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Abstract
This study reviews the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (I-PRSP) and the Food Security Strategy (FSS) of 2004 of the State of Eritrea. It also analyses the way selected Eritrean microfinance institutions assess their impact. It examines the assumptions, intentions and outcomes of anti-poverty policies such as the I-PRSP in which the Microfinance is one program and the viability of this strategy as development interventions for gender equality in Eritrea. The aim is to understand how success or failure of the anti-poverty interventions such as microfinance programs is measured and what lessons can be learned by analyzing the methods of assessment and the outcomes of microfinance programs through a gendered poverty lense. Using secondary data the study argues that a context based assessment is important and crucial for the adaptation of any anti-poverty or development intervention. 

Relevance to Development Studies
The Research Paper is relevant to Development studies for it tries to address a gap in the literature of Eritrea on the effectiveness of microfinance as an antipoverty and gender equality strategy. It examines the assumptions in conceptualizing and measuring poverty and intended outcomes of broader anti-poverty policies in the PRSP, FSS and provides a critical assessment of selected MFIs in Eriterea. 
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Introduction


This study is a critical assessment of anti-poverty and gender equality policies and programs in Eriterea. This study reviews analytically the poverty reduction strategies paper (PRSP) and the Food Security Strategy of 2004 of Eritrea and the studies on selected microfinance institutions and how their impact is assessed. It examines the assumptions, intentions and outcomes of anti-poverty policies such as the PRSP in which the Microfinance is one program and the viability of this strategy as development interventions for gender equality in Eritrea. The aim is to understand how success or failure of the anti-poverty interventions such as microfinance programs is measured and what lessons can be learned by analyzing the methods of assessment and the outcomes of microfinance programs through a gendered poverty lens.
1.1. Statement of the Problem
Eritrea is one of the poorest countries in the world. Eritrea’s strategic location allows the entrance to the Indian Ocean from the Suez Canal and serves as a cross-road and bridge between the rest of Africa and the Middle East. Due to such situation, Eritrea has been victim of political wars and economic exploitation for centuries. Hence, it has been colonized by foreign powers from about 500 years beginning in 1517. These are the Turks Egyptian, Italians, British and later Ethiopians. The total liberation of Eritrea was achieved in May 1991. After a referendum, it became the youngest Sub-Saharan African (SSA) sovereign nation in 1993
. Since May 1995, Eritrea is divided into six administrative regions/zones according to the resolution of the National Assembly
. It is also a multi-Ethnic society with nine distinct indigenous or linguistic groups. Tirinya, Tigre, Saho, Afar, Bilen, Hedarb,Narra, Kumama & Rashaida. In general, the Eritrean people identify primarily with the church or mosque and their doctrines. Hence, they consider these institutions to be the source of their cultural, economic, political and educational lives. Thus, traditional institution and social structures act as constraints when improving the well-being of the society and applications of modern technology are needed (Gebremedhin 2002, 15). Eritrea is not only affected by war but also is drought prone. For instance, in 2002 there was hardly any harvest all over the country, which had a major negative impact on the self-sufficiency of the country. This was repeated again and again including the year 2008.

Since 2004 the State of Eritrea has given consideration to microfinance as one of the pillars for income generating opportunities for the poor in the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy paper and Food Security Strategy of 2004. This policy direction seems to be based on the evidence from other countries which show that microfinance can be effective in promoting livelihoods and reducing poverty, and potentially insuring gender equality. Yet the context of its implementation poses tremendous challenges since Eritrea is not only affected by war but is also drought prone. To run a small business in a country in which a majority of the population is dependent on food aid, and is dispersed through a vast area is a difficult venture. 

The very small body of literature on microfinance in the country points to the specific problems in micro-finance program in Eritrea due to political uncertainty, limited natural resource potential, lack of a general legal framework that regulates the micro-finance sector and high inflation rate. However, it must be pointed out that assessment results often depend on the methods used in assessing impact of the interventions. In this vein, this study reviews the anti-poverty policies and programs on microfinance by looking at the assumptions, intentions and outcomes of the experiences of two MFI organisations in Eritrea. 

