods of payment recovery through verbal harassment or possible

house invasions by their peers to compensate for payment.

As Cheston and Kuhn (2002, p.178) rightly argue, control of capital is only one
dimension in the complexity of problems women face, such as accessing information,
having a small social network and lacking resources for a successful business. Some
microfinance practitioners are unwilling to focus on empowerment programmes for the
fear that it will interfere with the efficiency and professionalism of their financial
operations. WID’s efficiency focus, although still influential, fails to recognize that even

when women’s income did increase it was at a cost of increased household expenditure
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and household responsibilities as well as increased non-monetary costs of operating a

business.

Targeting women based on the efficiency and financial viability is simply a guise for
microfinance institutions to maximize profits. It has nothing to do with empowering poor
women. Individuals must not focus on the desired goals but on what has materialized and

whose interest it serves.

Goetz and Baden (1998, p.24) echo a similar sentiment: that institutional structures, rules
and cultures and the method of data collection, processing and prioritizing all reflect
“dominant interests.” For example, in Mexico, Compartamos, one of Mexico’s biggest
MFIs made unprecedented profits off the poor when it sold 30 percent of its shares in
April 2007 mostly to foreign commercial investors.'” It generated a profit of $450 million
of which $150 million went to the directors, senior managers, friends and family of
Compartamos who also retained 300 million of the shares in Compartamos (GCAP,
2007, p.3, 4). All this growth and payments of dividends seem possible due to the high
interest rates that reached as high as 88 percent in 2004, which had fallen from 120
percent in 2000 (CGAP, 2005, p.4). The rich had found a safe niche to profit from the

poor. The ideal model was crumbling and so was the image of the microfinance sector,

' Initial public offering (IPO): the offering for the first time the sale of a company’s shares to the public in
an effort to raise capital. The three major shareholders at the time of the IPO in Compartamos included
Compartamos NGO (39.2%), ACCION (18.1%) and IFC (10.6%). The rest of shareholders were owed by
director and managers (23.7%) and private Mexican investors (8.5%). An initial investment of 6 million by
shareholders generated enormous profits.
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better yet the ideology of commercialization and privatization as an optimal ideal was
falling apart. Poor women were an entry point into the homes of the poor. They were
compliant and easy targets, which made it easier to sell credit to them and demand
repayment of loans from them. High interest rates increased women’s vulnerability and

gave them little money to invest in meaningful investments.

Opponents argue that MFIs concerned with empowerment place social goals at the
forefront while pushing efficiency to the background. Cheston and Kuhn (2002, p.173,
179) challenge this argument that organizations that focus on women’s empowerment are
often committed to excellent customer service, indicating that women’s needs should take
precedence. The concept of sustainability, while important, neglects the primary reason
MFIs evolved in the first place: to help the poor, with women forming the majority of the

poor.

Under the WID approach, women’s community roles are exploited and relied on because
of their perceived greater commitment to ensuring existing services (Moser, 1989,
p-1814). In community kitchen organizations, food reaches the poor by relying on the
labour of community women to cook the food (Sara-Lafosee, 1984, cited in Moser, 1989,
1814). A woman’s worth is tied to her unpaid services in the home and how well these
services contribute to the household’s wellbeing and reducing national poverty levels as
well as the state’s cost for providing welfare services. Reduced cost translates into
balanced state payments of accounts and a healthier more efficient economy. Moser

(1989, p.1813) articulates that WID shifted its focus from women to development, based
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on the assumption that increased economic participation by poor Third World women
would lead automatically to increased equity; but economic participation is not the
answer to increasing women’s status but rather the need for education and productive

technologies.

The WID approach is rooted in the modernization theory and does not recognize the
critical perspectives of dependency theory or Marxist analysis. It focuses on women’s
productive role, by developing strategies that minimize women’s disadvantaged position
in the productive sector. However, economic integration and legal changes are
insufficient to meet the strategic needs of poor women. Most of all, it ignores the

influence and impact of race, culture and class (Rathgeber, 1990, 491-492).

WAD: Capital and Women

Not long after the WID’s introduction in the 1970s, the WAD approach questioned the
development process that women were pushed into. Drawing some of its theoretical base
from dependency theory and focusing on women and the development process, it
dismisses the myth that women were ever outside the development process. The WAD
approach demonstrates that women are key economic actors and their work within the
private and public sphere is essential for the maintenance of the established economic
system (Rathgeber, 1990, p. 492-493). Jaquette (1982) stresses that capitalist employer’s
(whose profits centre on paying workers below the true market value of their labour) rely
on the unpaid services of women’s domestic work and their role in reproducing the

labour force (p. 274). Socialist feminists'and Marxists argue that the relations of capital
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and, ultimately, class relations are at the core of understanding women’s oppression

(Hamilton, 2007, p.51).

The WAD framework challenges patriarchy and capitalism, both of which limit the
choices women have at their disposal (Beneria & Sen, 1981, p.290). Engels (1972, p.
106,117-125) argues that private property holds women in bondage. He states that early
ancestors laboured for their daily survival and shared the available resources. The
Neolithic Revolution of crop cultivation and animal husbandry created the opportunity
for people to generate surplus wealth. People were now in the position to live longer,
more secure lives. The few people who controlled the surplus, which they claimed as
their private property, desired to bequeath their wealth to their children, but they needed
to ensure that their wealth was bequeathed to their biological sons. To ensure the
legitimacy of their sons, they turned women into private property. Once women became
the private property of men, she was only permitted to have sexual relations with her
husband and labour for him. Thus, he assumed that the children of his wife were his

biological children.

This hermeneutic reconstruction depicts male dominance and a class society [that
previously was nonexistent]. It follows the logic that the abolition of private property

would free women (Hamilton, 2007, p. 51).

Within MFIs, groups symbolize a safe space for women to challenge patriarchy.

Thompson (1997, p.81-82) argues that organizing safe women only-spaces (excluding the
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participation of the oppressors) allows women to reflect on and resist their “relationships
of oppression” (See also Kabeer & Subrahmanian, 1996, p.52). The creation of spaces
for women to gather and interact has provided the opportunity for women to confront,
resist and create effective strategies for dismantling oppressive structures. Given safe
spaces to voice their concerns has enable women to collectively focus their energy on

undermining the patriarchal structure.

The WAD approach concentrates its analysis on women’s subordination in relation to
capital, but women’s subordination goes beyond capital; it involves men as well.
Connelly et al. (2002, p.60-61) perceived WAD’s down fall to be its small-scale, women
only projects, their tendency to generalize the experiences of women and their
preoccupation with women’s productive role, failing to create transformative effects for
women. Rathgeber (1990, p.493) claims that WAD viewed women’s underrepresentation
in economic, social and political structures as something that could be solved primarily
by designed intervention strategies rather than questioning the relations between gender

roles.

Microfinance, Women and Socio-economic Classes

One of the drawbacks of many microfinance programmes is that they obscure the socio-
economic differences within groups, which can create conflict and instability, but more
importantly reproduce the existing status quo that restricts the redistribution of power and
resources between social classes (Pattenden, 2010, p. 487, 508; Harriss, 2002, p. 2).

Pattenden (2010) claims that the Post-Washington Consensus (PWC) approach promoted
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the expansion of self-helped group initiatives that placed the cost on the poor instead of
channeling more public spending into the social sector in order to directly influence the
redistribution of resources among the social classes (2010, p. 487).'* As a result,
Bernstein (2008, p.18 cited in Pattenden, 2010, p. 488) states that “classes of labour”
must then pursue their reproduction through unstable and oppressive formal activity,

which is rare, or through informal activity or a combination of both.

Among the varied classes of the poor, concerns arise among scholars as to whether the
poorest of the poor are reached. Anand (2002, p.65-66) raises the issue of the better-off
and better educated dominating MFI’s services (SHGs); Mooij (2002, p.44) is concerned
with whether SHGs can generate sustainable economic returns, and Garikapati (2008,
p.2623) observes the tendency of SHGs to serve a large number of households that are

better-off.

Pattenden (2010, p.490) argues that the PWC avoids discussions of structural
transformation that hinder the poor’s retention of assets and economic upward mobility.
The PWC depoliticized analysis by obscuring class relations and avoiding transformative
questions that address control over means of production, resource and power distribution
between social classes that are essential for upward economic mobility among the poorest

of the poor. In institutions, those in privileged positions will determine how rules and

18 Post Washington Consensus: The Washington consensus core ideological development objective was
economic growth. The new consensus (post-Washington Consensus) claimed to focus on sustainable,
equalitarian and democratic development. At the heart of its agenda was a poverty-focused approach,
protecting and supporting the poor and prioritizing social spending on education and health. Others argue
that the post-Washington consensus is still guided by the neo-liberal agenda, using safety nets to
compensate for market failure (WHO, 2011, para.2)
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culture are interpreted as well as how they are implemented. Kabeer (2005, p.15) argues
that resources are distributed through various institutions and social relationships within

society:

Heads of households, chiefs of tribes, directors of firms, managers of
organizations, and elites within a community all have decision-making authority
in particular institutions by virtue of their position. The way in which resources
are distributed thus depends on the ability to define priorities and enforce claims.
Equally importantly, it defines the terms on which resources are made available.
If a woman's primary form of access to resources is as a dependent member of the

family, her capacity to make strategic choices is likely to be limited.

Scott (2000, p.87) claims that until a [poor] woman has the power to defend her interests,
changes in economic and political conditions of society will not improve her situation,
change priorities for men and women, or alter their claims on resources. Therefore,
integration of poor women into society will do little to challenge inequality for them.
Change is imperative, but change cannot occur if there is an imbalance of power,

disadvantaging poor women.

Scoones (2009, p.186-187) argues that class influences the structure of livelihoods to
such an extent that an understanding of the relationship between power and politics is

important in understanding how political spaces are created and dismantled.
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Pattenden’s (2010, p.497-498) research reveals that dominant classes have a tendency to
use loans to make productive investments, for religious and marital purposes; while the
laboring class poor were likely to use their loans for non-productive purposes such as
food rations and medicines or for repaying other loans. Generally, the very poor in
Kamlapur SHGs did not have access to small loans for household consumption needs due
to the high risk of non-repayment. His research also showed that savings were higher
among the dominant classes than among the laboring classes, reinforcing the socio-

economic difference among classes.

These concerns are raised by financial institutions that are reluctant to lend to the poor on
the basis that they are vulnerable to asset sales, more likely use loans for non-productive
activities such as consumption and lack opportunities to make investments (Mosley and
Hulme, 1998, p.786-787). In Asia and Latin America, risk aversion is among the
prominent reasons banks do not lend to the poor; but high interest rates; exclusion from
within the group on the basis that they are not credit worthy (Montgomery & Weiss,
2005, p.6), and in some instances, pressure from NGOs or banks for quick repayments

contribute to the poor’s exclusion (Kalpana, 2005, p. 5401).

For those who are not excluded from microfinance programmes, defining empowerment

is important in understanding resources, agency and outcomes.
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Forms of Power: Making Empowerment a Realized Outcome for Poor Women
Empowerment can become a tangible outcome for women if power is redistributed.
Akhtar (1992, cited in Batliwala 1994, p.131) vehemently asserts that feminist activists
do not desire to invert the imbalance of power but to achieve a balance of power.
Women’s empowerment should free men from an erred, oppressive system and ideology
so that each individual can realize their potential in creating a humane society regardiess
of gender. This humane society will give men the opportunity to be part of a more
equitable setting where power over (a relationship of domination and subordination) is
replaced with power ro (make decisions, solve problems and be creative), power with
(organize around a common goal) and power within (to build self-confidence, self-
awareness and assertiveness). This is a power that allows individuals to become active
agents in their own lives (Williams, Seed, & Mwau, 1994, p.233), enabling them to make

important life choices.

Kabeer (1998, p.85) defines empowerment as the expansion of potential choices available
to women so that outcomes reflect the set of choices that women value. Kabeer (2005,
p-14-15) explores empowerment through three interconnected concepts: agency,
resources, and achievements. Agency is the process of making and carrying out choices,
thus a significant core concept of empowerment. It involves more than making choices
but making choices that challenge the status quo. Resources are instrumental in

exercising agency; and achievements are the outcomes of agency.
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Developing power within is an essential aspect of improving women’s ability to control
resources, determine agendas and make decisions. Because personal beliefs and values
validate inequality, empowerment as a process must begin from within. Empowerment is
tied closely with women’s self-worth which is linked with how people and critical
institutions value them (Kabeer, 2005, p.14-15). Itis a power that cannot be given but

must be internally self-generated (Kabeer, 1994, p. 229).

However, agency alone cannot materialize unless women have resources at their disposal.
Bebbington (1999, p.2031-32) claims that each context has its own primary assets that
people use to construct their livelihoods and that vary among gender, ethnic and social
groups. It then becomes important to choose the appropriate investment intervention that
will be most useful to people. Acquisition of assets can move individuals above their
present economic status and increase their standard of living. These assets not only help
to build livelihoods, but also give meaning to people’s worlds and influence future
decision-making about their livelihoods. Bebbington (1999, p.2022, 2033) states that
“[...] assets or what I call capitals in this framework are not simply resources that people
use in building livelihoods: they are assets that give them the capability to be and to act.”
They are the platform for people to exert their agency to act, challenge and change unjust

rules in areas of control and transformation of resources.

Sen (1999, p.190) contends, on the other hand, that the active agency of women cannot
ignore the serious inequalities that deteriorate women’s agency or subject them to unjust

treatment; so the role of agency must consider women’s well-being as well. Similarly,
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improving women’s well-being will necessitate drawing on their agency in order to enact
change. Although agency and well-being are fundamentally different, their
interdependence is crucial in bringing about valued achievements as defined by Kabeer

(2005)

The goal of scholars then is to create context specific measures that meet women’s needs
and increase their achievements. Kabeer and Subrahmanian (1996, p.12) argue that
gender-aware policy design and analysis must recognize that even though men and
women are both development actors, they are constrained in different and unequal ways
as participants and beneficiaries in the development process, which leads women and

men to have different, sometimes conflicting needs, interest and priorities.

Achievements are the result of people’s agency. Empowerment is assessed through the
realization and failure to realize outcomes. Kabeer (2005) argues that women’s decision
to engage in any activity must be in response to a new opportunity rather than in response
to meeting practical needs. A woman’s empowerment can be far more visible if it
contributes to her sense of independence rather than out of distress to meet her family’s

needs (p.15).

Rowland (1997, p.15) explains that empowerment can be experienced on three levels:
personal, relational and collective. First, the personal level, involves constructing a sense
of self and individual confidence and capacity while breaking down internalized
oppression. Second, the relational, involves developing the individual’s ability to
influence the nature of relationships. Third, the collective, goes beyond the individual to
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achieve a wider impact than what an individual could have done alone. This can take the
form of political involvement and collective action based on co-operation instead of
competition. Collective efforts can be local (on village or neighbourhood level) or

institutionalized which involves participating in national networks.

For Janet Price (n.d., p.6) and Naila Kabeer (1994, p.262) empowerment goes beyond
personal change and growth to increasing women’s participation in the wider political
spaces and identifying these strategic needs of women, so they can become an enduring
influence in a country’s course of development. Unlike Rowland (1997, p.23), Kabeer’s
analysis mostly focuses on NGOs and fails to analyze the micro level of empowerment
for individual women, neglecting to recognize the intricate connections and interactions
between the personal, collective, and relational dimensions of empowerment. Rowland
(1997, p.15) raises the question of the relationship between an individual’s internal sense

of power and the structures of society.

Prioritizing poor women’s concerns in development policy is not to dismiss the
viewpoints of others or to imply that they are fully informed, to argue that poor women
offer a distinct view point from below that policy makers may not have, a viewpoint that
stands “at the crossroads of various forms of inequality class, gender and often race and

caste as well” (Kabeer & Subrahmanian, 1996, p. 32).

If empowerment for women in microfinance becomes a reality it is pertinent that
conflicting interests within households and communities are addressed (Mayoux, 2003,

p-61). Batliwala (1993, p.10) claims that a mere change in mind set is insufficient for
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empowerment to occur, it requires a visible show of change, forcing the world to

recognize, act upon and accommodate as best as possible.

Ways Forward: Poor Women, Gender, Microfinance and Empowerment
Empowerment replaced WID’s old ideas in promotion of women and found its roots in a
group called Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN) that had
grassroots experiences and social Western feminists. From 1975 until now, with limited
popularity, GAD’s goal was to empower women and increase their self-reliance, linking
women’s subordination to men and colonial and neocolonial oppression (Connelly et al.,
2000, p.62; Moser, 1989, p. 1808, 1815). The GAD framework, presently, represents the
fusion of diverse theoretical and methodological approaches (Moghadam, 1998, p.591).%
Drawing its theoretical base from socialist-feminist thinking, the GAD approach focuses
on specific gender roles (given to different sexes) and offers a more holistic approach to
examining women’s lives (Rathgeber, 1990, p.492-494). Its advocates contend that
women’s status in society is significantly linked to their material conditions of life and
their position in the national, regional and global economies (Connelly, Li, MacDonald &
Parpart, p. 62). Young (1997a, p.51) identifies six main features of GAD that differentiate

it from its predecessors. She admits that some of these points may overlap.

First, GAD proponents refute the claim that women’s subordination is linked solely to the
production process, because women’s subordinate position in socialist societies goes

beyond relations between capital and women but also includes relations between women

¥ Moghadam (1998, p. 590) states GAD emerged from the failings of WID and WAD.
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and men (Young et al.1981, p.xiii, p.viii; Whitehead, 1979, p. 10; Moghadam, 1998,
p-590). Gender became the focal point of GAD because it captures the nature of the
women'’s subordination and how institutions and social practices construct gender,
perceiving and treating women as a category attached with various stereotypes including
the belief that women are inferior to men. These stereotypes and beliefs are present in the
way men and women may behave in the workplace and how women may be objectified
in the social world. Gender can also be a characteristic of the situation even when gender
is not a criterion for a job. For example, secretaries are usually believed to be females and

bosses are usually believed to be males (Whitehead, 1979, p.11).

Because entrenched biases have left women in an unfair position, it is imperative that
feminist ideas and development goals shift focus from women to gender; it is essential
that empowerment strategies target men as well. Solely targeting women in microfinance
projects reinforces the image that men are irresponsible and may even decrease men’s
sense of responsibility towards their households (Mayoux, 2003, p.54). DAWN states
that “The women’s movement [. . .] at its deepest is not an effort to play ‘catch-up’ with
the competitive, aggressive ‘dog-eat-dog’ spirit of the dominant system. It is rather, an
attempt to convert men and the system to the sense of responsibility, nurturance,
openness, and rejection of hierarchy that are part of our vision” (Sen and Grown, 1987, p.
179). It is a feminist movement based on power with and building on power within

(Oxaal, 1997, p.1).
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Goetz and Gupta (1996, p.55-56) claim that policy makers and microfinance programme
implementers must recognize that competition for scarce resources among males and
females can exacerbate “gender power conflicts.” Men must change their attitudes
towards women which can be achieved with intense investment in changing men’s
perception of women’s worth and ensuring that men’s resources are not constrained due
to women’s increased access to resources. They admit this qualitative investment may go
beyond the capacity or commitment of development projects. Hence, Mayoux, (2003c,
p-52) emphasizes the importance of the integration and interconnected links between

different departments and organizations in order to address the multiple needs of women.

Second, the GAD approach examines social organizations and economic and political life
in its entirety in order to understand particular aspects of social relations. It does not
merely focus on the reproductive aspect of women’s lives (motherhood and childrearing)
nor does it focus solely on the production and distribution of goods and services when
trying to understand the economic underpinnings of social life. Rather it examines the
structure of the working day in the public sphere in relation to the private sphere
(domestic arena) (Young, 1997a, p. 52; Moghadam, 1998, 591). In other words, it
examines the relations of everyday life (Young et al., 1981, p.viii) and how women’s
triple roles are intricately interconnected. More importantly, it recognizes the importance
of women’s contribution inside and outside the household, including non-commodity

production (Rathgeber, 1990, p. 495).

53



Empowerment cannot be isolated to one development activity; it must be visible in all

relevant development activities as well as its implications in all aspects of women’s lives.
The different aspects of empowerment—political, economic, legal and physical-—cannot
be individually addressed in programme planning and implementation but must be linked

together for all are a means and end in themselves (Oxaal, 1997. p. 25).

Microfinance experts cannot concentrate solely on the finances or technical services such
as operating costs and transaction costs for both borrower and creditor (Dicther, 2007;
Deshmukh-Ranadive, 2005, p. 114). Neither can it focus solely on creative collateral
substitutions, repayment discipline or interest rates; they have to become fully aware of
the social realities of the people they are helping. MFIs need to become cognizant of the
meaning behind these transactions. Examining the social implications of debt can clarify
why group repayment and saving plans work or do not work; it can explain the rate of
drop-outs and misunderstandings about interest rates; it can also reveal the willingness or
reluctance about larger loans, and the household dynamics when loans are given to

husbands (Dicther, 2007, p. 13).

Third, the GAD approach employs an accepted WID [and WADY] strategy that
emphasizes group formation. WID’s emphasis is on the need to organize women into
groups in order to increase their collective bargaining power in the economic system,
particularly for gaining better access to credit since groups lower the risk of default.
GAD, on the other, emphasizes self-organization on the need to increase women’s

political power in the economic system (Young, 1997a, p.52-53). Feminist’s
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understanding of what constitutes the inequality between women and men is still
attributed to class, race and culture. Despite differences, some feminists still argue that
women should and are able to unite around a multitude of issues that arise from their
gendered subordination in order to transform their present situation (Young, 1997b, p.

368).

Fourth, the GAD approach focuses on development as a complex process that involves
the social, economic, political and cultural advancement of individuals and society, an
advancement that can meet most of the population’s needs at a physical, emotional and
creative level. When examining the impact of any planned or unplanned economic
development on a group or a specific society, proponents of GAD insist that questions of
power and privilege (between men and women and social groups) must be raised, along
with other crucial questions such as who benefits, who loses, what are the trade-offs, and
what are the balance of rights and obligations between given social groups and men and

women (Young, 1997a, p.52).

The development process also involves the state. The GAD approach underlines the role
of the state in promoting women’s emancipation, which is in providing social expenditure
in education, health and training, which provide the conditions for future economic
growth. Support is desired at all levels: regional, national and central, rather than on one
level. Development is not only a concern of individuals, but it is also a social matter.

GAD also places emphasis on the role of the community as a supporter of women and

55



perceives women'’s organizations at the community level as precursors for women’s

organizations at the national level in society (Young, 1997a, p.53).

Social and economic policies that favour women’s advancement will lead to improved
legal and economic status for women while women’s ability to organize and mobilize
their interests can result in their own self-empowerment. Discriminatory practices in the
laws, customs, and in the labour market hinder the mobility and economic participation
of women and obscure women’s origins in historical gender ideologies (Moghadem,
1998, p 590-591). Better support for women’s rights and ownership of enterprises are

essential elements for women’s advancement (Goetz and Gupta, 1996, p. 58).

Fifth, GAD also recognizes that anti-poverty and welfare approaches are often
prerequisites for equity. Proponents of GAD raise a number of questions such as: how
does society move beyond welfare to equity and are reforms sufficient or are radical
social changes necessary (Young, 1997a, p. 52)? They are aware that the poor can rarely
tackle the conditions that keep them in poverty. As a result, the GAD approach
emphasizes the incorporation of consciousness raising into welfare and basic needs
programmes, allowing welfare programmes to become a means to achieve equity and not
an end. Such consciousness building will involve not only awareness of mismanagement
of resources among different socio-economic groups and structures that keep people in
poverty, but also the inequality that exists between men and women (Young, 1997a, p.

53-54). Kabeer (1995, p.299) agrees that critical consciousness is as an essential step to
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increase individual capacity and define and dissect subordination in order to envision the

ideal world and to actively pursue that vision.

Sixth, the GAD approach perceives women as active agents but with imperfect
information or understanding about their social situations or sources of their
discrimination and subordinatioﬁ. It does not assume that men are aware of the structural
roots of their dominance or that all men actively promote their dominance or that all
women are right in all forms of their behaviour. It does assume that male privilege may
hinder most men from aligning themselves with the cause of women’s advancement

unless persuaded otherwise (Young, 1997a, p.51-52).

Another feature that Young did not identify that distinguishes GAD from earlier
theoretical frameworks is its emphasis on context. Kabeer (1998, p.84-85) found that
women who strictly heeded to the cultural rules of purdah were among some of the most
profitable business owners and described themselves as the primary decision makers
within the household and successful managers of the business enterprise. *° Some of
these women registered assets that they purchased from their earned income or with their
loan into their husband’s name rather than their own; yet they are not passive in fighting
for these assets. Once enterprises become successful, some women chose to withdraw
from the public sphere and resume their domestic roles. The value that women in rural
Bangladesh attach to money has more to do with the non-monetary benefits that

accompany access to credit than the monetary benefits. Credit gives them access to

%% sex segregation practiced by keeping women in seclusion (Rahman, 1999a, p.80)
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resources that have been culturally and socially withdrawn from them, which helps to

reduce the level of dependency on their spouses.

Women’s needs cannot be generalized; they must be placed within context. More
importantly, women must be able to make choices that they value and not choices that are
forced upon them. Mohanty’s (1991, p. 4, 53) arguments clearly outline that emphasis
must be given to differences and particularities in order to establish commonalities. The
notion of women as a homogenous group with shared physical and psychological
oppression, abuse and exploitation eliminates the material context of individual women
(See also Marchand & Parapart, 1995, p.4, 7; Chowdhry, 1995, p. 28; Molyneux, 1985, p.
232), thus bypassing class and race while emphasizing the gender dyad. What might be
an empowering intervention for one group may be disempowering for another. Multiple
realities for women exist. Empowerment perspectives advocate a development that is
more squarely embedded in the particular experiences faced by women and men in the

south.

New possibilities
Mayoux (2003c, p.4) acknowledges that microfinance programmes do have shortcomings
and participation in these programmes does not lead to automatic improvement in
women’s lives. Mayoux (2002a, 76) claims that the problem does not lie in microfinance
itself, but the way that its best practices are driven by financial sustainability concerns.
As MFIs continue to offer a range of services, funding becomes an immediate concern

and may overshadow the initial social mission to provide for the poor.

58



First, MFIs must have gender mainstreaming embedded in all aspects of the institution.
Gender mainstreaming is an institutional strategy aims to bring gender perspectives to all
aspects of the organizations’ policy and activities by building gender capacity and
accountability (Reeves & Baden, 2000, p.2). Gender policies require changes in the
institution’s culture and recruitment procedure and changes in the content of work roles,
training and promotion procedures as well as decision-making and incentive systems
(Mayoux, 2003c, p.59; Oxaal, 1997, p.26). The institution’s operational framework will
then embody equal employment opportunities, family work policies, such as maternal
and paternal leave, flexible work hours and childcare provisions (Mayoux, 2003a, p. 308,
309; Kabeer & Subrahmanian 1996, p. 24; Oxaal, 1997 p.25). It will also involve
internal proactive provisions to recruit and promote women from mid to senior level
positions in order to actively maintain equal representation of women in senior positions
and more use of advertisement mediums to reach more women (Mayoux, 2003c, p.60) as
well as the adoption of gender sensitive language within programme documents. A
significant proportion of the organizations projects target women [and men] without
neglecting to consider gender impacts and outreach in the monitoring and evaluating the
organizations’ programmes (Mayoux, 2003a, p. 304) as well as context and cultural

diversity among poor women.

Microfinance initiatives must also be cognizant of group dynamics at work. It is
important to note who is included versus who is excluded and the reason for a particular
group composition (Mayoux, 2001, p.25). Group size and structure are also important.

Bigger groups can help to strengthen women’s collective strength, to mobilize women’s
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interest around community and gender issues and to facilitate lobbying and advocacy for
policy changes at the macro level that affect women at the micro level. A well-structured
group can provide opportunities for leadership positions and encourage participation,
helping to promote equal representation, enhancing negotiation skills and increasing

decision making (Mayoux, 2003c, p.306).

Group functions must also extend to—and not replicate—existing networks or women’s
movements. Group meetings should not detract from time that could be possibly spent
engaging in social and political activities (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 306; Kabeer &
Subrahmanian, 1996, p.27). Group meetings must increase women’s mobility; for it may
be one of the few excuses they may have to venture outside the household allowing them
to challenge the restrictions women have on interactions with men and increase their

access to information in the public sphere (Mayoux, 2003c, p.40).

From a state of powerlessness that manifests itself in a feeling of “I cannot,”
empowerment contains an element of collective self-confidence that results in a feeling of
“we can” (Dighe and Jain 1989, p. 87 cited in Kabeer, 1994, p. 262). Sanyal’s (2009,
p-530, 532, 548) study of 400 women belonging to 50 microfinance groups in rural West
Bengal showed that forming women microfinance groups within a socially restrictive
context created “unintended and very dramatic” outcomes in one third of the groups. She
argues MFIs may facilitate women’s collective empowerment through economic
relationships by stimulating collective actions to resolve local community issues and

creating social ties that build a positive level of trust, corporation and solidarity.
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Mayoux (2002b, p.21, 27) sees Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) as an
organization whose origins and missions are firmly embedded in a feminist
empowerment paradigm influenced by the GAD approach. SEWA, born in 1971 (Chen,
2008, p.183) and registered as a trade union in 1972 (SEWA, 2009, para.l), recognized
that a major barrier women faced in the informal sector was access to credit. Savings,
credit and lately insurance and pensions are considered a part of a wider empowerment
strategy that included unionization, cooperative formation, lobbying and protesting
against social injustice embedded in gender relations that were a part of a broader

women’s movement (Mayoux, 2003c, p.5).

SEWA focuses on building collective strength through union organization and
cooperatives. Efforts are made to develop group activities that will increase women’s
income but also challenge gender inequalities. High repayment rates within SEWA are
attributed to high moral pressure and flexibility in responding to women’s needs during
unexpected circumstances and the absence of a shared responsibility for loan repayment.
Union activities have been influential in increasing women’s incomes and better working
conditions, but Mayoux (2003, p. 42) warns that it is a long and constant process and in
some cases union activity over a number of years may still not be successful in obtaining
even the legal minimum wage. Incomes may be negatively affected by external factors
such as changes in the markets or the occurrence of natural disasters or by internal
constraints of an employer’s resistance. Nevertheless, SEWA members on average have
experienced increases in their incomes. But again the benefits derived from group

formation cannot be automatically assumed (Mayoux, 2003c, p.8, 11).
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A group must also function as a safe space for men and women to reflect upon the status
quo. Deshmukh-Ranadive (2005, p.117) argues for the incorporation of safe spaces in
order to expand individual mental space. He argues that the expansion of a person’s
mental space is a crucial component of empowerment. It is a non-physical space that
allows for freedom in thoughts and actions. A change of perception occurs that
strengthens the internal will to act upon that will. As mental constraints and restrictions
erode away, it gives way to the process of empowerment. Expansion in this sphere directs
action in a positive way. What facilitates the expansion of this space is the collective
power of women [and men] clustered around a common problem. If groups are centered
on common problems and the spirit of solidarity exists, then microfinance can contribute
to women’s empowerment. If monetary transactions are the focus, the process of

empowerment is unlikely to occur.

