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Workshop C: Microcredito e sviluppo locale 

ROMA, 5 dicembre 2005

Social Responsibility, inclusion, access to credit

by Fabrizia Paloscia - Supervisor  Fabrica Ethica Regional Project
Good evening and thank to IPALMO for giving  us this opportunity.

The “Responsible Consumption Guide”  definition of responsible finance is:

“Ethical finance belongs to the political sphere because it aims at change the rules of the working system. Kindness belongs to the moral sphere and it is primarily concerned with relief.  Both are necessary since their role is complementary, but they should not be confused and especially they cannot substitute each other. Otherwise we would not be constructing  fair and sustainable world, but an unfair  world that make rights depend on the kindness of the wealthy.”  

The financial sector shares, with other companies, the characteristic of interacting with the territory however it represents the unique cross-economic sector.  

The financial sector’s social responsibility weights on the crucial mechanism for economic development: transforming saving into investment.    

This responsibility may be practiced through two main modalities:  

· Socially responsible investment, which combines the investor’s financial goals with considerations on social and environmental aspects;

· Financial inclusion which foresees favoured access to credit and to basic bank services for emarginated people;   

Microcredit is concerned with this second aspect, which we could consider as a social banking action, in order to fight against the silent exclusion of a part of our citizenship from the working market and especially the entrepreneurial world.   

The relevance of this problem has been high lightened several times by the European Union that, in the 2001 Green book on social responsibility, considers the universal access to services of general interest // including elementary banking services,// at a reasonable price, as an fundamental part of the European society model.

“Financial institutions can play a particular role through community investing, which consists of direct investments in projects benefiting specific communities or constituencies, especially in economically disadvantaged areas. These investments usually take the form of loans for low-cost housing ventures or deposits in community development banks either at or below market rates”

Italy, in this field, did not start up many actions: in fact it is the E.U. country  that has the highest percentage of the population without bank accounts (22%) and, differing from other countries such as France, Belgium and Portugal, it did not provide to issue any specific regulation.  

The difficult access to credit for the non-bankable people (those that have no guarantees to offer)  constitute an economic and social discriminator which acts as an exclusion factor from the productive society. Only recently, local finance experimentations have been undertaken, especially in the form of anti-usury and microcredit funds.  

It is in the local finance action category that the policies issued  by Tuscany take place.  

Reversing the paradigm bank-client, the client is placed at the centre of the action and he becomes, through the deposit of his savings, the real owner of the bank.  Credit allowance, in this case, is only giving back to community, the banker’s responsibility shifts to the evaluation of the business project contents and how it contributes to improve wealth (apart from the local or global dimension where one operates).  

The client receiving credit transforms his savings in inclusive investment. This generates money flow and especially equity and equality rights.  Credit in this sense, becomes a tool to affirm citizenship rights, while its absence generates inequality, social exclusion and social costs.  

TUSCANY EXPERIENCE

For a long time, Tuscany’s goal was to work on credit access, as a tool that enabled the less privileged people to enter the job market.   

In the case of the Productive Activities Regional Ministry our work has been more concentrated on micro-entrepreneurs aspects.

The first experimental project of local finance was the agreement signed by the Tuscany Region and the Banks  in order to facilitate access to credit for  women’s firms.

This agreement was signed in 2002 (two thousand and two) and consisted in lowering interest rates loans for women. No sound warranties were required since the Tuscany Region guaranteed for them.

This was an action in order to reinforce the national law on female enterprises and to offer an opportunity to women that had no access to public grants.

The first experience financed 752 (seven hundred and fifty-two) projects, for an amount of 25 million Euros, that is the full plafond that banks reserved to women projects.

This experience was repeated one year later, and these special conditions were also extended to young people.

A bank front-office personnel training program has been realized. The project was named “Let’s give credit to women” and its goal was to create contact between banks and future entrepreneurs, by turning the attention on the evaluation of the proposal and of the business istead of sound warranties.