1.1.1. Microfinance landscape in Eritrea
Micro-finance as one of the anti-poverty strategy is relatively a new phenomenon in Eritrea. The Agency for Co-operation in Research and Development (ACORD) an African NGO started to implement the first micro-finance program in 1994. In 2003 ACORD served around 22,000 active clients in the Southern, Central and Anseba Zones, which made ACORD the biggest microfinance institution in Eritrea.  Since the cessation of hostilities with Ethiopia in June 2000, other local and international NGOs have started to collaborate with donors to be able to provide financial support to the poor (CGAP 2002). Although there were nine agencies/organizations that were or are involved in micro-finance program, the micro-finance sector in Eritrea was dominated by two organizations, the Saving and Microcredit Program (SMCP) and ACORD. As far as women’s situation is concerned, the percentage of women beneficiaries assisted with credit in 1997 was 14. This went up to 35 per cent in 2006, (Rena et al, 2007). However, the information is just quantitative and it is hard to be impressed by the growth of the percentage for we need more information that can tell us the real situation of the beneficiaries.  
However, in 2007, ACORD phased out its operations in Eritrea and handed over its village banking micro finance scheme to national actors following instructions from the Eritrean Government. The scheme had 65,000 clients in three provinces and a capital of over 4.5 million Euros. As a result of community capacity development initiatives over the last 15 years, community ownership over the scheme and its implementation was said well established and was expected to continue serving the communities despite the fact that the phasing out and withdrawal of ACORD had to be advanced
. 

In this study I will only analyse SMCP as government run microfinance institution and the microfinance of program of the National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW) as representative of NGOs.
1.2 Rationale of the Study

This study explores and tries to understand the assumptions, intentions and outcomes of anti-poverty policies and programs such as the PRSP, Food Security and Microfinance and how viable are they as development interventions to ensure poverty alleviation and gender equality in Eritrea.
Research begins when a researcher’s curiosity is aroused and when he or she is motivated to formulate a problem demanding an answer. The idea of this research came to my mind due to the fact that I was involved in microcredit program in my work place back in Eritrea prior to joining this study program. And when I read the view of an Eritrean commentator regarding microfinance in Eritrea, I made my mind to this research. According to the commentator, the main problems in dealing with micro-finance program are political instability, inflation, limited natural resources that create unfavourable conditions for MFIs. The rationale of the study can be summarized:-

1. The specific conditions of Eritrea are not conducive for MFIs. Yet, there has been an increase in micro-finance initiatives in Eritrea sometimes back.  This has intrigued me and motivated/inspired me to choose this topic for my research paper. I feel that it becomes important to assess the assumptions on conceptualizing poverty and outcomes of this anti-poverty program to see if it also ensures poverty alleviation and gender equality in the Eritrean context. 
2. Since microcredit as one of microfinance services is usually directed towards women this study fits to my longing to know more and more on the notion of anti-poverty strategies so as to be able well prepared to deal with it from an informed position in my future careers. Thus, the study is to make analytical review of the PRSP and food security strategies and various studies on microfinance and how they assess impact as development intervention for poverty alleviations and gender equality programs.

3. The assessment of MFI has to be located in relation to different paradigms. Mayoux (2000) explains three paradigms that currently permeate the field of Microfinance that helps us conceptualise its assumption, intentions and outcomes. She says that the financial self-sustainability paradigms is the currently dominant one within most donor agencies and is promoted in publications by USAID, World Bank, United Nations Development Program (UNDP), Consultant Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) and the Micro-credit Summit Campaign. In this paradigm, the emphasis is on provision of financially self-sustainable micro-finance services to large numbers of poor people, particularly micro- and small entrepreneurs. The focus is on setting of interest rate “right” to cover costs, to separate micro-finance from other interventions to enable separate accounting, to expand program so as to capture economies of scale, to use groups to decrease costs of delivery. 
The second paradigm is Poverty alleviation which underlies poverty-targeted program. This paradigm's main concern is poverty reduction among the poorest, increased well-being and community development. Focus is given to small savings and loan provision for consumption and production, group formation, etc. unlike the self-sustainability paradigm, this paradigm validates some level of subsidy for programs working with particular client groups or in particular contexts. 
The third paradigm is Feminist empowerment paradigm. It underlies the gender policies of many NGOs and the perspectives of some of the consultants and researchers looking at gender impact of microfinance programs. The underlying concerns are gender equality and women’s human rights. In this paradigm, Micro-finance is promoted as an entry point in the context of a wider strategy for women’s economic and socio-political empowerment. The main focus is on gender awareness and feminist organization. Yet, an ideal MFI should be financially sustainable, outreach the poorest people in the target area and have a positive and sustainable impact on the livelihoods of these people. Studies show that usually such goals tend to contradict to each other. It is then important to consider these models in analysing the anti-poverty programs such as microfinance institutions in Eritrea. 
However, as far as reports on the impact of MFIs are concerned, there is contradictory evidence and knowledge about the achievements of such initiatives remains only partial and contested. This goes in a continuum. One extreme, those who argue microfinance has very beneficial economic and social impact on the other extreme, those writers who caution against such optimism and point to the negative impacts; at the middle being the work of those who identify beneficial impact but argue that microfinance does not assist the poorest, as it is so often claimed (Hulme, 2000:3). 

