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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Micro-credit can be a vital tool to helping alleviate poverty if the issue of inadequate management of credit schemes in CBR is appropriately addressed. An efficient management of a credit scheme will enhance success and sustainability of micro-credit schemes in CBR.
Each of the Sightsavers supported projects in the West African sub-region has tried different approaches with various outcomes. Some of these CBR projects have done well and can always provide a learn ground for all of us considering the wealth of experience from years of existence. They have been able to do some service for the CBR service-users to a large extent. Many of these CBR projects however have found it difficult to manage their credit schemes in a successful and sustainable manner. The situation has been discussed in the document in detail. The article discusses the causes of inadequate management of the credit schemes and the likely effects. 

The document also suggests solutions to the inadequate management of the credit scheme. It goes further to highlight the benefits that both CBR as a programme and its workers as well as its service users will get from an efficient management system. Some strategies have been discussed as guidelines for CBR workers to use in order to have a proper management of the credit schemes.  Alternatively if the credit schemes are let out to other financial institutions, then the staff of those institutions assumes the role of the CBR worker. Whatever form it takes, CBR and these financial institutions should take a participatory approach. It should be borne in mind that the solutions are not far fetched. They are already there on the ground only that CBR workers need to review the way they operate and improve upon it.
Consequently the author argues that proper management of micro-credit in CBR will bring about a paradigm shift. The result is that the global goal of reducing poverty will be achieved. CBR as a strategy therefore can facilitate the reduction of poverty in a successful and sustainable manner. 
INTRODUCTION 

This document highlights the inadequate management of micro – credit schemes in CBR projects/programmes. It carries the message that for there to be successful and sustainable micro-credit schemes, the management system should be participatory. 

To do that, this article will look at the background of inadequate management of micro-credit scheme, the evidence or justification before looking at the causes and effects of inefficient management and then suggest some possible solutions to the inadequate management. It will conclude by outlining the strategies that one can use as a guide in administering a successful and sustainable credit scheme.

The service users referred to in this article are blind and severely visually impaired persons registered with CBR projects or other category of persons with disabilities. Normally their conditions need to be confirmed by a medical professional/authority say an ophthalmologist in the case of visually impaired persons. 

BACKGROUND
Poverty reduction is goal number one of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (UN 2000). Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR) projects employ a number of ways to alleviate food and income poverty including micro-credit. This is in agreement with the editorial of the book ‘CBR as part of community development- A Poverty Reduction Strategy (2006) which stresses that ‘CBR must address poverty because it’s a major need of persons with disabilities. Micro-credit is therefore seen as fundamental in the fight to alleviate poverty looking at what it is able to achieve in other developing countries in the world.

These micro-credits schemes are managed in diverse ways in different CBR programmes with various outcomes. In recent years many of these programmes in the West African sub region have been unable to manage their credit schemes in a successful and sustainable manner. For example out of eight Sight Savers supported projects about four of them provide these directly to service users whilst the others liaise with micro-finance institutions to administer the credit scheme on their behalf. An evaluation in 2003 revealed that there are challenges with each of these approaches that need to be address in order to make positive impact. It revealed the constraints related to credit recovery rate which was generally low (CBR Final Evaluation Report – Ghana and The Gambia 2003 and Mid-term review 2006, The Gambia). It is worth mentioning the immense contribution though made by these CBR projects since inception. They succeeded in removing a lot more beggars from the streets of these countries. It must however be noted that there is room for improvement hence this article. 
CAUSES OF INADEQUATE MANAGEMENT OF MICRO-CREDIT SCHEMES
There are a lot of factors that could account for this the inefficient management. These include: 
· Lack of clear understanding of the scheme by service users

· inadequate needs assessment 

· lack of adequate vocational skills training 

· wrong timing of funds disbursement 

· unfaithfulness of CBR workers 

First of all there is usually the lack of understanding of what the scheme really is. Many service users the credit scheme with a grant. CBR workers must express in clear terms to service users what the scheme is. If it’s a loan which must be paid, let service users know this. If it’s on the other hand a grant that service users don’t have to pay, this should also be made known to the service users. 

