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MICROVENTURES 

A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

The vision of our social enterprise plans

The MicroLoan Foundation’s purpose is to assist women in poor rural communities to support their families by setting up self-sustainable businesses. We recognise that the microloans we provide are a powerful first step, but we have identified a number of key challenges:

· The women are, in general terms, unlikely to develop beyond the basic buying and selling businesses (fish, tomatoes, rice, second hand clothes, etc.) without having the opportunity to build towards a more sustainable and established SE option as they gain experience.
· The products our clients sell have benefits to the household but are not going to provide the collective social change, which is so urgently required in sub Saharan Africa. 
· There are very few organizations providing the training and business opportunities to address these issues, especially on the scale required or in the countries in which we operate.

The purpose of our social enterprise development is to identify tangible products and services that can be marketed by the micro entrepreneurs, create sustainable models and business plans and to set up dedicated management teams to grow them both through our own microfinance network and others.

The tangible ambitions of what we hope it will look like on the ground.
We have piloted a number of ideas already and have identified areas in which we wish to build and refine existing models: 

· The marketing of small-scale solar panels, which are sufficient to power one light bulb and are cheaper and safer to run than a kerosene lamp. The panels can also recharge a mobile phone. The entrepreneurs can make money from selling the panels and/or recharging mobile phones or batteries. In Africa, mobile phones are crucial communication and information tools for rural households. The panels would initially be sourced from local partners (currently Solar Aid and Tough Stuff), and distributed by a dedicated management team, and sold by our microfinance group members. Our loan managers with the use of simple visual aids would initially, provide training and education.

· Irrigation and Farming – To market a closed loop farming approach that includes agricultural education to develop the optimum ‘hectare model’, the sale of irrigation equipment, seeds, fertiliser, and insurance would be needed. Then, a method to provide a route back to market would have to be developed. Agricultural experts, and our existing loan staff would do this work. Partnerships would be established with existing organisations such as Pump Aid, who have the expertise to drill for and provide free wells. 

· Knitting and Sewing – To develop the outputs from the four knitting and sewing schools that we have established in Malawi, to create a business or cooperative that can provide products such as school uniforms and baby shawls to the local market, whilst also delivering higher quality products to Europe and the USA. The schools’ students and graduates have already begun selling products in Malawi as well as exporting decorated cloth bags to Europe and the USA on a small scale. Additional benefit would be gained by having design experts teach our clients in order to develop the products for the international market.
We also wish, whilst not losing focus, to evaluate other concepts with local partners, which would include:

· IT Training Centres– To provide basic PC skills training and internet access to local communities.

· MicroInsurance – To provide cover for health care, death, and crop loss.

· Health – To provide training on key areas to reduce the chance of falling ill and to deliver basic services.

Alongside these models, MicroLoan’s loan service would enable entrepreneurs to start and expand their businesses as required. 


Where has the idea come from?
The concept has come from the original vision of the MicroLoan Foundation, understanding the needs of our poor clients and communities, practical models, which we have developed in Malawi and additional research into the achievements of Grameen and BRAC in Bangladesh. We believe there is a real need in sub-Saharan Africa for a microfinance organization with a holistic approach to pioneer this area of work.

What are the next steps towards the vision?

Our policy is always to start small to prove the model, learn the lessons and then build on success. This lessens the risk of the project and provides the maximum chance of greatest rewards. We have had a senior volunteer in Malawi since July 2010 helping to research and scope the viability of pilots. The volunteer is experienced in business and social enterprises and has identified the opportunity to start a social enterprise pilot on solar energy. The volunteer is currently investigating the possibilities for the second pilot and will have more detailed information in the coming months. At the beginning of 2011 we aim to start the pilots in earnest as well as recruit a local Program Manager and Administrator who can be trained, and then take over the program from the volunteer and make it sustainable locally.

How can you help?

For more information on MicroVentures and our social enterprise initiatives, please contact Linda Thomson-Clem, Executive Director, MicroLoan Foundation USA.

E-Mail:
Linda.thomson-clem@microlaonfoundation.org
Phone:

781-436-5360

Please visit our website at www.microloanfoundation.org