Thus, the definition of participation must be clear, such as the level of contribution
expected from members and their role in decision making (Murthy, 2003, p.197;
Mayoux, 2003, p. 306). Participation strategies must ensure that women are equipped
with the skills and resources to participate and have a safe space to be informed and to
form their opinions and it must be an on-going process involving all stakeholders
(Mayoux, 2002b, p.27) and poor women must be actively engaged in shaping the
objectives, content and methodology of the project (Mayoux, 2001, p.196). Mayoux
(2003b, p. 91) states that the process of negotiation between women and the development

agency must be continuous in order to identify the constraints and needs of women.
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The internal learning system (ILS) is good example of a participatory learning that uses
pictures or scenes that represent impact indicators so poor, illiterate women are able to
engage in an ongoing process. It allows them to keep a diary of the changes in their lives
over a time by simply using tick marks to indicate quantities, using yes/no responses, and
using evaluation scale ratings. Because of its flexibility, it can be adopted to local needs.
At each level of the project, participants note changes, reflect upon findings and make

plans, allowing them to create a direct link with their lives (Mayoux, 2003b, p. 92).

In order for women to participate effectively, application forms, location and advertising
must be considerate of the literacy levels of women or normal spheres of activity, but if
MFTIs desire to empower women they must provide means to improve women’s literacy
levels and extent their normal spheres of activity allowing them to interact with men in

public spaces (Mayoux, 2003c, p.3006)

Furthermore, collateral requirements for these financial products must be diverse in order
to meet poor women’s various forms of savings such as jewelry and utensils. If they are
going to feel empowered, collateral requirements must enable them to be independent
rather than dependent participants. Mayoux (2003c, p.25) recognizes that simply putting
a woman’s name on the loan application as the beneficiary of the loan indicates little
about who will control that loan. Instead, encouraging registration of women’s assets in

their name would increase their level of control over assets.
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Therefore, savings and loans services should enable poor women to clearly understand
interest calculations and repayment schedules enabling them to increase and control their
earned income. The assumption that women need small loans in order to receive quick
returns and easy savings limit women to low-income activities that decreases their
chances of control over assets like land and other productive resources. Savings schemes
that require women to publicly declare their savings, increasing their vulnerability with
their husband and other family members, is the prime reason women are reluctant save

with microfinance programmes (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 56).

Another way forward is the provision of gender-specific strategies [in theory and
practice] which includes gender awareness programmes, legal rights education, support
sessions and active engagement in gender advocacy [that challenge the relations of
inequality] (Mayoux, 2003c, p.12). Microfinance services need to be integrated with
other services such as girl’s education, literacy and health programmes, infrastructure
development, technology development and a range of welfare support services in order to
meet women’s strategic and practical needs (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 34, 63). It is important
that these additional interventions involve ongoing training and mentoring; for gender
awareness needs to be linked with actions over a long period of time in order to be

effective [and challenge the status quo] (Mayoux, 2003c, p.58).

Collaborating with other members in different programmes within the same organization
can expand microfinance and complementary services, help to pool resources (allowing

for economies of scale), increase the exchange of information and ideas and increase the
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lobbying impact (Mayoux, 2003c, p.63) of the group. It may not be possible for
microfinance programmes to provide an infinite number of services (Mayoux, 2003c,
p.55), so it is imperative that networking occurs with programmes within the same

organization and other organizations providing essential services for women.

For Mayoux (2003c, p.48) and Kabeer and Subrahmanian (1996, p.12), MFIs must make
a greater effort to link with the broader social and political activity within a country.
Kabeer and Subrahmanian argue that macroeconomic planning is not gender neutral.
Women’s issues at the local level are very much tied to the national level: decisions at the
national level “set the parameters” for what is permissible for women and women. For
Mayoux (2003c, p.48), organizations like SEWA are connecting local women’s issues
with national level decisions. For instance, SEWA worked with the Rural Development
department of the Indian Government to explore and establish internal markets so SEWA
members could sell their production of clothing and salt to other districts. In other cases,
direct economic links were formed eliminating the need for a middleman. SEWA has
assisted as well in the inception of a website for internet trading of handicraft products.
Also, SEWA has been very active on the national level by demanding the promotion of
cooperative membership, improvement in healthcare and childcare facilities and initiating
national women’s forum in an effort to garner support and action to extend banking to the
poor. Consequently, in 1990, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), the nation’s central bank,

adopted a recommendation that banks be established in each district.
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Long-term sustainability will only materialize if civil society and government recognize
women’s struggle within a given set of national priorities and the extent to which they
enable women to challenge the existing priorities. Kabeer (1994, p.262) states that “It is
only when the participation of poorer women goes beyond participation at the project
level to intervening in the broader policy making agenda that their strategic interests can

become an enduring influence on the course of development”.

Microfinance initiatives must also go beyond traditional ‘female’ jobs (Mayoux, 2003a,
p- 307). Encouraging women into male dominated jobs will help to push the unjust social
boundaries that keep women in the private sphere. Female jobs do not necessarily mean
small-scale commodity production, but it generally means low-income enterprises that
have very little assets to generate any substantial return. Mayoux (2003, p.31) warns that
even when microenterprises are able to generate higher incomes for women, the cost
takes the form of a heavier work load. It is crucial that their productive role is not
emphasized and increased at the expense of less time for their family, social and political

activities.

Loan size is another feature that cannot be neglected within institutions. They must be
large enough to generate significant increases in incomes, yet small enough for women to
have confidence to apply. Organizations must ask themselves if poor women are able to
increase their control over assets (2003c, p.307). Women’s control over assets will
increase the likelihood of loan repayment and increase their confidence to make decisions
in the household.
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Additionally, offering low insurance rates to high risk clients such as the poor can be a
challenge for the institution’s sustainability. One way to overcome this challenge is found
in the programme that Action for Social Advancement (ASA) offers which returns
previous premiums to poor women who are unable to meet scheduled payments, this way
poor people do not lose the entire amount they have already paid into the policy
(Mayoux, 2003a, p.24). Moreover, institutions that do provide insurance and pensions
plans must be cognizant not to increase women’s vulnerability because of the financial

incentives involved (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 307).

More importantly, MFI’s goal should be to connect women to the existing formal
financial services. Access to financial services needs to move beyond microfinance
financial services to include access to mainstream financial services. The poor are best
served when they have access to mainstream credit institutions; and are not disconnected
through the development of new credit mechanisms. It is not about supplanting their
existing informal credit networks that the poor women have at their disposal but to
expand their options and strengthen their bargaining power (Kabeer & Subrahmanian,
1996, p. 39, 38, 44). Microfinance services are very limited and should be only perceived
as an intervention to provide women with the skills and resources to help women move
out of high risk, low return sectors. Emphasis on the informal sector with the capacity to
generate self-employment, frame poverty as transient cash flow problems, instead of one
which has its roots in the relations of inequality and society’s economic policy (White,

1991, p.10, 34, 50 102).
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In order for poor women to gain access to the formal financial sector, MFIs must offer
financial services that are pertinent to meet the needs of poor women. Mayoux (2003a,
p.24) asserts that high and steady increase in dropout rates from insurance programmes is
not due to lack of need but often times due to the lack of relevance of services offered to
meet the specific needs of the poor. More attention is needed when assertions are made
that the poor are willing and are able to pay the full cost of microfinance services or that
they are reluctant to either save or borrow. The poor desire to save, but they may have
found alternative, economically profitable use for their money. Savings facilities must not
only be flexible but also give women incentives to save and increase their authority over
their own income while allowing them access to their spouse’s income. Many times
access to loans may increase household tensions allowing men to share less of their

earnings with their spouses (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 307).

Exploitative credit lenders and impossible normative barriers have worsened poor
women’s situation, but it cannot be assumed that the informal sector services and
insurance provisions are inferior (Mayoux, 2003a, p. 22). Mayoux (2007, p.44) warns
that in many societies, they have well-developed informal social networks in the form of
work groups or ROSCAs. Microfinance may not necessarily increase networks but limit
ways in which networks could possibly enhance women’s opportunities. Group sizes are
significantly reduced to women who already know each other in order to maximize
repayment, so there is no expansion of new networks. In fact, the returns from these
informal savings and credit activities may give them bigger returns compared to the

meager returns in the small-scale savings and credit provided by microfinance
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programmes, which may not offer competitive saving returns or adapt to the diverse

saving needs women desire.

Finally, donors must seek out institutions that address the above concerns of
microfinance and/or are implementing measures to address the short-comings in

implementation (Mayoux, 2003c, p. 311).

The concept of equality and the advancement of women are issues of human rights and
social justice; hence, they should not be seen solely as women’s issues. For these issues
are very relevant to building a just, sustainable and developed society. In fact, women’s
empowerment and gender equality are pre-conditions for achieving security at all levels
for everyone (Beijing Platform for Action, Fourth UN World Conference on Women,

Beijing, 1995, para. 41, cited in Canadian International Development Agency, 1999, p.4).

Summary

Rahman (2007, p.41) is right in stating that microfinance is not leading a social or
economic revolution, but the problem is not with microfinance but with the exaggerated
expectations of microfinance initiatives. Careful research and attention to gender
relations and gender needs can create a starting point for microfinance projects thus

increasing potential benefits for poor women and men.

Neither microfinance programmes embedded in the WID nor WAD frameworks had the

capacity to create transformative change; for both failed to look at the structural
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framework that maintained gender inequalities. Admittedly, the initial equity approach
under the WID umbrella brought to the forefront women’s issues, but failed to support
equitable conditions for poor women in the workforce. The WID’s anti-poverty approach
perceived women as simply a means to channel resources into the home and again did not
address the gender inequalities in the household maintaining women’s poverty. Later
WID shifted its focus to efficiency and sustainability which emphasized different ways to
extract resources from women and not necessarily give women resources. The
assumption was that women’s responsible and docile behaviour would automatically lead
them to invest in their homes and small businesses; and microfinance would be the tool to
extract poor women’s resources. Their value would have an economic one and their
commitment to the home would lead to poverty reduction as well as sustainability and
efficiency. Although the WAD approach added class and capital to the analysis, its
excessive focus on capital detracted away from the source of women’s subordination,

which is the unbalanced gender relation between men and women.

Consequently, the GAD approach has emerged as an alternative approach to address the
strategic and practical needs of women. It examines the cultural norms that impede
women’s agency, access to resources and achievements in an effort to understand why
women were still disesmpowered. This approach is the most ideal for understanding the
conditions under which microfinance could empower poor women. It brings with it the
concepts of empowerment, equity and equality, based on a power with, to organize

around a common goal and a power within that reflects internal strength and reliance.

70



It emphasizes that gendered roles are mutually constituted and brings with it the need for
men’s involvement in understanding women’s subordination. The exclusion of men from
microfinance programmes would only intensify the disadvantaged position of women
within the home while limiting the potential to create profound changes in attitudes

toward women.

GAD’s added emphasis on difference has also strengthened the possibility of tailoring
microfinance to distinct settings. A project’s success is very much context specific and
what may work in one venue may not be applicable in another. Generalizing the needs of

poor women (class, race and ethnicity) simply hinders meeting the needs of women.

Mayoux (2003a) and other scholars have proposed possible ways forward for
microfinance programmes that could lead to meaningful changes. MFIs must ensure that
training is ongoing and that educational and supportive services are integrated into its
financial services. Organizations by no means can provide all the necessary needs for
women, but networking with other organizations can broaden the services offered and

also help with connecting with macro policies that affect women.

Also, gender mainstreaming must be embedded in every vision, mission and policy. It is
the only way to ensure that women’s and men’s needs are taken in consideration at every
level of their participation in the institution. Gender mainstreaming will highlight the

disempowering requirement that MFIs have in place in terms of loan size, collateral
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requirements, insurance schemes, group structure and composition and skill training for

men and women.

Microfinance programmes can no longer embrace an economic agenda, focusing on only

one aspect of women’s lives, but embrace a multidimensional approach to women’s very

complex and diverse lives. It requires a joint effort with every actor in society involved.
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Chapter 3- Cast Study: BRAC

Introduction

Bangladesh is a small, low-income country located in Southeast Asia with a population of
156 million of which 80 million are women (CIA, 2011a). In 2010, fifty percent of the
population lived below the income poverty level of US $1.25 a day (HDR, p.162).
Regardless of their ethnicity or if they reside in rural or urban areas, women are

particularly hard hit by Bangladesh’s pervasive poverty.

Despite their diversity, a common tie among poor Bangladeshi women is high levels of
discrimination in all aspects of their lives. Bangladeshi women live on average more than
three and a half years longer than men (CIA, 2011a), yet they enjoy a significantly lower
quality of life. According to the Human Development Report 2010, Bangladesh is ranked
116™ out of a 169 countries in gender inequality with a gender inequality index valued at
.738, which measures the inequality between men and women in empowerment, health
and labour (p.158). 2! Constituting a little bit more than half the population, their share of
opportunities and resources in the different public and private spheres are significantly
less than half (Farouk, 2005, p. 2). Only, ten percent of senior level positions and
members of the legislature are women, with 22 percent of professionals and technical

workers constituting women. In 1935, women were given the right to vote, and in 1972,

! Human Development Report 2010 Statistics: Gender Inequality Index (GIT): Gender Inequality Index
(GII). A measurement for lost achievements due to gender disparities in reproductive health, (maternal
mortality ratio and the adolescent fertility rate) empowerment (the share of parliamentary seats held by
each sex and by secondary and higher education attainment levels) and labour force participation. Values
range from O (perfect equality) to 1 (perfect inequality) (HDR, 2010, p.26)
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to stand for election (HDR, 2009, p.188), yet decades later, women hold 64 out of 345
seats in parliament (IPU, 2011). When practicing their right to vote, most women vote in
unison with their husbands. However, as women’s knowledge of politics begins to grow,

they are beginning to vote for candidates of their choice (Schuler, Islam and Rottach,

2010, p.846; Pitt, et al., 2006, p.798).

One of the factors that hinder women’s independence in voting, job opportunities and
social advancement is their lack of access to educational opportunities. The literacy rate
among women in Bangladesh is 41 percent, compared 54 percent of men (HDR,
2007/2008, p.328). Closing this gap can be challenging, particularly given that only a
third of women (25 years and older) have at least a secondary education (HDR, 2010,
p-158). The rationale behind this blatant inequality follows the logic that since young
men command a dowry at marriage and provide for their parents in old age they should
be given higher levels of education. Girls, on the other hand, leave their families and join
their husbands’ families to resume their responsibilities within their in-law’s home. The
opportunity cost of educating girls is the time lost to household responsibilities, which
include long hours of cooking, fetching fuel, caring for siblings and many other unpaid
household responsibilities that young men do not have to bear to the same extent. Also,
investing in a young woman’s education is sometimes perceived as compromising her
chastity (a considerable factor in the honour and status of the family in reference to

marriage) due to social interactions with boys (Sharif, 2002b, p.3, 4, 5).
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Women’s reproductive rights, income and labour are all controlled by men (Farouk,
2005, p.2). Cultural norms, such as the Muslim practice of purdah that encourages the
full covering of women’s bodies and limits their social and physical mobility
(Armendariz de Aghion and Morduch, 2005 p. 179) play a role in limiting women’s
social and economic activities and confining them to the household. A small number of
young women belonging to the upper and middle-income classes are among the better
educated with relatively good jobs, but are generally employed in traditional women’s
work that will enhance their eligibility for marriage. For the majority of women, the
situation is less optimistic since the lack of access to opportunities limits many women
from developing their skills or any type of capital whether human, social or financial.
With fewer forms of capital at their disposal, it becomes increasingly challenging for
women to advance their well-being or allow them to achieve dynamic livelihoods and

autonomy.

Marrying off women as early as possible is beneficial to parents and affects the quality of
capital women attain in relation to young men. Young women are married off as early as
twenty and younger in the rural areas. With the widespread practice of providing a
dowry, the bride’s parents must pay a price as a means of securing a marriage (Sharif,
2002, p.224). This implies that young women have very low human capital which is
insufficient for their survival outside a marriage. Those who never acquire any skills will
most likely be pushed into prostitution or low-paying domestic service. When young
women do acquire skills, they are kept in low paying jobs in areas such as garment

factories (Sharif, 2002, p.224, 225).
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Lower levels of enrollment in school and lower rates of literacy, it is no surprise that only
60 percent of women are active in the labour force, compared to 85 percent of men
(HDR, 2010, p.158). And women who do work outside the home face potential threats
and violence since men are skeptical of women holding positions of responsibility and,
even more importantly, men are less able to control them outside the home (Farouk,

2005, p.3).

Reproductive health is another area of serious'concern among poor, young women in
Bangladesh. With poor access to essential information on contraceptive use or medical
attention for themselves and their families, the maternal mortality ratio is 570 per 1000
live births with only 18 percent of total births attended by skilled health personnel.
Women who seek professional help during their pregnancy will most likely seek help at
delivery. Sadly, only 51 percent of women receive antenatal care coverage®” provided by
skilled personnel at least once during their pregnancy, which puts them in a vulnerable, if
not a deadly position. Their vulnerability is accentuated by women’s limited access to
contraception, which is used by only 56 percent of married women = (HDR, 2010, p. 158).
Added to their vulnerability is the conscious neglect of young girls by their family

(Muhuri and Preston, 1991, p.431).

22 Antenatal care coverage (percentage): it used as an indicator of access to and use of health care services
during pregnancy. It is the percentage of women who used antenatal care (provided by skilled health
personnel) at least once during their pregnancy (WHO, 2008)

= Adolescent ages 15 to 19 and married women: ages 15 to 49
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Women’s inferior status is perpetuated by strong patriarchal values entrenched in the
society that keeps women dependent on males and prevents them from accessing power
and resources. With men controlling power and resources, women are forced to bear
inhumane treatment from early on in their lives (Farouk, 2005, p.2). Socially, violence
against women is considered a tremendous threat to the development and progress in
Bangladesh, yet, in most parts of the country, widespread violence and repression have
increased women’s vulnerability, which has been exacerbated by gender bias against

women (Farouk, 2005, p.2).

The Constitution of Bangladesh states that women are equal to men in all spheres of
public life, but it also recognizes religious personal laws that sanction gender inequality.24
According to the 1951 Citizenship Act, the right of citizenship cannot be transferred
through a woman and important events such as marriage, divorce, custody of children
and inheritance rights are governed by personal laws which are outside legal jurisdiction,
but are based on discriminatory religious and social practices that are held in both
Muslim and non-Muslim households (Farouk, 2005, p.3). 2 According to a 2008 UN
report, eliminating all the harmful aspects of traditional and customary practice perceived

as a politically sensitive issue, thus forestalling any revolutionary change (p.67).

# Personal law is generally derived from long established practices that attain the force of law because
people have adopted them or accepted them.

% Even though these personal laws are grounded in cultural prejudices and social norms, women can find
(although difficult) legal protection from these discriminatory practices
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But research by Schuler, et al. (2010) indicate that the situation in Bangladesh is
improving, with a vast majority of women being able to make small purchases without
their husband’s consent. Of course, this is due to some husbands working outside the
home during the day. In contrast to the early 1990s, when women were not allowea to
travel alone outside the home, much less outside the village, Schuler et al.(2010) found
that the women in the three villages researched were now able to leave their home alone
and take care of family health emergences (p. 845). 2° But he warns that this new
authorized physical mobility is generally done reluctantly and when women do travel
alone it is for a particular reason. Women usually prefer to be accompanied by men
outside the home due to safety and traditional practices that stigmatize their physical
movement. Increasingly women remain close to home not only due to domestic
responsibilities but also due to maintaining assets and businesses they possess. Even
when they venture outside into the public domain they veer away from the market which
is very much still a man’s domain filled with harassment and humiliation for women

(p.846).

One of the venues used to uplift Bangladeshi women’s situation is microfinance. The
literature on the effectiveness of microfinance for empowering women is diverse and
controversial. In this chapter I will present diverse studies on the impact of microfinance
on poor, disadvantaged women in Bangladesh. I will briefly explain the microfinance
climate in the country, followed by a description of the health, training, credit and

educational services of BRAC, a leading NGO in Bangladesh’s microfinance sector. I

% Faridupur, Magura, and Rangpur districts of Bangladesh.
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will present key factors contributing to BRAC’s success in areas of health, savings,
investments, income and women’s status. Then, I will challenge the notion that
microfinance empowers women, citing key factors that prevent BRAC from challenging

established gender norms.

Overview of the Formal and Informal Sector

Bangladesh’s financial sector consists of diverse banking institutions, among them are the
central bank, four government-owned commercial banks, five government-owned
specialized development banks, thirty domestic private commercial banks, nine foreign-
owned commercial banks, 29 non-bank financial institutions (NBFIs), and the Grameen
Bank, specializing in microfinance. Private commercial banks command a large share of
the market in terms of deposits and assets. Additionally, more than 500 MFIs licensed by
the Microcredit Regulatory Authority (MRA) operate within the country. Other finance
organizations are insurance companies, stock exchanges, and cooperative banks, which

have a smaller share of the financial market.

Currently, four major microfinance models exist in Bangladesh (MRA, 2010, p.5). First,
is the Grameen Model which started as an experimental project initiated by Professor
Muhammad Yunus and is now an expansive microfinance institution. Second, are large
NGO-MFIs offering microcredit programmes such as BRAC in 1972, Proshika in 1976
and ASA in 1978 which all capitalize on the success of the Grameen Bank (Charitonenko
and Rahman, 2002, p.10). Since then, more than a thousand non-governmental

organizations of which approximately 500 are licensed MFIs are operating in
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Bangladesh. The third and fourth models are commercial and specialized banks and
government operated microfinance programmes such as the Bangladesh Rural
Development Board (BRDB) (MRA, 2010, p.5). Much of the market concentration is
skewed in favour of the larger NGO-MFIs and the Grameen Bank with § percent of the

larger institutions occupying 80 percent of the market (MRA, 2010, p.6)

The microfinance sector is growing at an unprecedented rate. As of June 2009, client
numbers exceeded 19 percent of the population of which 24 million were borrowers
(MRA, 2010, p.6) compared to 2000 when the number of clients were 15 million and
number of active borrowers were 10 million with 90 percent of clients and borrowers as
women (Charitonenko and Rahman, 2002, p.11). With microfinance moving from
providing solely financial services, employment opportunities are growing with over a
million people benefiting directly from employment from MFIs in Bangladesh (MRA,

2010, p.6).

From the beginning, microcredit operations had a savings component with very few
credit and savings options available, but as time passed NGO-MFIs have developed and
offered a range of savings and credit services appropriate for the rural financial markets.
Savings product options come in the form of regular savings, voluntary savings and term
savings; among credit product options are microenterprise credit, seasonal credit and
others. Outstanding credit amounts rose an estimated three times higher than the savings
of MFIs in June 2009. Between 2005 and 2009, microcredit rose annually at an average

rate of 26 percent against a 20 percent growth of microsavings. At the end of June 2008,
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borrowers on average had a loan of US $80 with average savings of US $21 (MRA, 2010,

p-6).

With the proliferation of NGOs providing microfinance, Bangladeshi women are not only
accessing financial services but also complementary non-financial services that are
changing the financial environment in Bangladesh. With recent responses from the
government and NGOs to educate women, more women are becoming aware of their
legal rights in inheritance, marriage, child custody and child support in cases of divorce
and other legal procedures for abuse or violation of legal ri ghts.”” One organization
leading the way in providing microfinance services to rural poor Bangladeshi women is

BRAC.

BRAC Development Program (BDP)

In 1972, Fazle Hasan Abed established the non-governmental organization called
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) as a microfinance initiative in an
effort to respond to the devastation of the Independence War (Dunford, 2002, p. 117;
BRAC, 2008, p.2). At the end of 2008, BRAC had over 200,000 Village Organizations
(VOs), which are seven or eight groups of five, totaling 8 million members with 6 million
borrowers (BRAC, 2008, p.5). These VOs formed by individuals within the village are a
form of social collateral and joint-liability for group members. Eligibility entails that

members own less than 0.2025 hectares of land and are able to sell their manual labour

*" kabin, an agreed amount of property a man should give his wife at the time of marriage (Schuler, et al,
2010, p.846).
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for at least 100 days (Dunford, 2002, p. 119; Roy, Hyder, Chowdhury, Adams, 1998,
p.2).%® To complement credit services offered to the rural poor, non-credit services are
also offered that deal with civil responsibilities, consciousness raising, and changing
attitudes of and towards women (Pitt & Khandker, 2003, p.88). With all these services,
BRAC has managed to have a low dropout rate averaging 5 percent and a loan recovery

rate of about 90 percent (Khandker & Khalily, 1996, p.192)

Rural Credit Program (RCP): Requirements and Savings
Credit and savings requirements are explained within the first few weeks of membership.
After six weeks of introductory training on BRAC’s services and mission, credit is issued
to new VO members. During this six week-long period, new members must attend
regular VO meetings, agree and demonstrate their understanding of the rules and
regulations of the VO and save regularly. Initial loans disbursed to VO members vary
from US$28 to US$56, with various aspects factored into the final loan amount given to
each member such as the amount of savings the member has (at least 2.5 percent of the
loan and for subsequent loans a minimum of 5 percent of the loan), the member’s
perceived ability to make wise investments, and the amount of resources she possesses to
use the loan profitably. As members continue their service with BRAC, they can
gradually increase their loan amount based on their capabilities for repayment within
timely weekly installments. After several years of membership in the VO, subsequent

loans increase to US $186 (Dunford, 2002, p.119).

%% 1 hectare = 10,000 sq meters; 1 decimal =40.5 sq meters; 50 decimals = 2025 sq meters; 2025 sq meters
divided by 10,000 sq meters = 0.2025 hectares;1 acre = 100 decimals, 50 decimals = 0.5 acres of land.
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BRAC schedules weekly and monthly meetings for the VO members which concentrate
on financial concerns, such as collection of savings, the decisions on the next
disbursement of loans, the purpose for new loans, and repayment of loans. Its loan
portfolio entails general loans which are loans that can be used as the borrower wishes;
programme loans, loans given to promote different economic activities such as poultry,
silk culture and social forestry that BRAC deems necessary to expand and there is scope
for expansion. Other loans include housing loans and rural enterprise loans at a fifteen

percent interest rate, repayable over a forty-six week period.

Before new members become eligible for new loans, they must save regularly, attend VO
meetings and demonstrate their commitment to the rules and regulations. Unless they
leave BRAC or an emergency arises, withdrawal of savings is prohibited. BRAC
members save US $0.09 cents per week receiving a six percent interest on their savings
per annum. Also, women members must pay US $0.19 cents per year for a life insurance
policy and nominate an individual who will receive the US $93 upon her death (Dunford,

2002, p. 118, 119).

Educational Services: moving away from a minimalist model 2
BRAC is among the most integrated providers offering financial services, schools, legal
training, productive inputs and assistance in marketing and business planning with a

mission to improve health conditions and increase the advancement of women

** Organizational model where a single institution only provides credit and perhaps savings (Rodriguez-
Garcia, et al., 2001, p.88)
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(Armendariz de Aghion and Morduch, 2005, p.20). The Gran Sobha are issue-based
meetings that occur monthly within the community, providing education on issues such
as health, legal services, domestic violence, early marriages and illegal divorces and other
services that women deemed relevant, providing these trainings at the local BRAC office
or its resource centres. For new VO members, Human Rights and Legal Education
(HRLE) are provided within the first year of membership (Dunford, 2002, p. 119).
Twenty-eight topics are covered addressing numerous laws such as land laws, Muslim
and Hindu family law, constitutional laws, basic human and constitutional rights and
criminal law. This training is for thirty days and is taught by a VO member who has
received legal training from BRAC. The VO member collects a wage of US $0. 37 for
each student of which .18.5 cents comes from BRAC and the other .18.5 cents come from

the group members.

BRAC realized that training and skills development complement poor women’s access to
credit and use of credit. Thus, BRAC trains active VO women members on poultry and
livestock rearing, silk culture, fish culture and in operating non-farming businesses.
Qualified trainers conduct training which last from three to fifteen days, and held in the
BRAC area office or in areas where the activity is conducive to that environment for

example, fisheries or tree planting.

The Provision of Health Services
Since health issues were the primary reason individuals could not repay their loans or

engage in lucrative activities, BRAC embarked on a health programme at the monthly
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Gram Sobha. It covered topics such as vitamin sources found in certain foods, nutritional
intake during pregnancy and lactation, the importance of immunization in prevention of
deadly diseases, the use of sanitary latrines and the use of delivery kits for safe childbirth.
Each topic is covered in a forty-five minute session, encouraging discussion and
participation as well as the involvement of community health volunteers (Shastya

Shebikas) (Dunford, 2002, p. 120).

The Essential Health Care Program (EHC) trains Shasthya Shebikas, traditional birth
attendants and traditional healers in the community in productive health issues that can
bring awareness to both women and men in the community. Some of the issues discussed
at people’s doorsteps are information on HIV/AIDS, and other sexually transmitted
diseases, including reproductive tract infections, hygienic sexual practices and domestic

violence.

In order to reach a greater audience, BRAC provides its health workers and volunteers
with flip-charts and picture stories that illustrate and explain the main issues and
stimulate discussion, even among an illiterate audience. The project also trains health
workers to provide initial assistance for people and to give referrals to those who need

further assistance to the appropriate care providers or health facilities.

Within a predominantly Muslim environment, visual aids were developed with the need
to be sensitive to religion. Before these visual aids were shown to the community, the
materials were shown to community leaders for permission on the content that would be
presented. Additionally, advocacy work was done in the community prior to the showing
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of visual aids in order to explain the relevance of the project and allow people to be more
receptive to the information when health workers canvassed the community. I found no

evidence to indicate whether this was successful.

