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I. INTRODUCTION 
Friends Women’s Association (FWA) works to empower women who are victims of gender-based violence through financial inclusion, capacity building, and income-generating activities.

FWA believes that economic empowerment strengthens women’s decision-making power, independence, and ability to prevent gender-based violence. It is within this framework that FWA has established self-help groups (SHG) that improve the financial resilience and economic empowerment of women.

Objectives of SHG
SHG aims to empower communities by promoting savings, providing access to small loans, and enhancing financial management skills. 
FWA SHG Overview

FWA currently supports 148 SHG in Bujumbura, Gwibaga, Gitega, and Nyabihanga, with a total of 3,621 members; 3,365 women and 256 men. The focus remains on empowering women economically
Distribution of SHG by Commune

	Commune
	Number of SHGs

	NTAHANGWA
	79

	GWIBAGA
	31

	GITEGA
	30

	NYABIHANGA
	8

	Total
	148


II. ACTIVITIES IMPLEMENTED IN 2025
During 2025, FWA carried out several activities to strengthen the capacity and sustainability of SHG, including:

· Training of community workers in the management and facilitation of self-help groups (SHGs)

· Capacity building for SHG members in operational, financial management, and leadership skills

· Provision  loans for SHGs (credits) with a one-year repayment period to promote members' income-generating activities (IGAs)

· Creation and support of new groups

· Monitoring and supervision of SHGs to evaluate performance and provide guidance

· Entrepreneurship training based on the Street Business School (SBS) approach

· Provision of material support to newly SHGs established 

III. FINANCIAL RESULTS 
The SHG approach delivered excellent financial results in 2025. The main financial results are summarized below:

· Total savings mobilized: 1,044,811,550 BIF

· Total credits granted: 1,139,583,500 BIF

Savings and Credits by Gender

	Category
	Men (BIF)
	Women (BIF)
	Total (BIF)

	Savings contributions
	37,475,600
	1,007,335,950
	1,044,811,550

	Credits granted
	42,562,200
	1,097,021,300
	1,139,583,500
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IV. IMPACT AND ACHIEVEMENTS 
In 2025, the SHG approach contributed to significant socio economic improvements and empowerment of members, particularly women survivors of Gender-Based Violence (GBV). Key impacts and achievements include:

· Enhanced Financial Resilience:

Members consistently saved and accessed repayable loans, strengthening their household economic stability and increasing their ability to cope with financial challenges.

One member shares her story:
“When FWA found me in 2018, I was living in extreme poverty. Although my husband works, He struggles with alcoholism. Whenever He secured a new contract, He would take a loan and spend the money on alcohol, leaving our family in deeper poverty. All responsibilities fell on me, and I had four children to care for.

We did not even own a single chair. My children slept on a mat on the floor. I was not allowed to engage in any income-generating activity. I felt trapped, hopeless, and alone.

Everything began to change when a social worker visited my home during door to door sensitization about savings groups. I decided to join. In my first year, I saved 30,000 BIF, and at the share out, I received 70,000 BIF as interest. With that money, I started a small fruit selling business.

Today, I can feed my family, pay rent, and cover my children’s school fees. Beyond financial improvement, FWA helped me heal from the inner wounds caused by gender-based violence through trauma healing workshops. In this community, I found trusted friends who support me every week.

FWA did not only change my income it restored my dignity, strengthened my confidence, and taught me how to be resilient and self-reliant.”

· Economic Empowerment of Women

From Abandonment to Ownership
“My name is Gloriose. There was a time when I had a family, a home, and hope for the future. My husband and I worked hard together. We acquired land and built house in Bujumbura. I believed we were building a secure life side by side.

Then one day, everything collapsed. He abandoned me for another woman. Because I was not legally married, I had no rights. I lost everything we had built together. Even worse, he took our two sons from me. The woman who once lived in relative comfort suddenly found herself alone, rejected, and living in a tiny rented room in extreme poverty. I felt humiliated. I felt broken. I felt invisible.

But that was not the end of my story. When I joined FWA, I did not join as a strong woman. I joined as someone trying to survive. I started a small restaurant business just to eat and pay rent. It was survival not vision. But FWA gave me something more powerful than money. It gave me a new mindset and a new fire inside.

Seeing other women saving consistently awakened something in me. Watching them buy plots of land stirred a deep determination in my heart. I refused to remain a victim of my past. I refused to let abandonment define my future. That “holy dissatisfaction” pushed me to try again and again. I explored new business ideas until I stepped into cross-border trade. I began selling beans in Congo and bringing back African fabric and cooking oil to sell in Burundi.

It was not easy. It required courage. It required risk. It required faith in me. But within just one year, the impossible happened. I bought my own plot of land worth 5,000,000 BIF in Mutimbuzi. The woman who once lost everything became a landowner again this time by her own strength.

Today, I stand not as a victim, but as proof that economic empowerment restores dignity, rebuilds confidence, and strengthens decision making power. I am financially independent. I am rebuilding my future with vision and determination.”
· Growth and Sustainability of Groups

Strengthening Autonomy and Financial Performance of SHG
The program has led to significant social and economic transformation among beneficiaries. Social improvements were accompanied by financial growth, with consistent increases in savings and interest, reflecting better financial discipline, governance, and internal management.
SHG Case Study:  “DUSHIGIKIRANE”

DUSHIGIKIRANE provides clear evidence of group growth and sustainability.