Therefore, making comparison across impact as assessment studies is greatly complicated due to the contextual heterogeneity of programs assessed and the diversity of empirical methodologies used. One way to understand these contradictions is to look at the methodolgy applied to assess impact and outcomes. 
4. The diversity of empirical methodologies in turn reflects the diversity in methodological options available (Brau, 2004:30).  For example, Hulme (Ibid: 2) Identified three broad approaches of methodological options: the scientific method, the humanities tradition, and participatory learning and action. He concluded by suggesting that for an optimal impact assessment mechanism a mix of the different methods should be used in order  to get a fit between assessment objectives, program context, human resources, and timing. Addressing the issue of Methodology, Brau (2004) summarises studies of various scholars who found out various methodological weaknesses in published impact studies. Thus,  

‘Karlan (2001) criticizes the common practice of omitting ex-clients from treatment groups, arguing that such an omission introduces significant risk of selection bias and survivorship bias, potentially resulting in systematic and significant overstatement of program impacts. Schreiner (2002) criticizes impact assessment of U.S microenterprise development programs for a variety of methodologies failures, including failure to use control groups, biased sampling, misestimating of program benefits and costs, and failure to perform true cost-benefit analysis’. Brau (2004:31)
This is in conformity with Kabeer’s (2001:65, 79) finds that the great controversies over the impact of microfinance for example on women concerning violence, acquiring independent assets, workload etc, depends, mainly, on the methods employed (quantitative, qualitative or combination), questions asked or not asked, interpretations and models of evaluation that lead to divers conclusions; in many cases also to opposing or conflicting results. Thus, it is important to examine if any of these criticisms are true for assessments of microfinance programs in Eritrea and how the impact of MFIs is presented. 
This study hopes to address a gap in the literature. In Eritrea so far, to the best of my knowledge, a detailed and systematic research has not been conducted to examine the assumptions in conceptualizing and measuring poverty of the anti-poverty strategies and the intended outcomes such as the PRSP, FSS and MFIs. This research is mainly a review of some of the available secondary literatures. Eritrea also has to learn from the successes and mistakes of other less developed countries (LDCs) as how to effectively deal with its anti-poverty and gender equality strategies of which micro-finance program is one. Eritrea does not need to re-invent the wheel. Hence, I will draw on the literature from other poor developing countries where microfinance has been used as an anti poverty strategy to learn lessons for the Eritrean context. 
It is hoped that the study would be a good reference for further studies. It is also hoped that this research could contribute something to the understanding of the reasons why many women are not involved in MFIs in Eritrea. In other words, this study is hoped to have both theoretical and practical (policy) implications. 
1.3. Research Objectives
The main objective of the study is to understand the broader situation of Eritrean poverty and to come up with possible policy recommendation on anti-poverty strategies and strategies for gender equality such as microfinance programs in Eritrea and possibly provide theoretical and practical contributions to the struggles for development and gender equality.

1.4. Research Questions
1.4.1. Main Research Question: 

What are the assumptions, intentions and outcomes of anti-poverty programs such as Microfinance which is promoted in the PRSP and how have they been assessed as development interventions to ensure poverty alleviation and gender equality in Eritrea?
1.4.2. Sub Research Questions:

1) How is poverty conceptualized, measured and addressed by micro finance programmes in Eritrea? What role do donors play in the conceptualization and delivery of these programs? Are there differences between government programs and NGO programs in terms of their conceptualization of gender equality and understanding of poverty?
2. What methodological criteria are used to assess the outcomes of these programs? What obstacles have been identified in the delivery of Microfinance programs in Eritrea?

3) What have been the assumptions and outcomes of Microfinance interventions in other countries in reducing poverty and gender inequality? 

1.5. Scope of the Study

The analysis is based on secondary sources and is limited to only two organisations:  the SMCP and the Credit program of the NUEW- government and NGO for which detailed literature is available. It is hence not possible to generalise for Eritrea as a whole. It is also worth nothing that the term MFIs  is used due to the fact that the two case studies do not only offer microcredit services but also other services such as savings; although this research paper does not go into the details of these services. 


In this study two levels are addressed to understand the methodology used by the studies: conceptualisation and findings on outcomes. However research based on secondary sources has its limitations; one being the fact that it is difficult to know exactly what the authors mean by the choices of vocabularies, phrases and sentence. It is also hard to know exactly ‘why they say what they say’ Therefore, although necessary care is taking to get the right sense of the text, it is possible misunderstanding or misinterpretation to happen.