The EHC has also targeted pregnant women. BRAC recognized the need to assist this
vulnerable group even more (Dunford, 2002, p.120). With the help of the Shasthya
Shebika and the health Program Organizers (POs), the EHC is providing prenatal and
postnatal care in the community and has created a referral link with the basic and
comprehensive Emergency Obstetric Care unit of the government (Dunford, 2002, p.

121).

BRAC’s nonformal primary education for children in the community
For children who are unable to attend regular government primary schools, BRAC has
established an informal primary education called BRAC Education Programme (BEP) in
the community with most of the children belonging to families that are members of VOs.
The nonformal primary education program is an independent program but targets

children of BRAC member village organizations (Dunford, 2002, p.121, 123).

BRAC’s primary education initiative started in 1985 in response to the need for rural
children to access education. At the end of 1994, more than 28,000 schools were
established with over 800,000 children enrolled. Two models were developed for two
different age groups in order to meet the needs of the children in the rural areas. The first

model is called the Non-Formal Primary Education (NFPE), a three-year programme that
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targets children ages 8 to 10 years old who have never attended school or have dropped
out of school. The second model is called the Basic Education For Older Children
(BEOC) which is a two-year programme that targets children ages 11 to 14 years old who
have also never attended school, 75 percent of the students enrolled in both schools are
girls. The primary goal is to complement the efforts of the Bangladeshi government’s
Universal Primary Education Programme goal of reducing illiteracy among the poor

(Rashid, Chowdhury, Bhuiya, 1995, p.1).

The Training in Core Values and their Area of Interest

Field POs specialize in a specific task instead of conducting all aspects of BRAC’s
development programs, making the division of labour clearer for each field PO. This
specialization identifies who exactly is responsible for specific tasks and reduces the
likelihood that sectors and tasks will be neglected. It is also more likely to create a
stronger programme since people will be engaging in tasks that are suitable with their
interests and abilities (Dunford, p.122). Importantly, skills are updated in relation to new
developments within their field and opportunities to receive new training for new skills.
Specialization in specific areas is also carried over into the management of staff. Credit
POs and non-credit POs report to different staff at BRAC area offices and head offices
that have a separate management section for microcredit, health and social Development.
Before BRAC staff branch off into specific training areas of interest and abilities, all staff
must be trained in the core values, methodology and in the various programmes at BRAC

(Dunford, 2002, p.123).
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The Cost of Running BRAC’s Services

BRAC'’s financial and non-financial services are funded from external and internal
sources. The cost of the credit program and the educational programs are calculated
separately. The financial cost of lending capital and the cost of receiving technical
assistance are tallied into the cost of delivering financial services. BRAC funds some of
its educational programmes through the surplus from its credit program and through its
programs such as poultry, silk culture and social forestry, but the educational component
of BDP is funded mostly by external grants. In some instances, BRAC has initiated a
service charge for specific types of training and education, but is still very much

dependant on external funding.

BRAC and Women’s Empowerment?

BRAC’s financial services complemented with non-financial services have undeniably
helped many poor people, particularly women who have gained access to important
information and resources that were out of reach before their involvement in the
programme. But have BRAC’s services contributed to women’s empowerment? Some
scholars such as Schuler, Islam, and Rottach (2010) believe that participation of women
in microcredit or savings programme could be used as an indicator of women’s
empowerment. Beyond credit, weekly meetings exposed women to new ideas and
perspectives (Schuler ez al., 2010, p.846, p. 847). Hussain (1999), for instance, showed
that participation in microcredit programmes helped to transform women’s traditional

gender roles, thereby enhancing their status, increasing their mobility and political
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awareness, and providing leverage for greater involvement in public campaigns and

protests (p.97).

Existing studies put forward by Amin and Pabley (1994) and Naved (1994) reveal that
microfinance has led to women’s empowerment in Bangladesh (p.144, 145; p.164-167).
Amin and Pabley’s (1994) research in 36 villages in Bangladesh confirmed that
participation in BRAC’s programs had positive effects on women’s decision making role
since women were more likely to use the credit to purchase land, seeds, fertilizer or for
housing repairs, giving them more of a voice in household decisions (p.145). These
positive effects were also felt in women’s control over resources and their increased

physical mobility (p. 151).

Naved (1994) found that women in rural Bangladesh cited improvements in their lives by
stating they were more involved in household decision making and had gained more
control over household income, especially over their own earned income (p.164, 165) and

experienced a decrease in vulnerability from spousal abuse (p.163).

Pitt, Khandker and Cartwright’s (2006) study of rural women in credit institutions,
BRAC among them, found that female credit had significant positive effects on women’s
access to and control over economic resources (income and savings) and finance
(borrowing funds and deciding on its use). These positive effects spilled over into the
home as women had more authority to manage and conduct major household economic

transactions for example, housing repair, livestock purchase and household loans and
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land/equipment transactions. It also increased women’s mobility and networks, which
reduced the number arguments pertaining to women traveling outside the home (p.814-
815). Rahman, Junankar and Mallik’s (2009) study in rural Bangladesh also indicated
that borrowers had higher levels of control over assets, but the authors’ results did show
that in one district in particular the difference in control over assets was merely two

percent, with 29 percent among borrowers and 27 percent among non-borrowers (p.295).

Additionally, Pitt et al.’s (2006) research showed that spousal communication on family
planning and parental concerns increased positively as well as husband’s opinions of and

actions towards their wives, once credit was given to the woman.

Women’s activism and awareness also grew, especially about how a premarital bridal
contract can be used to help a woman in the event of a divorce. Women were more likely
to know the name of their area representative in parliament and the probability that she
would vote and vote freely for her choice of candidate (p.815-817). Women were now
taking advantage of private polling booths to vote independently of their husbands (Naved,
1994, p.169). In fact, Rahman et al.’s (2009) research showed that over fifty percent of
borrowers were becoming more politically consciousness and listening to the radio or
television news regularly. However, they do admit that this phenomenon was not isolated
to borrowers, but found that over fifty percent of non-borrowers were also in sync with

political issues (p.295).
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Based upon sixteen female empowerment indicators that he developed, Zaman (1999) argues
that microfinance reduces women’s vulnerability and greatly influences women’s control
over assets and knowledge of social issues (Zaman, 1999 ,p.1). He collected data from 1568

women of which 379 were BRAC members and 1189 were non-members.

Zaman (1999) argues that the amount of credit a woman borrows positively correlates with

her level of knowledge. A woman who borrows more than US $143° from BRAC is twice as
likely to know the legal procedures for a divorce compared to non-borrowing members and a
woman with cumulative loans of US $143 are 10 percent more likely to be aware of dowry as
an illegal act. Politically, BRAC borrowers have a higher probability of knowing their local

chairman’s name than non-borrowers. Once the level of credit borrowed fell below US $143,
women were less likely to know the legal minimum age for marriage compared to an eligible

non-borrower.

The study showed mixed results on women’s ownership of assets. Non-borrowing members
have a 15 percent greater chance of owning poultry compared to borrowing members with
more than US $143 in loans. On the other hand, women who borrow less than US $72 are 3

percent points more likely to own livestock compared to a non-borrowing member (Zaman,

1999, p.18, 22).

Zaman (1999, p.21) also showed that greater access to economic resources and larger loan
sizes increased women’s control over their assets. Women who have a loan of more than US

$143 are 26 percent more likely than non-borrowers to sell her poultry without spousal

*%1 US dollar equals 70 takas (10,000 taka equals US $142.86)
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consent. The same for a woman’s control over jewelry: members with loans that total US
$143 are twice as likely to be able to sell their jewelry independently compared to an

identical non-borrowing member.

Health outcomes for BRAC members
Pitt and Khandker (2003) researched the effects of credit given to groups and its impact
on the nutritional health of children by gender. One of the credit organizations studied
was BRAC. The research was based upon a 1991/92 survey of 1,798 households in 87
villages in 20 subdistricts in rural Bangladesh (p. 88, 92, 103). The villages were
randomly selected from a list provided from the program local credit office that was in
operation for at least three years and non-programme participants were randomly selected
from the village census of the government of Bangladesh. The study showed that a 10
percent increase in credit to women had substantial impacts on children’s health. The
height of girls and boys respectively increased by an average of by 0.36 and 0.50
centimeters per year, while credit given to men showed that the average height of girls
and boys decreased by 0.16 and 0.11 centimeters respectively. Also, credit given to
women had positive effects on girls’ arm circumference and body mass index (BMI)

compared to credit given to men (Pitt and Khandker, 2003, p.111, 112).

BRAC sponsored studies also revealed that BRAC educational programmes do teach the
importance of treating boys and girls equally. Through mealtime observations, it was
found that BRAC members were more likely to engage in equal food distribution

compared to non-members (Dunford, 2002, p.122).
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Financial benefits in the form of increased savings and income
BRAC’s services have also made a positive impact on participants’ savings and assets.
With high levels of savings, BRAC members have greater asset ownership than non-
members and a debt to net worth ratio of three percent compared to eight percent for non-
members, which simply means that for each US $1.43 of net worth, an average rural
household’s debt is US $.0.04 (Khandker, 1996, p.18). Khandker (1996) study showed
that BRAC households on average invested more in non-agriculture and agricultural
assets and had increased savings and a greater amount of assets (Khandker, 1996, p.19).
In reference to economic resources, BRAC membership greatly influences woman’s
savings. A non-borrowing BRAC member will more likely have more savings than non-
BRAC members by 41 percent (Zaman, 1999, p.18, 22). The study also showed a strong
correlation between loan sizes and women’s level of decision-making over their savings.
With more than US $143 in cumulative loans from BRAC, women are 16 percent more
likely to control their savings than non-borrowing members (Zaman, 1999, p.21).
Rahman et al.’s (2009) study of 387 borrowers and 184 non-borrowers from BRAC and
two other major credit institutions, showed similar results in increased savings and assets,
in particular land, among BRAC borrowers (p. 291). They also found that decision
making over the purchase of goods was mostly found among borrowers who own
productive assets such as land and houses, had savings or owned a poultry shop, thus
allowing them to keep the money from the sale of these assets (Rahman, et al., 2009,

p.293).
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With more income and complementary services to increase the chances of success,
Hashemi, Chowdhury, Bhuiya, Rana, and Pieris-Caldwell’s (1996) study of 1,300
married women under the age of 50 claimed that Bangladeshi women experienced
empowerment from the use of microfinance based on eight empowerment indicators:
mobility, economic security, ability to make small purchases, ability to make larger
purchases, involvement in major decisions, participation in public protests and political
campaigning, relative freedom from family domination and political and legal awareness
(1996, p.637, 638). However, the authors admit that one indicator that did not differ

much from non-members was freedom from domination (p.640).

Reasons for BRAC’s Success

For Khandker and Khalily (1996), BRAC’s success is connected to the success of its
development programme and credit programme. Its microfinance services integrated into
other services that promote health, consciousness-raising, skill development, literacy, basic
education, business management skills and credit (p.154) have enable BRAC to reach and
provide services to millions of people. Health interventions have decreased the number of
sick days that keep women away from managing their business and have lowered the cost
associated with illnesses (travel and medical expenses). Educational interventions have been
crucial for raising awareness and decreasing client’s vulnerability. All these interventions

have collectively improved the well-being of women and their management of credit.

BRAC also embodies a strong commitment to a multi-sectoral approach. This is evident in

its use of funds from other programmes to subsidize less profitable programmes. For example
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the use of surplus generated from the credit programme and its vocational training
programmes to subsidize some of its educational programmes. Funds from donors further
enable BRAC to offer a wide range of services, including those that fail to directly generate

revenue.

Additionally, BRAC has a skilled staff to run the different programmes. With BRAC’s
emphasis on specialization and positive micro-entrepreneurial outcomes cited above, each
programme is filled with skilled employees who possess the theoretical and technical

knowledge to manage and implement BRAC’s programmes.

Further success is evident in the training clients and staff undergo before managing or
receiving credit and non-credit services. BRAC’s staff must undergo training in the
values and mission of the organization and in the management of services. One important
addition to this training is the integration of gender and development into their training
modules for staff members (Goetz and Gupta, 1996, p. 56). As for clients, they too must
undergo training before they receive their first loan or instruct an educational course in
human rights and legal education. As a result, everyone becomes equipped with the
appropriate skills to execute the mission of the organization, to give appropriate and
accurate advice and to improve the returns on loans so that clients can live sustainable

lives.

Khandker and Khalily (1996) state “BRAC has developed a market niche among the poor
who see it as a place to learn.” BRAC’s provision of physical space in the public sphere for
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the poor, especially poor women provides a safe venue to learn, to develop skills, to receive
credit and access savings facilities. Additionally, these spaces allow women to gather,
interact and converse with each other (p.192), a provision that was previously lacking.
Women may have few excuses—Iet alone opportunities—to venture outside the home; now

this credit programme provides an additional reason for them.

Furthermore, BRAC targets areas that need it. Rural women are less likely to have access to
essential resources and utilities. BRAC’s large membership is an indicator that the provision
of these services is in areas with limited services, attracting millions of poor women who

have few alternatives.

BRAC also collaborates with the government of Bangladesh by assisting in the expansion of
primary education throughout the country. It assists with this expansion through its two
school models: non-formal primary education for younger children and basic education for
older children. The aim of this project is to reduce widespread illiteracy, ensure women’s

education and involve communities in their development (Khandker & Khalily, 1996, p.153).

Moreover, BRAC’s use of educational materials that is sensitive to clients’ educational levels
encourages participation. Women cannot achieve any level of empowerment if they are
unable to participate. Many of these poor women that join the organization are illiterate andv
the use of pictorial material effectively conveys important messages and reaches a greater

audience and increases the women’s participation.
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Finally, the frequency of meetings for credit operations and non-credit issues is
important. BRAC’s monthly required issues based meetings and weekly loan repayment
meetings give the opportunity to not only provide awareness of rights and educational
and training sessions in health and business but also gives the opportunity to provide
follow up sessions on pressing issues, thus decreasing the chances of women leaving the

organization.

Questioning BRAC’s Empowering Impacts

Undeniably, women’s involvement in BRAC has improved Bangladeshi women’s dire
economic situation and increased their participation in the household. Yet as Amin et al.
(1944, p.146) observe, it has also done little to influence basic attitudes about gender.
Women'’s involvement in decision making did not mean that their decisions would take

precedence; husband’s decisions still took precedence (Naved, 1994, p.165).

Amin and Pebley (1994) admit that the positive effects of microfinance were elusive
regarding marriage and education of their daughters (Amin and Pebley, 1994, p.151). Many
women shared the opinion that girls should be married as early as puberty and boys should be
married in their late twenties or when they are able to comfortably support a family. Amin
and Pabley’s (1994, p.144) study also revealed that no evidence exists that BRAC members
share the notion that sons and daughters should be equally educated compared to non-BRAC

members or women in non-credit programs.
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Group discussions and observed behaviours uncovered the deep-rooted cultural norms
that women have yet to overcome, including giving preference to sons. An important note
is that girls are generally reluctant to disclose their dissatisfaction with insufficient food
due to traditional norms imposed upon them (Roy, Hyder, Chowdhury, Adams, 1998, p.
9-10). Financially constrained families would educate sons before they would educate
daughters (Naved, 1994, p.173). Pitt et al. (2006) noted that unobserved household,
individual, and area characteristics might be missed in this study (p.793) that may limit

women’s empowerment.

Most of the studies showed improvement in women’s physical mobility, but a common
theme was the reluctance of women to travel alone despite approval from men. Women’s
physical mobility is seen as a necessity for the welfare of the home and not out of
women’s independence, whether women were apart of credit programmes or not, their
comfort level increased when they were accompanied by someone (Rahman, ef al., 2009,
p-295; Naved, p.167). For some, they struggle internally with their religious views that
impose much guilt upon them, portraying the act as an outright sin (Naved, p.167).
Besides religious norms, income-generating activities and household responsibilities all

keep women close to home (Amin, 1994, p.145, 146).

Another concern was the lack of contraceptive use among women. Hashima et al.’s
(1996, p.7-8) study of over 600 women showed that areas where family planning is
taught does not necessarily translate into actual practice, with only 56 percent of women

using contraception. Some factors may be due to age and educational level while other
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factors had to do with the form of birth control. For example ligation and the inter-uterine
device (IUD) were blatantly rejected by husbands (p. 7, 14). Even when birth control was
used, Pitts and Khandker (2006, p.798) found that use of birth control was concentrated
among women and not men because they were unable to persuade their husbands use

some form of birth control.

Morduch’s (1998) examination of a cross sectional survey of approximately1800
households in Bangladesh that are serviced by MFlIs, (including BRAC) challenges
findings that purport improved levels of consumption and higher rates of educating
children (both male and female). But he does admit that microfinance did smooth
consumption levels through diversification of labour supply during the different seasons
(p.2-3), which would also contribute to the household’s welfare and influence women’s

decision in the home.

Montgomery et al. (1996, p.131) echo the reservations about the empowering effects of
BRAC’s microfinance, especially across socio-economic classes. Because of
performance measures used for POs and Gram Shebaks, it forces them to be more
selective when recruiting new members, generally choosing clients who are better-off
among the poorer class, this helps in boosting performance of loan repayments and social
impacts. Amin (1994, p.130-1) and Pitt ef al. (2006, p.793) all agree that as BRAC’s
services and reputation grew, it attracted women already highly motivated and capable of

taking advantage of BRAC’s services, thus losing its initial target of very poor women.
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As for women’s increased involvement in the public sphere, research by Goetz and Sen
Gupta, (1996) reveals that forms of investment that increased women’s control over their
investment were usually outside the public domain. For women engaging in fishing and
sericulture, BRAC’s internal markets allowed women to purchase their cocoons for
sericulture and many other essential productive inputs supplied by BRAC. This helped
women reduce their reliance on household men within the productive cycle. Another
form of investment that was easier to control and have rights of ownership over was
livestock fattening and rearing milk cows, since women can do these activities from their
homes. These activities allowed women to remain secluded to the production of
household goods and excluded from wage employment (Pitts and Khandker, 2003, p.50,

93).

Reasons for Women’s Disempowerment

Based on the empirical evidence above, specific gender programmes are still absent in
practice at BRAC. Even though it has a gender and development model integrated into its
training, more strategic programmes need to be implemented such as connecting women
to campaigns, protests and advocacy programmes. Gender and development training are
needed in order to challenge and deconstruct the deeply rooted prejudices that hinder
women’s access to resources, impinge upon their agency and limit their desired

outcomes.

In order to fund gender and development training, more networking has to occur.

Organizations with a specific focus in gender and development training will have more
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resources and time to dedicate to uprooting the prejudices that these women embrace than
organizations that do not have a specific focus in gender and development training. It is
important that alliances go beyond women’s organizations and include men’s
organizations and businesses in the community that are willing to help in whatever
capacity they can. This way BRAC would be reaching out to the broader community and

involving more actors in a community problem.

Also, BRAC’s microfinance initiatives enforce gender customary practices through the
skill training given to women and the intentional targeting of them. Much of the skills
development training for women in income-generating activities such as fattening and
rearing milk cows and sericulture keep them close to home. BRAC has therefore
circumvented the real issues that restrict women’s mobility and sanction women’s
inferior status in the market, which is manifested in the form of harassment and
humiliation. Targeting women because they are the primary caretakers of their home, will
not challenge the given gendered roles, but simply allow BRAC to base its operation on

these gendered responsibilities.

Group composition is crucial as well. Because of the pressure to succeed, better-off
women, who are healthier or more independent, are selected .to participate in BRAC’s
programmes. Consequently, women who are in dire need of the services are excluded.
The exclusion of men is also a concern. Gender relations cannot be addressed if men are
absent; for it captures the nature of the subordination and how institutions and social

practices construct gender. Men must be targeted as well so they can become aware of the
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negative perceptions and treatment of women that are attached to the belief that women

are inferior.

Finally, Khandker and Chowdhury (1996) assert that BRAC and other microfinance
initiatives must promote activities with new technology and marketable goods. Many
microfinance initiatives promote economic activities that are already in existence. With
everyone producing the same goods, the market becomes saturated, and it becomes

difficult for poor women to live sustainable, life enhancing lives. (p. 257).

Summary

Bangladesh has many gender inequalities it needs to address, from growing gaps in
education to equal representation in major decision making positions. Much of these
inequalities are due to the strong male domination over women’s reproductive activity,
labour and income. In an effort to address the country’s gender disparities, many actors
have turned to microfinance to potentially empower women. With more than 500
microfinance institutions in the country and most NGO MFIs dominating the market,
BRAC has been one of the few organizations to reach a large number of poor people,

especially women.

BRAC has not only reached a great number of clients but has also been able to retain a
great number of them through the multiple support services it offers with credit. BRAC
offers five major programmes. First, the EHC that focuses on preventative care more than

curative care. Second, the non-formal primary education programme that targets children
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who have never completed primary education or never attended school. Third,
educational programmes which offer information on legal education and human rights
and provide an informal setting for women to gain information on domestic violence,
health and political issues, how to prevent early marriages and other issue they wish to
learn. Fourth, is the vocational training programme that equips clients with skills in order
to take up various income-generating activities and fifth, the rural credit programme
which offers, savings and four basic loan types: general, programme, housing and rural

enterprise loans.

These interventions have led many scholars to claim that BRAC’s microfinance
initiatives lead to women’s empowerment. With increased access to credit, women have
improved their household’s welfare, have been able to access better health facilities, have
increased their children’s level of education and, more importantly, have increased their
status in their community and household. Scholars also purport that women on average
are more involved in decision making, are more aware of their legal rights and social and
political issues, are more likely to travel alone and experience greater liberty in voting for

their choice candidate. Overall women seem to be more empowered.

However, some of these same scholars warn that BRAC’s microfinance initiatives have
not addressed many underlying issues. Financially constrained women are still more
likely to give sons preference in education and food distribution. Although, women can
easily travel alone, it is not due to their independence but springs from the need to sustain

the household. Evidence still exists that loan officers are more likely to choose better off
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women in order to boost performance levels, excluding women who truly need the
services. And women are increasingly targeted since they are more compliant and more

likely to invest the loans into the home.

BRAC’s microfinance initiatives have failed to empower women because of the
economic agenda that guides its initiatives. BRAC focuses on meeting women’s daily
physical needs of shelter, food, medicine, income and other essential survival means. But
it has not allowed its clients to rethink the way things are done. In fact, it has based its
operation on established gender norms by channeling its credit through women and
training women in home based income-generating activities. It has failed to organize
women more vigorously around political, social and religious issues that occur nationally
but affect women locally. More importantly, its intense focus on women detracts away
from men’s role in perpetuating women’s subordination. Therefore, BRAC does not

empower women, but admittedly it has opened doors that were non-existent previously.
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Chapter 4- Case Study: Pro Mujer

Introduction

Bolivia is one of the poorest countries located in South America with a population of 9
million of which 4 million are women (CIA, 201 1c). Thirty eight percent of the
population lives below the national poverty line and averages a GDP per capita of $4, 357
(HDR, 2010, p. 144, 162). With a highly stratified society and great disparities in
educational and economic resources along with high incidences of social marginalization
(Gibb, 2008, p.7), this poor country struggles to close the gap of inequality between men

and women.

Educational opportunities for women and their political participation have advanced
considerably as have their economic participation and access to economic levels of
decision making compared to decades ago (UNDP, 2003,p.5), but statistics still show that
opportunities are far more favourable for men than women. Currently, Bolivia has a
gender inequality index valued at .672 which ranks it 96 out of a 169 countries (HDR,
2010, p.158). In fact, most decision making positions in Bolivia are still male dominated
with 64 percent of legislators, senior officials and managerial positions filled by males
while 40 percent of the total amount of professional and technical workers are women.
Since 1952, women have been allowed to vote and stand for election, but it was not until
twenty seven years later that the first Bolivian woman became a presiding officer of
parliament (HDR, 2009, 187). Today, only a quarter of the seats in parliament and little

less than half of the seats in the senate are held by women (IPU, 2011).
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The social advancement of Bolivian women faces many hurdles due to educational gaps
and limited job opportunities. Women 15 years and older have a lower literacy rate than
men (HDR, 2007/2008, p. 328) and only 55 percent of women 25 and older have at least
a secondary education compared to 68 percent of men (HDR, 2010, p.158). These lower
literacy rates and educational levels affect the types of human, social and financial capital
women can access; it also affects their earning abilities. Most women in urban areas work
in wholesale and retail and manufacturing sectors and in the informal economy as
domestic workers and microentrepreneurs; in rural areas, women are concentrated in
agriculture, husbandry, hunting and the forestry sector, engaging in very little
manufacturing activities (JICA, 2006, p.25). Minimum wage laws dictate that both men
and women are treated equally; yet women earn on average 61 percent of what men earn
(HDR, 2009, p. 187; U.S. Department of State, 2009, para.107). They also have a labour
force participation rate of 55 percent which is 19 percent lower than men’s (HDR, 2010,
p-158). This can be attributed to the fact that employers are reluctant to hire women due
to the added cost of maternity leave in a woman’s benefit package (U.S. Department of

State, 2009, para.107).

Another area of concern is women’s access to optimal healthcare. Even though women
live five and a half years longer than men (CIA, 2011c), women’s health is still below
ideal levels. Out of every 1000 live births, 290 women die. In part, this is due to the fact
that nearly one-quarter of women do not have access to skilled personnel at least once
during their pregnancy and one-third are not attended by skilled personnel during

delivery. With 60 percent of married women ages 15 to 49 using some form of
106



contraceptive, 40 percent of women are vulnerable to unwanted pregnancies that limit

their opportunities and participation in the economy (HDR, 2010, p.158).

In Bolivia, when women launch their own microenterprises they usually have complete
control over their businesses. Similarly, if a man starts a business his wife may help, but a

woman’s business is her business (Eversole, 2004, p.126).

However, gender norms vividly mark domestic responsibilities. Within the household,
women make independent decisions about chores, but men independently decide on
major household purchases (UNDP, 2003). In addition to household responsibilities and
community labour including cooking, cleaning, shopping, childcare and networking,
women are also equally involved in the running of their businesses (Maclean, 2011, p.6;
Eversole, 2004, p.138). Bolivian women often times engage in microenterprises because
it gives them the flexibility to balance work and family responsibilities (World Bank,

2005, p.3).

Rape, violence against women and sexual harassment are all crimes and punishable with
prison terms in Bolivia; yet they are pervasive and underreported. It is estimated that 70
percent of Bolivian women have suffered some form of violence, but this may not even
reflect the magnitude of the problem since many women do not report the daily
aggression they encounter. Statutory rape and forcible rape of an adult is a crime, but

spousal rape is not considered a crime under Bolivian law. Although, prostitution is legal
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for women ages 18 and older, incidences of human trafficking of prostitutes have been

reported (U.S. Department of State, 2009, para. 101-105).

Bolivia, women and men are entitled to the same legal rights, but women are frequently
less aware of their legal rights than men. Land rights are a struggle for Bolivian women,
especially in rural areas where a single, widowed and undocumented woman has little
chance of ever owning land. The 1996 agrarian reform law mandated that equal treatment
be given to women in terms of distributions, administration, occupancy and utilization of
the land regardless of marital status. But discriminatory practices and the male dominated

sectors of rural communities have ignored this law (JICA, 2006, p.21)

As inequalities continue to hinder opportunities for Bolivian women, microfinance has
been proposed as a means of closing some of the disparities between Bolivian men and
women while raising the value of women and their work. One organization, Pro Mujer,
through its integrated services: business development, empowerment training, training
and financial services, has made important steps in this direction. Prior to discussing Pro
Mugjer and its contributions, a brief overview of the microfinance sector and how it has
impacted the direction of microfinance operations in Bolivia will help to provide an
insightful context. The aim of this chapter is to examine the reasons that have limited Pro

Mugjer’s success in empowering women beyond meeting their practical needs.

108



An Overview of the Microfinance Sector in Bolivia (1985-present)

In 1985, the Bolivian economy experienced hyperinflation creating widespread distrust of
the formal financial sector, which opened opportunities for microfinance organizations to
offer products and services that were previously inaccessible to those of a lower socio
economic background operating small enterprises. 3! In addition to hyperinflation, the
growth of the microfinance sector was accelerated by the introduction of structural
adjustment processes that required the Bolivian government to cut social spending,
pushing many people away from government and mining jobs into self-employment

(Velasco & Marconi, 2004, p.520).

By 1997, within the formal economy, the Bolivian microfinance sector had
approximately 300,000 active microfinance loans with the number of consumer loans
following close behind. The microfinance sector had a 50 percent market concentration.
With so many MFIs entering the market, clients had access to quick and easy credit from
multiple institutions. For some, having two or more loans simultaneously from different
MFIs was the norm, and it was even seen as status symbol. Eventually many clients were
buying more credit than they could repay and resorted to paying off loans with new loans.
The rationale that spurred this new behaviour was the belief that by investing more, more

profits would be generated.

When delinquency rates soared, it was concentrated among clients who had multiple

loans from multiple institutions (Rhyne, 2002, p. 123; Rozas, 2009, para.9). In some

*! Price level increasing at extremely high levels or out of control
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instances it was known as “poaching clients from other institutions by offering larger
loans,” a successful marketing technique (Rhyne, 2002, p.131). In the end, the game
revolved around what Elizabeth Naba called “Who collects first” (cited in Rhyne, 2002,
p-132). The benefits of competition simply increased the level of debt in Bolivia which
intensified a “mission drift” from the initial social mission of microfinance organizations,
which was to serve the poor. Rhyne compares the problem of indebtedness to food:
“credit is like good food: when seated in front of a feast, many of us eat too much and
regret it later” (2002, p. 131). Not only that, but with a flood of credit on the market,
consumption spending soared, with little credit left over to invest in income-generating

projects or to be saved (Bateman, 2010, p.120).

As this market penetration continued into 1999, economic troubles were arising in South
America, starting in Brazil and eventually sweeping through much of the continent. This
economic crisis affected microfinance clients tremendously, particularly reducing the
demand for their services. This shrunken demand affected the repayment of loans. Thus,
loan officers spent a substantial amount of time trying to obtain loan payments from

clients who had accumulating debt and a reduction in sales (Rhyne, 2002, p.123, 124).