The positive learnings  of this successful experience, as social sustainability, as well as social responsibility and microcredit will be introduced in all future agreements, between Tuscany and the banks, aimed at supporting  tuscan firms.

The goal of this type of agreement, as well as training programs and other initiatives  is to strengthen interaction between banks and territory, as they are part of the local system’s action/answer overcome the Basilea agreements that exclude small and micro enterprises from credit access.

Reinforced by the experience of these actions, credit has been introduced among the priorities of Fabrica Ethica’s regional project which aims at spreading corporate social responsibility in our region.

FABRICA ETHICA’s  project was born in 2001 and from then has promoted CSR instrument among SMEs and  informed about its instruments.

We strongly believe that access to credit is part of social responsibility: responsibility shared among the borrower, the creditor and the local territory.

In this sense it implies trust, solidarity, inclusion, direct responsibilities.

From the experience of Fabrica Ethica  the decision to create the TUSCAN GROUP FOR MICROCREDIT was conceived.

This group has the mission to work on microcredit, putting together its different aspects: credit to families’ consumptions, microcredit for international development projects, microcredit for self-employment.

I will not go further into details since this action is underway.

The Tuscany Group is based on the Regional Ethical Committee experience, that represents the most significant initiative in CSR field undertaken by Tuscany. 

Regional Ethical Committee was established in 2003 and it is composed by the representatives of:

· local authorities;

· chambers of commerce;

· business association from all economic sectors;

· trade unions;

· NGOs and non-profit networks;

· Consumer associations.

Ethical Committee acts like an advisory board to share, discuss and receive from all components ideas and proposals aimed at spreading CSR principles across the regional economic system.

One of the working-group of this Committee worked on Ethics in Economics and Finance issues. It was composed by:  NGOs, Regional managers, Universities, Consumer Associations , Local Authorities.

The objective of the Ethical Committee working group is spreading the culture of microcredit into territories and identifying concrete actions to innovate the access to credit, in order to support the financing of those SMEs, who are unable to reach the banking system, because of the lack of sound warranties. 

Reinforced by  the UN 2003 resolution A/58/499  the work group proposed to the Regional Government a policy for a social-sustainability fund, that is a microcredit fund for  non-bankable subjects, by sharing human and financial resources of all actors involved in credit access (regional administration, local authorities, associations, private sectors and so on). 

This fund would allow loans granting ranked and evaluated on the basis of tailored reliability and trust indicators. 

This proposal has been enriched and reinforced with the contribution of the TUSCAN MICROCREDIT GROUP, created by the regional government last March.

This group has proposed a social sustainable fund aimed at putting at the centre of the Tuscan political actions the individual, the citizen as rights-owner,  the person gripped by usury risk, or that wish to have access to self-employment world.

At the same time through this action, microfinance would become integral part of the financial regional system.

Regional offices are working to realise this fund, that will start next months.

The fund key factors are:

Democracy, citizenships rights for all people that live in our region.

The guidelines on which Fabrica Ethica  has worked for microcredit are:

1. promotion of the right to access to microcredit;

2. minimising the procedures and reinforce the trust;

3. facilitating self-employment;

4. fast credit distribution;

5. valuing local social asset;

But above all we must refuse the  deeply established judgement for wich  “poor have no skills at all, as a conseguence, have no rights to access credit”.  This belief can be denied by facts  if we give them trust and a chance to make it.

The Social Sustainability Fund will become a reality.

The first step of the social-sustainability fund will concern SME’s, and it will provide specific services co-ordinated by the Region: training, counselling, tutoring, that will be available for the enterprises’ start-up phase.

A credit up to 15.000 (fifteen thousand) euros will be granted in a very short time.

The business plan will be evaluated in collaboration with local actors in timely manner, instead of the traditional bureaucratic, slow approach.

Beginning the next year first desks will start operating on the territory.

Thank you very much for your attention
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