1.6. Information Sources and Methods of Data Collection
In collecting the data for this study, literature and internet (secondary) data is used. Originally, I had planned to get some primary data by developing questionnaire, semi structured interviews that was supposed to be used through telephone calls and emails with officials of the concerned organizations in Eritrea. After several attempts to establish connections with the persons concerned, it was realized the difficulties in communication. With consultations with the supervisors, it was decided to concentrate on secondary data as major source of information to be used in this research study. These are collected from various sources inter alia relevant books and journals, papers presented in conferences and workshops, as well as published and unpublished documents. 

Since I have been working for six years in the Women in Development / Gender and Development (WID/GAD) department in the Eritrean Catholic Secretariat in which we had saving and microcredit program for women, I have included personal knowledge in the analysis. 

1.7. Organisation of the paper

Chapter 1 provides the background, context and raitonale of the study. Chapter two presents the theoretical and conceptual framework of the study elaborating on poverty as politically defined concept that moved from one dimensional –money metric- understanding to the current understanding of poverty as multidimensional concept that requires the inclusion of different measurements. It also provides other concepts such as gender, gender inequality, and perspectives of gender equality as well as sets the criteria of assessing the anti-poverty strategies including the case studies.

Chapter three discuss Gender and Poverty in the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper and Food Security of 2004 of Eritrea. Chapter four presets the analysis of case studies of Microfinance Institutions in Eritrea and finally chapter five gives conclusion and reflecitons and suggestions for policy recommendation.
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2

Debates on Gender and Poverty


2.1. Introduction

This chapter provides the debates or conceptual grounds of the research paper. The main concepts that are discussed include understanding poverty and its measurements and its development overtime, debate on poverty, gender, gender inequality, perspectives of gender equality, and criteria for assessment of I-PRSP, FSS and MFIS.

2.2 Poverty and Gender inequality

2.2.1. Conceptualization and Measurement of Poverty

Poor people in developing countries share the same goals as all people – economic security for themselves, their families, and future generations. The main difference is that they have fewer resources and opportunities. Most live in high-risk and unpredictable environments. And, compared to others, they don’t have much money (Rutherford, 2000)

Poverty is one of the terrible conditions in which majority of the people in the less developed countries live. It is one of the greatest challenges that exist in human history and challenges all those who have sensitivity to the suffering of the poor and most especially to development minded persons.  

Definition of poverty is politically linked with emergence of industrialisation/capitalism where the huge movement of people from rural to urban area took place. The poor became visible and became the object of knowledge and measurement. Hence, starting of categorization, who are the poor who deserve to be helped or not. From the beginning, women without male support were considered to be the deserved poor
. However, currently, the uncovered category of Female Headed Household (FHH) as deserved poor is highly contested for it involves pros and cons to the general intention of heading towards poverty reduction and gender equality.
Approaches to poverty vary from time to time; the conventional one is the money metric using income/consumption measures based on large scale household surveys that was seen as objective. However, such approaches falls short in many ways first of all it is paternalistic in which expert or technocrats decides who are the poor, secondly it is non-comparable. That is data is not reliable, basic needs and consumption units are defined differently.

Consideration of poverty often neglects differentials between men and women in terms of their access to income, resources and services.  Such differentials may occur within households between men and women, or between individuals (i.e. between single men and single women), or between households with women-headed households at a disadvantage to male-headed households.  There are also gender-based differentials in vulnerability to illness and violence (Wratten, 1995; Gebremedihin, 2002).
However, the last decades have witnessed progresses in the conceptualization and measurement of poverty. Such progress draws on Sen’s capability approach, social exclusion approach, Rural livelihoods systems approach and work on food security (Ibid). Thus, the concept of poverty moves from ‘poverty as analytical category’ to ‘poverty as a normative concept’; from income per se to measures which account for power relations and quality of living with wide range of indicators; and from poverty as ‘a state of affair’ to poverty as a dynamic phenomenon. Methodologically, triangulation of quantitative and qualitative are considered. Hence, conceptualization, definition and measurement are important since they have implication for targeting and policy (Laderchi et al., 2003: 269; Gebremedihin, 2002:183;  Chhachhi et. al., working paper 482). 