An important lesson to derive from this is the need for cooperation among micro-lenders
to mitigate the problem of sharing clients. Although it is against most microfinance
organizations’ policies to lend to clients who are holding loans from other banks, keeping
track of families’ financial situations can be costly (Armendariz De Aghion & Morduch,

2005, p.128).
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Today, Bolivia is considered one of the countries with an expansive microfinance sectors
in Latin America and a model for the rest of the world. Its microfinance sector has taken
the form of NGOs or Development Finance Institutions (DFIs), 32 commercial banks,
Private Financial Funds (FFPs), ** credit unions and cooperatives (Navajas & Schreiner,
1998, p. 6, 11, 14, 15), with private formal financial institutions providing the majority of
the financial services in the microfinance sector followed by DFIs or NGOs (Rhyne,

2002, p.116-118; MixMarket, 2010).

The Bolivian financial sector is filled with multiple and viable players from both the
formal traditional financial sector and the microfinance sector. As of May 2010, Bolivia
had 13 commercial banks, 5 non-bank financial intermediation institutions, such as FFPs,
24 savings and loan cooperatives and 8 savings and loan mutual funds. Of these
institutions, two commercial banks and FFPs are included in the Association of Financial
Institutions Specializing in Microfinance (ASOFIN). In December 2009, microfinance
assets were 42 percent of those of commercial bank assets with MFIs having $3 million

in assets and commercial banks leading the way with $8 million in assets (MixMarket,

2010).

*2 Not incorporated into the formal financial regulation
3 Fondos Financieros Privados (FFPs) They are able to provide a wide range of lending activities and
some savings activities but are prohibited in providing checking accounts, international trade transactions,
trust operations and of charges of fiduciary duty and credit cards. They also have lower capital
requirements of US $ 1 million compared to commercial banks which is US$ 3 million

111



With all this wealth generated in the microfinance sector, one organization in particular
that is trying to shift microfinance towards its initial social mission of helping, poor

disadvantaged women is Pro Mujer.

Pro Mujer Promoting, Empowering and Supporting Women

Pro Mujer is an international microfinance and women’s development network
organization that conceives microfinance as a vehicle to achieve the development of its
clients (Velasco & Chiba, 2006, p.7) and has its network office, Pro Mujer International,
based in New York (Velasco & Chiba, 2006, p.8). Founded in 1990, it works with
impoverished women in eight of the nine Bolivian regions and provides financial as well
as non-financial services (Pro Mujer, 2010b, para.1; Pro Mujer, 2010a ,para.2). The
founders Lynne R. Patterson (a US school teacher) and Carmen Velasco (a Bolivian
professor) wanted to help the poorest women in Bolivia achieve higher standards of
economic and social living. With a U.S. government grant, they were able to met women
in their homes and courtyards and provided them with training, financial planning and
childhood education (Pro Mujer, 2010c, para. 1). Today, the majority of Pro Mujer
clients operate micro businesses either from their homes or in local markets (Pro Mugjer,
2010a, para. 2). Since June 2008, it has been offering financial (credit and saving
options), health and business development services and empowerment training to over
102,000 clients, who are mostly women, in 39 focal centers, and has a loan portfolio of

$22 million (USAID, 2010, p.11).
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Most training and technical services are offered to women living in periurban areas of
Bolivia, particularly in El Alto, a large unplanned city with many rural-urban migrants,
(Rodriguez-Garcia, Macinko & Water, 2001, p.116) and Pro Mujer targets women who
are barely meeting their basic needs, or living at the poverty line. Most of the clients are
marginalized women with no or limited business knowledge, limited access to credit, low
levels of income and few assets or little or no education (Dunford, 2002, p.127). With
this socio-economic mission, Pro Mujer offers interconnected programs in
empowerment, early childhood development, health and family planning, basic business
skills, communal banks, pre-employment training, literacy, arithmetic and life skills for
adolescents. It also shares the content of these programmes with other agencies

(Rodriguez-Garcia et al., 2001, 116; See also USAID, 2010, p.11).

With ninety percent of its clients women (Dunford, 2002, p.124), Pro Mujer operates on
the notion that women will most likely invest in their families and capitalize on the
different non-financial services that can improve their businesses and money
management skills as well as increase their level of knowledge on social and political
issues. With added social services to promote good health and improve self-esteem, the
tendency is greater for women to lift themselves and their families out of poverty (Pro

Muger, 2010b, para. 2-3).

Communal Associations
Pro Mujer channels most of their financial and non-financial services through Communal

Associations (CAs), similar to the village banking methodology. These associations have
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on average twenty-three members, ranging from fifteen to forty members. Women who
wish to gain access to these services are required to attend meetings which are held at
intervals of seven, fourteen or twenty-eight days, depending on the experience of the
group and credit terms that govern the group. Women in these CAs elect a management
committee and credit committee to facilitate the meetings and to implement and control
resources and services provided by the CAs and create solidarity groups in order to

guarantee each other’s loans.

Each meeting last for two hours with different time slots allotted for different topics such
as organizational and financial matters, training in administrative skills, business
development and health and any other issue related to the group’s activities (Dunford,
2002, p.124). Some of these sessions may even cover topics on domestic violence,
communication skills, women’s rights, leadership roles, gender challenges and self-
esteem. For topics not covered or in need of further explanation, referral services are
available (including counseling, legal assistance, education and vocational training

programmes (Pro Mujer, 2010d, para 3).

These CA meetings are held in Pro Mujer Focus Centres, with each CA having an
assigned room. The offices of healthcare services and business development are located
in the same Focus Centres, giving clients access to these services on their scheduled
meeting days. These Focus Centres are usually less than a half hour away from a client’s
residence and Pro Mujer institutional offices. Pro Mujer’s policy encourages groups to

be organized around Focus Centres so women do not have to travel great distances for
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their sessions; for those living farther away, it is primarily due to the clients change in

residence.

The provision of these services is a team effort that involves the Credit Officer/Educator
leading and supervising all staff assistants who are facilitating the sessions at the centres.
Because the Credit Officer’s supervisory role is operational and not technical, he/she
employs the help of others. Credit Assistants give advice on evaluating, granting and
tracking loans. Business assistants provide expertise in business development by
providing training and technical assistance while health assistants provide health training
and primary healthcare services (Dunford, 2002, p.124). Additionally, a physician and a
business technician are present to help the assistants coordinate with the Credit

Officer/Educator.

The cycle of microloans: Conditional requirements for savings and
participation
An important component of Pro Mujer’s integrated services is continuous training, which
is seen as fundamental to the process of personal and group development (Dunford, 2002,
p-124). Before any client can receive loans he or she must undergo a 10 hour training
programme that teaches clients how to organize a CA and familiarizes them on the credit
terms and rules of the institution. Once this initial training is concluded, the CA receives
its first loan, but training continues as members meet for repayment. The objective is to

strengthen the organization and management of the CA. The management training for
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CAs is about 30 minutes per meeting and can total four to eight hours during the term of

the loan (Dunford, 2002, p.125).

The CAs allow for a collective and permanent learning experience in both the economic
and social development aspect of the organization that promotes microloans geared
towards profitable economic activities. Pro Mujer offers clients non-consumer loans.
Non-consumer loans are given from as low as US $50 to as high as US $1000 with new
loans disbursed into one lump sum from Pro Mujer to the CA. In turn, the members of
each CA disburse the loans amongst themselves. Loans begin from US $50 to US $100
and have an incremental increase of no more than 30 percent reaching a maximum of US
$600 in six to eight cycles (Rogdriguez-Garcia, 2001, 117). The first loan is repaid over
a twelve week period, the second loan, sixteen weeks, the third and fourth loans over a
twenty week period, the fifth and sixth loans are repaid over twenty four weeks, and the
seventh loan onward is repaid over twenty-eight weeks (Dundford, 2002, p.124). Loans
issued in Bolivian dollars have an annual non-subsidized interest rate of 48 percent on
unpaid balances compared to 20 percent if they are issued in U.S. dollars (Dunford, 2002,
p-125; See also Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, 117). The first two loans must be paid in equal
weekly installments and later loans may be paid twice a month if that CA approves. The
approval of individual loan repaymenf schedules is granted based on cohesion,

administration, number of members and the organization of the CA.

In the event of an emergency (illness, death or any unforeseen expense) each CA member

is required to save 20 percent of the first three CA loans, the next three loans carry a 15
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percent requirement and the subsequent three loans have a savings requirement of 10
percent of the loan. However, independently, the CA can decide to save higher than the
required rate in order to strengthen its savings, which earns interests from the deposits in
commercial banks and interests paid by members who borrow money from the required
savings. Members can also open a voluntary savings account that has no minimum or
maximum deposit and can be withdrawn on demand at payment meetings which has a 13
percent annual interest rate and is distributed with their dividend payments which is
calculated at the close of each CA loan. Because each member is a shareholder in the
organization, they receive earnings in the same proportion as their required savings on

deposits (Dunford, 2002, p.125, 126; See also Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, p.117).

Complementary Services: Business Development and Health Service
The Business development programme (a three to six hour programme per loan) is
divided into two components. The first component deals with motivational and
informative sessions on business improvement and business skills, and the second part
deals with technical assistance. This accompanies individual consultations that involve an
assessment of the client’s business, allowing for the development of a plan that will

improve the business with follow-up sessions built into it.

Pro Mujer’s health education and health services are closely connected to the multiple
roles women play as income earner, wife, mother and caregiver. With an overload of
domestic responsibilities and women’s low self-esteem perpetuated by the

marginalization of women in all aspects of their lives, Pro Mujer observed that women
117



clients neglected their own health needs as well as their children’s. Women’s lack of
attention to their health needs, trickled into the productive lives of women hindering their
ability to access loans, to generate stable sources of income and to repay loans (Velasco

& Chiba, 2006, p.15).

Pro Mujer’s health component is divided into a theoretical and practical component. The
first component informs and guides clients on health issues such as self-esteem,
prevention of cervical cancer, family planning, sexual and reproductive rights, sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), domestic violence, pregnancy and abortion risks, hygiene,
children’s health (breastfeeding, dehydration, respiratory infections, vaccines, nutrition),
menopause, relaxation and mental health (Junkin, Berry & Perez, 2006 p.17). These
sessions last for thirty minutes covering one topic at a time and totaling three to six hours
of preventative healthcare training. The health service staff provides counseling for
individuals and couples who are given the opportunity to choose their family planning
method(s) based on the introductory information they have received on each
contraceptive method. After the disclosure of proper information a follow-up session

ensues in order to ensure proper use of the contraceptive.

The second component is primary health care services. Pro Mujer organizes frequent
campaigns about the importance of screening for early detection of breast and cervical
cancer and STIs. This is done with the mindset that clients will seek the appropriate

consultation and treatment from trained medical personnel. Much of the organization’s
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efforts are not isolated but closely coordinated with other community health

organizations (Dunford, 2002, p.126, 127).

Support for microenterprises is directly linked to health, with the need for people to have
income to access health services and to live a healthy lifestyle. As women become more
educated about health issues they desire to find ways to improve their health and families.
With high unemployment rates in the formal sector, microenterprises have become a
viable means of generating income. Pro Mujer supplies not only information on health
and enterprise development but addresses ways to change people’s behaviour that are
consistent with their priorities. For example, many women know about family planning
but few practice it (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, p.118). The poorest of the poor are often
unable to effectively use credit because they themselves have poor health, or are lacking
basic health services or essential information on health issues. This lack of access
obstructs any progress in breaking the cycle of poverty (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, p.45,
46). The objective is to fit women into the Bolivian health system that has a focus on
municipal control of health facilities and a national insurance programme for mothers and

children (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, p.118).

Because life is very dynamic, information must evolve over time. To ensure the provision
of current information, the training unit of the institution regularly develops, evaluates
and adjusts the programme’s content and training materials so they are applicable to the

women’s needs and contexts.
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Active involvement of women clients is an essential tool for women’s advancement.
Women’s shared knowledge added to the information presented at these meetings allows
for the creation of new knowledge. This is done through a number of group activities that
support multi-dimensional perceptives and participatory integration (Dunford, 2002, p.
126). Many of these sessions are based on previously identified topics raised by the
women in the group. The goal is to encourage women to reflect on points raised and how
these points relate to their experiences in order to add to the exchange of ideas with other
women. Discussions are advanced with the help of workbooks, which are given to each
woman and are tailored specifically for the needs of illiterate women. The workbooks
have drawings that illustrate familiar topics, which women can discuss in small groups.
Trainers as well contribute to the discussion with the help of their manuals and evaluation

guides (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2001, 117).

The Cost of Running Pro Mujer’s Programmes

Pro Mujer is kept afloat through donations and contributions from the community and
money from investors. The income generated from Pro Mujer services is insufficient to
cover the total cost of services. Health services have a fixed fee that allows clients to visit
the clinic as often as they find necessary (Junkin, Berry & Perez, 2006, p. 23, 24, 31).34
However, non-financial services (business development and health services) only cover

20 percent of their cost directly from the income they generate. In the future, Pro Mujer

1t does not state the fee amount, but in 2004, cost per client for the institution was as follows: financial
services: US $20.70; Health Services US $8.70 (Calculated as the total health cost US $419, 549 divided by
the total number of clients for health services 48, 496 and the total financial cost US $1, 315, 141 divided
by the total number of clients 63,547)
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hopes to cover the cost of educational and technical services from the revenue generated
by financial and nonfinancial services. The credit program and the educational programs

costs are calculated separately (Dunford, 2002, p.128).

The impacts of Pro Mujer’s Services on Women
Now I turn to the impacts of Pro Mujer services on low-income women in the areas of
women’s business and personal development, health, solidarity and involvement in

community organizations.

Impacts on Women’s Businesses and Personal Development
Combined with business information and technical assistance, Pro Mujer’s lending
programme has created tangible outcomes for women that have spilled over into their
personal lives. Associations for Financial Institutions for Rural Development’s (FINRURAL)™
(2003b, p.3) impact assessment revealed that Pro Mujer’s clients of two years are more
likely to show improvements in revenue and family income than non-clients; they also
have some form of microbusiness and investments in business inventory. Twenty nine
percent of Pro Mujer clients increased their income in the previous year compared to 18
percent of non-clients; there was also a positive impact on savings. Fifty two percent of
the clients in the sample accredit their increased savings to Pro Mujer’s services
(FINRURAL, 2003b, p.4). Seventy two percent of women managed their household

money independently from their business income compared to 54 percent of women in

3 Asociacion de Instituciones Financieras para el Desarrollo Rural (FINRURAL) is a network for the
Bolivian microfinance system (Velasco, Marconi, 2004, p 519)
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the control group (FINRURAL, 2003b, p.2).

In addition to their improved financial situation, 60 percent of women felt that their
overall situation had improved due to their participation in Pro Mujer. Women
experienced increased self-esteem that was attributed to their new abilities and skills in
business management (FINRURAL, 2003, p.3). This positive skill attainment spilled
over into the home with women now able to communicate more effectively with other
household members (FINRURAL, 2003. p. 5). With more income, women also had
relatively higher access to existing public utilities such as sewers and telephone services.
Home ownership was also more prevalent among Pro Mujer clients (Dunford, 2002,
p-127). No evidence was found on whether these women could afford the installation fees

for these utility services.

In terms of men’s opinions, women now had something worthwhile to bring to the table
in order for men acknowledge their contribution to the home. In fact, 56 percent of the
women attributed improvements in the home to their involvement with Pro Mujer
(FINRURAL, 2003b, p.3). Many of these positive achievements surfaced in the
household in the form of decision making. With 52 percent of the Pro Mujer clients
having control over the use of their income while only 4 percent of women had no
decision authority over the use of their money compared to 10 percent of women who
had control over their use of money, who were not involved with Pro Mujer

(FINRURAL, 2003a, p.15). MkNelly and McCord, (2001, p.13) also acknowledged
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Bolivian women’s increased participation in the allocation of monies for household

expenditures, a phenomenon absent in the past.

Health Impacts on Women
Because of the organization’s services, clients are better able to address the medical
needs of children in both preventative and curative care (Dunford, 2002, p.127). A 2005
survey conducted in Bolivia showed that children of clients who have remained in Pro
Mugjer’s programme over time were less likely to become ill and when they did become
ill, senior women clients had greater access to medical attention than newer clients. A
caveat of this research showed that preventative care was not automatic, but it seemed to
be more strongly integrated into the lives of long-term clients versus newer clients.
Among newer clients, access to medical facilities was not significantly different from
long-term clients but long-term clients were less likely to become sick, since long-term

clients had more years of preventative care training.

Among these preventative care measures offered was access to pap smear tests which
were greatly emphasized, with 59 percent of long-term clients accessing this service
compared to newer clients (46 percent) (Junkin, 2006, p.19). Despite the difference of 23
percent, before joining Pro Mujer only 36 percent of women reported having a pap smear
test compared to more than 95 percent of women having this examination after joining
the organization (Junkin, Berry & Perez, 2006, p.16). Overall, the women in the sample
were far more informed about their health and had access to medical attention than non-

Pro Mujer clients.
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Junkin, Berry & Perez’s (2006, p. 4,17) focus group interviews with Pro Mujer clients
found that once women began prioritizing their health, self-confidence soared
tremendously among these poor women clients. These women have become more
audacious when it comes to practicing in family planning and communicating with their
husbands regarding the use of family planning methods. Overall women’s nutritional
health and pregnancy care (reducing their risks of birth complications) has improved
along with increased number of breast exams. Some women even report a decrease in
family violence. MkNelly and McCord’s (2001, p. 13) also agree that poor Bolivian
women have more opportunities to discuss spacing of children and ways to prevent

pregnancies.

Impact of Pro Mujer’s programme on poor women’s solidarity
The financial and non-finance aspects of Pro Mujer’s microfinance has had positive
effects on women’s solidarity. For example, Velasco and Marconi (2004, p.524) studied
five groups from EI Alto (an area covered by Pro Mujer) in order to understand the extent
of growth among groups. For example, microfinance groups moved from not only
supporting each other’s business operations but moved into of running a joint canteen,
providing coordinated voluntary assistance in a medical centre and campaigning together
against the removal of government import duties on second hand clothing, which affected

many of the interviewees who sold clothes.
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Involvement in community organizations
Importantly, women who participate in Pro Mujer programmes appear more likely to be
active participants (as members and leaders) in the community and local organizations
than those who do not (Dunford, 2002, p.127; FINRURAL, 2003., p.2). FINRURAL'’s
2003 impact evaluation on Pro Mujer’s programmes revealed that 44 percent of clients
were involved and voiced their opinions in social grassroots’ organizations, with 31
percent of these women in a leadership role. In contrast, only 20 percent of non-clients
were involved in social grassroots organizations, with 13 percent of these non-clients in
leadership roles (cited in Granado, 2003, p.28; See also Dunford & Denman, 2001, p.17).
Based upon 100 interviews conducted in five Pro Mujer offices, Gibb (2008, 4, 5, 11)
admits that Pro Mujer clients were more involved in community political life, public
office, and general assembly meetings than non clients. However, Gibb’s (2008, p.17)
study does raise concerns about the added household responsibilities for Bolivian women
in the home and the tendency for husbands to withdraw their support as women gain

access to and generate more income.

Key Factors contributing to Pro Mujer’s Successful Outcomes
Jenkin et al. (2006, p. 33) attribute Pro Mujer’s integrated service model of credit and
non-credit services to the following nine factors; the last one is based on my observations

of Pro Mujer.

1. Top management is committed to providing a holistic approach to its clients. This

commitment favours credit with educational and training components. This
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commitment easily allows for cross subsidies from financial services to cover

health service cost.

Pro Mujer has a management team that is equipped with the necessary skills to
manage a multi-service institution. These skills include the ability to manage
income and expenses for financial services and non-financial services in areas of
business, health and life skills. The management team also has a fundamental
understanding of the technical issues involved in each area and has the

willingness and ability to raise crucial donor funds.

Pro Mujer has access to capable, affordable skilled personnel. Their skilled
personnel providers have a strong interest in working with the MFI and forming

mutually beneficial alliances.

These services were provided in areas where poor women need them the most,
which is evident from the thousands of women Pro Mujer attracts. Pro Mujer
operates in areas where poor women have few or no alternatives. These limited
alternatives may be linked to cultural, social and economic barriers. Clients with
high levels of education, good access to healthcare or training may not have

interest in the programmes offered by MFIs.
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Bolivia has a legal environment that supports integrated services. For example,
Pro Mujer is not restricted by health regulations, allowing them to provide health

information and health services.

Pro Mujer requires frequent loan repayment meetings. Clients are required to
meet biweekly in CAs for loan repayments. These meetings provide the
opportunity for increasing awareness of rights and providing educational and

training sessions in health and business.

Pro Mujer builds long-term relationships with clients through ongoing training.
Ongoing service and training, building trust and allowing skilled personnel to give

appropriate and consistent advice for each client.

The focal centres provide a point of reference for clients and staff of Pro Mujer.
These centres are generally within close proximity of women’s homes (reducing
the cost and time of travelling), which encourages a feeling of ownership and
loyalty. With this sense of ownership and loyalty for the focal centers, poor
women have less averse feelings towards going to a doctor or other skilled

personnel at the centres.

Pro Mujer takes advantage of economies of scale. Its significant scale of outreach

allows it to organize sufficient number of clients to attract the interest of other
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organizations that can provide essential services at reduced rates. As Pro Mujer

attracts more clients, it reduces its marginal costs and improves its sustainability.

10. Pro Mujer uses pictorial materials to reach illiterate women. With pervasive
illiteracy rates among poor Bolivian women, these images help to stimulate
discussion without excluding anyone. Mayoux (2003, p.92) claims pictorial
materials are important. They enable women to reflect upon content and make

changes to their lives.

Questioning the Empowering Impacts of Microfinance

The value of the training and the educational component of Pro Mujer’s programme
cannot be over looked. They contribute to increasing clients knowledge, awareness of
their rights and improving their health, (Junkin, 2006, p.21) and their economic position.
But Pro Mujer has failed to challenge gender norms that have been the source of Bolivian

women’s disadvantaged and disempowered position.

Gibbs’ (2008, p.5) conclusions challenge microfinance’s empowering impacts on women.
This study covers a period of four months in La Paz and El Alto, two major cities in
Bolivia and interviews 100 women microentrepreneurs and key informants from Pro
Muger. She admits that some loans may contribute to increased consumption within
households, but households in dire economic situations that have access to loans may not
necessarily experience increased household consumption. Gibb (2008, p.16) states that

women take out loans year after year, without experiencing economic benefits, but
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continue to do so because they enjoy the feeling of receiving money. She states that is
important to note that most women have never received a monthly paycheck or any
substantial amount of money before this loan. For the moment, they can afford a new

luxury item, which may bring temporary relief from deeper issues.

Increased incomes do not necessarily translate into increased self-esteem. Admittedly,
any added income to a poor household contributed by any member of the household
increases the survival chances of the family and may decrease family tensions. Gibbs
(2008, p.19) argues that it is doubtful that this added income makes women feel more
independent or increases their level of self-esteem. Women are often pushed into low

paying jobs which do very little to boost their self-confidence.

Gibbs (2008, p.17. 18) also finds that even though couples are making more decisions
together, women were still responsible for fulfilling their domestic obligations. In fact, 75
percent of women in loan groups were solely responsible for housework and child
rearing. In some cases, the women reported sharing the work with her female children.
Even when men were unemployed or sporadically employed, only 5 percent of men

shared household responsibilities.*®

Furthermore, thirty four percent of the women in Pro Mujer reported dissatisfaction with
the collection policy and harsh and inflexible penalties of the institution in reference to

joint guarantees (FINRURAL, 2003. p.4).

3 I am aware this is evident in many places including countries in the North.
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Reasons Pro Mujer failed to Challenge Gender Norms

Gibb (2008, p.23) attributes the lack of empowerment of women by Pro Mujer to the
absence of a specific consciousness-raising component that highlights the power
differentials and discriminatory practices in society. Given women’s financial straits, Pro
Muger pursues an economic agenda (which is not a problem), but it puts less emphasis on
traditional roles and power relations, thus leaving intra-family roles unchallenged and
unchanged. Microfinance initiatives that emphasize purely economic purposes lack the

desired effect to empower women and challenge external power structures.

By solely targeting women, Pro Mujer has pursued its economic agenda based upon
established gendered responsibilities. Taking advantage of women’s household
responsibilities, Pro Mujer has failed to challenge men’s role in perpetuating women’s
inferior status. With added income come added household responsibilities for Bolivian
women. Women are now responsible for the home, the business and in some cases
seeking more sources of income because men have withdrawn their financial support due
to women'’s access to or her ability to generate more income. Therefore, Pro Mujer must

equally target men and women in order to begin uprooting unjust practices.

Pro Mujer must also have more flexible repayment schedules. This is indicative from the
harsh penalties and home invasions aforementioned when women are unable to meet
payments. Repayment schedules are generally set to the rhythm of the MFI instead of to

the rthythm of the women’s lives. Microenterprises may take some time to become fully
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established and generate profit. Until then, women may undergo great hardship in

repaying loans.

Pro Mujer needs to encourage the diversification of income-generating activities. The
Bolivian economy is saturated with microenterprises that are replicating each other’s
income-generating activities (Bateman, 2010, p.120). This saturation lowers the price that
producers receive for their services and goods which translates into lower returns and
decreases the likelihood of women’s businesses expanding. Thus, women’s incomes do

not significantly increase or their control over their income.

Another way to challenge gender norms is creating alliances with other women’s
movements. For example, access to land is a huge social justice issue in Bolivia. Two
major barriers to enforcement of land rights are the strong patriarchal social norms and
pervasive illiteracy rates among rural Bolivian women. Women cannot exercise rights if
they are unaware of them. Organizing women around this issue will bring greater
awareness to the problem and encourage women to actively develop ways to protest this
social injustice. Promoting women in social and political activities will encourage women

to tackle national issues that affect them in their communities.

Summary
Bolivia faces many challenges including gender inequality. Although women and men
are entitled to the same legal rights, women encounter many customary prejudices and

cultural norms that keep women and men on unequal terms. Gender norms create strict
131



domestic responsibilities between men and women, turn a blind eye to sexual harassment

of women and hinder the attainment of land rights for Bolivian women.

One proposed solution to women’s disempowerment was microfinance. After the
Bolivian economy experienced hyperinflation in the late 1980s and witnessed the
withdrawal of government expenditure in social services, opportunities emerged giving
way to microfinance. The microfinance sector did suffer some setbacks. Clients eager to
invest more with the hope of reaping large returns began taking out multiple loans from

multiple institutions, consequently, becoming trapped in a web of debt.

Despite these setbacks, Bolivia is considered one of the countries with an expansive
microfinance sector in Latin America and a model for the rest of the world. The Bolivian
financial sector is filled with several viable players from both the formal traditional
financial sector and the microfinance sector. One particularly important player is Pro

Mujer.

Pro Mujer is an international microfinance and women’s development network
organization that perceives microfinance as a means for achieving its client’s personal
and business development. It offers four major integrated services: empowerment
training, financial services, business development training and healthcare support. The
business development training and the healthcare support services have two components,
one is an informational session and the other is a technical session. These services rely

heavily on donations and contributions from the community and funds from investors.
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Pro Mujer’s lending programme has created positive results among poor women. In
addition to their improved financial situation, more than half of the women felt that their
overall situation had improved due to their participation in Pro Mujer. Because of the
organization’s services, clients have better access to both preventative and curative care,
are more involved in their community and local organizations and have developed

positive bonds with other women in their groups.

Key factors in Pro Mujer’s success is its top management commitment to providing a
holistic approach to its clients; its management team that is equipped with the necessary
skills to manage a multi-service institution; its access to affordable skilled and capable
personnel; its provision of services to the most needed areas; its supportive legal
environment for integrated services; its requirement of frequent loan repayment meetings;
its ability to foster long-term relationships with clients through ongoing training, its
creation of a safe space where clients can access services; its ability to take advantage of

economies of scale and its use of pictorial materials to reach illiterate women.

Despite these positive outcomes, Gibb (2008) challenges the notion that microfinance
empowers women. She argues that increased incomes do not necessarily build women’s
self-confidence. Even though couples are making more decisions together, she found that
three quarters of women in a loan group were solely responsible for housework and child
rearing. Additionally, FINRURAL’s 2003 study showed that many women were
dissatisfied with Pro Mujer’s harsh and inflexible collection policy in reference to joint

guarantees.
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Much of the institution’s failure to empower women is attributed to the lack of an
empowerment programme tailored specifically for consciousness-raising that highlights
the power differentials between men and women and societal norms that keep the power
balance in favour of men. Therefore, men’s participation is essential. It is also essential
that Pro Mujer becomes flexible in the repayment of loans and encourages the
diversification of income-generating activities in order for poor women to develop
sustainable livelihoods. Finally, it is crucial that Pro Mujer creates beneficial links with

other services for women that educates and supports them.

Pro Mujer has done much to help women survive within their socio-economic

environment, but has done little to effectively challenge the cultural norms that privilege

men.
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Chapter 5- Case Study: FUCEC

Introduction

Togo is a small, poor West African country that has a population of 6 million people of
which 3 million are women (CIA, 2010d). It is member of the eight-nation union,
WAEMU (Ashta, Chalamon and Demay, p.2010, para. 1) and is one of the poorest
countries in the world with 39 percent of its population living on less than US $1.25 per
day and a gross national income (GNI) per capita of US $844 (HDR, 2010, p. 145, 162).
Much of Togo’s economic activity occurs in the informal sector, accounting for over 90
percent. Generally, the larger a country’s informal sector, the lower their economic

performance and the higher their level of poverty (ADB, 2006, p.8).

Amidst these economic hardships, Togolese women have great control over their income
and dominate urban market activities. Since spouses rarely pool their incomes, women
enjoy high levels of independence over the control of their earnings from economic
activities. Because of relative this autonomy, men and women have strict separation of
responsibilities and obligations in terms of income and expenditure (Guerin, 2002, p.17).
In urban areas, women and girls are known to dominate market activities and commerce,
but in the rural areas where most of the population lives, harsh economic conditions leave
women with little time for activities other than domestic tasks and agricultural fieldwork

(United Nations, 1992 cited in Gage, 1995, p.264).

135



These rigid responsibilities trickle down into a river of blatant inequalities between men
and women in education, health, and politics. This is reflected in the country’s GII valued
at .731, ranking it at 115 out of 169 countries (HDR, 2010, p.158). Legally, a husband
can restrict his wife’s freedom to work and can control her earnings (U.S Department of

State, 2001, para.71

In Togo, women’s limited human capital attainments are strongly connected to their
productive capacity. Presently, only 15 percent of Togolese women (25 years and older)
have a secondary education compared to 45 percent of men. As a result, economic
opportunities in the wage economy are skewed in favour of men. On average, these
women earn only 45 percent of what men earn (HDR, 2009, p.188) and have a labour

force participation rate of 64.6 percent, 21.8 percent less than men’s (HDR, 2010, p.158).

