WELCOMING REMARKS BY PROF. BENNO NDULU, GOVERNOR OF THE BANK OF TANZANIA AT THE 16TH AFRACA GENERAL ASSEMBLY, 24TH - 28TH NOVEMBER 2008, WHITESANDS HOTEL, DAR ES SALAAM
· Hon. Mizengo Pinda, Prime Minister of the United Republic of Tanzania,
· Mr. Leonce Kone, AFRACA Chairperson, 
· Mr. Edmond Mkwawa, Managing Director of the Dar Salaam Community Bank and the Chief Host for the AFRACA Assembly,

· Ms. Mary Nandazi, AFRACA Secretary General,

· Distinguished Participants,

· Invited Guests,

· Ladies and Gentleman.
Honourable Prime Minister,

Let me first take this opportunity to cordially welcome you to the 2008 AFRACA General Assembly and to thank you for accepting to officiate the opening of this important gathering.  We all know how very busy you are and really appreciate granting us your precious time.  Secondly, let me also seize the opportunity to welcome all conference participants and invited guests to Tanzania especially those visiting Tanzania for the first time.
Honourable Prime Minister, This Assembly will have two parts: Firstly, we will have a two day conference that concludes a year-long AFRACA Sub-regional Technical Workshops on the theme: “Innovations in addressing rural finance challenges in AFRACA”. AFRACA uses such forums as annual events to engage its members and the general public in a dialogue on issues and developments related to interventions that will help to expand the availability of rural finance and its contribution to economic growth of our individual countries and the continent as a whole. Secondly, on the 27th November there will be a business session, a biannual event, for the AFRACA members to examine the Association’s past performance and plan for the next year.
Honourable Prime Minister, Rural finance, which encompasses agricultural financing, is a subject that touches the economic wellbeing of the majority of Africans. This is due to the fact that more than 50% of our people still live in rural areas and about 90% of the rural population are heavily dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. Hence the work of AFRACA is of utmost importance. 
For the past two decades our countries have been undertaking reforms in the financial sectors. One key challenge we have all found common in these reforms is that of accessing finance at an affordable cost to the rural areas, where poverty still remains much higher than in urban areas. Central to this challenge is the limited availability of agricultural credit, particularly to smallholder farmers.  Thus, it is important that priority is given to rapid expansion of financial services to the rural population to enable them overcome these constraints and help to reduce poverty.
Honourable Prime Minister, Given our very low levels of financial services to the rural areas in the country, Tanzania is taking the promotion of rural and micro finance very seriously as reflected in the incorporation of these issues prominently in the on-going Second Generation Financial Sector Reform Programme that, among others, has recently developed a national strategy for enhancing financial services in rural areas. As we operationalise these reforms, AFRACA has indeed given us an opportunity to hear and learn from practical experiences of how other African countries have developed and used innovative ways to effectively respond to rural finance challenges.
For the two days, a number of papers will be presented by the very best professionals in the field and we will have the opportunity to interact and discuss with them a wide range of pertinent issues. It is our expectation that at the end of the two days, the conference will come up with innovative ideas that can help our countries to expand the reach of rural finance to as many Tanzanians as possible in the rural areas. 

Honourable Prime Minister, the Assembly this year is taking place against the backdrop of great anxieties from the ongoing global financial crisis and its attendant consequences to the global recession.  I hope that the conference will also devote some time to assess the implications of this crisis for AFRACA’s role in helping to come up with ideas for cushioning our region from the impacts of the crisis.
Honourable Prime Minister, on behalf of the participants and invited guests it is my honour and privilege to now invite you to deliver the inaugural address to this Assembly.
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