2.2.2. Debates on Poverty Measures
Generally, there are contemporarily two major debates about poverty measures. These two debates are widely shared. 1. An adequacy debate – that the thresh holds are set far below the income level needed to maintain a minimally adequate standard of living, and 2. A resource debate– that is the measure fails to take into account certain non-cash and tax-based benefits (Fremstad, 2008: 1). The Declaration of the World Summit for Social Development, (Copernhagen, 1995) as cited in Tesfamariam points out:

Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and productive resources sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihoods; hunger and malnutrition; ill health’ limited or lack of access to education and other basic services; increased morbidity and mortality from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social discrimination and exclusion … (Tesfamariam, 2004:14)

In the same line  Tesfamariam (2004:14) describes poverty: ‘poverty is seen in all its manifestations as the denial of opportunities and choices most basic to human development, to lead a long, healthy, creative life and to enjoy a decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self-esteem and respect from others’. 

The above definitions indicate that poverty is not a linear dimension that can be easily grasped or measured; rather it is multidimensional, relational, complex and gendered phenomenon (Tesfamariam, 2004:14). Poverty encompasses the inability to satisfy basic needs; lack of control over resources; lack of education and skills; poor health; malnutrition; lack of shelter; poor access to water and sanitation; vulnerability to shocks, violence and crime; and the lack of political freedom and voice. That is why some authors such as Simanowits and Walter (2002:20) suggest that in order to have a comprehensive understanding of poverty, it is important to move beyond the economic and include the fulfilment of basic needs such as -food, shelter, clothing, health, education and psychological well-being -, the means to achieve welfare in the present and future, social networks and empowerment, and vulnerability to risk.

In most cases, poverty is defined in either absolute or relative terms. For example, Taylor 2002: 6) gives the criteria to decide who is poor. According to him, an inability to afford an adequate standard of consumption is absolute poverty. In this case one needs to use a poverty line that reflects an income level sufficient to afford adequate consumption, as a point of reference to separate the poor from the non poor.

However, the above point of reference or definition does not consider the distribution of resources in society that often underlines absolute poverty. Therefore, the new approaches to poverty have different indicators, unit of analysis (individuals, households, or community/group), justification, time horizon measurement, policy implication as well as identification of people as poor (Laderchi et al., 2003: 269). Thus, relative poverty refers to an individual’s or group’s lack of resources when compared to that of other members of that society. Combining the concept of absolute and relative poverty together, Taylor (2002:7) cited in Tesfamariam defined poverty as the inability of individuals, households or entire communities to command sufficient recourse to satisfy a socially acceptable minimum standard of living. Yet, a critical question may be asked, who defines poverty? Why is poverty defined in the ways it is defined? Why minimum standard should be considered rather that medium or even higher standard for the poor too?

In any case, the expression of absolute poverty is to indicate that the poor are materially deprived to the extent that their daily survival as human beings is at risk. In the expression of relative poverty, the poor are deprived in relation to other social groups in the society in which they live and whose condition is less constraining. Hence, relative deprivation is a universal and permanent phenomenon of human being. Yet, since poverty is not only related to income or to wealth, but also to other aspects of the quality of human existence, making distinction between income poverty and other aspects of socio-economic deprivation is essential in order to give due consideration to individual (women and men) or each groups in society is to be given.

Whatever the case may be, although efforts to have better understanding of the types and depth of poverty and developing various measurements is important, the world’s main challenge remains to be the eradication of poverty. It is unfortunate that in many cases, the efforts put towards poverty is only to cure the symptom by means of poverty alleviation strategy rather than to address the main roots and cause. Gebremedihin (2002:183) would summarise it saying ‘many development strategies and policy instruments have reduced, perpetuated, or even accelerated rural poverty’.
So much has been written on poverty. However, I would use in my analysis of poverty the following simple expressions of what poverty does as it is discovered by some people from their experience. That is ‘poverty deprives people of their security and well-being; deprives people not only of safe water and adequate food, clothing and shelter, but also education and healthcare; takes away people’s rights, and their freedom, dignity and peace of mind; puts people's lives in danger and robs them of their future’
. This is particularly important for my analysis in which poverty is to be assessed from a gender perspective –men’s and women’s wellbeing- especially when being involved in microcredit programs where in some ways the situation may seem very difficult to women but still they prefer so for the sake of their peace of mind. 