Secondly there is no proper/adequate needs assessment done right from the start. Many times service users needs are not assessed enough to know what their felt needs are and how they could be addressed. For example it should be established whether a service user who want to keep animals have a shelter for them. If there is none CBR should facilitate the provision of this otherwise it will be difficult as the animals can easily get stolen or lost. 
Thirdly, the timing of the disbursements of funds leaves a lot to be desired. There is too much bureaucracy in the processing of loans for the beneficiaries. Funds are not disbursed early enough for service users to buy farming implements for example and get good seed. Again when funds are released at the wrong time say just weeks before a religious feast, there is the likelihood that it will not go to the intended purpose. 
Another factor that triggers this problem is the lack of adequate vocational skills training for the service user. They are not well trained in the chosen area of income generating activities (IGAs). For example if one is not adequately trained in soap making the finished products will not attract customers and therefore fewer sales. This will also make the payment by service users difficult and by extension it will in the long run militate against the success of the credit scheme. 
The level of participation on the part of the service-users and their family members is very minimal. They do not have the opportunity to take part in making decisions that concern them. In some cases field workers do not consult the service users and tend to think for them. And yet their input and aspirations is vital and much needed. An intervention might fail because it does not take into account the suggestions of service users in addressing their own needs and concerns. When this is lacking you can at best expect a difficulty and at worst a complete failure of  service users’ IGAs.  

The other cause factor could be unfaithfulness on the side of CBR workers. These could happen when they are to collect repayments from service users and fail to submit them for immediate banking. This affects both the scheme and the service users and it will make it difficult for service users to access another loan. 

Poverty again plays a role in the failure of such micro-credit schemes. Some service users do request for a credit to undertake specific IGAs but once they have received these funds, other pressing needs pop-up like feeding themselves and their families, payment of their children’s school and/ or examination fees and other relatives who may want their nouveau-riche family member to assist when these relatives are in need.
EFFECTS OF INEFFICIENT CREDIT MANAGEMENT 
The failure of the system will have lasting effects on the lives of service users which may not be desirable To start with inadequate management of a credit scheme can generally bring about a very poor repayment/recovery rate. This will eventually cripple the scheme especially when it’s a revolving one. 

Further more the tendency for it to discourage service-users is very high. They may regard themselves as under-achievers which may bring about low self – esteem. As a result they may not confidently apply for another loan just as other people would be skeptical to render them further assistance. 

Another adverse is that the failure of service users will only compound the stereotypes the society has about persons with disabilities. This will agitate against the social inclusion of these service users and the efforts of CBR in general.
Moreover, it becomes a waste of resources for CBR projects considering the amount of time and effort that have gone into the training of service users, the funds that have gone into the loans scheme and the monitoring visits will all be a waste of resources.  

SOLUTIONS TO INADEQUATE MANAGEMENT OF CREDIT SCHEMES
In order to curtail this unpleasant situation there is need for an alternative approach that will bring about a paradigm shift to address our old problems in new ways. 
Paramount among them is the ardent need for a proper, systematic and comprehensive needs assessment by CBR workers. This assessment should involve the service users and their family members. The family members know the service user in terms of interest and capabilities so they can advise the CBR worker. The involvement of family members also breeds commitment and sustainability into the venture. At this stage a market assessment is also important because it helps to find out if there will be ready market for the service users’ products or services. 

Another remedy could be for CBR as a programme to facilitate intensive vocational skills training for their service users in their chosen areas of IGAs. A well planned skills programme that heeds to individual abilities and capabilities, family support, aspirations, interests etc should be developed and implemented. 
The issue of misunderstanding of the scheme by service users must be addressed adequately. CBR as a project and its staff during their sensitization programmes should let their service users know which of their services is a credit and which one is a grant. It avoids the problem of “I didn’t know” by service users.

