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Ladies and Gentlemen

It is indeed a great honour for me to deliver the opening statement as the guest of honour at this sub-regional workshop on the theme ‘Innovations in addressing rural finance challenges in Africa’.  Allow me, Mr Chairman to thank the organizers of this workshop – The Central Bank of The Gambia in collaboration with the African Rural Agricultural Credit Association (AFRACA) for this worthy initiative.  This workshop could not have come at a more opportune moment when the United Nations through its various agencies, multilateral institutions and national governments are strategizing ways and means of overcoming the obstacles of financial inclusion by the majority of our population.
Mr Chairman, the stark reality is that majority of our population in the world and Sub-Saharan Africa in particular still lack access to sustainable financial services. The great challenge before us is to address the constraints that exclude people from full participation in the financial sector. Together, we can through various models including specialized internal units, establish financial subsidiaries and form strategic alliances to build inclusive financial sector that would change lives of the majority. 
In many developing countries, small-scale enterprises and micro enterprises face severe financing constraints, but with access to finance, they can participate fully in the economic life of their communities, create employment and realize their full potentials. In deed, the importance of access to financial services was recognised by world leaders in 2005 when it was designated as the International Year of Micro-credit. This has helped to serve global awareness of the pivotal role that more inclusive finance can play in achieving the Millennium Development Goals.

Financial service delivery mechanisms have not been modified sufficiently to integrate the informal financial services which accounts for 73.6% in Sub-Saharan Africa, an indication of lack of financial deepening innovations. The limited use of financial services in developing countries has become an international concern. The reason for concern about widespread financial exclusion in developing countries is straight forward: access to a well-functioning financial system can economically and socially empower individuals and their businesses, allowing them to better integrate with the main financial sector, actively contribute to their development and protect them against economic shocks.

Inclusive finance in the form of safe savings, appropriately designed loans for the poor and low income households and for micro small and medium enterprises and an appropriate insurance and payment systems can help the poor increase household incomes, acquire capital, manage risks and work their way out of poverty.
Microfinance institutions have emerged to fill the gap between commercial banks and informal sources. Increase access to microfinance still remains a formidable challenge. With a global market of more than 2.5 billion working age adults, studies have shown, more than two-thirds do not have access to financial services. Providing access is key in microfinance which aims for more innovative use of technology to reach out the huge potential customers. The effective use of technology has offered huge potential to promote the use of financial services, standardize processes and reduce cost of operations.
Mr Chairman, leading microfinance institutions are already beginning to provide financial services to millions of poor with the delivery of technologies such as automated teller machines (ATMs), point-of-sale (POS) networks, SMS banking, top-ups, western unions services and the used of mobile phones to transfer and receive money, among others. With an efficient use of technology around the globe, commercial banks have invested in serving the lower segment of the market by incorporating a long term view of its development. The use of mobile phones and other technologies together with existing outlets to provide banking services is already enabling millions of people to access financial services. Mr Chairman, it is said that the future success of microfinance hinges on technology and its integration with the main financial sector. This would permit the efficient flow of funds through linkages and the financing of credit lines for microfinance institutions in a more viable and sustainable manner. The extension of wireless technology would create anytime, anywhere access, even the very poor and remote communities.
Mr Chairman, in a continent with more than 225 million mobile phone users and about a million in The Gambia, the impact could be profound on that majority who previously lack access to financial products –savings, loans, insurance, money transfer services among others. The use of mobile banking can change the way banking is done and what is interesting is that this is successfully happening in the developing world to bank that unbanked majority. The recent mobile technology has certainly moved the frontier for access to finance and actually changing lives particularly in Asia, South America and the Sub Saharan Africa.

Technology appears to be promoting solutions to the problem of access. The challenge now is to convert these hardware and software technology into channels that financial institutions can use to deliver a range of financial services for the mass medium and low income groups while making profits. 
To achieve this, the most efficient approach may be to use technology to create partnerships among banks, microfinance institutions and retail outlets.
Mr Chairman, innovations in extending access to finance by the productive poor is taking place worldwide and our sub-region cannot be left behind in this crusade. In the coming wireless world, corner retail outlets, petrol stations, supermarkets, post offices and lottery outlets with mobile phones can become delivery channels for financial and other services. Reaching out clients in rural and most remote areas is often prohibitively expensive for financial service providers but this obstacle is overcome using decentralized branch networks and other local agents to manage operations at the village level through linkages.

In conclusion, Mr Chairman, distinguished guests, participants, a fundamental challenge in building inclusive financial sectors remains to a large extent in adequately expanding the retail capacity to serve the unbanked and underbanked. The commercial orientation of an organization does not prevent it from serving the poor clients with quality financial services, by the same token, an organisation’s social mission does not assure that the poor will be served efficiently. Studies have shown that there is a direct relationship between profitability and scale of operations, profitable institutions have shown they can reach many more poor clients than unprofitable ones.

The design and delivery of financial services to vast numbers of poor, medium and low income people who do not have access depends on innovations, investments, cost reduction through improved efficiencies, an effective use of technology and an appropriate regulation and supervision mechanisms.

Last but not the least, Mr Chairman, I wish this august gathering fruitful deliberations  in the days ahead and hope that you will greatly benefit from the quality presentations and discussions that you can take back to your institutions. 

Finally, I have this singular honour to declare this two-day West African sub-regional technical workshop on the theme, ‘innovations in addressing rural finance challenges in Africa’ officially opened.

I thank you for your undivided attention.
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