2.2.3 Concept of Gender 
Gender is described by Pearson (1992: 2992) as a social relation between man and woman. It is a cultural production of men and women from their sexed bodies as males and females. It means although there is no association between the biological structure of the human body that is ‘sex, procreation, physiology, anatomy, hormones, or genetic predispositions
’ to the description given to man and women, societies attach such association to assign roles and responsibilities to man and woman or girls and boys.  Gender is also seen as a process. Therefore, as process, it is a condition by which social differences that defines women and men are created in social institutions. Thus, gender creates different social statuses among men and women through assignment of different rights and responsibilities in which in almost all the society men tend to be ranked above women (Lorber, 1994:7) 
Gender is all about social relations; which is the relation of power between women and men. This relation of power is not easy to grasp in its full complexity. Power relations are revealed not only in the division of labour and resources between women and men but also in ideas and representations – the ascribing to women and men different abilities, attitudes, desires, personality traits, behaviour patterns, and so on (Agarwal, 1997:1). It is highly contextual and unstable category and is ‘constantly created and re-created’. 
The definition of Scott (1999:16) gives detailed explanation on how gender relation operates in societies. Scott provides two ways of defining gender. ‘Gender as a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes’ and ‘gender as primary way of signifying power’. According to Scott, gender relations have four fundamental elements.  First, are symbols and metaphors in order to fix gendered meaning; for example, Eve and Mary that represent innocence and corruption. Second, are normative concepts or ideologies that provide interpretation of the symbols and metaphors. For example, the concepts used in religion, education, scientific, legal, and political doctrines; Hence, these  concepts and interpretations are the results of social agreement and are used to naturalize norms, and invent traditions of proper womanhood and manhood through the existing institutions. 

The third elements are institutions that include family, kinship, and labour-market, education, military and state. It is in these institutions that gender norms and practices are produced and reproduced. The fourth element is subjective identity. It is about fluid identities with regard to what is to be a woman and man in a given context at specified of time. In this case, it is not only about construction of gendered identity, but also about how specific subjectivities are produced, reproduced and challenged. It is important to remember that these elements are interconnected and ‘no one of them operates without the other’. Hence, it takes a lot of conscious efforts and long time to make change in the power relation of gender.
2.2.4. Gender Inequality 
Having put down the meaning of gender and how it manifests in society, it is important to turn to the expression of gender inequality.  Gender inequality refers to the unequal relation between women and men in society. Generally, it is the ‘the devaluation of ‘women’ and the social domination of ‘men’ (Lorbes, 1995: 35). It means the different roles and responsibilities that are assigned to women and men affect them differently. However, it should be noted that not all women and all men experience the same ‘devaluation’ or ‘domination’. Yet, the gender division of labour, mostly confine women to what is called the ‘private’ sphere where as the ‘public’ sphere are believed to be for ‘men’ (Kandiyoti, 1998).

The ‘private’ sphere is associated with women’s reproductive work, care and maintenance of the everyday’s family life as well as community works that result to no or little remuneration for women (Pearson, 1992: 297). Hence, the responsibility of taking care of the domestic work and care and community work restrict women from taking up waged labour. Again, even if women engage in labour market, their participation is often influenced by the gendered structures surrounding them. This is because as mentioned earlier that market is one of the institutions that maintain the gendered process of inequality. On the other hand, men involve in reproductive work which implies getting income leaving behind women in unequal status. Parkin makes the following description on the unequal status of women. According to Parkin (1971)
:
 ‘Female status certainly carries with it many disadvantages compared with that of males in various areas of social life, including employment opportunities, property ownership, income and so on. However, these inequalities associated with sex differences are not usefully thought of as components of stratification. This is because for the great majority of women the allocation of social and economic rewards is determined primarily by the position of their families and, in particular, that of the male head. Although women today share certain status attributes in common, simply by virtue of their sex, their claims over resources are not primarily determined by their own occupation but, more commonly, by that of their father or husbands.’

Thus, women generally have ‘low status’ and are poor than men. Their unequal relations and ‘low status’ in community translates into disadvantage in distribution of income, resources, assets and power (Pearson, 1992:293).  Yet, this does not mean all women have the same inequality experiences. Experiences of inequalities defer across and within societies. It includes race, ethnicity, colour, age, sexuality, class, religion, geographic location etc. All these interact to give contextual and history based unique experience of women and men (Kandiyoti, 1998:140). Therefore, in dealing with gender inequality it is very important to have context based analysis in order to understand its complexity and dynamics so as to come up with relevant policy or anti-poverty strategy recommendation. Therefore, it is necessary to have an idea what gender equality would entailed.

2.2.5. Gender Equality Perspective in Development Intervention
As describe above, in the reality of the world, especially the developing world, poverty is experienced differently by men and men. However, gender difference and inequalities exist in a most vivid way in poor countries. Therefore, any anti-poverty or development interventions require being conscious of such difference in order to be free from reinforcing or intensifying existing gender inequalities as well as from imposing new forms of inequalities. Hence, it is important to establish some criteria of gender equality in applying any development intervention. The following principles are adapted from Amrita Chhachhi (2008)
 that reflects to the articulation of Nancy Fraser in assessing welfare reforms (1997) that I would like to apply in the study of this paper. 