The case study below shows how effective monitoring can help management to detect where there is a problem in the scheme and discuss the way forward for a successful and sustainable income generating venture. 
Momodou is a service user registered with the Sight Savers supported CBR related project in The Gambia. Two years ago he benefited from a loan amount of 7,000 Dalasis (350 USD) to undertake animal rearing. He started well and then even paid part of his loan. After one year in operation Momodou stopped his business and could not continue to pay as per agreement terms with the CBR project. During one of the managers visit Momodou lamented about shelter facilities for his animals. Upon investigation by the manager he realized that the repayments made by Momodou to the field worker did not reach the CBR office for banking. The field worker had also abandoned Momodou’s house so that Momodou wouldn’t ask him for receipts. Momodou upon hearing that his money was misused by the field worker was so discouraged that he did not want to continue his business again. He also did not want to repay the balance of the loan but preferred to maintain the venture on his own. Soon afterwards rumors went around town that Momodou could not pay his loans. He did not like this and decided not to go out to any social function again. Because of this his relationship with his guarantor went bitter. 

In the case above we can see that proper management would have helped to uncover such problems related to mismanagement of funds as and when they occur. It would have provided a remedy and ensured the continuity of Momodou’s income generating venture.   

Again the way and manner service users request for credit should be improved. For example a field worker dictating a service user to apply for a certain amount to do animal rearing because his/her colleagues were doing so. This is not always practical in all cases so field workers should be careful. The service users have different interests and support from family members. The likelihood for this person’s venture to fail is very high. This is because the field worker dictated t the service user who on his/her own would have applied for a different amount for another activity. They need a lot if time and information regarding what they want to do. The field workers should be able to facilitate/assist in the requisition of information. Having done a credit request and it has passed through the necessary appraisal and approval it becomes necessary to that the funds are disbursed at the right time. For example when one wants to do petty trading by buying groundnuts and millet for resale, he or she should have access to funds when they are in abundant surplus and very cheap to buy. As much as possible CBR workers should avoid disbursing funds just about festival time. 

Once the funds are disbursed and the field stage is completed, there is need for constant follow up. CBR workers must make planned and impromptu visits to service users. During such visits CBR workers can check whether the funds are being utilized in the intended way and give technical advice. They can also at this stage facilitate e.g. the vaccination of animals or give some information to service users regarding market situation for their products.

At the CBR office level the process cannot be complete without satisfying the accounting aspect. It is important that CBR workers keep records in such a way that individual service users’ information is readily available. 
There should also be separate clients ledgers and control accounts. These must be reconciled at specified intervals/periods. All disbursements and repayments should be recorded in the cash book and the ledgers as and when they happen.
 A proper receipting should be in place so that the payer keeps the original copy, the second one should be sent to the finance officer by the field worker as retirement with the money collected. The other copy should be left in the receipt book for audit and other reference purposes.

Once the finance officer/cashier has received the repayments, he/she will verify it and record the transaction in the cash book. These transactions should also reflect in the ledgers. A banking analysis should be prepared to keep track of all banking. For example the finance officer/cashier will indicate the date the money is being banked, the amount, names of payees, receipt numbers and even who is depositing the money in to the designated bank account.  An aged-debt analysis showing over-due loans can be prepared on a periodic basis e.g. every quarter. This makes follow up easy for management.

Since poverty has a deep root in the sub region and considering the extended family system, the onus lies on CBR projects and staff to mount aggressive before disbursing funds and even after to avoid problems in the homes of the many service users they have. The importance is that many of the service users and their family members (even extended) would know that this is a loan to be paid at an agreed time. 

Finally to ensure sustainability, CBR workers also need to encourage personal savings by service users. This can be done with the mainstream financial institutions in the communities. The savings can also be in the form of materials like animals, horse carts, implements etc. 

BENEFITS OF PROPER MANAGEENT OF CREDIT SCHEMES
The benefits to be derived from properly managing credit schemes include:

· better managed income generating projects by service users 

· increase in recovery rate 

· boost in service users’ income 

· achievement of goals by donors and projects 

It will make service users to be able to better manage their various IGAs. For example is a service user who wants to do animal rearing and has the support of his/her family coupled with shelter facility. With funds from CBR Programme the service users can engage in animal rearing. The service user can use the proceeds to pay off their loans. The service users can chose to plough back some profits into their IGAs or attend to their personal or family businesses.