Despite relatively poor access to adequate health services, Togolese women have a longer
life expectancy than their male counterparts. These women live an estimated three and a
half years longer than men with a life expectancy averaging 60 years (CIA, 2010). As
many as 510 women die out of every 1000 live births with 16 percent of these women not
having antenatal coverage at least once during their pregnancy. As for young married
women, ages 15 to 49, contraceptive use is shockingly low with only 17 percent of them

using some form of birth control (HDR, 2007/2008, p.328)

Changes in Togo’s parliamentary elections after the death of the dictator President

Eyadema, who ruled the country for 38 years, forced the country to revamp much of its
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past practices, forcing it to set sail on a new political reform process. This climaxed in a
multiparty parliamentary election on October 14, 2007. The international community

oversaw the process and deemed it fair and transparent (IMF, 2008, p.3).

Despite political reform, women are almost invisible with only ten percent of ministerial
positions filled by them, a very low number for a country that gave women the right to
vote and stand for election in 1945 (HDR, 2009, p.188). Currently, only 9 women are

present in parliament out of 72 seats (IPU, 2011).

Togo, like many low-income countries, embraces strong patriarchal social norms and
practices that allow male dominance over women (World Organization Against Torture
2002, para.1). Under Togolese law, men and women are equal; under personal law
(which follows traditional law that sanctions women’s subordination), women continue to
experience discrimination in pension benefits, inheritance and education. National labour
laws require equal pay for both genders, but this provision is usually upheld only in the
formal sector. Even though no restrictions exists on women owning property, under
personal law a wife forfeits her child support rights in the event of divorce or separation
and her inheritance rights upon the death of her husband. Legally, children are protected
but personal laws frequently allow girls to be discriminated against allowing for
disparities in school enrollments between boys and girls (U.S. Department of State, 2001,

para.71).
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Other oppressive forms of violence imposed upon women are marital rape and domestic
violence (World Organization Against Torture 2002, para.2); husband can legally restrict
his wife’s freedom to work and control her earnings (US Department of State, 2001,

para.71).

Another area of concern is female genital mutilation (FGM) or also known as female
genital cutting (FGC). In Togo, Type II, which is the removal or excision of the women’s
clitoris and inner labia, is commonly practiced in four of the five prefectures. It goes
beyond ethnic and religious tenets and The United States Department of State found that

one in eight girls undergo this procedure (2001, para.1, 3). 37

Demographics seem to play a significant role in determining the likelihood of women
undergoing FGM. Women 40 years and older are more likely to have been excised than
younger women, and women with lower levels of education are more likely to have had it
done. It is estimated that 16 percent of women with no education are likely to have had it
done compared to 4 percent of women with a secondary education or higher (U.S.

Department of State, 2001, para.4).

Customary practices still influence FGM. As many as 60 percent of women favour the
abolition of FGM citing incidences of infection, hemorrhage and other health issues; still

40 percent of these women still see its importance as a cultural practice (U.S. Department

" Togo’s two largest ethnic groups (Adja-Ewe and Akposso-Akebou) do not practice it, but other ethnic
groups such as Cotocoli, Tchamba, Peul, Mossi, Yanga, Moba, Gourma and Ana-lfe do. Also, the practice
is concentrated among Muslims but Christians and Animists practice it as well.
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of State, 2001, para.6). An excised girl commands a higher dowry compared to a non-
excised girl. Performing the procedure at a younger age is also cost-effective since non-
virgin girls incur a higher fee for performing the procedure which may cost anywhere

from US $0.40 cents to US $10.00 (U.S. Department of State, 2001, para. 12).

On October 30, 1998, Togo’s National Assembly voted to outlaw this procedure, with
penalties including two months to ten years imprisonment. Nevertheless, under personal
law, men own women after marriage. Women can refuse marriage and the procedure, but
a husband can force his wife to undergo the procedure and family pressure can also

favour the man’s decision (U.S. Department of State, 2001, para. 24, 29).

With many gender challenges ahead for Togo, microfinance is seen as the tool to advance
the position of women. This chapter will focus on FUCEC, a 28 year-old credit union
network that has been running a programme called Credit with Education (Service CE/E)
for the last 15 years.38 But first, I will outline the evolution of the microfinance sector in
Togo from 1957 to present. Then, I will describe FUCEC’s financial, business and health
programmes and present the research on the Service CE/E’s impact on low-income
women. The purpose of this chapter is to examine whether FUCEC has empowered
women. I will present reasons for the organization’s success in meeting women’s
practical needs, but I will end the chapter by presenting reasons it has failed to challenge
discriminatory customary practices that have led to Togolese women’s marginalized

position in society.

¥ Credit Epargne avec Education (Service CE/E)
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The Evolution of the Microfinance Sector in Togo from 1957 to present

James Winter, a US volunteer, was the creative mind behind the first agricultural
cooperative located in a village in the plateau region in Togo in 1957. It was not until
1969 that the first fund, called a Caisse d’entreaide (employee assistance fund), quickly
transformed itself into the National Committee for the Development of the Savings and
Credit Union Cooperative (Conaudec). % These funds known as Savings and Credit
Cooperatives (COOPECS) spread from village to village; in 1979 they overcame the
initial fears of credit defaults by using members’ deposits to issue loans. Prior to 1976,
COOPEC initiatives mostly operated in rural areas, but as the credit union movement
grew so did Conaudec, transforming itself into Federation of Credit Unions and Savings

Cooperatives (FUCEC) in 1983 (Ashta, Chalamon, & Demay (2011, para 1-5. Para.10). *°

This transformation led to domino effects in other areas of savings and credit, in
particular interest rates. In 1981, a maximum interest rate for lending was implemented at
27 percent. At the time, most MFIs in Togo were implementing an interest rate of 15 to
18 percent which was sufficient to cover expenses. Banks were also lending to MFIs at a
10 percent rate annually. These higher interest rates among MFIs were attributed to the
fact that small-scale transactions had higher operating costs (Ashta, Chalamon, & Demay,

2011, para.14).

In most countries, external funding is essential for the development of microfinance. In

the first phases of microfinance in Togo, USAID and European donors such as KfW were

% Comité national pour le dévelopement des unions coopératives d’épargne et de crédit (Conaudec)
40 Cooperatives d’epargne et Credit (COOPEC); Federation des Unions de Cooperative d’Epargne et
Credit du Togo (FUCEC)
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at the forefront of assisting FUCEC. However, in 1994, Western nations withdrew their
support from Togo due to the absence of democratic practices, especially freedom of
expression and representation in Togo. During this time the microfinance sector took on a

different shape and turned its attention towards women.

With the loss of external funds and international isolation, FUCEC became financially
weak and had to seek funds from internal sources. Even African development banks and
commercial banks refused to give credit on the basis that their micro-entrepreneurial
projects were too risky. As a result, FUCEC turned to its only other source: its deposits

(Ashta, Chalamon, & Demay, 2011, para 16-17).

With all these changes, Togo steered in the direction of structural reorganization. Starting
in 2000, the need for cost reduction led to mergers and consolidation of the different
COOPEC:s. To further reduce costs, FUCEC legally escaped the three tier organizational
requirement that organized COOPEC:s into different levels: local, regional, and national
(CGAP, 1993).*! FUCEC argued that the middle tier simply added cost to FUCEC’s
operations. The FUCEC is organized into two levels: first, the COOPEC at the local
level, which mobilizes member’s savings and organizes credit disbursements in both rural
and urban areas. Second, the National Union at the national level, which is a
consolidation of the COOPEC, allowing for the sharing of costs of training, cooperative
education, insurance, financing, inspection, auditing, consulting and performance

(FUCEC-Togo, 201 1c, para.5).

*! This legal requirement is put forward in the PARMEC law that regulates the governing of mutual or
cooperative savings and credit institutions in the West African region
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Three types of MFIs operate in Togo. First, the savings and credit institutions, like
FUCEC, are fueled by the savings of members that allow the organization to disburse
loans. These organizations perceive a necessary link to prior savings before a member
can apply for a loan. Second is the direct credit system, emphasizing more of credit than
the need to save prior to obtaining credit. This structure is modeled after the Grameen
Bank. An example of this model is another MFI in Togo called Women and Associations
for Gain both Economic and Social (WAGES). Third, is social projects added to the
credit component. Credit is accompanied by a range of development activities that help
members maximize the potential of loans (Akué & Adzoh, 2003, p.17). Both

aforementioned MFIs (WAGES and FUCEC) have a social project component.

Presently, the microfinance sector in Togo is dominated by Savings and Loans and Credit
Unions (known as COOPEC) and their networks. The most notable player is FUCEC
with a 64 percent market share (UNCDF, 2004, p.8). At the end of June 2010, Togo had
174 different certified microfinance initiatives with an estimated 740,000 beneficiaries.
One hundred and two of these are affiliated with 8 major cooperative networks, 66 are
COOPECS independent of any network and 6 are NGOs. In addition to these
microfinance initiatives fontines similar to rotating savings and credit associations
(ROSCAS) are still popular in the informal sector (Ashta, Chalamon, & Demay, 2010,

para. 35).
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FUCEC: Combining Financial and Non-financial Initiatives

After its birth in 1983, FUCEC changed its name in June 2001 from the Federation of
Credit Unions and Savings Cooperatives to the Holding Company for Credit Unions and
Savings Cooperatives (FUCEC).*” Today, it is one of the oldest institutions operating in
the microfinance sector in the country (FUCEC, 2011c, para.4). Since then, FUCEC has
grown into a credit union network. Its member credit unions called COOPECs are
financial cooperatives governed by the board of directors who are elected by cooperative

members based on the principle of one member one vote.

Membership is voluntary, but minimum requirements do exist. An applicant would need
to pay a membership fee of US $0.05, complete the membership application form, and
subscribe and pay at least a share amount of US $2.15 to US $4.31 into the fund, with the
final decision resting on the Board of Directors (FUCEC, 2011d, p.1-3; Goldstein, Barro
& Gentil, p.1999, p.76). ** For those who wish to be elected to the board of directors, they
must have savings totaling between US $22 to US $33 (Goldstein er al, 1999, p.76).
COOQOPECs are usually filled with people sharing similar financial needs and common
bonds, for example, employees at the same company or people from the same
neighbourhood. This common bond brings these people together and purportedly instills

a sense of confidence in them (FUCEC, 2011b, para. p.1, 2).

*2 la Faitiére des Unités Coopératives d’Epargne et Credit du Togo (FUCEC)
4 Estimated US $ 0.05. This fee is used for the membership procedures and is non-refundable if the
member leaves the group or is excluded from the group. The official currency of Togo is CFA franc
(Communaut Financiaire Africaine), about 463 CFA franc is one US dollar.
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A COOPEC generally finances members’ needs in trade, particularly hotel and restaurant
ventures, small industry, building and public works, transport and communication, social
expenditure, particularly school fees and health expenses, agriculture, livestock and

fisheries (FUCEC, 2007, p.37). For COOPEC members, loan sizes average US $956 and

savings average US $226 (Tremblay, Quirion, Langlop & Klutse, 2006, p.13).

Reaching the poorest women: credit with education
Since 1996, FUCEC has extended its funding to very poor Togolese women, who cannot
afford to pay the membership fees, buy shares, save the required amount to receive loans,
and are too far away or who have the perception that credit unions are for men. Part of
FUCEC'’s central liquidity fund is invested in the form of loans to these poor women
through a programme called Service CE/E.** These women are organized into groups of
eighteen to thirty-four, averaging twenty-four per group, which are called Economic and
Social Interest Groups (GIES).* Itis through these groups that services are provided,
and a management committee is elected in order to lead the group. Within the group,
smaller solidarity groups of four or five individuals, who act as loan guarantors, are
formed. These women deposit their savings into group accounts, but do not have the
same rights as members such as the one person one vote policy or participation in the

credit union’s governance (Dunford, 2002, p.114; Dunford, 2005, p.8).

*“ The central liquidity fund is 25 percent of each COOPECs members’ deposits (FUCEC-Togo, 2011, p.5)
“ Groupements d’Interet Economique et Social (GIES)
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Membership requirements also exist for these poor women who wish to borrow in GIES.
If members wish to borrow, they must be GIES members (FUCEC, 2011, p.3), have a
minimum amount of savings in the group account with COOPECs which is equivalent to
20 percent of the loan issued to them (Tremblay, et al., 2006, p.10), have completed
membership training, attend GIES meetings regularly, are able to repay loans and engage
in an economic activity that is authorized by the solidarity group to ensure weekly

repayment of loan (Dunford, 2002, p.115).

The gathering of these groups is done in their local communities with a FUCEC field
agent (promotrice) present for meetings, which run from one hour to two hours weekly
for the first few loan cycles of sixteen weeks each. Once the group demonstrates
understanding and reliability, subsequent meetings are held once every two weeks. At
these meetings, the field agent provides savings, credit and educational services to the
members. They also help in the registration of the GIES in order to receive the Service
CE/E and provide a two hour orientation training over a period of five weeks. Initially,
field agents lead meetings and encourage members to participate. Eventually, this role
changes to a facilitator as the group demonstrates reliability in the management of loans.
This allows for the GIES management committee takes on more of a leadership role
(Dunford, 2002, p.114). This transfer of power must be done within three to six loan

cycles.

FUCEC is responsible for hiring, training and supervising field agents; they are assigned

to organize and manage GIES of participating credit union members. The field agent
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undergoes a two week professional orientation that teaches him or her how to determine
which villages would qualify for the Service CE/E, how to promote the programme to
low-income village women and how to form groups for women interested in the
programme. The field agent receives training in adult education and training techniques.
The FUCEC program has a trainer who conducts most of the training, and for more
specialized training, FUCEC has external assistance from either Freedom from Hunger
(FFH) or PLAN International Togo (Dunford, 2002, p.115). 46 Other international
partners are Developpement International Desjardins-Canada (DID), Confederation of
Financial Institutions of West Africa- Burkina Faso, Program of Support for the National
Microfinance Strategy (PASNAM) funded by UNDP and UNCDF (FUCEC 2011a,

para.10).

For members and non-members, funds are provided through the FUCEC in the form of
investments which are financed from the deposits of all credit union members. Much of
these funds are from savings deposits of members who do not participate in GIES. This
central fund serves the liquidity management needs for all COOPECs. Even though GIES
members are not obliged to borrow, an overwhelming number of members do take out
loans. Since April 1996, the Service CE/E has made loans averaging US $109 (Dunford,

2002, p.115).

* Freedom from Hunger is based in California and is a non-profit organization that has been developing
programmes to reduce chronic hunger for over 50 years. Since 1991, it has worked with partner
organizations to develop a programme called Credit with Education (Rodriguez-Garcia, Macinko & Water,
2001, p.110).

Plan is one of the largest and oldest (over 70 years old) children's development organizations in the world.
It works in 48 developing countries in Africa, Asia and the Americas to promote child rights and reduce
poverty among children (Plan International, 2011).
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FUCEC selects communities to participate in the Service CE/E based on their relative
distance from a member COOPEC and their remoteness from cities and access to public
transportation. The objective is to reach communities where financial services and NGOs
are absent. In some of these communities, many of the people live off their crops and
poverty is so entrenched that many are still not taking out more than US$40 after ten

cycles of sixteen week loans (Dunford, 2002, p.117).

Integrated approach: offering complementary services with credit
In order to improve the success of these applicants, the Service CE/E goes beyond
offering financial services to offering complementary services that can enhance women’s
livelihoods. Educational services in health and business are provided to women who
regularly attend GIES meetings, either weekly or biweekly, or are current savers and
participants in a GIES (Dunford, 2002, p.115). The GIES meetings have a learning
session that lasts for approximately thirty minutes, unless it is a scheduled loan disbursal
and repayment session. In areas of health, FUCEC covers topics such as nutrition in the
prevention and management of diarrhea, breastfeeding, infant and child feeding,
immunization and family planning and self-confidence which is covered over a loan
cycle of sixteen weeks. In areas of business, FUCEC covers topics such as sales and
calculating profit margins and teaches women ways to improve their GIES management

skills.

Many of these learning sessions are led by the field agent, but with the assistance of

women participants. Different techniques are used to provoke discussion or introduce
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subjects. For example, dramas are popular ways to engage the audience and encourage
everyone to contribute. One popular drama depicts a couple that has seven children and
would like to know the family planning methods available to them. This drama is a
mirror scenario for most of the women and provokes animated discussions. At the end of
the drama, the field agent comes and introduces the different family planning methods
such as hormonal pills, Norplant implants, quarterly depot medroxyprogesterone acetate
(DMPA) injections, condoms, the intrauterine device (IUD) and others. During this time,
members in need of further assistance are referred to the nearest healthcare centre for
information and access on the different methods discussed. Visual materials are also used
in conveying information. With the help of the Togolese Ministry of Health and Freedom

from Hunger, updated materials are continually provided (Dunford, 2002, p. 116).

The Cost of Running FUCEC’s Programmes

Since an interest rate cap is imposed upon MFIs, one of the challenges with Service CE/E
is the financial sustainability of the programme. In particular, the cap makes it difficult to
recover the full cost of offering the services in remote rural areas (Dunford, 2005, p.11).
Since all of the services are performed by one staff member, due to cost issues, the
program’s financial and educational services are calculated together. So far credit
operations have been able to cover over 90 percent of the unified cost of the Service
CE/E. Additionally, grants from PLAN international and Freedom from Hunger are used
as start-ups in new areas. The cost of technical assistance from Freedom from Hunger is

not tallied into the revenue or costs of the programme (Dunford, 2002, p.117).
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Positive Impacts from COOPECS on Togolese Women

Education added to small loans and savings has created marked changes in the lives of
poor rural women. Despite the economic hardships in the country that limit these poor
women’s microenterprises potential, they remain with the group because of the social
interaction with others and because of the information received during each learning
session, improving the self-sufficiency of the program. For GIES members the positive
impact is demonstrated by increases in the number of children going to school, the
number of people able to access medical services and visible improvements in the social
life of families and women. These improvements come in the form of more respect from
husbands and from local communities due to women’s financial contributions (Dunford,
2002, p.117). Gage (1995, p.269) reports that Togolese women earning cash are more
likely to have a discussion of family planning with their spouses and use modern
contraceptives as well as allocate their earnings to some rotating credit or savings

schemes than those who do not work for cash.

Using data from a survey conducted in WAEMU countries, Abalo, (2007) found that
microfinance has proven to positively impact microenterprise activities. This is measured
in the volume of production, diversification of production, sales volume, competitiveness
and business profitability, how labour is used and hours worked. Eighty-six percent of
entrepreneurs reported increased production volume in their businesses and 64 percent of
microenterprises increased profitability and competiveness. Credit also allowed
borrowers to increase the number of times their inventory was replaced and hire more

labour. For 43 percent of microenterprises, owners reported that credit allowed them to
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smooth cash flow problems (Abalo, 2007, p.11). A study conducted by Akue and Adzoh
(2003, p.61- 62) found that in the seven microfinance institutions across the country,
including the plateau region where FUCEC started, clients reported having higher savings
and improvements in their farming practices compared to non clients. These clients

attribute their success to training programmes implemented by MFIs.

Attitudes towards educating girls were also positively affected. Through advocacy and
educational activities in the community, people were educated on the value of prioritizing

their daughters’ education (Akué & Adzoh, 2003, p.61).

The Service CE/E has allowed women to express new dreams of a better life. Women
reported that there was a reduction in the number of household seizures, greater
independence in terms of reliance on men for food and healthcare and higher levels of
self-confidence. With increased financial contributions, women had gained the respect of
their family and community. More importantly, all of the women surveyed reported
having complete control over the use of loans issued from MFIs and had full control over
the outputs their businesses generated (Akué & Adzoh, 2003, p.62). One testimonial in
particular was from Tibidin Yalborne who cited her greatest barrier to undertaking
income-generating activities as the lack of money. After gaining access to credit, her
increased self-confidence has won her respect from her husband and her community. Her

goal now is for her children to have a better life (Akué & Adzoh, 2003, p.62).
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The Service CE/E in West Africa has opened many opportunities for its members to
improve their socioeconomic status and/or self-confidence enough to encourage women
members of CE/E to join FUCEC. As much as 35 percent of the women in the Service
CE/E later joined a credit union as individual members. Many of them joined after one
year of membership with CE/E and had the option to remain in their initial groups. In
fact, 24 percent of the women joining the credit union were still members of CE/E.
Women valued the solidarity of the group, enjoyed the education component of the
service and desired to continue to borrow and save through the group (Dunford, 2005,

p.9-10).

The programme staff and members played a key part in influencing membership. Twenty
nine percent of new members were informed of credit union services by other credit

union members and 17 percent were informed by a field agent.

Finally, the Service CE/E has shown little evidence of exclusion of women by better-off

members or by programme staff (Dunford, 2005, p.8).

Reasons for FUCEC’s Success in meeting Women’s Practical Needs

FUCEC:s aforementioned success can be attributed to the following:

1. FUCEC’s Service CE/E component covers essential skills and knowledge to
improve investment returns on loans and ensure participation in the groups. Their

microfinance initiative has integrated information and technical support that
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covers health and nutrition, better business development and GIES management.
This additional support ensures that women are equipped with skills and resources

to participate in the group and their own development

COOPECs and GIES meetings are located in the clients’ community. This close
proximity reduces transportation costs for clients, which appears to increase

attendance and member’s commitment level.

Is the forming of groups. Many of these women remain with the COOPEC
because of the solidarity formed. Women have a safe space to form their opinions

and create meaningful bonds.

Thousands of women have joined COOPECS in their local communities which is
an indication of the need for educational and credit services in those areas. With
high rural poverty and limited resources in the villages, more women are likely to

join these COOPECSs to gain access to needed services.

Is the use of teaching techniques that are conducive to learning. Dramas are used
to illustrate important social and health issues among the women. Many of these
women have very little education, so these dramas help to increase participatory

learning by stimulating discussions among the women.
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6. Is the encouragement of participation and ownership. The field agent initially
manages the group of women, but eventually women are encouraged to take
ownership of their group. They must take on the responsibility of the group and

effectively manage it. They become directly involved in promoting their needs.

7. COOPEC:s create alliances with other organizations. The COOPECS cannot
provide all the needed social support services, so they team up with organizations
like Free from Hunger, Plan International and even their Ministry of Health to
provide the essential services to these poor women. With the help of these other
organizations they are able to acquire materials and technical information that
they themselves cannot provide. In areas of health where the organization lacks

the resources or information, women are referred to the nearest health centre.

8. The employment of skilled personnel to manage these different programmes is
essential for sustainability. Many of these field agents undergo training in order to
equip themselves with the necessary management skills and technical knowledge
of the different programmes in order for the organization to run smoothly and

effectively.

9. FUCEC has frequent loan repayment meetings that provide educational services.
GIES meetings are held weekly or biweekly (depending on the reliability of the

group) in their own communities. These meetings provide the opportunity for
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increasing awareness of rights and providing educational and training sessions in

health and business.

Assessing Impact on Poor Women

Guerin (2002, p.17) has noted that because men and women in West Africa rarely mix
their incomes, they often assume different responsibilities and have access to different
forms of capital. Therefore, the introduction of microcredit into the home is not likely to
create a conflict, unlike the dynamics of a household where income is mixed. Since
women wield greater control and higher level of independence over economic activities,
they are less likely to be abused by their spouses or other male family members.
Therefore, in terms of their control over money, microfinance might not be doing much

more for Togolese women to increase their control over money.

Microfinance and Women’s Disempowerment

Although FUCEC’s credit with education component has tremendously uplifted many
Togolese women from their former socio-economic circumstances, gender awareness
programmes are absent. The absence of gender awareness programmes limits the extent
to which women’s strategic needs are taken into account and blurs the power dynamics
within the household. Gender programmes are essential for women to discuss issues such
as reasons behind FGM and legal codes that state women forfeit their inheritance of
property upon the death of their husbands and other issues that keep women in a lower

position to than their male counterparts.
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Also, the focus on women diverts attention away from men’s role in perpetuating
subordination of women. Yes, Togolese women are the most vulnerable to poverty and
are the primary caretakers. However, women’s gendered role as primary caretakers
should not be exploited in order to channel credit into households. Men and women will
not understand the power men have over them until they are given the power to work
with these men. By solely targeting women, microfinance organizations will fail to
understand the root cause of women’s subordination, which is intricately tied into

patriarchal, personal laws.

FUCEC needs to increase networks to include more local organizations. Togo is a very
poor country; therefore, it is imperative that FUCEC create beneficial links with other
organizations. It will provide a means for more resource sharing. It will also help to

expand networks beyond the immediate networks that Togolese women have access to.

FUCEC must also emphasize follow-up sessions, especially for the most vulnerable
women. If women are still not able to increase their loan amounts from US $40 after
three years or increase their standard of living, then these women need more help. They
need either more training or larger loans to make more profitable investments. Women

must be able to increase their incomes significantly if they are going to live better lives.

Finally, it is simply inadequate to provide teaching tools that meet women’s literacy
level. FUCEC must either provide the opportunity for women to improve their literacy

skills or have alliances with organizations that can help women increase their literacy
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skills. When women can read and write, they can further their own learning and

empowerment process.

Summary

Togolese women have great control over their income and dominate urban market
activities. However, this relative autonomy has created a clear and rigid separation of
responsibilities and obligations in terms of income and expenditure. These rigid
responsibilities uphold the inequalities between men and women in education, health,
labour force participation and politics. Despite constitutional protection, under personal
laws, gender inequalities are permissible and enforced. Consequently, Togolese women

continue to experience discrimination in wages, inheritance and education.

Since 1957, when the first agricultural cooperative began in a village in the plateau
region, microfinance has steadily expanded its reach. In the early 1990s, the microfinance
sector encountered great difficulties. One in particular was the withdrawal of Western
Nations’ financial support from Togo because of the repression of freedom and the lack
of democracy in Togo. With the loss of external aid and international isolation, FUCEC
became financially weak and had to turn to the savings of its members to finance its

operations.

Presently, the microfinance sector in Togo is dominated by Savings and Credit
Cooperatives (known as COOPEC) and their networks. Formed in 1983, FUCEC has

been the most notable credit union network in Togo with a 64 percent market share.
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It was not until fifteen years later, in 1996, that the first CE/E loan was made to FUCEC.
It enabled the organization to extend its funding to very poor Togolese women, who
could not afford to be a part of the organization. FUCEC provides educational services in
health and business to women who regularly attend GIES meetings or are current savers
and participants in a GIES. Many of these learning sessions are led by a field agent, with

the assistance of the women in the group.

Many recipients of CE/E have reported positive outcomes due to their participation in the
programme. GIES members cite an increase in the number of children going to school
and accessing medical services and a visible change in attitudes towards educating girls.
Women also report improvements in the form of more respect from their husbands and
from local communities due to their financial contributions. Even in areas where
economic deprivation is widespread, women remain with the group because of the social
interaction with others and for the information received during each learning session

(Dunford, 2002).

Nine reasons account for FUCEC’s success with the Service CE/E: (1.) it covers essential
skills and knowledge to improve investment returns on loans and ensure participation; (2)
it conducts GIES meetings within the clients’ community which reduces transportation
costs for clients, increasing attendance and commitment; (3) it forms groups which help
to foster spaces for dialogue; (4) COOPECS are located in areas where they are needed;
(5) its teaching techniques and materials are sensitive to women’s literacy levels; (6) it

encourages participation and promotes ownership; (7) it forms mutual alliances with
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international organizations and with the Ministry of Health; (8) it equips its staff with
essential skills and information in order for them to provide accurate and appropriate
advice; and (9) it has frequent loan repayment meetings that provide the opportunity to

offer non-financial services.

However, FUCEC has failed to empower women beyond the control of their income. The
key reasons for this failure is (1) it does not offer gender awareness programmes to
Togolese women and men; (2) it gives very little attention to men’s role in perpetuating
subordination of women; (3) it does not offer women the opportunity to increase their
literacy skills; (4) its gives insufficient emphasis on follow up training; and (5) it has

engaged in limited networking with other local organizations.
Recognition of these key factors of failure underscores FUCEC’s limited potential in

empowering women. It has surely produced positive outcomes for women but it has

failed to tackle the source of women’s disempowerment.
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Chapter 6-Analysis of BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC

and the Potential of Microfinance in Belize

Introduction

Barriers to female empowerment are context specific and vary among women.
Consequently, interventions to empower poor and disadvantaged women will differ
depending upon the particular political, cultural, and social constraints that they face. In
general, however, it is essential that women’s rights are supported in the household and
restrictions on women’s mobility outside the home and access to markets are questioned.
I studied three different institutions in order to understand the context that would be most
likely to produce successful outcomes for low-income women in Belize. Surprisingly,
three different microfinance initiatives had almost identical outcomes in terms of meeting
women’s practical needs, but all three failed to meet women’s strategic needs as defined

by Moser (1989).

This chapter will evaluate the outcomes of BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC and argue that
microfinance cannot empower low-income women, but it can be seen as stepping stone
for creating opportunities for low-income women that were previously nonexistent. Then,
I will describe and examine the existing gender and microfinance conditions in Belize
and, drawing upon the lessons learned from the case studies in the earlier chapters,

explain why microfinance is not likely to empower Belizean women.
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Evaluation of BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC

Edward and Olsen (2006, p.36) argue that market empowerment processes acculturate
women to become acquiescent and efficient actors within the existing structures of an
expanding market economy. Pro Mujer, BRAC and FUCEC have all pursued an
economic agenda that deals with human survival. Each institution has offered health
services that have significant relevance in settings where antenatal coverage and
contraceptive use is low. Women are continuously lured back to these institutions
because they provide services that are important for their survival. Unfortunately, only
one aspect of these women’s lives is addressed, namely their practical needs via income
generation. GAD proponents would argue that women clients of these institutions were
not encouraged to rethink and challenge their economic, social and cultural place in
society or become active agents of change. Constructed gendered relations must be

addressed prior to achieving equal distribution and empowerment.

With no gender specific programmes in practice to target power relations and prejudices
between men and women. BRAC programmes did little to influence entrenched biases in
favour of men. In fact, no evidence was found that equity existed in the homes of BRAC
clients. Girls are still more likely to remain uneducated in times of financial hardships
and male preference is still engrained in the behaviour of men and women. Men’s
position in society, culture, religion, economy and politics is so revered and protected that
women’s new niche in the decision making process is still less influential than men’s.
This is evident in issues such as contraceptive use, which is a responsibility laid solely

upon women clients of BRAC.
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Through Pro Mujer, increased incomes and savings brought temporarily relief to
women’s economic situation, but it did not mean that women challenged the internal and
external oppression in their lives that dictated their roles in society. With increased
decision making, household responsibilities fell solely upon women and their female

children.

