OPENING ADDRESS DELIVERED BY HIS EXCELLENCY, PRESIDENT UMARU MUSA YAR’ADUA, GCFR, AT THE INTERNATIONAL MICROFINANCE CONFERENCE AND ANNUAL MICROFINANCE/ ENTREPRENEURSHIP AWARDS, 17TH JANUARY, 2008

Protocol,

It is my pleasure to attend this conference for three consecutive years, the first two as the Governor of Katsina State and awardee for those two years, and now as the President of Nigeria.  I think this conference will provide a valuable forum for the major stakeholders to interact and brainstorm on the critical issue of making finance available to the poor and small scale entrepreneurs.  I must commend the Central Bank of Nigeria under the leadership of Professor Chukwuma Soludo for this initiative.  This year’s theme, “Improving Access to Microfinance” following closely on the heels of the completion of the conversion of community banks to microfinance banks, is apt and commendable. I look forward to receiving the major conclusions of the conference.

2.
I am particularly pleased that this conference is coming up early in the year, given my administration’s commitment to addressing fundamentally the issue of wealth creation and poverty eradication.  One effective way in which this can be done is through making microfinance services available to the people at the grassroots who have for a long time been kept out of the formal financial system.  I believe that making financial services available to the active poor will help towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
3.
In addition, however, other measures would be needed to make significant in-road into poverty reduction in Nigeria.  To achieve this goal, my administration is making significant effort to improve the provision of physical and social infrastructure, especially security, power, transport (road, rail and water), and the development of Niger Delta.  By addressing the infrastructure needs, we would be in a better position to experience accelerated real-GDP growth, greater investment, revival and growth of vital sectors, such as agriculture and industry, more employment opportunities and therefore a decline in the poverty rate.
4. Clearly, huge investment of about US$ 8-10 billion annually is needed for the next six years to achieve the growth objectives in Vision 2020. What is clear is that the government alone cannot meet this significant amount of investment, reflecting limited fiscal space. In this regard, the way forward is to ensure increased private sector participation, especially the use of PPPs. My administration is working hard to ensure that we have in place the appropriate legal, regulatory and administrative frameworks for the operations of PPPs in the next few weeks.
5. My administration is committed to achieving tangible improvement in the living standard of our people. In cognizance this, the 2008 budget devotes the debt relief gains to well-articulated poverty reduction programs in Education, Agriculture and Water resources, Power and Social Safety Nets.

6. I am sure that this conference will discuss actively ways to ensure that the economically active poor and low income earners have greater access to micro-credit at low and affordable interest rates. I also hereby implore the CBN and the Bankers’ Committee to work out incentives for universal banks to provide microfinance services, either directly or through greater cooperation with microfinance banks, in the rural areas, as well as to the urban poor.

7. Ladies and gentlemen, let me use this opportunity to congratulate all the awardees, specifically the micro-entrepreneurs, for their efforts in contributing to the nation’s economic development.

8. It is my hounour at this juncture to declare this conference open. I wish you all fruitful deliberations.

9. Thank you and God bless.

Alhaji Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, GCFR

President, commander-in-Chief of the Armed forces 
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