 Additionally it will facilitate a boost in the service user’s confidence and income levels which will enhance their social inclusion. When this is done the service users will be able to play their part in the development of their communities. This can help service users to regain their lost dignity. 

When service users’ income levels are raised or that they have stable income they will be able to attend to their personal businesses, pay their children’s fees etc. They will not be tempted to go and beg by the road side considering their newly gained status and dignity in the society. 

For CBR programmes they would have achieved their goals and objectives. The results would be worth the effort and funds pumped into the scheme. Once the service user’s ventures are successful and sustainable, it will be a role model for many. It will help change the minds of hitherto skeptical ones who thought disabled persons don’t have potential. An example is The Gambia CBR project where 80% of its service users have been able to get loans and do farming, petty trading, animal rearing, soap making etc. These service users have been able to repay back the loans and are still continuing their ventures. Out of the profits, the service users are able to pay their children’s school fees and able to contribute to their family income. 

CASE STUDY 

The following case study illustrates the importance of consulting service users and their family members at the appropriate time in the training and provision of services that a service users needs.

Binta is 37 years old and lives in one of the rural areas of The Gambia. She has been registered with the GOVI-CBR project  for the blind and severely visually impaired since 2002.  She was trained by the CBR field supervisor in mobility, independent living and given guidance and counseling.  As she was divorced by the husband due to her visual problem, the counseling by the supervisor and other family members helped her in the training.  Binta got an initial loan of 2,000 Dalasis ($100) to start petty trading.  She bought groundnut and millet for resale.  After one year, she repaid all the loan plus interest and was still left with some profit to continue her business.  She however needed more to expand the business which CBR gave her.  Binta’s business flourished so well that she included other things like selling fish and meat pie in the village school.  She now has a shop by the compound gate run by the brother.  After being the centre of attraction, so many men became interested in marrying Binta because of her wealth and statute in the community.  She is now happily married and contributes to the payment of her brother’s children’s school fees.

 From the fore-going case one can see the impact appropriate intervention and participatory approach in service delivery can bring about. The benefits many a times are not limited to service users but also family members and even their communities. 

Another benefit of an efficient credit management in CBR is that it brings about an achievement of goals for CBR and its donors. Since ‘seeing is believing’, it helps to change society’s negative attitudes towards the disabled. It will not be a waste of resources for CBR and its donors after all. 

CONCLUSION 
The strategies needed as reviews in this article will involve a thorough needs assessment by CBR workers. This should be followed by adequate and appropriate vocational skills training of service users. This should involve the service user’s guarantors or family members. This reminds guarantors and other family members as to their various roles. To sum it up, there are strategies to ensure an efficient management of a micro-credit scheme. In the foregoing discussions, we met some of the causes that lead to inefficient management and the adverse consequences. The article suggested some possible remedies and the benefit to be derived. Once service users are trained, CBR workers should facilitate the service users to request for credit and it goes through the approval process. It’s the duty of CBR workers to ensure timely disbursement of funds. Recording these transactions in the relevant books helps to show the financial status of the credit scheme and makes reporting to donors easy. When repayments are collected, the money should be banked immediately. Then official receipts should be issued to service users in a sequential order. A printout of service users statement of account should be given to them at specified times to uncover fraud or correct anomalies. A follow up is needed to encourage or give technical advice to service users. A lot of information concerning general community development can be shared with service users during our monitoring visits.

The onus lies on the CBR projects to employ the strategies in the way practical to them. The CBR projects or financial institutions can decide to deal with service users as individuals or as a group in the form of cooperatives. 

Drawing from the experience of Muhammad Yens (Noble Peace Prize Winner 2006), it’s evidently clear that micro credit can indeed reduce food and income poverty. Remember! ‘There is strong correlation between disability and poverty. Poverty leads to increased disability and disability in turn leads to increased poverty.’ ( WHO / UNESCO / ILO 2004 ). Now that you have the opportunity to break the cycle, utilize it!
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