Through FUCEC, women'’s financial and economic situation also improved, but these
programmes did not allow women to gain access to their spouse’s capital or other
resources. With strict divisions of responsibility in the household, women’s improved
access to credit simply meant that they had more resources to fulfill their gendered
obligations and responsibilities. It did not mean that men relinquished their hold on their
wife’s freedom nor did it reduce the disparities in school enroliment between girls and
boys. Ultimately, FUCEC did not equip women with information and strategies to

command more authority in areas outside of their “domain”.

Barriteau (1998, p.455) and Mohammed (1995, p.29) argue that gendered division of
labour has led women to exercise their bargaining power in the domain they know best,
the domestic sphere. In BRAC, much of the skills training for women is geared towards
home-based income-generating activities such as fattening and rearing milk cows and
sericulture. Home based activities gave women few reasons to leave their homes, and
when they did leave their home and ventured into male domains such as the market,
women were humiliated and harassed. In Pro Mujer and FUCEC, women were given

training and information on how to increase the profitability of their chosen businesses.
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However, Pro Mujer clients admitted that they would choose microenterprises that kept
them close to home in order to balance their domestic and community responsibilities.
For FUCEC, no evidence indicated that it pushed women into traditional female jobs or
jobs that would keep them close to home, but Togolese women dominate commerce and
agriculture, some parts of which (the production process) could easily be done from home

or close to home as well.

As discussed in Chapter Two, Williams, Seed and Mwau (1994, p.233) envision a society
that replaces power over with power to, power with and power within in order for people
to make meaningful life choices. BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC’s educational and skill
training programmes, especially Pro Mujer’s empowerment training programme that
focused exclusively on developing a sense of self among women are all important for
developing the power within, a power essential for developing women’s self-esteem, self-
awareness and internal strength. FUCEC’s emphasis on the field agent’s role slowly
becoming a facilitator’s role, encouraging leadership among clients, is a great way to
distribute power. These programmes have also increased women’s power fo make
decisions in the household due to their increased economic contributions in the form of

increased income, higher savings and more assets, increasing their self-reliance.

However, change cannot occur if power relations are unchanged. Due to the absence of a
relational understanding of power and gender, microfinance programimes failed to
address power relations in terms of power over, a relationship based on men’s belief in

their superiority and dominance, justified by culture. Naved’s (1994) study of BRAC
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showed that women’s power to make decisions was limited and superficial because in
most cases men’s decisions took precedence. Admittedly, women are involved in the
decision making process at home, but they have been unable to take power and to act
upon those choices, thus limiting their agency. Pro Mujer did not actively challenge the
discriminatory practices that thwarted single, widowed Bolivian women from assessing
and managing land; in Togo, FUCEC did not address the issue of women becoming their
husband’s possessions after they were married which subjected them to the procedure of

FGM regardless of their wishes.

Kabeer (2005, p.15) argues that women must respond to new economic activities as a
new opportunity, not out of urgency to meet practical needs. This new opportunity must
increase her sense of independence. In all three institutions, women are drawn into
microfinance programmes out of an urgency to meet family needs. These microfinance
programmes operate in areas where few opportunities exist for poor women, thus
attracting thousands, and in BRAC’s case millions, of women. For Bangladeshi women,
travelling outside their homes broke down the walls of isolation, but it did not shake the
walls of powerlessness. Travelling outside their homes was not due to new opportunities
or newly acquired independence, but out of necessity to provide for their families. Many
were still consumed by their guilt and influenced by the stigma attached to women

travelling alone.

WID advocates would argue that women’s integration into the market has allowed

productive resources to be harnessed, maximizing production and efficiency in the
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economy. Most of all, women’s basic needs can be met because of their integration into
the market. However, WID advocates have failed to understand that empowerment is not
simply meeting daily survival needs (i.e at an optimal level) or facilitating traditional
gendered responsibilities and expectations. Instead, empowerment promotes an
appreciation of women’s work, whether in the home or outside the home and, indeed,
challenges the very idea of “women’s work.” It goes beyond accessing resources to
having the ability to act upon their decisions that reflect their range of options in order for
them to achieve outcomes they desire. In other words, simply pushing women into
traditional female occupations does not increase women’s access to information, expand
their social networks or increase their opportunities to interact in public settings; it simply
achieves outcomes that exist within their structured—and thereby limited—realm of

possibility.

By no means am I advocating the cessation of the educational and training programmes
that are often attendant to microfinance initiatives, but to acknowledge it simply as a
precondition to achieving equity between women and men and not an end. GAD
proponents argue that the anti-poverty approach is a precondition for equity. The
challenge then becomes how to subvert anti-poverty for equity. Sen (1999, p.190) argues
that agency and well-being are fundamentally different, but the role of agency in order to
enact change must also consider women’s well-being. The intricate interdependence
between well-being and agency is necessary to achieve outcomes that women value.

FUCEC, BRAC and Pro Mujer programmes generally increase women’s income, but the
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increase simply meets women’s needs at the most basic levels without providing

conditions for women to overcome their poverty.

Mayoux (2003, p.10) and Kabeer (1995, p.299) advocate a consciousness-raising
component in development projects because it encourages women to reflect upon the
current status quo, opening doors of opportunities for women to challenge the status quo.
Critical consciousness followed by action is essential for women’s empowerment.
Microfinance institutions must acknowledge that development is complex and economic
capital is only one dimension. Individuals need to have their needs met at physical,

emotional, psychological, intellectual, spiritual and creative levels.

In order to maximize resources and create favourable outcomes in MFIs, networking can
become a beneficial means to offer a wider range of programmes. BRAC’s joint efforts
with the Bangladeshi government to expand primary schools in the country and increase
literacy rates are a great example of a beneficial alliance. In Pro Mujer, their healthcare
programme has teamed up with low-cost health providers in the country to extend
healthcare services to the poor and ultimately incorporate its clients into the national
healthcare scheme. In FUCEC, alliances are made with other health centres that can
provide further assistance to clients who need health information and services while

international alliances have also provided useful materials and technical support.

Despite these alliances, BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC must acknowledge their alliances

with other crucial players in society. Gender discrimination is inherent in businesses, law
165



enforcement and government and non-government organizations; consequently, actors
within each of these spheres will play a key role in the elimination of gender
discrimination. Unlike WID which promoted small-scale projects developed by NGOs
that were funded by international and bilateral agencies, GAD promotes the involvement
of the state and the community, and I would like to go further and promote the
involvement of everyone. Microfinance institutions should not be expected to empower
women on their own, because the empowerment of women takes the collective effort of
all government and non-government organizations; it takes the efforts of spiritual centres,
schools and businesses at the local, national and international level to eliminate the years
of entrenched discriminatory practices that originate from established personal laws. It is
does not matter how many gender programmes are in place throughout BRAC, Pro Mujer
and FUCEC, if gender programmes are not at the core of every other organization within

their alliance circle, empowerment of women cannot be achieved.

Mayoux (2007, p.44) rightly claims that in many societies [as in Togo], well-developed
informal social networks in the form of work groups or ROSCAS already exist.
Microfinance groups may likely limit ways in which networks could possibly enhance
women’s opportunities. Group sizes are significantly reduced to women who already
know each other in order to maximize repayment (p.44), resulting in no expansion of new

networks.

A known feature of microfinance initiatives is the use of groups. WID proponents

promote the use of groups in order to increase women'’s access to credit, but GAD
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proponents advocate group formation as a political tool: women collectively mobilize in
order to increase their political power within the existing economic and legal systems.
Groups must create and strengthen support networks, increase access to information in
the public sphere and can become a mechanism to drive collective action. Microcredit
groups should not hinder women’s participation in social and political activities, but
foster it. Yet in all three of the institutions examined, groups are oriented towards a
specific economic goal: serving as collateral for individual loans. I cannot assert that
these groups have never engaged in activism to increase women’s power in society, but I
can assert that based on my research of all three institutions, the primary goal of groups
was to increase women’s access to credit. MFIs do not need to shift away from the
economic (for financial resources are very important to meet women’s practical needs),
but women’s non-economic needs cannot be of secondary importance (for it is important
to meet women’s strategic needs). The focus must not be either or but both. BRAC, Pro
Mugjer and FUCEC, women’s time was mostly allotted to credit meetings, not legal and
human rights issues such as female inheritance in Togo, title to and control over land in

Bolivia and purdah restrictions in Bangladesh.

BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC all target women because it is a profitable means to
channel credit into the household. Advocates of GAD would argue that these institutions
are not challenging established gender relations. In fact, they are reinforcing them by
encouraging women to believe that their primary responsibility is in the home. Because

women are taught to be docile, these three organizations have based their operations on
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women’s traditional roles and their triple burden, instead of addressing the power

dynamics that have created this burden.

The inclusion of men in these organizations is also important. With intense focus on
women, BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC were unable to create a space for women to work
with men. Gender relations are mutually constitutive yet by focusing solely upon women,
microfinance initiatives have failed to transform male perceptions of not only femininity,
but masculinity as well. What differentiates GAD from WAD and WID is its emphasis
upon the inclusion of men. The nature of subordination and raising consciousness about
the importance of women’s role cannot be tackled without men. Collectively organizing
around a common goal can produce greater results, allowing for power with men instead

of power over men.

Rowland (1997) explains that empowerment can be experienced on three levels: personal,
relational and collective (p.15). On a personal level, these organizations have helped
women to develop a sense of self-confidence, especially Pro Mujer’s empowerment
training, but on a relational level, women have not been able to negotiate and influence
their relations with men and decisions made within these relationships. More importantly,
women have not been encouraged to work with men in order to collectively challenge
customary practices that are entrenched in society’s collective behaviour nor have they
been able to highlight the complex interconnection between these three levels of

empowerment.
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The introduction of microfinance brought with it additional responsibilities for women,
introducing the so-called “second shift.” Microfinance programmes must take into
consideration the domino effect that credit will have on women’s reproductive and
community lives as they engage in more economic entrepreneurial activities. In Togo,
Bolivia and Bangladesh, women are solely responsible for household and childrearing
activities and are more involved in the community than men. With their involvement in
microenterprises, their economic standard of living has increased but at the expense of
increased work and responsibilities. Opportunities should not carry additional burden of
responsibilities but lessen the burden. Therefore, men and other family members must
share the responsibility of the household activities. Outside the home, the state must

provide social services such as child-care in order to lessen the burden of women.

Another burden is the repayment of loans. Because MFIs target women, women are
burdened with the responsibility to repay loans. Bee (2011, p.36) states that women often
experience abrupt and frightening methods of payment recovery through verbal
harassment or possible home invasions by their peers to compensate for payment (p.36).
Both BRAC and Pro Mujer cited high repayment rates, but they did not account for the
hardships that women go through to repay loans. In Pro Mujer, FINRURAL’s (2003)
study found that women did experience harsh and inflexible repayment schedules.
Mayoux (2007, p.44) states women encounter great difficulties in loan repayments from
the time the loan is issued and before women have gained any income from economic
activity, often forcing them to find alternative sources of income. The stress of repayment

is compounded when men neglect their financial responsibilities to the home. With debts
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in women’s names, women are forced to sell the little physical capital they own to meet

debt obligations.

As MFIs become concerned with their own viability, the initial mission to target the
poorest of the poor becomes less important. Montgomery ef al. (1996), Amin (1994) and
Pitt et al. (2006) all agree that POs and Gram Shebaks in Bangladesh have a tendency to
select better-off clients than less well-to-do clients in order to boost performance and loan
repayments. Healthier and more independent women who were in a position to take
advantage of BRAC’s services benefited the most instead of poorer women who needed
the services. In Pro Mujer and FUCEC no evidence was found that it actively pursued
better-off clients. But this does not eliminate the possibility of it occurring, especially
since all three of these institutions are continuously vying for funds, compelling each

institution to show positive outcomes.

One of the drawbacks of operating in the microfinance sector for years is the saturation of
markets with microenterprises that offer similar goods and services. This is pertinent to
Pro Mujer since Bolivia experienced saturation of the market and in Bangladesh
Khandker and Chowdhury (1996, p.257) found that BRAC microenterprises needed to
promote new technology and introduce new products that would contribute to more
dynamic livelihoods. For FUCEC, it is less of a problem since their Credit with
Education programme has been in operation for 15 years in a country where a
dictatorship stifled economic prosperity for years. As previously discussed in the

analytical framework, Bernard (2008, p.9) argues that liberal discourse presents the Self
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as an agent that is free to create its own destiny and free from the restrictions from the
Other (in this context, men). When poor people engage in competitive business ventures
that give low returns and have unpredictable external shocks, their vulnerability
increases, which decreases the likelihood that poor women will be in a position to define
their own destiny. Even if women engage in economic activities with better remunerated
returns, these microenterprises are still not transforming the structure that is maintaining
their economic marginalization. The poor remain dependent on the Other.
Microenterprises need to generate sufficient income to increase women’s autonomy and
control over their income, but most all partake in the struggle to free women from

restrictive gender norms.

Then could these outcomes be produced in Belize where MFIs are beginning to take root?

I will address this question later in the chapter.

Women in Belize

Belize is a richer country than Bangladesh, Togo and Bolivia. It is a small Caribbean
country located in Central America and has a population of 321,000 people of which 158,
000 are women. It has a high proportion of people (43 percent) living below the national
poverty line (CIA, 2011b) and its gross national income per capita is US $5,693 (HDR,

2010, p.144).

Amidst poverty is another problem—gender inequality. Ranked 73 out of a 169 countries

and with a GII value of .600, Belize’s gender inequality situation is relatively better than
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Bolivia, Togo and Bangladesh (HDR, 2010, p.157); still those values indicate the need

for greater attention and commitment in closing the gap of gender inequality.

Belizean women do experience relatively better educational achievements compared to
other low-income countries. Unlike Bolivia, Togo and Bangladesh, Belizean women’s
educational achievements are equal to—and in some cases greater than—men’s
educational achievements; 77 percent of women can read and write compared to 76
percent of men (CIA, 2011b). More than a third of women, at least 25 years and older,
have at least a secondary education compared to a third of men (HDR, 2010, p.157) and
enrollment of primary, secondary and tertiary education is 83 percent among men and 81

percent among women (HDR, 2007/2008, p.327).

Opportunities for women to work have increased compared to previous years explaining
the increase of women’s participation in the labour force. Women constitute 80 percent of
those employed in the jobs in the tertiary sector dominated by finance, personal services,
insurance, wholesale and tourism, while men constitute the majority in primary and
construction sectors (Gob & CDB, 2009, p.35). Still, women’s earnings and labour force
participation rates are significantly lower than men’s. While 84 percent of men

participate in the labour force, only 49 percent of women do; those that do engage in the
labour force earn an average US $4,000, which is US $6,000 less than men’s average

earnings (HDR, 2007/2008, p.327; HDR 2010; p.157).
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Female-headed households are a very prevalent feature in the Caribbean, especially in
Belize, which signals the need for paid work for women. Female-headed households in
Belize increased from 27 percent in 2002 to 30 percent in 2009 (GoB & CDB, 2009,
p.21).*” Given the necessity of earning even a minimal income, Belizean women likely
have a lower reservation wage or are more likely than women from dual income
households to be forced into marginal subsistence jobs (Seguino, 2003, p. 2; McClaurin,
1996, p.109). As a result, a growing number of Belizean women have to work harder to

provide for their household members (Mclaurin, 1996, p.108).

Despite women’s control over their earnings and households, deeply rooted patriarchal
attitudes still prevail. Twelve percent of Belizean women believe that their husbands are
justified in beating them. Reasons cited were travelling outside the home without his
knowledge, neglecting children, arguing with him, refusing sex and the most commonly

stated reason was burning the food (SIB, 2006).

Young Belizean girls are taught early on in their lives to accept their domestic
responsibilities (McClaurin, 1996, p.63-64). The role of young girls in the house cannot
be underestimated. Many women who are in the labour force depend on their female

children to assist in feeding, bathing and watching younger siblings. Their support is

*” Three forms of consensual relationships exist in Belize: visiting (a man and woman in an intimate
relationship, but share a separate residence), common law, and marriage. Common law and visiting are the
most common forms of relationships (McClaurin, 1996, p.113).
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important, but young girls lose valuable time away from school and other educational

activities that could contribute to their personal development.

Beyond the home, discrimination is rampant. Female teachers at the primary level are
often discouraged from teaching physical education while male teachers are actively
encouraged to teach these sessions. For female students, encouragement to participate in
sports and physical education is lower than their male counterparts (NWC, 2002, 63). As
a corollary, girls pass through the educational system at a disadvantage in terms of
missed opportunities to improve their leadership skills, increase their level of

assertiveness and build strong and healthy self-esteem and lifestyles.

Gender disparity in participation in school is not the problem, but gender disparity within
courses based on customary roles is a problem. Gender equality among university
enrollment is largely attributable to a restructuring that incorporated traditional female
programmes, viz., Belize Nursing School and Belize Teachers Training College, into the
University of Belize. Within Centers for Employment Training (CETs), male students
outnumber female students because centres lack support for services such as childcare,
the costs of studying are prohibitively high, and courses are geared towards traditional
male roles, such as construction and plumbing. The issue here is not equal participation in

courses or in other sectors of society, but equal access to traditional and non-traditional

courses (NWC, 2002, p.62).
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According to the National Women’s commission report, Belizean men continue to
dominate positions of power and decision making in government, commerce, trade,
economic production and in the domestic sphere. Women on the other hand occupy the
vast majority of secretarial, clerical and the professions of teaching and nursing (2002,
p-63). In 1954 British colonial rule granted women the right to vote and stand for
election; however, it was not until 1984, two years after independence, that a woman
became a presiding officer of parliament (HDR, 2009, p.187) and in the February 2008
elections, no woman was elected into the Belizean parliament (IPU, 2011). Despite this
glaring gap between men and women, women make up forty percent of legislative, senior

positions and 50 percent of professional and technical workers.

Another area of concern is the high reproductive rates among Belizean women. Fertility
rates are falling, but remain high compared to the rest of the region and high fertility rates
are strongly linked to high morbidity and mortality of mother and child (NWC, 2002,
p-34). One of the reasons fertility rates remains high is due to the low use of
contraceptives among married women 15 to 49 years old (HDR, 2010, p.157). Although
the maternal mortality ratio is better than in most low-income countries, the ratio is high
for a small population, with 52 maternal deaths per 1000 live births. Despite effqrts made
to expand prenatal care to all Belizean women, 6 percent of pregnant women do not have
access to prenatal care at least once during their pregnancies and 4 percent of Belizean

women are not attended by skilled health personnel (HDR, 2010; p.157).
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Reproductive health among the child-bearing population (15-44) in Belize is relatively
poor. In fact, reproductive health problems are leading causes of death and morbidity for
Belizean women ages 15-44 years old. Cervical cancer, associated with sexually
transmitted viral infections and (preventable) is the leading cause of death for women
within this age group while the leading cause of hospitalization for women of
childbearing age is abortion related factors (NWC, 2002, p.34). Still, females live 6 years

longer than males, who live an average of 73 years (HDR, 2007/2008, p.327).

Despite these disparities between men and women, like Bolivia, Togo and Bangladesh,
legal provisions are in place to protect Belizean women. Under the criminal code, rape
and spousal rape are illegal and persons convicted of rape will face an imprisonment term
anywhere from eight years to life imprisonment. However, in reality, sentences are
generally lighter. Statutory rape laws are also enforced but convictions are rare.
Complainants may be reluctant to proceed with further court action; therefore the
prosecution discontinues the cases (U.S. Department of State, para.60-61). As for sexual
harassment, the magistrate court deals with such cases, but no criminal penalties exist for

sexual harassment (U.S. Department of State, para.64).

The law also prohibits domestic violence, and makes provision for penalties that include
imprisonment. The law grants the family court the authority to issue protection orders for
victims of domestic violence. Despite legal provisions, domestic violence remains high,

especially in the Belize district; in 2009 the Belize Police Department and health
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authorities recorded 782 cases of domestic violence cases (U.S. Department of State,

para.62).

Unlike Bangladeshi, Togolese and Bolivian women, Belizean women have a relatively
easier time legally owning and managing their own land or any other property (U.S.

Department of State, 2010, para.64).

Even though Belizean women have a higher level of independence than women in
Bangladesh, Togo and Bolivia, they are no better off in terms of gender discrimination.
McClaurin (1996) outlines the many problems Belizean women still face: the absence of
men living in the home on a regular basis to contribute financially or to help with the
raising of children; domestic violence (physical and mental abuse); inadequate job
opportunities for women; men dictating women’s degree of involvement in society and
the home; women’s involvement in drugs and gangs, and husbands/partners forbidding
women from participating in women’s groups (p.21, 22). With microfinance expanding
its reach, the question is whether it can possibly meet women’s practical and strategic
needs within this Caribbean context. Before answering this question, however, I will

describe the existing microfinance sector in Belize.

Microfinance and the Belizean Context
The relatively sophisticated formal financial sector found in several Caribbean countries
offers a range of financial services to middle and high-income individuals. In contrast,

low-income people, especially poor rural women, who in many instances earn their living
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from micro and small enterprises, are poorly served by the formal sector. Instead, they

are dependent on informal mechanisms, their own savings and government subsidized

schemes, that are unpredictable and do not guarantee longer term access to finance for

those currently outside the mainstream banking system (BETRAIDE, 2010, p.1).

Two forms of MFIs operate in Belize. Below, as shown in the left column of Table 1, is a

list of 20 MFIs in Belize, constituting 14 credit unions and six development finance

institutions. In the right column is a list of required documents each institution demands

before issuing a loan. Group lending is not a feature of these institutions and it is not a

common practice to provide non-credit services. With the absence of complementary

non-credit services, empowerment through microfinance is less likely to occur.

Table 1. The types of microfinance institutions in Belize.

Microfinance institutions

Supporting documents and other
requirements for loans

Credit Unions

Holy Redeemer Credit Union (HRCU)

Security in the form of land, shares and
assets*

Wesley Credit Union (WCU)

Security must be provided and 2 co-signers
for loans less than US $2,500; for loans
more than US $2,500 the applicant must
have collateral, security and 2 co-signers

Saint John’s Credit Union (SJCU)

For loans above US $3,500, a land
document, security, business plan and proof
of employment is required; for loans below
US $3,500 only one guarantor is needed in
addition to a business plan and proof of

*Land, shares and assets are common forms of security in Belize
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employment.

Saint Francis Xavier Credit Union

(SFXCU)

Business plan (description, proposal,
market study, and feasibility study),
guarantor who is a member, letter of
employment and letter of recommendation
is required; for loans over US $5,000
collateral such as land is required.

Citrus Growers & Workers Credit Union
(CG & WCU)

Collateral and financial security

Blue Creek Credit Union; Civil Service
Credit Union; Evangel Credit Union Ltd.;
La Inmaculada Credit Union Ltd; Mount
Carmel Credit Union Ltd; Police Credit
Union Ltd; St. Martin’s Credit Union Ltd;
Toledo Teachers Credit Union Ltd; Belize
Credit Union League (CGBS, 2010, p.2)

Information not available

Development Finance institutions

Belize  Enterprise  for  Sustainable
Technology (BEST) On average BEST
trains 20 applicants per month in areas of
marketing, record keeping, business
planning

Application; collateral or secured assets,
equipment, car, etc; land is not eligible to
be offered as collateral; if the applicant is
above the age of 60 two guarantors are
needed.

Protected Area Conservation Trust (PACT)

Two letters of recommendation, map or
sketch of the project location; certificate of
registration as NGO; articles of
memorandum of Association; if not an
NGO produce a document that provides an
outline of the structure by which the
structure is governed.

Belize Youth Business Trust (BYBT)

A letter of reference; business plan and
complete application form is required; If
not a Belizean, proof of residence.

Help For Progress (HfP)

Completed application form and business
plan (with the help of HIfP); security
(guarantor or property or asset of some
value, if none can be provided a pay sheet
or payroll must be provided).

Small Farmers Business Bank

A business plan; form of identification;
proof of residency, for example, utility bill
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and security either in the form of assets of
value or payroll/income sheets.

Source: BELTRAIDE, n.a. p.1-20.

A recent microfinance initiative has expanded the coverage of microloans in Belize. In
2005, the European Commission (EC) and the Government of Belize (GoB) signed a
Financing Agreement for the implementation of Belize Rural Development Programme
(BRDP) with an end contract date for December 2012 (GoB & EU, 2010, p.11). One of
its overall objectives is to develop efficient, small and medium microenterprises in
communities and villages and hopes to create 1,000 to 1,500 productive rural enterprises.
In February 2006, both the EC and GoB contracted the ICON-INSTITUT to provide
technical assistance to BRDP, which provided a Project Coordination and Management
Unit (PMU) with skilled personnel.*® With the help of other local partners over a 4 year
period (2006-2010), BRDP has implemented 681 micro grants to poor rural families,
involving 2, 411 beneficiaries of which 73 percent were women and youth (GoB & EU,
2010, p.2, 3). %0 How then can these initiatives empower poor Belizean women? This will

be discussed in the following section.

* A project director, an accountant and a planning monitoring and evaluation specialist for 47 months, and
a technical director for 30 months, a marketing specialist for 38 months and a social development expert for
22 months.

%0 Local partners: District, Development Committee (DDC), Belize Enterprise for Sustainable Technology
(BEST), Citrus Growers Association (CGA) and Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA)
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Microfinance, Belize, Women and Empowerment

The financial viability of microfinance is less likely to occur in Belize than Bangladesh,
Bolivia, or Togo. Westley (2005, p.3) enumerates many factors threatening the financial
viability of Caribbean MFIs: low repayment rates (due to poor MFI enforcement), high
transaction costs, and heavily subsidized loans all contribute to a non-expansive
microfinance sector. Caribbean governments perceive microenterprises as “needing and
deserving of help,” so many times these institutions are entitled to subsidized credit.
Traditionally, low interest rates have made MFIs reluctant to charge higher interest rates
(Wenner and Chalmers 2001, p.13-14). Also, population sizes are smaller (preventing
them from benefiting from economies of scale), unemployment and under-employment
rates are lower, educational and income levels are higher, and social safety nets are
relatively better than other low-income countries, presenting fewer possibilities for MFIs.
These features are prevalent in Belize and present some challenges for the possibility of

empowering low-income women through them.

Achieving practical needs is a precondition to achieving women’s strategic needs. The
WID and WAD approaches emphasize the productive role of women in meeting their
practical needs. This cannot be discounted. Microfinance practitioners cannot bring the
ideas of equity, justice and equality to poor women who are struggling to eat, find shelter
or provide for their family. But what can be discounted is the failure of WID and WAD to
provide practical needs at an optimal level so women are in a position to surmount their
poverty and challenge the cause of their disempowerment. This idea transcends into the

Belizean context as well. With fewer possibilities for viable MFIs in Belize and a
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microfinance industry whose aim is poverty alleviation, financial sustainability and
enterprise development (Lashley, 2004, cited in Hossain, Knight Arun, 2009, p.58), the
practical needs of poor Belizean women’ will not be met at an optimal level that will
enable these women to overcome their poverty. This mirrors similar outcomes of their
counterparts in BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC where practical needs were met at the
most basic level, but restrictive gender norms remained unaddressed and unchallenged.
Even if microfinance becomes financially viable in Belize, increasing poor Belizean
women’s employment and income-generating options may increase women’s access to
productive resources and may even reduce the high fertility rate in Belize, but the anti-
poverty ideology that will drive microfinance in Belize will be primarily concerned with
meeting women’s practical needs: shelter, medical care, clothing, etc. It will simply equip

these women with skills to survive within an unjust status quo.

The anti-poverty approach believes that the poor need help and the informal sector
possesses the assumed independent capacity to generate employment and integrate poor
women into development (Moser, 1989, p.1813). However, MFIs cannot use
microenterprises as compensation for poor Belizean women’s limited access to a market
economy nor can it offer these women the security they need in times of unexpected
illnesses and expenses. In Bolivia, Bangladesh and Togo, dual-headed households are a
common feature, which implies some level of spousal economic contribution (albeit
minimal). In Belize, where female-headed households are a common feature, they need,
even more than dual-headed households, secure and viable economic activities.

Microfinance enterprises operate in the unregulated informal sector that lacks the social
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safety nets and better economic activities that single Belizean women need to maintain
sustainable livelihoods. These women are already over burdened with providing for their
households. They do not need an added burden of operating a microenterprise in an
insecure informal sector. Poor Belizean women cannot challenge their subordination if
they are disconnected from the formal sector. Kabeer (1996, p.38-39, 44) contends the
goal of MFIs should connect women to the existing formal financial services and include
access to mainstream financial services. The poor are best served whey they have access
to mainstream credit institutions rather than through the development of separate credit
mechanisms. The intention is not to draw women into a credit mechanism that locks them
into a perpetual contract of small loans but to empower them to gain access to bigger
loans and better financial and non-financial services in the formal financial sector.
Emphasizing the informal sector overlooks the causes of poor Belizean women’s
economic marginalization and relies on their triple roles to ensure existing services within

the home and community.

Of course pushing poor Belizean women into the formal sector will not automatically
lead to their empowerment or reduce their domestic burden either, but it will address their
practical needs far better by than if they remain in the informal sector, for example,
increasing their access to pensions, social security and unemployment benefits and other
state benefits. Microfinance in Belize would first need to meet women’s concrete needs
relating to education, health and basic services, in order to meet poor Belizean women’s
strategic needs. The goal of MFIs should be to reduce the extent to which Belizean

women rely on the labour of their children, especially female children, to carry the
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burden of household responsibilities. After they have met their practical needs at optimal
levels, MFIs will need to move beyond meeting poor Belizean women’s survival needs
and move towards eliminating the structural and institutional discriminatory practices that
hinder their development. Again this move towards eliminating discriminatory practices

will need to be shared with all key actors in society.

It is also important to view the intricate interconnectedness between strategic and
practical needs. One of the limitations in Moser’s (1989) practical and strategic needs is
her strict dichotomization of the two. She fails to recognize the interconnectedness
between these needs. High incidents of domestic violence, among Belizean women are
indicative of unmet strategic needs and will have implications for meeting their practical
needs in the public sphere. If poor Belizean women experience domestic violence within
their home, it will be difficult for them to be productive citizens and contribute to their
family’s welfare. It is imperative that welfare programmes have a built-in consciousness
raising component that brings attention to this and other issues relating to disparities in
wealth distribution, power imbalances between men and women, and the nature of

women’s subordination.