· The first is development intervention should lead to poverty reduction, poverty being defined as income and non-income deprivation. This means it should be able to fulfil the basic needs for a life without hunger and want and many more such as power, respect, and self-esteem. 

· The second, development intervention should not be exploitative. In situation where there is desperation for survival, vulnerable groups in most cases are forced to accept conditions which lead to abuse and exploitation.

· Third, development intervention should ensure the equality of income of men and women for equal job.
· Fourth, development intervention should ensure the care work and a work/life balance. This point is very important because it is unpaid care work, which includes domestic labour and emotional labour that women continue to perform even when they are in employment. Hence, women are not only affected by child bearing and child caring in particular stage of life but also the everyday work of reproduction. Thus, this needs to be incorporated in development interventions due to the fact that it includes a wider range of tasks (collection of fuel wood, fodder and water) that has a wider significance especially in the context of economic reforms, economic crisis and ecological degradation.

· Fifth, development interventions should be based on equality of respect. This criterion requires that development interventions don’t make women into objects of pity and protection but should see them as right-bears. This implies respect and recognition for women’s contributions, which may not fit the productive bias.
· Sixth, development intervention should not marginalize or ghettoize. Actually, this principle is very difficult to put in practice for the simple reason that groups, women, minorities, socially discriminated groups often require special targeting and programs that help them improve their situation. Yet, targeting in most cases reinforces separation and stigmatization and these measures should be combined with others to ensure full participation.
· Seventh, development intervention should not reinforce a dominant masculine norm that is andocentrism. Development interventions need to put equal emphasis on various values and methods without setting and maintain high values to male patterns as the norms. Policies should not only make special provisions, for example, for child care and other areas of reproductive work but should re-value it and draw men into caring work (Chhachhi, 2003:141-142). 

2.3. Operationaling the conceptual framework: criteria for assessment of I-PRSP, FSS and MFIs
The main reason for dwelling on conceptualising/debating on gender and poverty is to help in assessing the PRSP of the 2004, FSS and programs of slected MFIs in the country.  It is then, important to make it clear that what criteria will be applied. Therefore, I will use the following modalities for assessing the PRSP and food security strategies and the programs of the selected MFI will be addressed. 
2.3.1. Conceptualisation of poverty and gender
a. Definition of poverty:  as uni or multidimensional

b. Gender dimensions of poverty: conceptualisation of gender inequality
c. Donor’s agencies conceptualization of poverty and their role in delivery 

d. Linkages between poverty and gender: do they address the multidimensional aspect of poverty; Balance of the care work and a work/life; Equality of respect or respect and recognition for   women’s contributions; do the programs marginalization or ghettoize women and finally do they break down dominant masculine norm or not to put high values to male patterns as the norms 
2.3.2 Methodological criteria

What methodology is used in the studies and reports to collect data on impact, and outcomes and what are the implications of these methodologies for understanding poverty and gender inequality? The studies will be assessed on the basis of whether they use: a. Quantitative data: large scale household surveys. b. Qualitative data- interviews, observations (triangulation of methods)
2.3.3. Operational criteria: structure and delivery mechanisms
What aspects are taken into account in assessing the structure and functioning of MF programs? The range could include the following:

a. Delivery systems

b. Group- pressure or solidarity

c. Loans as enabling or disabling: Interest rates and systems of recovery
d. Relation of Clients 
e. The participation of Women in the MFIs 
I will apply this conceptual framework for a critical analysis of the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (IPRSP) and Food security Strategy of 2004 and then also use the operational criteria to assess the two selected case studies of MFIs.  
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3.1 Introduction
The overall development strategy of the country is stated in the following documents: Transitional Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction Strategy (TEGPRS) - 2001-02, and the Medium-term Economic Development Framework (MTDF), the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy (I-PRSP) and the Food Security Strategy (FSS). In this chapter, critical analysis of the anti poverty policies and strategies namely the IPRSP and Food Security Strategies will be presented, mainly in terms of how poverty is conceptualised and what are the data sources and methodology used. It will also give some specific analysis that concern to gender differences. However, to lay the foundation for the I-PRSP analysis, the county’s poverty situation and its economic source will be provided below.

3.2. Poverty Situation and Eritrean Economy
The situtation in Eritrea has to be understood in relation to global dynamics.  Different perceptions of national development undermined the cooperation between the Eritrean government and foreign donors and development agencies, has led to a reduction of international development activities in Eritrea
 that in turn has implication in slowing down the development processes and gender equality efforts.

