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Abstract

Microfinance has in the past decade experienced tremendous growth in practice and outreach. Across Africa, as in Asia and Latin America, this innovative enterprise financing arrangement has become a thriving industry. The cassava farmers in Nigeria; fabricators in Kenya and restaurant operators in Cote d'Ivoire are increasingly turning to microfinance institutions (MFIs) for array of financial services. Institutions with diverse financial products have emerged in response to this huge demand.

Microfinance, as it is currently practiced, is essentially poverty lending.   Attention to credit needs of women is a feature of microfinance practice. The pro-women nature of microfinance practice is largely due to the fact that poverty is more of a female issue as aptly expressed by the cliché a poor man is a husband of a poorer woman.  Average female representation of clientele of microfinance institutions in Nigeria is ninety – four per cent. Data of clientele structure in other countries are not significantly different.

Lift Above Poverty Organization (LAPO) is located in Southern Nigeria.  In LAPO, there is a deliberate effort to reach poor women; they constitute 98% of the clientele. Indicators that determine eligibility are size and condition of dwelling place; sex; level of education; type and size of business activity, if any. The structure of LAPO facilitates clients’ involvement: credit transactions are conducted at union meetings, while all union leaders constitute a Branch Council, which performs oversight function in a LAPO Branch. Beneficiaries have six elected representatives on the Governing Board of eleven members.  Over the years, microfinance products been developed to meet the needs of clients; these include Regular Loan for working capital financing; Joint Project Loan for establishment of food processing projects; Emergency Christmas Business and Asset Building Loans. Savings products include regular savings, Common fund savings and Christmas Business Savings.  LAPO is currently collaborating with a major insurance firm, to provide insurance services to poor women under the proposed LAPO MICRO RISK PROJECT.

The focus on women has significant implications for the attainment of the development goal of Lift Above Poverty Programme.  A meaningful assessment of the programme takes cognizance of the socio-economic role of its prime target-women.  For their active involvement in a wide range of productive activities, in the urban informal sector and rural economy, availability of funds to women is central to poverty reduction.  Women’s involvement has also brought the benefits of access to credit to members of their households. Impact on nutritional status and education of children stands out.

Group methodology has also been critical to the success of LAPO.  Besides its role in cost reduction, group formation promotes community mobilization for collective actions.  LAPO female clients play vital role in execution of joint economic projects as food processing projects.  Currently, LAPO union in Egba community, Edo State, is the platform for discussions on Rural Tele-communication project for the community.