Furthermore, a key criticism of the anti-poverty approach measures is that small-scale
projects may further reduce government aid to low-income people (Moser,1989, p.1812)
and increase their reliance on external funding. The Ministry of Human Development and
Social Transformation in Belize is currently responsible for developing programmes that

will improve the overall conditions and status of Belizean women. A number of official
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women’s organizations have also created beneficial mutual alliances with the women’s
department and government ministries to promote social awareness programmes (U.S.
Department of State, para. 56). With the introduction of microfinance and the desire to
expand its coverage across the country, the Belizean state may find it easier to relinquish
their social responsibilities for caring and providing for its citizens. Consequently, the
burden to survive will rests upon poor Belizean women and men, instead of it becoming a
social matter that involves the state and community. In Belize, many poor women already
have long work days, microfinance initiatives driven by an anti-poverty approach will be
unconcerned with providing social services, even as the state withdraws from its
responsibility. Social services such as child care can be essential to alleviate women’s
domestic burdens, allowing them to adequately meet their practical needs to earn an
income sufficient for themselves and families. Also, the proliferation of income-
generating activities in Bangladesh, Bolivia and Togo tend to be small-scale and heavily
funded by international agencies. Oxaal (1997, p.11) warns that external funding may
force institutions to become more accountable to their external donors instead of to their
membership. Belizean microfinance projects receiving external funds run the risk of
becoming more sensitive to their investors’ and donors’ needs than to the needs of poor

Belizean women.

Hossain ez al (2009) state preconceived notions exist that Caribbean women are already
empowered placing less emphasis on them due to their higher status and participation in
politics and economic life compared to other women in different parts of the developing

world (p. 57). As such, Caribbean MFIs’ services do not proactively target women, even
185



though institutions may claim otherwise in their mission statements (Lashley’s, 2004,
cited Hossain 2009, p.91). In Belize, with the exception of Help for Progress (HfP),
which has a gender policy in place and generally targets the rural poor regardless of their
sex (HfP, 2007, p.2), Belizean MFIs do not actively target women either.>! T am not
arguing that women should be solely targeted but to clarify the reason why Belizean
MFIs do not focus on empowerment. Despite similar preconceived notions that Belizean
women are empowered and adequate legal provisions are in place to protect their rights,
many discriminatory gender norms still exist barring them from effectively and equally
participating in society. With the notion that Belizean women are already empowered,
microfinance will fail to question and challenge the existing social structures that pushed
poor women into poverty in the first place. Unfortunately, microfinance in Belize will
create the illusion (like it did in Bangladesh, Bolivia and Togo) that viable and secure
alternatives exist for poor Belizean women. It will carry a short-term agenda that will
insufficiently raise poor women’s income, bringing temporary relief to their economic
situation. Microfinance’s limited capacity and primary objective to meet women’s
practical needs is unable to challenge the deep rooted ideas that Belizean girls’ absence
from sports is acceptable, that they belong in the home, and that aggression towards them
is tolerable. The development of microfinance in Belize has no future vision for enacting
structural change. Fundamental, long-term change in gender relations is needed for poor
Belizean women to become empowered not microfinance. Empowerment includes more

than forcing individual change in behaviour; it includes a radical change in the

51 . . . . .
Numerous non-credit women organizations in the country do target women and have empowerment in
their mission statement
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institutions, relations and structures that reproduce and perpetuate women’s subordination

and oppression.

In summary, microfinance is insufficient to empower poor women in Belize, Bangladesh,
Bolivia and Togo. Microfinance in itself is unable to empower poor women because it
simply addresses the practical needs of these women at a minimal level and fails to meet
their strategic needs. Practical needs are a precondition to achieve strategic needs and are
intricately interconnected. More importantly, microfinance does not transform the power
relations between men and women that is the source of their poverty. Empowerment of
poor women involves the transformation of gender relations, institutions and structures
that sanction inequality between men and women. Rather than illuminating the power

dynamics that keep women in a subordinate position, microfinance has obscured them.

Summary

FUCEC, BRAC and Pro Mujer’s credit programmes have helped to increase women’s
income and nutritional intake and have all offered health and educational services that are
an important contribution given the low levels of antenatal coverage, contraceptive use,
literacy rates and skills attainment in areas where they operate. Each organization has
assisted women to eke out a survival in the informal economy, but none of them have
encouraged women to rethink the way relations in society are constructed, let alone
actively challenge those relations. Consequently, women are responding to microfinance
programmes out of distress to meet family needs and not because new opportunities have

presented themselves.
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With no gender and development training to target and transform power relations and
prejudices between men and women, discriminatory practices have constrained women of
these organizations from exercising their bargaining power within the public sphere. As
discussed in Chapter Two, feminists advocate the replacement of power over with power
to, power with and power within. These microfinance organizations have been unable to
successfully do this because microfinance is simply a means to achieve equity and
equality between men and women (and an insufficient one at that) and not an end.

BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC must also look to the role of the local, national and
international community as a means to contest discriminatory practices. Microfinance
institutions cannot be the only ones expected to empower women,; it requires the help of

everyone.

Also, BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC need to understand the complexity of development,
the need for the inclusion of men and enhancing women and men’s lives at all levels, so

empowerment can be experienced at the personal, relational and collective level.

Microfinance cannot empower poor women in Belize any more than it can the poor
women in Bangladesh, Bolivia and Togo. Due to smaller population sizes, lower
unemployment and under-employment rates, higher educational and income levels,
heavily subsidized loans, low repayment rates, high transaction costs and relatively better
social safety nets than other low-income countries, the opportunities for successful MFIs

in Belize decrease.
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The microfinance initiatives prevalent in Belize embody an anti-poverty approach that
does not upset the power imbalance between women and men. On the contrary, its
objective is a short-and long-term vision that perceives practical needs as the only needs
that are relevant to poor Belizean women. Poor single women need viable and secure
economic activities that connect them to the formal sector, so their basic needs are met at
a level that will allow them to rise above their poverty and actively pursue their strategic
needs. Creating productive activities, in the informal or formal sector, while neglecting
women’s gendered reproductive role, will only increase their burden as they try to
provide sustenance to the household. The WID anti-poverty approach also neglects the
crucial role of the state and the community in the empowerment process of women.
Using this lens to implement microfinance initiatives in Belize will simply treat the
symptoms of poverty and not the causes of poverty, which is linked to women’s
subordination to men. Therefore, it is important that the consciousness raising component
of microfinance programmes are followed by action that will challenge women’s
subordinate position in society. Empowerment goes beyond personal change it includes a

transformative vision for society and gender relations.
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Chapter 7- Conclusion

A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice
of many of our past and present policies. [...] True compassion is more than
flinging a coin to a beggar; It comes to see that an edifice which produces
beggars needs restructuring.
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Dr. Martin Luther King correctly perceived that the causes of society’s problems are
structural and monetary interventions are a superficial redress for deep-rooted problems.
Simply giving poor women money or pushing them into undeveloped and insecure and

poorly remunerated microenterprises in the informal sector, will only glaze over the

problems.

As MFIs rapidly expand their outreach to many parts of the world; many practitioners are
adopting a vision of empowerment for the poor, especially poor women. With several
studies claiming that microfinance has empowered women, the international development
corﬁmunity has embraced the practice as an effective intervention. With an economic
agenda at the forefront, many of these institutions have failed to understand the structural
causes of deprivation caused by inequalities in education, health and income that plague

society.

This study has led to two decisive conclusions: one, MFIs generally meet the practical
needs of low-income women in Third World countries; however, they do not address or
meet the strategic needs of low-income women; and two, microfinance cannot empower

Belizean, Bangladeshi, Bolivian or Togolese women because it fails to challenge the
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power relations between women and men that prevent women from accessing and

utilizing productive resources in the first place.

The three feminist theories explored in this study (WID, WAD and GAD) have lent
support and clarity in understanding women’s role in society and have highlighted the
economic systems that have structured women and men’s available options within
society. The WID approach has made visible the concerns of women’s needs in the
development process, but from the beginning, it fell short for not recognizing the
capitalist nature of development, the root causes of gender inequality and the false myth
that women were absent from the development process. Its theoretical framework is
incompatible with women’s diverse realities and holds the notion that women’s economic
participation will address equity concerns. Meanwhile, the WAD approach perceives
women as important economic actors in their societies and views women’s work inside
and outside the household as crucial to the maintenance of their social structure. It has
also made visible the issues of class and capital as the leading culprits of women’s
oppression; but women’s oppression goes beyond capital. It does not question the social
constructions of gender roles and the responsibilities and expectations tied to these roles.
Like WID, WAD places great emphasis on the productive role without questioning

women’s reproductive role.

Unlike its predecessors, the GAD theoretical lens has been the most useful in
understanding the gender dynamics within the established economic system. The GAD

approach focuses on gender relations, shedding light on the causes of women’s
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subordination and discrimination while contextualizing women’s realities. Its aim is to
transform the existing power relations that assign different gender roles to different sexes,
leaving women in an inferior position. It recognizes women’s contribution whether inside
or outside the household, including non-commodity production. Its theoretical
foundations acknowledge that development is complex and involves the betterment of
individuals and society at an economic and non-economic level. It also views women as
active agents with limited knowledge of the cause of their subordination and perceives
economic wellbeing as a precondition — not a synonym — for equity. Thus, women must
organize themselves in an effort to increase their political power within society. Feminist
understanding of what is the core of women’s subordination is still class, race and
culture. Despite differences among women, some feminists still argue that women should
and can unite around the multiple issues that arise from their gendered subordination in

an effort to find ways to transform their present situation (Young, 1997, p. 368).

Using the theoretical lens of GAD, this study has demonstrated that MFIs such as BRAC,
Pro Mujer and FUCEC have been unable to empower poor women due to the following

reasons:

1. Comprehensive gender specific programmes have been absent in practice from all
three MFIs. Admittedly, women clients of BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC have
all experienced increased incomes and assets, higher savings, better nutritional
intake and overall higher standards of living. Consequently, women have been

able to increase their power to make decisions in the home and over their children
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and have increased their knowledge of legal rights, business development, health
issues and have developed a sense of confidence, building on the power within.
However, it has been achieved at a superficial level, with men’s decisions and
authority still taking precedence. These MFIs have been unable to identify and
address the power imbalance between men and women that have led to unjust

social norms.

Each MFI has been unable to create the conditions for women to surmount their
poverty. WID advocates would argue that women’s productive role can allow
productive resources to be harnessed. Simultaneously, women will meet their
basic needs and enhance the efficiency and productivity of the economy, but
empowerment is not simply meeting daily survival needs or increasing an
individual’s consumption, but promotes the value of any work done by women.
BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC focus on the concrete conditions of women which
are important but have not created a mental space or physical space for women to
contest the structures that have placed them in an inferior position in society.
GAD proponents argue that empowerment transcends practical needs and
recognizes the intricate connections between personal, relational and collective

empowerment.

In all three institutions, group formation has been primarily concerned with
economic issues. The groups allocate a lot of time in the disbursement and

collections of loans while social, political and cultural issues are of secondary
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importance. Consequently, they have failed to organize women around national

issues that have an impact on their local daily lives.

Because women are known to be more compliant and have better repayment
records, BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC have relied on the established gender
division of labour, allowing poor women to exercise their bargaining power solely
within the private sphere. BRAC trains women in home-based economic activities
and women clients of Pro Mujer and FUCEC are more likely to have enterprises
that complemente their domestic responsibilities. Relying on women’s
reproductive, productive and community role, these MFIs have been profitable in
their economic ventures without considering the full impact they have had on
women. Increased incomes have brought increased responsibilities and the burden
of repaying loans. More importantly, it has not challenged the given gender roles

of women and men.

As microfinance initiatives expand, more and more women have been pushed into
economic activities that are unproductive and unprofitable. With saturated
markets in Bolivia and Bangladesh, microenterprises have scattered the country.
With several microenterprises offering similar products and services, profit
margins have shrunk and repayment of loans have become an issue. Neither of
these institutions has considered the difficulty poor women may undergo to meet
loan repayment obligations nor the withdrawal of spousal financial support from

the home due to women’s access to income. Thus, the insecurity and vulnerability
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of women’s livelihoods have been exacerbated. This vulnerability increases when
microfinance institutions such as FUCEC do not offer opportunities for women to
increase their literacy skills and lack the necessary follow up training to ensure

successful microenterprises or successful health outcomes.

BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC have failed to recognize the limitations of
microfinance. Microfinance cannot be expected to lead the empowerment of
women or men. Its limited outreach and capacity can only do so much in
addressing an immense task such as the empowerment of women. Collective
efforts within a long-term agenda are required to dismantle long-established

customary practices that perceive women as less than men.

Many times performance measures have skewed the extent to which microfinance
initiatives empower the poorest women. With varied classes of the poor, concerns
have been raised about who exactly is able to access credit and noncredit services.
Within BRAC, existing research has demonstrated that often better-off and better
educated women clients are able to take advantage of microfinance programmes.
Hence, these women are in a better position to generate sustainable economic
returns and retain assets. With the exclusion of less-well-to-do women clients,

MFiIs will continue to move farther away from helping the poorest of the poor.

By focusing exclusively on women, MFIs have deflected attention away from

men’s role in perpetuating women’s subordination.
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After delving through the existing research on BRAC, Pro Mujer and FUCEC and
examining the gender norms in each country where these institutions are located, I have

concluded that microfinance cannot empower Belizean women either.

Financial viability concerns have co-opted empowerment concerns in Belize. Factors that
affect the viability and expansion of MFIs in Belize are smaller population sizes
(reducing the opportunity for economies of scale and generating higher transactions
costs), a poor culture of repayment of loans which is linked to a government’s need to
subsidize microfinance institutions and lower underemployment and unemployment rates
compared to other low-income countries. Additionally, Belizean women on average have
higher material living standards and higher levels of education compared to Bangladesh,

Bolivia and Togo.

With the aforementioned problems hindering the financial viability of microfinance in
Belize, Belizean MFIs face other challenges for empowering poor women. In the case of
female-headed households, economic security cannot be fully realized in the unregulated
informal sector. Increasing poor women’s access to and control over productive resources

in the formal sector can allow them to better challenge their subordination.

Besides, the development of microfinance in Belize has no future vision for enacting
structural change. Its link to the anti-poverty approach, which perceives economic
inequality between men and women to be linked to poverty, will not transform gender

relations. Harnessing women’s productivity via microfinance projects will not resolve
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women’s disempowerment, but simply glaze over the real issue of women’s
disempowerment. It will also exclude the state’s role from the empowerment process of
women, limiting the country’s development potential. The anti-poverty approach has a
short-term and long-term vision of meeting women’s practical needs that obscures the

unjust gender norms.

Ultimately, microfinance programmes have failed to demonstrate any meaningful impacts
of empowerment for Bangladeshi, Togolese, Bolivian or Belizean women. Microfinance
within four different cultural contexts was incapable of addressing the issues of power
redistribution, institutional discrimination barring women from legally accessing and
using property and credit, as well as various forms of violence and domination and the

gendered division of labour that increased women’s burden in the household.

Finally, women’s needs are interconnected: practical needs are tied to strategic needs and
strategic needs are tied to practical needs. Women’s concrete needs are undeniable, but
achieving social justice, equity and equality necessitates meeting women’s practical
needs first. Empowerment is acknowledging this intricate interconnection and its link for

women to achieve outcomes that they value.

197



Bibliography

Abalo, K.(2007). Importance de la microfinance dans le financement des
microentreprises au Togo. Discussion Paper. Lome, Togo : African Economic
Conference.

Accion (2007). Accion’s Mission and Approach. Retrieved on November 29™, 2010 from
http://www.accion.org/Page.aspx?pid=501

African Development Bank (ADB) and African Development Fund (ADF) (2006).
Microfinance Policy and Strategy for the Bank Group. Tunis-Belvedeére, Tunisia: ADB
and ADF. Retrieved March 3, 2011 from
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Policy-Documents/10000014-
EN-MICROFINANCE-POLICY-AND-STRATEGY-FOR-THE-BANK-GROUP.PDF

Akué, V. & Adzoh, J. (2003). Evaluation Finale Du Programme MicroStart Togo.
Washington, D.C.: MicroStart Togo.

Amin S & A Pebley (1994). Gender Inequality within Households: The Impact of a
Women’s Development Programme in 36 Bangladeshi Villages. The Bangladesh
Development Studies, 22 (2 & 3), 121-155.

Anand, J. (2002). Self-help groups in empowering women: case study of selected SHGs
and NHGs. Discussion Paper No. 38. Thiruvananthapuram: Kerala Research Programme
on Local Level Development, Centre for Development Studies. Retrieved November
30th, 2010 from http://www krpcds.org/w38.pdf

Armendariz de Aghion,B. and Morduch, J. (2005). The Economics of Microfinance.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press

Arvind Ashta,A., Chalamon, 1. & Demay, 1., (2010). A Short History of Microfinance in
Togo. Retrieved March 11", 2011 from
http://www.microfinancefocus.com/news/2010/09/27/a-short-history-of-microfinance-in-

togo/

Barriteau, V. E. (1998). Liberal Ideology and Contradictions in Caribbean Gender
Systems. In C. Barrow (Ed.), Caribbean Portraits: Essays on Gender Ideologies and
Identities (pp.436-456). Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle.

Barriteau, V. E. (1998). Liberal Ideology and Contradictions in Caribbean Gender

Systems. In C. Barrow (Ed.), Caribbean Portraits: Essays on Gender Ideologies and
Identities (pp.436-456). Kingston, Jamaica: lan Randle.

198


http://www.accion.org/Paee.aspx?pid=501
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Policy-Documents/10000014EN-MICROFENANCE-POLICY-AND-STRATEGY-FOR-THE-BANK-GROUP.PDF
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Policy-Documents/10000014EN-MICROFENANCE-POLICY-AND-STRATEGY-FOR-THE-BANK-GROUP.PDF
http://www.krpcds.org/w3
http://www.rmcrofinancefocus.corri/news/2010/09/27/a-short-history-of-microfinance-into
http://www.rmcrofinancefocus.corri/news/2010/09/27/a-short-history-of-microfinance-into

Basch, P. (1999). Textbook for International Health, New York, NY: Oxford University
Press.

Basu, A. M. (1996). Girl’s schooling, autonomy and fertility change: What do these
words mean in South Asia? In R. Jeffery & A.M. Basu (Eds.), Girls. Schooling, Women’s
Autonomy and Fertility Change in South Asia (pp. 48-71). New Delhi, Indian: Sage.

Batliwala, S. (1993). Empowerment of women in South Asia: concepts and practices ™
ed.). Philippines: Asian-South Pacific Bureau of Adult Education (ASPBAE).

Batliwala, S., (1994) .The meaning of Women’s Empowerment: New Concepts from
Action. In G. Sen & L.C. Chen (Eds.), Population Policies Reconsidered: health,
empowerment, and rights (pp.127-138). Harvard Series on Population and International
Health, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bateman, M. (2010). Why Doesn’t Microfinance Work? The Destructive Rise of Local
Neoliberalism. London, England: Zed Books.

Bebbington, A. (1999). Capitals and Capabilities: A framework for analyzing peasant
viability, rural livelihoods and poverty. World Development, 27 (12), 2021-2044.

Becker, G. (1965). A Theory of the Allocation of Time. Economic Journal, 75 (299),
493-517.

Bee, B. (2011). Gender, solidarity, and the paradox of microfinance: Reflections from
Bolivia. Gender, Place and Culture, 18(1), 23-43.

Belize Trade and Investment Development Service (BELTRAIDE) (n.d) Microfinance
Institutions in Belize. Belize City, Belize: BELTRAIDE.

Belize Trade and Investment Development Service (BETRAIDE) (2010) Caribbean
Microfinance Institutions Capacity Building Program Multilateral Investment Fund.
Belize City, Belize: Microfinance Forum.

Beneria, L., & Sen, G. (1981). Accumulation, reproduction and women’s role in
economic development: Boserup revisited. Signs, 7 (2), 279-298.

Berg, L. B. (2009). Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences (7th ed).
Boston, MA: Pearson Education, Inc.

Bernard, A. (2008). The 21 Century Caribbean Woman’s Question: What is the
Meaning of Freedom? Journal of Easter Caribbean Studies, 44 (3), 1-23.

199



Boserup, E. (1970). Women’s role in economic development. London, England: George
Allen & Unwin.

BRAC (2008). Annual Report 2008.Dhaka, Bangladesh: BRAC. Retrieved March 27t
2010 from http://www.brac.net/useruploads/files/BRAC%20Annual%20Report%20-

%202008.pdf

Buvinic, M. (1983). Women'’s issues in Third World poverty: A Policy Analysis., In M.
Buvinic, M.A. Lycette & W.P. McGreevy (Eds.), Women and Poverty in the Third World
(pp-14-23). Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Caribbean Group of Banking Supervisiors (CGBS) (2010). Supervision Profile: Central
Bank of Belize. Retrieved April 9, 2011 from
http://www.cgbsnet.org/docs/profiles/profile belize.pdf

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2011a). People: Bangladesh. Retrieved January 217t
2011 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bg.html

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2011b). People and Economy: Belize. Retrieved
April 9", 2011 from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/bh.html

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2011c). People: Boliva. Retrieved January 27™, 2011
from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bl.html

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) (2011d). People: Togo Retrieved January 28th, 2011
from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/to.html

Canadian International Development Agency. (1999). CIDA’s policy on gender equality.
Retrieved from http:// www.acdi-
cida.gc.ca./INET/IMAGES .NSF/vL.UImages/Policy/$file/Policy-on-Gender-Equality-

EN.pdf

CGAP (2005). Donors Succeed by Making Themselves Obsolete: Compartamos Taps
Financial Markets in Mexico. Case studies in good Donor Practices. Washington, D.C.:
CGAP Retrieved October 27", 2010 from
http://www.cgap.org/gm/document-1.9.2295/cs 19.pdf

CGAP (2006). Good Practice Guidelines for Funders of Microfinance: Microfinance
Consensus Guidelines (2™ edition). Washington, DC: CGAP/World Bank. Retrieved
from http://www.cgap.org/gm/document-1.9.2746/donorguidelines.pdf

CGAP (2007). CGAP Reflections on the Compartamos Initial Public Offering: A Case
Study on Microfinance Interest Rates and Profits, CGAP Focus Note no.24, Washington,
D.C.: CGAP. Retrieved October 29", 2010 from

200


http://www.brac.net/useruploads/files/BRAC%20Annual%20Report%20%202008.pdf
http://www.brac.net/useruploads/files/BRAC%20Annual%20Report%20%202008.pdf
http://www.cgbsnet.org/docs/profiles/profile
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bg.htrnl
https://www.cia.gov/librarv/publications/the-worldfactbook/geos/bh.html
https://www.cia.gov/librarv/publications/the-worldfactbook/geos/bh.html
https://www.cia.gov/librarv/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bl.htrnl
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/to.htrnl
http://
http://www.acdi
http://www.cgap.org/gm/document-1.9.2295/cs
http://www.cgap.Org/gm/document-l.9.2746/donorguidelines.pdf

http://www.microcreditsummit.org/enews/2007-
07 CGAP%20Reflections%200n%20the%20Compartamos%20IPO 42.pdf

CGAP (2008). 2008 Microfinance Funder Survey Global Results. Retrieved March 10™,
2010 from http://www.cgap.org/p/site/c/template.rc/1.26.1426/

CGAP (2009). CGAP’s Annual Report 2009: Advancing Financial Access for the
World’s Poor. Washington, DC: CGAP/World Bank. Retrieved from
http://www.cgap.org/gm/document-1.9.41938/CGAP Annual Report 2009NoSIg.pdf

CGAP (1993). Law Governing Mutual or Cooperative Savings and Credit Institutions
(PARMEC Law). Washington, D.C. CGAP.

Charitonenko, S., & Rahman, S.M. (2002). Commercialization of Microfinance
Bangladesh. Manila, Philipines: Asian Development Bank.

Chen, M. (2008). A spreading banyan tree: the Self Employed Women’s Association,
India. In A. Mathie & G. Cunningham (Eds.), From Clients to Citizens: Communities
changing the course of their own development (pp.181-206). Warwickshire, UK:
Intermediate Technology Publications Ltd.

Cheston, S., & Kuhn, L. (2002). Empowering Women through Microfinance. In S.
Daley- Harris (Ed.), Pathways out of Poverty: Innovations in Microfinance for the
Poorest families (pp. 167-228). Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press.

Chowdhry, G. (1995). Engendering Development? Women in Development (WID) in
international Regimes. In J. L. Parpart & M. Marchand (Eds.), Feminism, Postmodernism
and Development. (pp. 26-41) London, England: Routledge.

Connelly, M. P, Li, T. M., MacDonald, M., & Parpart, J. L. (2000). Feminism and
development: Theoretical perspectives. In J. Parpart, M. P. Connelly, & V. E. Barriteau

(Eds.), Theoretical perspectives on gender and development (pp.51-160). Ottawa,
Canada: IDRC.

Cook, N. (2007). Introduction. In N. Cook (Ed.), Gender relations in global perspective:
Essential Readings (xx). Toronto, Canada: Canadian Scholars’ Press.

Deshmukh-Ranadive, J. (2005). Can microfinance empower women? In I. Guérin & J.
Palier (Eds.), Microfinance Challenges: Empowerment or disempowerment of the poor?

(pp-113-120). Pondicherry, India: French Institute of Pondicherry.

Deshpanda, R. (2001). Increasing Access and Benefits for Women: Practices and
Innovations among Microfinance Institutions—Survey Results, New York, NY: UNCDF.

201


http://www.microcreditsumiriit.org/enews/2007
http://www.cgap.org/p/site/c/template.rc/1.26.1426/
http://www.cgap.org/gm/document-L9.41938/CGAP

Dichter, T. (2007). Can microcredit make an already slippery slope more slippery? Some
lessons from the social meaning of debt. In T. Dichter & M. Harper (Eds.), What’s wrong
with Microfinance? (pp.9-17). Warwickshire, UK: Intermediate Technology Publications
Ltd.

Drolet, J. (2010). Feminist Perspectives in Development: Implications for Women and
Microcredit. Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work, 25(3) 212-223.

Dunford, C. (2005). Local Financial Institutions Learning to Move Down and Out: the
Cases of Credit Unions and Rural Banks Adding Village Banking to Their Traditional
Lines of Service. In The Promising Practices Case Study Series: Programs, Products and
Services Specifically Designed to Reach very poor people. Washington, D.C.: Seep
Network.

Dunford, C. (2002). Building Better Lives: Sustainable Integration of Microfinance with
Education in Child Survival, Reproductive Health, and HIV/AIDS Prevention for the
Poorest Entreprenuers. In S. Daley-Harris (Ed.), Pathways out of Poverty: Innovations in
Microfinance for the Poorest Families (pp.75-134). Bloomfied, CT: Kumarian Press.

Dunn. E., & Arbuckle, J.G. Jr. (2001). The impacts of microcredit: A case study from
Peru: Executive Summary. Assessing the Impact of Microenterprise Services (AIMS).
Washington, D.C.: USAID.

Edward, P., & Olsen, W. (2006). Paradigms and Reality in Micro-Finance: The Indian
Case, Perspectives on Development and Technology, 5 (1-2), 31-54.

Engels, F. (1972). The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State. New York,
NY: International Publishers.

Elahi, K.Q-1., & Rahman, M.L. (2006). Micro-credit and micro-finance: functional and
conceptual differences. Development in Practice. 16 (5), 476-483.

Ellis, P. (1986). Women of the Caribbean. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Zed Books.

Elyachar, J. (2002). Empowerment Money: The World Bank, Non-Governmental
Organizations, and the Value of Culture in Egypt. Public Culture, 14 (3), 493-513.

Eversole, R. (2004). Change Makers? Women’s Microenterprises in a Bolivian City.
Gender, Work & Organization. 11 (2), 123-142.

Farouk, A.S. (2005). Violence against women: A statistical overview, challenges and
gaps in data collection and methodology and approaches for overcoming them. New
York, NY: United Nations (UN) Division for the Advancement of Women.

202



FINRURAL (Asociacién de Instituciones Financieras para el Desarrollo Rural) (2003a).
Informe de evaluacion de impacto de Programas para la Mujer. Retrieved Feb. 16th,
2011 from http://www.finrural-bo.org/impact/Impactll/Presen.htm

FINRURAL (Asociacién de Instituciones Financieras para el Desarrollo Rural) (2003b).
Impactos Aggregados de las Microfinanzas en Bolivia. Retrieved March 5™ 2011 from
http://www.finrural-bo.org/publicaciones.asp

FUCEC- Togo (2011a). History. Retrieved January 19th, 2010 http://www.fucec-
togo.com/presentation-generale/article/historique

FUCEC-Togo (2011b). How To Start a COOPEC? Retrieved April 15th, 2011 from
http://www.fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/article/comment-initier-une-coopec

FUCEC-Togo (201 1c). Presentation. Retrieved January 28“’, 2011 http://www.fucec-
togo.com/presentation-generale/article/comment-initier-une-coopec

FUCEC-Togo (2011d). Reglement intérieur. Retrieved March 11" 2011 from
http://www.fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/Publications/

FUCEC-Togo (2007). Rapport d’activité. Retrieved March 12th, 2011 from
http://www._fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/Publications/

Gage, A.J. (1995). Women’s socioeconomic position and contraceptive behaviour in
Togo. Studies in Family Planning. 26 (5), 264-277.

Goldstein, G. & Barro, 1., & Gentil, (1999). Etude sur le rdle et I’impact des services et
produits d’épargne du secteur informel et des institutions de microfinance en Afrique de
I’Ouest (Bénin, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Guinée, Mali et Togo): Tome- 2- Rapport de
synthese. Lucknow, India: MicroSave

Ghate, P. (2007). Indian Microfinance: The Challenges of Rapid Growth, New Delhi:
Sage Publications.

Gibbs, S. (2008). Microfinance’s Impact on Education, Poverty, and Empowerment: A
Case Study from the Bolivian Altiplano. Development Research Working Paper Series
No. 04/2008. La Paz, Bolivia: Institute for Advance Development Studies.

