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Madame Minister,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is with great pleasure I welcome you on behalf of the European Microfinance Platform (e-MFP) to European Microfinance Week. In this fifth edition, we are nearly 300 strong! 

“To become the microfinance focal point in Europe, linking with the South through our members.”  

This is our vision for the next five years. It is ambitious, we know, but reducing poverty in developing countries requires ambition. How can we effectively fight against poverty if we don’t work together? Doesn't it make more sense to combine our efforts to confront this enormous task? Fostering collaboration between stakeholders from 27 member countries of the European Union also calls for some ambition. 

But, it’s not as if we are starting from zero. Founded at the end of 2006 with only 20 members, the European Microfinance Platform, e-MFP, now has 120 members, all of whom support microfinance in developing countries.  120 microfinance professionals, who together represent a considerable force in terms of experience, skills and funding capacity.  But the Platform’s true strength stems from its diversity: our multi-stakeholder membership base.  It may be idealistic to bring together “competitors” from the 27 countries of the European Union, but it's even more idealistic to unite NGOs with banks, universities, development agencies, and multilateral institutions.  And yet, in only three years, e-MFP has proved that a multi-cultural stakeholder platform is not an unattainable ideal; quite the contrary, this diversity can genuinely contribute to the development of microfinance.  

For example, in 2005, many European universities involved in microfinance, particularly in research, were working in isolation. Since then, considerable progress has been made. European researchers in microfinance have started networking with each other, establishing a directory, co-authoring papers, collaborating on joint research projects and, a few months ago, organized the first European conference on research in microfinance, attended by over one hundred researchers from universities across Europe and developing countries. Research is a critical element that permits an objective understanding of microfinance's impact on poverty and fosters innovation.  We need research to gain new perspective, to question ourselves, to find out if our actions are relevant to our poverty-reduction objectives. The e-MFP has supported this significant step forward in research and I invite the concerned stakeholders to continue this support and to further develop collaborations with researchers.  

Another example of e-MFP’s contribution to microfinance concerns the notion of responsibility in microfinance. In 2007, even before the financial crisis, e-MFP highlighted the importance of responsibility. Responsibility on the part of all stakeholders— microfinance institutions, banks, NGOs, investors, public agencies—and at all levels, whether it’s providing inclusive financial services, formulating regulation, fostering innovation or communicating on microfinance issues.  In this regard, I see something very concrete each and every one of us can do: stop talking about microcredit! “A microcredit of 50 Euros can change a life...” Is this really the reality of the millions of micro-entrepreneurs who are microfinance clients? There are exceptions—admittedly impressive—but still, they are just exceptions. And yet, this is often the message that appears when talking about microfinance.  As professionals of the sector, we know that what could really make a difference would be universal access (not as a human rights issue but as automatic access) to a range of appropriate financial services, starting with savings and insurance—the financial services most needed by populations living on just a few Euros a day.  As long as the stakeholders directly involved in the microfinance sector continue to talk about microcredit, those who wish to join us will continue to focus on this small and limited part of microfinance.  I invite you all, starting today, to focus your communication strategy on microfinance as a range of inclusive financial services, including savings, micro-insurance, micropensions, etc.  Let’s communicate responsibly, in a way that takes professional and diversified microfinance —an absolute necessity for there to be any hope of having a real impact on poverty. 

This week is entitled “Microfinance in a New Financial Era”. Over the last 18 months, the economic and financial crisis has affected the lives of hundreds of millions; developing countries have not been spared, indeed, much to the contrary.  Overall, microfinance appears to be resisting the crisis to the extent it is possible, primarily because it is, by definition, based on real economic activities. There have been, nonetheless, some serious, even worrisome consequences. Now is the time to demonstrate our commitment to put responsibility and social performance at the centre of our actions, so that microfinance may become a genuine development tool ...and, why not, a model for the traditional financial sector.  Over the next few days, several sessions will address the lessons that have emerged from the crisis and, more specifically, the issues of responsibility and social performance.  

It is also an opportune time to discuss, as we will Thursday, new perspectives beyond the crisis. Speakers will discuss microinsurance, environmental protection and use of technology as possible pathways to reaching new segments of the population that remain excluded from financial services. I invite you to fully participate in the debates with a view to formulating a European position on how to meet the challenges of poverty in developing countries. 
Working together does not just mean working among e-MFP members. One of the priorities of e-MFP’s 2010-2014 Business Plan is to strengthen linkages between e-MFP and national microfinance platforms in Europe and developing countries.  While Holland and Luxembourg had national platforms prior to the foundation of e-MFP, Italy, Liechtenstein, Switzerland, Germany, United Kingdom, Denmark and France now also have similar bodies, with albeit diverse forms, to promote dialogue on microfinance. I dare to hope other countries will follow, leading to increasingly coherent and effective actions on the part of European microfinance stakeholders. e-MFP will also create strong ties with professional associations in developing countries, which will be a critical step to ensure e-MFP’s activities are consistent with realities in the field.  

European Microfinance Week 2009 could not take place without the longstanding support of the Luxembourg Cooperation, as well as the support of the European Investment Bank and PriceWaterhouseCoopers, who I hope will encourage others to support e-MFP.  

To conclude, I would like to warmly thank Madame Jacobs, Minister for Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Affairs who, by her presence, confirms the valuable and constant support of her team not only for European Microfinance Week but, more broadly, for e-MFP, which, without this support, simply would not exist.

I wish you all a successful European Microfinance Week 2009 !
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