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1. Background: 

 
Uganda hosted the 3rd African Micro Finance Conference in Kampala, at Munyonyo Speke 
Resort, from the 20th to the 23rd of August 2007 under the theme, “New Options for Rural 
and Urban Africa”. The first such conference was held in 2003 under the theme, 
“Innovations in Micro Finance”, and the second one in 2005 under the theme, “Integrating 
Micro Finance into the Formal Financial Sector”. It was sponsored by the Ugandan 
Government, DFID’s Financial Sector; Deepening Fund, USAID, GTZ, UNDP, Private 
Sector Foundation, AIG Uganda, SNV, Stromme Foundation, CSTI, ABSA, CompuScan 
and inrofin. And organised by the Ugandan Micro Finance Industry stakeholders under the 
leadership of  the Association of Micro Finance  Institutions of Uganda, AMFIU with 
support from Global Events Ltd together with  Globle Conferences Ltd, a South African 
based company.  It attracted over 500 delegates from 41 countries with world re-known 
international experts in the field. (See list participants).  By hosting the event, Uganda had a 
unique opportunity to have representation from its remote grass root initiatives, as learning 
points in both presentations and actual visits, to capture both the theory and  practice, for 
the rest of the participants. 
 

2. Proceedings 

 
In setting the stage, the industry was challenged on the political front to; reduce 
administrative overheads, put more emphasis on access to financial services and less on 
policy regulation and supervision, to integrate the rich and poor in SACCOs, (savings and 
credit associations), and to avoid a modern form of slavery.     
 
The trend of the industry in Africa was summarised as follows in the key note 
presentation;  
� The entry of private sector funds, the role of rating companies was growing, in order to 

meet the knowledge need for making decisions in the direction of capital movement.   
� The bulk of Africans do not have access to the banking sector given that in South Africa, 

with its  most sophisticated banking infrastructure, only half of its population has banking 
access. This is a pointer of the much worse situation in other African countries.   

� This demand has explained the phenomenal growth and impact of the use of mobile 
phones and their connectibility to the banking sector to meet the high demand for those 
people with no banking accounts and where the banks cannot make the high investments 
in opening branches or offices in their localities. 

 
In Africa, therefore, what has been the consequences of government interventions in both 
the short and long run?  Do rules of the game need to change? To what extent can micro 
finance be accommodated in current laws, amended laws or new laws?  
The definition of “Rural” is different from country to country and each intervention had to 
take into account its local environment. 
 
In looking for new options in rural and urban Africa, the Conference had three sub themes:  

i) Segmentation of the Markets,  
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ii) Clients Costs and Risks   
iii) Financial Institutions’ Costs and Risks.   

 
Under the first one there were sessions to understand the market and deepen further into 
them by segmenting into sections along the value chain of the production process till the 
final product. It was found that few financial institutions were investing enough in educating 
themselves to fully understand the value chain. The second one had sessions on consumer 
education and transparency as deterrents to potential exploitation of uninformed clients and 
the last one had sessions on practical examples from north Africa, of  micro finance 
institutions, (MFIs), increasing efficiency by maintaining a profit with minimal charges, as 
well as different insurance products against delinquency, life, against bad weather etc.  
 
In analysing the segmentation, it was clear that if the big unmet demand for financial services 
was to be met, no institution could work alone and that it was important to link with 
farmers’ groups, insurance providers, banks and financial institutions that had a comparative 
advantage where one did not have it and benefit in a mutual way.  Each side had to benefit 
in financial and non financial terms.  On doing rural micro finance better, it was presented 
that customer awareness was necessary in unique ways such as; the savings mobilisation van 
with the MFI’s brand name highlighted on it and account opening facilitated in the clients’ 
location.  This was also a form of redesigning the standard products to make the processes 
easier and therefore the products more accessible.  The experience of regulation and 
supervision in West Africa was shared as a regional block of countries as well as what has 
turned out to be right/wrong about micro finance. To what extent is regulation a support or 
a stumbling block?  These were from practical experiences with empirical evidence of what 
has gone right and wrong with micro finance. Often the expectation is that micro finance 
will solve all problems. 
 