Gifford, J.L. (2004). Utilizing, Accumulating and Protecting Livelihood Assets: The Role
of Urban Informal financial Services in Kampala, Uganda. In H. Lont & O. Hospes
(Eds.), Livelihood and Microfinance: Anthropological and Sociological Perspectives on
Savings and Debt (pp. 67-88). Amsterdam: Eburon Academic Publishers

203


http://www.finrural-bo.org/impact/lmpactII/Presen.htm
http://www.finrural-bo.org/publicaciones.asp
http://www.fucectogo.com/presentation-generale/article/historique
http://www.fucectogo.com/presentation-generale/article/historique
http://www.fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/article/cornment-initier-une-coopec
http://www.fucectogo.com/presentation-generale/article/comment-initier-une-coopec
http://www.fucectogo.com/presentation-generale/article/comment-initier-une-coopec
http://www.fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/Publications/
http://www.fucec-togo.com/presentation-generale/Publications/

Goetz, A. M. (1994). From feminist knowledge to data for development: The

bureaucratic management of information on women and development. IDS Bulletin,
25(2), 27-37. DOI: 10.1111/.1759-5436.1994.mp25002003.x

Goetz, A. M & Gupta, R. S. (1996). Who Takes the Credit? Gender, Power, and Control
over Loan Use in Rural Credit Programmes in Bangladesh. World Development, 24 (1),
45-63.

Government of Belize (GoB) and the Caribbean Development Bank (CDB) (2010).
Country Poverty Assessment (CPA): Final Report Volume 1. London, England: Halcrow
Group.

Government of Belize (GoB) and European Union (EU) (2010). Belize Rural
Development Programme Financial Commitment No. 9 ACP BEL 3. Retrieved from
http://www.brdp.org/ BRDP final Report (2010).

Guerin, L. (2002). Microfinance Et Autonomie Feminine. Working Paper No. 32. Geneva,
Switzerland: ILO.

Hamilton, R. (2007). Feminist Theories. In N. Cook (Ed.), Gender relations in global
perspective (pp. 49-60).Toronto, Canada: Canadian Scholars’ Press.

Hashima, N., Chowdhury, M., Bhuiya. A., Rana, A.K.M.M., & Pieris-Caldwell, L.
(1996). An Assessment of Client’s knowledge of family planning in Matlab. BRAC-
ICDDR, B Working Paper No. 13 Dhaka: BRAC-ICDDR, B.

Hassan, M.K. (2002). Microfinance Revolution and the Grameen Bank Experience in
Bangladesh. Financial Markets Institutions & Instruments, 11 (3). 205-256.

Harriss, J. (2002). Depoliticizing development: the World Bank and social capital.
London, England: Anthem Press.

Help for Progress (HfP) (2007). Gender Policy and Practice. Retrieved April 13™, 2011
from http://www.progressbelize.org/Portals/0/docs/HfPGender%20QPolicy-Final.pdf

Hossain, F, Knight, T. Arun, T. (2009). Financing Low-Income Borrowers in the
Caribbean: Experiences from the Barbadian Microfinance Sector. Asian Journal of Latin
American Studies, 22 (4), 41-68.

Hulme, D (2007). Is microdebt good for poor people? A note on the dark side of
microfinance. In T. Dichter & M. Harper (Eds.), What’s wrong with Microfinance?
(pp.19-22). Warwickshire, UK: Intermediate Technology Publications Ltd.

204


http://www.brdp.org/
http://www.progressbelize.Org/Portals/0/docs/HfPGender%20Policy-Final.pdf

Human Development Report (HDR) (1995). Gender and Human Development. New
York, NY: UNDP.

Human Development Report (HDR) (2003). Human Development Report on Gender
Bolivia. New York, NY: UNDP.

Human Development Report (HDR) (2007/2008). Fighting climate change: Human
solidarity in a divided world. New York: UNDP.

Human Development Report (HDR) (2009). Overcoming barriers: Human mobility and
development. New York, NY: UNDP.

Human Development Report (HDR) (2010). The Real Wealth of Nations: Pathways to
Human Development. New York, NY: UNDP.

Hussain, M.T. (1999). Indicators for Gender Equity: Taking measure of women’s lives in
rural Bangladesh. Development, 42 (2), 97-99.

International Monetary Fund (IMF) (2008). Togo: Request for Three - Year Arrangement
Under the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility. Washington, D.C.: IMF.

Inter-Parliamentary Union (2011). Women in National Parliaments. Retrieved January
26”’, 2011 from http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm

Jacoby, H.G. (1994). Borrowing constraints and progress through school: Evidence from
Peru. Review of Economics and Statistics, 151-160.

JICA (Japan International Cooperation Agency) (2006). Bolivia: Country Gender Profile.
Tokyo: JICA. Retrieved April 6™ from
www.jica.go.jp/activities/issues/gender/pdf/e06bol.pdf.

Johnson. S. (2005). Gender Relations, Empowerment and Microcredit: Moving on from a
Lost decade. The European Journal of Development Research, 17 (2), 224-248.

Johnson, S., & Rogaly, B. (1997). Microfinance and Poverty Reduction. Oxford, UK:
Oxfam Publication.

Junkin, R., Berry, J. & Perez, M.E. (2006). Healthy Women, Healthy Business: A
Comparative Study of Pro Mujer’s Integration of Microfinance and Health Service.
USAID and SEEP Network.

Kabeer, N. (1994). Reversed Realities: Gender Hierarchies in Development Thought.
London, England: Verso.

205


http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
http://www.iica.go.jp/activities/issues/gender/pdf/e06bol.pdf

Kabeer, N., & Subrahmanian, R. (1996). Institutions, relations and outcomes: framework
and tools for gender-aware planning, Discussion Paper 357, Brighton, UK: Institute of
Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex.

Kabeer, N. (1998). Money can't buy love? Re-evaluating gender, credit and
empowerment in rural Bangladesh. Discussion paper No. 363. Bridgton, UK: Institute of
Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex.

Kabeer, N. (1999). The Conditions and Consequences of Choice: Reflections on the
Measurement of Women’s Empowerment. Discussion Paper No. 108, Geneva,
Switzerland: United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD).

Kabeer, N. (2005). Gender equality and women's empowerment: a critical analysis of the
third Millennium Development Goal. Gender and Development, 13 (1), 13-24.

Kalpana, K. (2005). Shifting trajectories in microfinance discourse. Economic and
Political Weekly, 40 (51), 5400-09.

KfW Bankengruppe (2010). About KfW Bankengruppe. Retrieved October 29th, 2010
from http://www.kfw.de/EN Home/KfW Bankengruppe/index.isp

Khandker, S. R., & O. H. Chowdhury (1996). Targeted Credit Programmes and Rural
Poverty in Bangladesh, Parts 63-336. Discussion Paper No. 336, Washington, D.C.:
World Bank.

Khandker, S.R., & Khalily, M.A. (1996). The Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee’s Credit Programs: Performance and Sustainability. Washington, D.C: World
Bank.

Khandker, S. R., Khan, Z., & Khalily, B. (1995). Sustainability of a Government
Targeted Credit Program: Evidence from Bangladesh. World Bank Discussion Papers
316, Washington D.C.: World Bank.

Lashley, J. (2003). Small and Micro Business Issues in Barbados: Investigating the
Contingent Environment. Barbados, West Indies: Sir Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and
Economic Studies (SALISES), University of the West Indies.

Latifee, H.I. (2006). The Future of Microfinance: Visioning the Who, What, When, Where,
Why, and How of Microfinance Expansion Over the Next 10 Year. Retrieved March 10™,
2010 from

http://www.microcreditsummit.org/about/about _the microcredit summit campaign/

206


http://www.kfw.de/EN
http://www.microcreditsumrnit.org/about/about

Maclean, K. (2011). Banking on Women’s Labour: Responsibility, Risk and Control in
Village Banking in Bolivia. Journal of International Development, 23 n.a DOIL
10.1002/jid.1744

McClaurin, 1. (1996). Women of Belize: Gender and Change in Central America. New
Brunswick: NY: Rutgers University Press.

Mattingly, C. (1991). Narrative reflections on practical actions: two learning experiments
in reflective story-telling. In Donald A. Schon (Ed.), The Reflective Turn: Case Studies in
and on Educational Practice (pp. 235-257). New York: Teacher College Press.

Mayoux, L. (2003a). Gender Action Checklist. In L. Mayoux (Ed.). Sustainable Learning
for Women’s Empowerment: Ways Forward in Microfinance. (pp. 303-311) New Delhi,
India: Samskriti.

Mayoux, L. (2003b). Participatory Learning: Systems, Structures and Practical Tools. In
L.Mayoux (Ed.). Sustainable Learning for Women’s Empowerment: Ways Forward in
Microfinance (pp. 89-158). New Delhi, India: Samskriti.

Mayoux, L. (2002a). Microfinance and women’s empowerment: Rethinking ‘best
practice.” Development Bulletin, (57), 76-81.

Mayoux, L. (2002b). Women’s empowerment or feminisation of debt? Towards a new
agenda in African microfinance. Retrieved from on October 16", 2010
http://www.oneworldaction.org/OneStopCMS/Core/CrawlerResourceServer.

aspx 7resource’403128 AES-C125-4A7E-8FOB-2289E4CB7842&modeY4link

Mayoux, L. (2003c). Women’s Empowerment and Participation in Microfinance:
Evidence, Issues and Ways Ahead. In L. Mayoux (Ed.). Sustainable Learning for
Women’s Empowerment: Ways Forward in Microfinance (pp.3-70). New Delhi, India:
Samskariti.

Mayoux, L. (2007). Not Only Reaching, but also Empowering Women: Ways Forward
for the Next Microfinance Decade. Dialogue, 37, 35-60.

McTavish, D., & Loether, H. (2002). Social science research: An evolving process (2nd
ed.). Toronto: Allyn & Bacon.

Microcredit Regulatory Authority (MRA) (2010). Microfinance Regulations in
Bangladesh: Development & Experiences. Retrieved March 5" 2011 from
http://www.mra.gov.bd/conference/images/speakers/paper/Bangladesh-MRA .pdf

207


http://www.oneworldaction.org/OneStopCMS/Core/CrawlerResourceServer
http://www.mra.gov.bd/conference/images/speakers/paper/Bangladesh-MRA.pdf

Microcredit Summit Campaign (2009). Past Summits: 1997 Microcredit Summit.
Retrieved on November 29th, 2010 from
http://www.microcreditsummit.org/summits _and_conferences/details/sc_progress/

Mikkelson, B. (2005). Methods for Development Work and Research: A New Guide for
Practitioners (2nd ed).Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications.

MixMarket (2010). Microfinance in Bolivia. Retrieved March 6™, 2011 from
http://www.mixmarket.org/mfi/country/Bolivia/report

MkNelly, B., & McCord, M. (2001). Credit with Education Impact Review No.1:
Women’s Empowerment Freedom from Hunger. Retrieved February 16™, 2011 from
http://www.freedomfromhunger.org/pdfs/impact_review_womens_empowerment.pdf

Moghadam, V. M. (1998). Feminisms and Development. Gender & History, 10 (3), 590-
597.

Mohammed, P. (1995). Writing Gender into History: The Negotiation for Gender
Relations among Indian Men and Women in Post-indenture Trinidad Society, 1917-47. In
V. Shepherd, B. Brereton & B. Bailey (Eds.). Engendering History: Caribbean Women in
Historical Perspective. (pp. 20-47). New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press.

Mohanty, C. T. (1991). Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial
Discourses. In C. Mohanty, A.R. Talpade & T. Lourdes (Eds.), Third World Women and
the Politics of Feminism (pp.51-80). Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.

Molyneux, M. (1985). Mobilization without emancipation? Women's interests, state and
revolution in Nicaragua. Feminist Studies, 11 (2). 227-254.

Montgomery, H., & Weiss, J. (2005). Great expectations: microfinance and poverty
reduction in Asia and Latin America. ADB Institute Research Paper Series 63. Tokyo:
Asian Development Bank Institute.

Montgomery, R., Bhattacharya, D., & Hulme, D. (1996). Credit For The Poor In
Bangladesh: The BRAC Rural Development Programme and the Government Thana
Resource Development and Employment Programme. In D. Hulme & P. Mosely (Eds.),
Finance against Poverty, Volume 2. (pp. 94-176). London, England: Routledge.

Mooij, J. (2002). Welfare policies and politics: a study of three government interventions

in Andhra Pradesh, India. ODI Working Paper 181. London, England: Overseas
Development Institute.

208


http://www.rnicrocreditsurnmit.org/summits
http://www.freedomfromhunger.org/pdfs/impact

Morduch, J. (1998). Does Microfinance Really Help the Poor: New Evidence from
Flagship Programs in Bangladesh. Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution, University of
Stanford.

Moser, C. (1993). Gender Planning and Development: Theory, Practice and Training.
London, England: Routledge

Moser, C. (1989). Gender planning in the third world: Meeting practical and strategic
needs. World Development, 17 (11), 1799-1825.

Muhuri, P.K., & Preston, S. (1991). Effects of Family Composition on Mortality
Differentials by Sex Among Children in Matlab, Bangladesh. Population and
Development Review, 17, 415-34.

Narasaiah, M. L. (2006). Women and Development. New Delhi, India: Discovery
Publishing House

National Women’s Commission (NWC) (2002). National Gender Policy: Belize.
Retrieved April 5™ 2011 from

http://webapps01.un.org/vawdatabase/uploads/National %20Gender%20Policy%202002.p
df

Naved, R. T. (1994). Empowerment of Women: Listening to the voices of Women. The
Bangladesh Development Studies, 22, 155-78.

Navajas, S., & Schreiner, M. (1998). Apex Organizations and the Growth of
Microfinance in Bolivia. Occasional Paper No. 2500. Columbus, OH: Rural Finance
Program Department of Agricultural, Environmental and Development Economics, The
Ohio State University.

Oxaal, Z. (1997). Gender and empowerment: definitions, approaches and implications
for policy, BRIDGE Report, 40. Brighton, UK: Institute of Development Studies (IDS),
University of Sussex.

Parpart, J., & Marchand, M. (1995). Exploding the Canon: An Introduction/Conclusion.
In J. L. Parpart, and M. Marchand, Feminism, Postmodernism and Development (pp.1-
22). London, England: Routledge.

Pattenden, J. (2010). A neoliberalisation of civil society? Self-help groups and the
laboring class poor in rural South India. Journal of Peasant Studies, 37 (3), 485-512.
DOI: 10.1080/03066150.2010.494372

Pitt, M. M., & Khandker, S.R. (2003). Credit Programs for the poor and the health status
of children in rural Bangladesh. International Economic Review, 44 (1), 87-118.

209


http://webapps01.un.Org/vawdatabase/uploads/National%20Gender%20Policy%202002.p

Pitt, M.M., Khandker, S.R., & Cartwright, J. (2006). Empowering Women with Micro
Finance: Evidence from Bangladesh. Economic Development and Cultural Change, 54
(4), 791-831.

Plan International (2011). About Plan. Retrieved February 5™, 2011 from http://plan-
international.org/about-plan

Pro Mujer (2010a). Pro Mujer in Bolivia. Retrieved January 17, 2011from,
https://promujer.org/index.tpl?NG View=65&NG Id Country=2

Pro Mujer (2010b). WHO WE ARE Retrieved January 17™, 2011 from
https://promujer.org/index.tpl?&ng view=13

Pro Mujer (2010c). History Retrieved January 17, 2011 from
hitps://promujer.org/index.tpl?&ng view=21

Pro Mujer (2010d). Empowerment Training. Retrieved January 17®, 2011 from
https://promujer.org/index.tpl?&ng view=40

Rahman, A. (1999a). Micro-credit initiatives for equitable and sustainable development:
Who pays? World Development, 27 (1), 67-82.

Rahman, S., Junankar, P.N., & Mallik, G. (2009). Factors Influencing Women’s
Empowerment on Microcredit Borrowers: A Case study in Bangladesh. Journal of the
Asia Pacific Economy, 14, (3), 287-303.

Rashid, S., Chowdhury, M., & Bhuiya, A. (1995). An Inside Look at Two BRAC Schools
in Matlab. BRAC-ICDDR,B Working Paper No.8, Dhaka, Bangladesh, BRAC-ICDDR,
B.

Rathgeber, E. M. (1990). WID, WAD, GAD: Trends in Research and Practice. Journal of
Developing Areas, 24 (4), 489-502.

Razavi, S., & Miller, C. (1995). From WID to GAD: Conceptual Shifts in the Women and
Development Discourse. Geneva, Switzerland: UNRISD.

Reeves, H., & Baden, S. (2000). Gender and development: Concepts and definitions.
Report No. 55. Brighton, UK: Institute of Development Studies (IDS), University of
Sussex.

Rhyne, E. (2002). Commercialization and Crisis in Bolivian Microfinance. In D. Drake &
E. Rhyne, The Commercialization of Microfinance: Balancing Business and
Development (pp. 114-137). Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press, Inc.

210


http://planinternational.org/about-plan
http://planinternational.org/about-plan
https://promujer.org/index.tpl7NG
https://promujer.org/index.tpl?&ng
https://promuier.org/index.tpl?&ng
https://promujer.org/index.tpl?&ng

Robinson, M.S. (2001). The Microfinance Revolution: Sustainable Finance for the Poor.
Washington, DC: World Bank.

Rodriquez-Garcia, R., Macinko, J.A. & Water, W.F, (2001). Selected Case Studies. In R.
Rodriquez-Garcia, J.A. Macinko & W.F. Water (Eds). Microenterprise Development for
Better Health Outcomes (pp. 104-124). Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc.

Rostow, W.W. (1960). The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Conununist Manifesto.
Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University

Rowland, J. (1997). Questioning Empowerment: Working with women in Honduras.
Oxford, UK: Oxfam.

Roy, R.D., Hyder, S M Z, Chowdhury, M., & Adams, A., (1998). Does Involvement of
Women in BRAC Influence Sex Bias in Intra-Household Food Distribution? BRAC-
ICDDR, B Working Paper No. 25. Dhaka, Bangladesh: BRAC-ICDDR, B.

Rozas, D. (2009). Is There a Microfinance Bubble in South India? Retrieved Oct 27™.
2010 from http://www.microfinancefocus.com/content/there-microfinance-bubble-south-
india

Sanyal, P. (2009). From Credit to Collective Action: The Role of Microfinance in
Promoting Women’s Social Capital and Normative Influence. American Sociological
Review, 74 (4), 529-550.

Schuler, S., Islam, F., & Rottach, E. (2010). Women’s empowerment revisited: A case
study from Bangladesh. Development in Practice 20 (7), 840-854. DOL:
10.1080/09614524.2010.508108

Scoones, L. (2009). Livelihoods perspectives and rural development. Journal of Peasant
Studies, 36 (1), 171-96.

Scott, J. W. (2000). Some Reflections on Gender and Politics. In M.M. Ferree, J. Lorber
& B. B. Hess (Eds.), Revisioning Gender (pp.70-98). London, England: Sage

Seguino, S. (2003). Why are women in the Caribbean so much more likely than men to be
unemployed? Retrieved May 20", 2010 http://mpra.ub.uni-
muenchen.de/6507/1/MPRA _paper_6507.pdf

Self-employed Women’s Association (SEWA) (2009). About Us. Retrieved December
2" 2010 from http://www.sewa.org/

Sen, A. (1986). Development: Which Way Now? In R. Apthorpe & A. Krahl (Eds.),
Development Studies. Leiden, The Netherlands: E.J. Brill.

211


http://www.rnicrofinancefocus.com/content/there-microfinance-bubble-south
http://mpra.ub.unimuenchen.de/6507/l/MPRA_paper_6507.pdf
http://mpra.ub.unimuenchen.de/6507/l/MPRA_paper_6507.pdf
http://www.sewa.org/

Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor Books.

Sen, G., & Grown, C. (1987). DAWN, Development, Crises, and Alternative Visions:
Third World Women’s Perspectives, Development Alternatives with Women for a New
Era. New York, NY: Monthly Review Press.

Simanowitz, A., & Walter. A. (2002). Ensuring Impact: Reaching the Poorest while
Building Financially Self-Sufficient Institutions, and Showing Improvement in the Lives
of the Poorest Women and Their Families. In S. Daley- Harris (Ed.), Pathways out of
Poverty: Innovations in Microfinance for the Poorest families (pp. 1-73). Bloomfield,
CT: Kumarian Press.

Sharif, N.R. (2002a). Poor Female Youth and Human Capital Development in
Bangladesh: What Role for Micro-Credit Programmes? In B. Lemire, R. Pearson & G.
Campbell (Eds.). Women and Credit: Researching the Past, Refiguring the Future
(pp.223-244). New York, NY: Berg.

Sharif, N.R. (2002b). The Seclusion Ethnic and the Educational Attainment and Well-
being of Adolescent Girls. Briefing Notes in Economics, (52). Retrieved from February
4th, 2011 from http://www.richmond.ac.uk/bne/52 Najma_Sharif.pdf

Statistical Institute of Belize (SIB) (2006). Selected MICS Indicators for Women in
Belize, 2006. Retrieved April 9" 2011 from
http://www.statisticsbelize.org.bz/dms20uc/dvnamicdata/docs/20081203112830 2.pdf

Stolcke, V. (1981) Women’s Labour: the Naturalization of Social Inequality and
Women’s Subordination. In In K. Young, C. Wolkowitz & R. McCullagh (Eds.) Of

Marriage and the Market, Women’s Subordination in International Perspective (pp. 30-
48). London, England: CSE Books.

Streeten, P. (1981). First Things First: Meeting Basic Human Needs in the Developing
Countries. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thompson, J. (1997). Adult education and the women’s movement. In Jane Thompson
(Ed.), Words in edgeways: radical learning for social change (pp. 71— 85). Leicester,
UK: National Institute for Adult Continuing Education.

Tinker, I. (1990). The Making of a Field: Advocates, Practitioners, and Scholars. In 1.
Tinker (Ed.), Persistent Inequalities, Women and World Development (pp.27-53).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Torben, 1., Rosenbluth, F., & Soskice, D. (2005). Divorce and the Gender Division of

Labour in Comparative Perspective. Social Politics, 12 (2), 216-242. doi:
10.1093/sp/jx1012

212


http://www.richmond.ac.uk/bne/52
http://www.statisticsbelize.org.bz/dms20uc/dvnamicdata/docs/20081203112830

Tremblay, C., Quirion, M., Langlois, S., & Klutse, F (2006). MAFUCECTO-Togo: Good
Practices and Bad Practices in Microinsurance. Case study number 25. Washington,
D.C.: CGAP.

Udayagiri, M. (1995). Challenging Modernization: Gender and Devleopment,
Postmodern Feminism and Activism. In H. Marchand & J.L. Parpart (Eds.), Feminism
Postmodernism/Development (pp.159-178). New York, NY: Routledge.

United Nations (2005). Progress Towards the Millennium Development Goals, 1990-
2005, Retrieved November 12", 2010 from
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mi/goals _2005/goal 3.pdf

United States Agency for International Development (USAID) (2010). Microfinance,
HIV, AND Women’s Empowerment. Washington, D.C., USAID.

United Nations Captial Development Fund (UNCDF) (2004). Programme D’ Appui a La
Strategie Nationale De Micro Finance (PASNAM). Washington, D.C, UNCDF.

United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) (2005a, Nov.). Featured Guest:

United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan Q&A on the International Year of

Microcredit and the Importance of Microfinance. Microfinance Matters, (18), 1-32.

Retrieved March 27%, 2010 from

http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/pubs/newsletter/pages/2005_11/Microfinance
Matters_Issue_18.pdf

United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) (2005b). Microfinance and the
Millennium Development Goals: A reader’s guide to the Millennium Project Reports and
other UN documents. Retrieved from March 28™, 2010,
http://www.yearofmicrocredit.org/docs/mdgdoc_MN.pdf

United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) (2010). The United Nations Capital
Development Fund and the 2005 International Year of Microcredit. Retrieved March
11™ 2010 from http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/yom.php

United Nations Development Program (UNDP) (2003). Gender Human Development
Report in Bolivia. Washington, D.C.: UNDP.

United Nations General Assembly (1999). International Year of Microcredit, 2005.
Resolution Adopted by the General Assembly: [on the report of the Second Committee
(A/53/613)]53/197. Retrieved March 28", 2010 from
http://www.uncdf.org/english/about uncdf/uploads/docs/UNGA-YoM eng.pdf

213


http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mi/goals
http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/pubs/newsletter/pages/2005
http://www.vearofmicrocredit.org/docs/mdgdoc
http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/yom.php
http://www.uncdf.org/english/about

United States Department of State (2009). 2009 Country Reports on Human Rights
Practices Retrieved February 16™, 2011 from
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2009/af/135981.htm

United States Department of State (2009). Human Rights Report: Bolivia. Retrieved
March 21%, 2011 from http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/wha/119149.htm

United States Department of State (2001). Togo: Report on Female Genital Mutilation
(FGM) or Female Genital Cutting (FGC), Retrieved March 11", 2011 from
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/topic.45a5fb512.46556aac2.46d5787d32.0.html

United States Department of State (2010). 2009 Country Reports on Human Rights
Practices — Belize Retrieved April 4™, 2011 from
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,...BLZ, .4b9e531173.0.html

Vejar, C. M., Madison- Colmore, O.D., & Ter Maat, M.B. (2006). Understanding the
transition of career to fulltime motherhood: A qualitative study. The American Journal of
Family Therapy, 34 (1), 17-31.

Vonderlack-Navarro, R. (2010). Targeting Women Versus Addressing Gender in
Microcredit. Lessons from Honduras. Affilia, 25 (2), 123-134.

White, S. C. (1991). Evaluating the Impact of NGOs in Rural Poverty Alleviation:
Bangladesh Country Study. London, UK: Overseas Development Institute.

Whitehead, A. (1979). Some Preliminary Notes on the Subordination of Women. Institute
for Development Studies Bulletin, 10 (3), 10-13.

Williams, S., Seed, J., & Mwau, A. (1994). Oxfam Gender Training Manual, Oxfam,
Oxford.

World Bank (2002). Integrating Gender into the World Bank’s Work: A Strategy for
Action, Washington: World Bank.

World Bank (2007). Self-Help Groups empower 8 million women in Andhra Pradesh
Retrieved May 8™, 2011 from
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0..contentMDXK:21249032~pag
ePK:64257043~piPK:437376~theSitePK:4607.00.html

Young, K., Wolkowitz, C., & McCullagh, R. (1981). Introduction. In K. Young, C.
Wolkowitz & R. McCullagh (Eds.), Of Marriage and the Market, Women’s
Subordination in International Perspective (pp.vii-xi). London, England: CSE Books.

214


http://www.state.gOv/g/dryrls/hrrpt/2009/af/l
http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/wha/119149.htm
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld7topic.45a5fb512,46556aac2.46d5787d32,0.html
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country��BLZ,.4b9e531173,0.html
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSETE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0.,contentMDK:21249032~pag

Young, K. (1997a). Gender and Development. In N. Visvanathan, L. Duggan, L.
Nisonoff & N. Wiegersma (Eds.), The Women, Gender and Development Reader (pp.51-
53). Dhaka, Bangladesh: University Press Limited.

Young, K. (1997b). Planning from a Gender Perspective. In N. Visvanathan, L. Duggan,
L. Nisonoff & N. Wiegersma (Eds.), The Women, Gender and Development Reader
(pp.366-373). Dhaka, Bangladesh: University Press Limited Dhaka.

Wenner, M., & Chalmers, G. (2001). Microfinance Issues and Challenges in the
Anglophone Caribbean. Working Paper, Washington, D.C.: Inter-American Development
Bank.

Westley, G. D. (2005). Microfinance in the Caribbean: How to Go Further. Technical
Papers Series, Washington, D.C.: Inter-American Development Bank.

World Bank (2005). Bolivia Poverty Assessment: Establishing the Basis for Pro-Poor
Growth. Washington, D.C: World Bank.

World Bank (2007). IDA at Work: Rural Development, Increased Incomes for 8 million
women in India Retrieved November, 13", 2010.

http://web.worldbank.org/ WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTABOUTUS/IDA/O,.contentMDK:
21228235~menuPK:3266877~pagePK:51236175~piPK:437394~theSitePK:73154.,00.ht
ml

World Health Organization (WHO) (2008). Statistical Information System. Retrieved
January 26™, 2011.
http://www.who.int/whosis/indicators/compendium/2008/3acf/en/

World Organization Against Torture (2002). Togo: Communiqué de presse: Togo - la
violence a I’égard des femmes Oct. 22nd. Retrieved February 16", 2011

http://www.omct.org/fr/violence-against-women/urgent-
interventions/togo/2002/10/d16016/

Velasco, C., & Chiba, S. (2006). Expanding Impact: Innovations in Cost-Effectively
Integrating Microfinance with Education in Health. La Paz, Bolivia: Pro Mujer.

Velasco, C., & Marconi, R. (2004). Group Dynamics, Gender, and Microfinance in
Bolivia, Journal of International Development, 16, 519- 528.

Wright, G.A. (2000). Microfinance Systems: Designing Quality Financial Services for
the Poor, London, England: Zed Books.

Yin, R. K. (2003). Applications of Case Study Research (2™ ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage Publications.

215


http://web.worldbank.org/WBSiTE/EXTERNAL/EXTABOUTUS/ID
http://www.who.int/whosis/indicators/compendium/2008/3acf/en/
http://www.omct.org/fr/violence-against-women/urgentinterventions/togo/2002/10/dl
http://www.omct.org/fr/violence-against-women/urgentinterventions/togo/2002/10/dl

Yunus, M. (1997). Microcredit Summit Opening Plenary: Opening speech. Retrieved on
November 12"’, 2010 from http://www.grameen-
info.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=332&Itemid=368

Yunus, M. (2004). Expanding Microcredit Outreach to Reach the Millennium
Development Goals- Some Issues for Attention. Paper presented at an international
seminar, ‘Attacking Poverty with Microcredit’, Dhaka 8-9 January, 2003. Retrieved on
November 12"‘, 2010 from http://zunia.org/uploads/media/knowledge/Micro-
CreditGlobalPicture.pdf

Zaman, H. (1999). Assessing the Poverty and Vulnerability Impact of Micro-Credit in
Bangladesh: A case study of BRAC. Policy Research Working Paper 2145, Washington,
D.C: The World Bank

216


http://www.grameeninfo.org/index.php?option=com
http://www.grameeninfo.org/index.php?option=com
http://zunia.org/uploads/media/knowledge/MicroCreditGlobalPicture.pdf
http://zunia.org/uploads/media/knowledge/MicroCreditGlobalPicture.pdf

