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Mr. Leonce Kone, AFRACA Chairman;

Distinguished Minister of Microfinance and Senior Officers of the Government of the Republic of Benin;

Distinguished Members of AFRACA;

Distinguished CEOs and Officers of Rural and Microfinance Institutions and Providers;

All Protocol observed; 

Ladies and Gentlemen;
I am pleased and honoured to welcome the delegates and guests to this 5th AFRACA Microfinance Forum on “Optimizing Financial Service Delivery to Rural Areas – the Microfinance Option”.  
Honourable Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen, The African Rural and Agricultural Credit Association (AFRACA) is a membership organization established on the initiative of the FAO in 1977 to foster cooperation in the planning of agricultural development of the region by convening, supporting and collaborating in regional, sub-regional conferences on agricultural and rural finance in collaboration with regional, national and international organizations.  

AFRACA presently has a membership of 94, composed of 13 Central Banks, 10 Agricultural Banks, 20 Commercial Banks, 40 Microfinance Institutions, 8 Microfinance Networks and 3 Central Bank similar institutions spread through out 26 countries.  We have correspondent relationship with all other Central Banks which have not taken up membership.

AFRACA has a vision of rural Africa where people have access to improved and sustainable financial services.  To this end, the mission of AFRACA is improved rural finance environment through the promotion of appropriate policy framework which enables financial institutions to increase their outreach, improved terms and conditions of banking and dissemination of financial innovation.  
With the increasing membership of microfinance Institution in the AFRACA family it has become necessary to create room for them to discuss topics of common interest such as the one we are going to discuss in today’s forum.
The unfolding events in the last two decades in the field of rural finance witnessed the reforms of many public sector banks, the emergence of non-governmental organizations as sustainable microfinance providers, a renewed interest in rural development for poverty alleviation by the international development agencies, the growth of grass roots financial and non financial organizations and a recognition of the importance of transparency and good governance. 

It is noted that finance, in particular rural micro and small enterprise finance, has the potential to make a major contribution towards the achievement of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), especially if the rural small holder farmer can have access to financial services.  

Not all financial products fit in the characteristics and constraints of the small holder producers: small holders and small entrepreneurs need to constantly innovate, sometime modernize and improve productivity. Their financial needs therefore involve various types of loans that have to be accommodated with income streams and especially the period in which this income is generated.  
The demand for loans is also extremely diverse and varies according to agro ecological zone, the more or less diversified and intensive production systems, the type of client and the degree of market segmentation.  Microfinance institutions have to address all these constraints and develop the right financial product in terms of saving and credit for its clientele which is geographical dispersed and not always easy to serve hence the need to use the available and innovative technology.
On the macro economical level, the liberalization and the new approaches to economic development management had made most of the African countries very fragile and therefore need strengthening continuously especially the microfinance institution to help households increase their income and therefore reduce poverty. 
For effective results rural finance and microfinance can only thrive well in a situation of suitable macro economic stability, reliable infrastructure and peace in the country. 
Honourable Minister during this Forum, we intend to have the following programme: first a presentation by various institutions on Experiences and Innovations in microfinance service provision, then Presentations on Capacity Building for effective Microfinance Institution activities, Presentations on Financing Microfinance Operations, Presentations on Microfinance governance models, and later a Panel discussion on Regulations and Supervision of Microfinance Service Delivery. From the discussion we will draw some conclusions and prepare the ground for the way forward.

Honourable Minister, Looking at the list of delegates and countries represented I am sure that the presence and convergence of top rural and microfinance experts and practitioners will make an important contribution to this Forum.  I am also confident that it will add depth and clarity to the rural finance field in Africa and will guide the debate on critical issues and vision for the future.  I am sure that the deliberations will improve the understanding of issues at hand and the need to create a wider impact on the lives of the poor.
Honourable Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen, let me take this opportunity to express my gratitude to all AFRACA member Institutions for their commitment and support to AFRACA’s activities and once again on behalf of AFRACA Executive Committee Members to sincerely thank our Development Partners for their exemplary partnership with AFRACA that has created real atmosphere of trust and confidence for the implementation of AFRACA’s activities.  

Honourable Minister of Microfinance, your presence at this opening session is a great honour for us and we are grateful for your support and commitment to AFRACA’s objectives and now say thank you very much.

I would also like to express my appreciation to PADME, PAPME, VITAL Finance, FECECAM and the Government of Benin for graciously agreeing to host this conference and to share their valuable experience in this field.  
I am confident that this Forum will facilitate new linkages and understanding between the banks, the microfinance providers and the policy makers.  I again thank you all for your interest in contributing to this learning and I look forward to a very successful Forum.

God Bless you all. 

Thank you. 
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