3. Training 

 
For those interested in hands-on topics, they were able to learn the trend of how Uganda 
developed and evolved its performance monitoring tool, (PMT). It is usable as a uniform 
reporting tool by different MFIs for a wide spectrum of agencies e.g., government, 
regulators, donors, other MFIs, rating agencies etc.  This allows for comparisons within an 
institution and among institutions. Together, these form the performance monitoring 
system, (PMS) that can make industry aggregates. Many attempts have been made and the 
institutions have had challenges using various versions. This is a fine example of use of 
technology to improve micro finance. It is worth noting that it has taken nearly seven years 
of refinement, upgrading and testing indicating the fact that there were no short cuts in 
arriving at the optimal tool.  There were other examples of technological innovations from a 
comprehensive study from Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest, (CGAP). Also for 
more hands on, there were training sessions on Value Chain Theory and Practice, Microsave 
Client-led Learning tools, and Financial Transparency in African Micro Finance. 
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4. Technical Tours 

 
Because the programme combined rural and urban elements, the organisers endeavoured to 
take participants to a wide selection of technical tour to places in both  types of settings 
including a solar powered computerised banking model in Lukaya SACCO and village 
savings and loans in both rural and urban settings. The full list of technical tours is attached. 
 

5. Lessons Learnt on New Options 

 
There were indeed lessons to be learnt in the Conference. The new options included 
products, delivery methods and rethinking the institutions/ products.  
 
On new products there were a wide variety of smart money options, cel phone banking, 
(and their enormous ability to capture large numbers of clients as well as the challenge of 
keeping up with their supervision by the regulators), internet banking. Many banks already 
have internet banking, as part of their technology or that which they have access to, but have 
not yet tapped into their true potential yet. It has potential to quickly ease banking hall 
congestion, reduce costs to clients in reduction on number of journeys to the financial 
institutions and reduction of risk and fraud from carrying cash on long journeys.  In rural 
areas, with solar power, this was seen as workable after the initial investment in installation.  
More linkages and point of sale outlets where banks do not need to invest heavily in setting 
up many branch branches were presented.  
 
On delivery systems, institutions observed the need to invest time and resources in creating 
the market in different niches for the new options.  Furthermore new options do not need to 
be pegged to the original micro finance products that were most popular, i.e. the group loans 
in short cycles. This pegging is the pattern in infant markets and the practice especially in 
products such as insurance.  Pegging has a limiting factor to the current clients and the 
running cycle.  Those MFIs that have grown exponentially are those that have looked 
outside the box beyond the risk of pegging new products to the current products. 
 
The banks scaling down to add micro finance to their portfolio have had challenges of 
transferring high street banking practices such as collateral requirements to the new markets.  
Equally banks scaling up in an attempt to grow with their clients or serve the higher end of 
the  market have had challenges in image and harmonising policies and practices  of micro 
finance with the new customers, while competing with those banks that do not have the 
social mission. 
 
On rethinking the products/institutions the lesson, it became apparent that in response 
to for example, Uganda government policy shift with new emphasis in SACCOs, institutions 
originally set up as micro finance simply added the word, “SACCO” to their names but 
remained MFIs. Applying  SACCOs standards to them have, at best, turned out to be 
inappropriate and confusing to the clients, the public, and the regulators.  This is something 
that can happen in other countries.  
In this same area of rethinking, it was noted that climate change has brought in new 
challenges to clients’ very livelihood and need for new focus.  In this regard products such as 
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weather insurance, tree planting and products to acquire renewable energy sources were 
presented. These are different from the old products such as supporting brick making which 
increases deforestation. 
 

6. Questions 

 
The conference raised some pertinent questions: 
 

• How can governments get the right balance between protection and motivation? 

• How effective is consumer protection and education as alternatives to interest rate 
ceilings on loans?    

• Will the private sector be the main driver of access to finance and in turn leave out 
the lower end of the social pyramid?  

• A thought for countries looking at Uganda, was there an alternative to achieving the 
aims of the Micro Finance Deposit taking Institutions Act of 2003, or is it still too 
early to tell?    

• Should we revisit the double bottom line business model of financial surplus and 
non-financial surplus? 

 

7. Way Forward 

 
Policies have no boundaries and they can be re-visited, including interest ceiling, so that 
strategies to achieve the main goal can change. As a result of the Conference, virtual network 
is to be set up to push the frontiers of knowledge further in answering the questions raised 
and monitoring the trends of practices.  All roads are looking at West Africa, the venue for 
the 4th African Micro Finance Conference in two years’ time. Given the over subscription to 
the event, it was a most worthwhile investment for the fees charged. Congratulations 
AMFIU and partners! 
 
 