Financial Performance Comparison

	Indicator
	2020 (End of Year)
	2025
	Growth

	Total Savings
	3,400,000 BIF
	16,240,000 BIF
	+378%

	Loans Disbursed
	2,700,000 BIF
	13,000,000 BIF
	+381%

	Interest Generated
	2,120,000 BIF
	6,216,000 BIF
	+193%


Observation

Between 2020 and 2025, DUSHIGIKIRANE experienced remarkable financial and social growth. Savings increased nearly fivefold, loans disbursed grew almost fourfold, and interest generated nearly tripled, indicating stronger loan management and repayment discipline. 

· Capacity Building Pathway: From Healing to Economic Empowerment

1. Healing (Trauma Recovery)
Trauma healing workshops help women address emotional and psychological wounds, regain confidence, and build the courage to engage in community and economic activities.

2. SHG or GECI (Internal Savings and Credit Groups) Participation Women join SHG groups and receive training in governance, conflict resolution, time management, and collaborative group work, strengthening both individual and group capacity.

3. Entrepreneurship
Through Street Business School (SBS), women are trained to overcome fear, understand business operations, and start sustainable income-generating activities, building practical entrepreneurial skills.
4. Economic Empowerment
Equipped with confidence, leadership, and business skills, women achieve financial independence, accumulate assets, and contribute to long-term community development.
Connection: 
Healing → GECI Participation → Entrepreneurship (SBS) → Economic Empowerment
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This connection is evident in several members of the SHG. One member testified:

From Vulnerability to Economic Empowerment through GECI and Street Business School
“Before joining the program, I lived peacefully with my husband, who provided for all the needs of our family. Because of this, I had never learned how to earn money myself.

Everything changed when my husband left to work in another part of the country as a mason. Over time, he stopped supporting the family. When I called to ask for money for food or rent, he often ignored my calls or accused me of being a woman who did not want to work.

My children and I fell into severe poverty. I struggled to provide food, pay rent, and meet basic needs. Sometimes I had to ask neighbors or relatives for help just to survive.

During this difficult period, a community agent from FWA met me and encouraged me to join a GECI savings group. At first, I refused because I believed I was too poor to save anything. However, the community agent explained that even saving 1,000 FBU per week could be a starting point, and that participation was flexible when members faced difficulties. Encouraged by this support, I decided to join the group.

Through the GECI group, I accessed an initial loan of 20,000 FBU, which helped me start a small business selling fruits in the street. This small activity allowed me to begin earning daily income and gradually support my children.

Later, I participated in the Street Business School (SBS) training. Through SBS, I learned important business skills such as how to identify opportunities, manage a small business, and grow my income-generating activities. One of the most important lessons I learned was that business growth requires continuous learning and the courage to expand.

Applying the knowledge from SBS, I expanded my fruit-selling activity and involved my children in the business. After school, they help sell fruits while I move from one neighborhood to another looking for customers. This helped increase our daily sales.

Over time, my income improved significantly. Today, I am able to pay rent, provide food for my family, pay my children’s school fees, and meet other household needs. I have regained dignity, confidence, and stability in my life.

The transformation also affected my family relationships. During the time when my husband had abandoned us, I had become discouraged and physically weak due to stress and poverty. But through the support of the program and the success of my business, I regained strength and confidence.

After two years, my husband contacted me again. When he returned home, he was both ashamed and proud of the woman I had become. I chose to forgive him, and today our marriage has been restored. We now plan our family’s future together, and our household is progressing financially.

Through my experience, I learned that when women receive the right support, skills, and opportunities, they can transform their lives and become agents of peace and development within their families and communities.

The combination of GECI savings groups and Street Business School training helped me move from vulnerability to economic empowerment.”
These results demonstrate that GECI are not only improving access to financial services but also contributing to sustainable livelihoods and social transformation within the communities served by FWA.

V. CHALLENGES IN MANAGING SHG:
· Conflict among group members: Disagreements related to loans, savings contributions, or leadership roles can sometimes create tension and weaken group cohesion.

· Time-intensive mentoring: Building strong and sustainable savings groups requires continuous follow-up, regular meetings, and dedicated time from community agents.

· Risk of group collapse: In some cases, unresolved conflicts, lack of commitment, or trust issues may lead to the breakdown of savings groups despite significant support.

· Limited financial capacity of members: Many members join the groups while facing extreme poverty, which can make regular savings contributions and loan repayment challenging.

· Lack of training: Some SHG committees have members who cannot read or write. Even those who try often do not know basic accounting, making it hard to keep proper records. This makes the work of community agents very difficult.
VI. LESSONS LEARNED:
· Capacity building is essential: Low literacy levels and a lack of basic accounting skills among some GECI committee members make record keeping and financial management difficult.

· Ongoing mentoring is essential: Managing savings groups requires constant support from community agents. Regular monitoring, guidance, and conflict mediation are crucial for maintaining group cohesion and preventing its collapse.

·  Economic realities affect participation: Many members face extreme poverty, which can limit their ability to save regularly or repay their loans.

Recommendations
· Provide regular training for members: Offer basic literacy, numeracy, and financial management training to all committee members to ensure proper record-keeping and reduce financial risks.
· Increase support for community agents: Provide agents with sufficient time, resources, and ongoing training to effectively mentor groups, resolve conflicts, and guide them in financial management.
· Integrate support for entrepreneurship and income generation: Connect savings groups with programs like the Street Business School (SBS) so members can create income-generating activities (IGAs), increase their income, and improve their savings and loan repayment capacity.
· Promote proactive conflict resolution and leadership development: Train former group leaders in communication, problem-solving, and decision-making to maintain trust and cohesion, and reduce the risk of group collapse.
