STATEMENT BY THE GOVERNOR OF THE CENTRAL BANK OF THE GAMBIA AT THE OPENING CEREMONY OF AFRACA WEST AFRICA ENGLISH SPEAKING SUB REGIONAL WORKSHOP AT THE PARADISE SUITES, THE GAMBIA FROM MARCH 31ST TO APRIL 2ND 2008
Your Excellency, 

Honorable Secretaries of State

Secretary General AFRACA

Representatives from International / Regional Bodies

Executives of the Financial Institutions

Participants from Ghana, Nigeria, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and The Gambia
Distinguished Guests

Ladies and Gentlemen

Mr. Chairman / Madame Chairperson
It is a great honor and pleasure to deliver a statement at the opening ceremony of AFRACA West Africa English Speaking Sub-regional Workshop hosted by the Central Bank of the Gambia.
As the host, I would on behalf of the Board and staff of the CBG, seize this opportunity to welcome you all to this important workshop on the theme: “Innovations in addressing Rural Finance Challenges in Africa”. It is important because we gathered here to discuss and share experiences about new initiatives for the development of sustainable microfinance operations in the sub-region and beyond.

Mr. Chairman, distinguished ladies and gentlemen, I think you will all agree with me that hunger and poverty remain the two major scourges of humanity to date. Microfinance is widely recognized as one of the tools in the fight against poverty as it can empower poor people in improving their livelihood. Yes it is a fact that limited access to finance lowers welfare and hinders poverty reduction and the emergence of an economically active middle class. More fundamentally, inadequate financial services constraints economic growth. 
In The Gambia, typical of most developing countries, the majority of our population is poor and predominantly engaged in primary production. The largest part of this productive sector does not have access to even basic payment services or savings accounts. This mass of small and informal enterprises also lack access to credit which hinder their growth and development. Thus the microfinance sector has the potential fill the gap by serving groups and communities that the formal financial sector has difficulty reaching. Evidence strongly suggests that banks and microfinance institutions complement each other, thus contributing to financial deepening. 
Mr. Chairman, distinguish ladies and gentlemen, Financial institutions need to win the confidence of clients and authorities to succeed. As stakeholders of the financial sector, I believe it is our collective goal in ensuring a stable and viable financial system in our various countries. For improved performance and sustainability, microfinance players need an appropriate legal and policy framework for an orderly growth and development of the sub-sector. In the Gambia, I am happy to say that we have indeed achieved a lot in terms of creating an enabling environment for a sound and sustainable microfinance sub-sector over the years.  

The Central Bank The Gambia has recently reviewed the Microfinance regulatory guidelines and have completed drafting the microfinance bill aimed at transforming the sector to not only serve their clients better but ensure they are better governed and managed. To unleash the full potentials of microfinance, microfinance institutions need to establish strong bond with their customers and through continuous market research and customer data analysis, to provide products and services that match customer needs and requirements at affordable prices.
Thus, the theme of this workshop is very appropriate and timely. Due to the dynamism and multifaceted nature of poverty, Microfinance institutions in our sub region need to be more proactive and innovative in responding to the needs and aspirations of their customers.  With developments in the field of information technology, there are increasing opportunities to offer products and services that are more appropriate and sustainable. 
Innovations in rural finance include changes in the technology, the type of financial services offered, the strategic behavior of institutions, and others that result in improved viability.  These innovations should contribute towards the reduction of the risks of service provision as well as the per unit transaction costs associated with financial intermediation in order to impact on critical mass of small and informal enterprises.  

At this point Mr Chairman, I most recognize the dignified presence of executives of both the formal banking and non-bank financial institutions. This is very encouraging and I hope they will take it up in their various institutions to downscale or work in partnership with rural financial institutions to intervene in this most vital sector. There are many benefits to accrue to both the banks and microfinance clients if the right modalities are put in place. This is evident in many developing countries in Asia, Latin America and East Africa. Globally, the new approaches of financial service delivery have proved that microfinance is not after all, a risky business but is, in fact commercially viable. Poor people do not want charity; all they want is access and opportunities. It has been proven that poor people not only repay their loans on time, they invest their increased incomes in their families. 

The Central Bank is currently encouraging financial institutions to modernize their information systems, increase the range of products they offer and offer better quality services to their customers. Thus the Central bank has encouraged the introduction of ATMs, Point of Sale systems and debit/credit card technology. However, currently, each bank is developing its own systems without conscious regard for harmonization and interoperability with the systems of the banks. This could be costly and an inconvenient to customers.  Hence, the Central Bank has plans to work with the banks and the private sector to further develop the financial system infrastructure by building a National Switch. This will ease connectivity between the various banks’ information systems and ATMs and provide an interbank payment gateway. This will also allow the banks to share their ATM networks and install common technology infrastructure which are compatible with international networks. We expect this to optimize costs for the banks, provide convenient services for their customers and stimulate the development of e-commerce transaction activities in the Gambia.  
Innovative approaches could also be narrowed to focus on services offered; for example, having a completely new product which match the characteristics of intended users, for instance small-scale agricultural producers or market women. Innovative ways could also look at systems where new institutions tailored to deal with unmet needs are created or allowed to emerge. Hence, research in innovation should include new ideas, methods and plans better than those that existed in the provisions of financial services. 
Finally, I am pleased to acknowledge the strong sense of partnership that AFRACA is able to establish among financial institutions and non-governmental organizations that promote and support the development of microfinance. This is evidenced by the high turn out and I therefore salute you all and count on your continuous support of the sector.
I thank you all for your attention and wish you a successful workshop.
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