The current project of the World Food Program in Eritrea named ‘Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation
’ provides poverty related facts on Eritrea
 that enables us to understand the poverty situation of the country.  Eritrea is a least-developed low-income food-deficit country ranked 156th out of 177 on the Human Development Index with an estimated population of 3.6 million people. Per capita gross domestic product (GDP), expressed as purchasing power parity (PPP) was US$890 in 2002, 23 percent less than the country’s highest GDP/PPP in 1998. 
There is high food insecurity that results from a deepening economic crisis combined with several years of drought and the 1998–2000 border war with Ethiopia. The drought impact is not only the severe shortage of food, but also the reduction of the availability of seeds. Drought also leads to the selling off a significant number of livestock by farmers to mitigate the adverse impacts of the drought (SoE, 2004).
According to the Eritrean Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (I-PRSP, 2004), the border war ‘resulted in displacement of more than 1 million innocent Eritrean civilians residing mostly in Gash-Barka and Debub Regions. The most vulnerable among the internally war displaced [population] were children, women and the elderly’. This calls for any antipoverty strategies to consider the most affected people and work towards benefiting them. The following table shows the incidence of poverty.
Table-1: Incidence of Poverty (Head count) in Eritrean Context
	Location
	Population (%)
	Poor (%)
	Of which Extreme Poor (%)

	Rural 
	68.8
	64.64
	38.90

	Urban
	31.2
	70.32
	32.65

	Overall
	100.00
	66.40
	36.97


Source: LSMS and Dimension of poverty, NSEO, 2003

Note: The poverty line is Nakfa 240 per capita/month; Extreme poverty line: Nakfa 150 per capita/month
 

Generally, two-third of the Eritrean population or more than 66 percent are living below poverty line. However, poverty is concentrated in rural areas. And the extreme poor live in rural areas. In 2002, 47 percent of Eritrea’s households were headed by women, largely because of war deaths and conscription; 250,000 men and women aged between 18 and 40 were in national service, creating a national shortage of human resources according to the World Food Program
. As far as employment is concerned, Eritrean women are concentrated in low-skill, low-paying jobs and earn only 50-80 percent of what their male colleagues earn.  Again, women’s enterprises are concentrated in areas with limited growth, such as simple food processing and small tailor workshops. Thus, political and economic gender equality is still weak in Eritrea despite the enactment of mechanisms to empower women and to inform them of their rights (Rena, 2007). 
The economy of Eritrea is primarily based on agriculture, light industry, fisheries and services, including tourism. Since 1993, Eritrea has embarked on a multifaceted nation building and reconstruction process. During the first five years after independence (1993-1998), the country enjoyed an average annual growth rate of 7 percent, which was unusual in the African continent (Hansson, 2001).  Although many scholars and government leaders like Bill Clinton cited Eritrea as a beacon of Africa, it again got involved in a border war with Ethiopia (1998-2000). To make things worse, over the past few years, agricultural production has been very low due to the subsequent drought that heavily affected the breadbaskets of the country and food aid is needed on a large scale from time to time. Therefore, the economic and political conditions have been deteriorating, which in turn has adversely affected the economic and social wellbeing of Eritreans in general and that of the children, women and elderly in particular. Therefore, Eritrea is one of the countries that depend on food aid for it survival. Thus, food aid is used to save lives of the drought affected population, people living with HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis (TB). Almost exclusively it is distributed for free to vulnerable populations. The donor community agrees that there is no alternative in the short and medium term.  However, attempt to support National Development in the medium and long term is always in plan
.

3.3. Conceptualization of Poverty
In the IPRSP ‘poverty is seen as more than inadequate income or lack of human development; it encompasses managing vulnerability and encouraging popular participation to ensure inclusive growth’ (I-PRSP, 2004:3). Consideration of poverty often neglects differentials between men and women in terms of their access to income, resources and services. However, ´gender equality constitutes a key element of the country’s PRSP. Thus, Eritrea’s development strategy emphasizes people as the most valuable central resource that the country will depend for its war against poverty´ (I-PRSP, 2004: 3).

3.3.1. Data sources, Methodology and Measurement
The interim poverty reduction strategy paper was developed based on various studies that tried to understand the poverty situation in the country. These include: Household Living Standard Measurement Survey of 2003 in which gender inequality was given prominence in the analysis of poverty; Participatory Poverty Assessment in which gender dimensions were explored; the Second Demographic and Health Survey of 2002 with a breakdown for urban and rural areas; the Rural Livelihood Security Assessment of 2003 that describes the food security situation of rural households that identified the most vulnerable geographic areas and vulnerable households (I-PRSP: 2004: 6).

Hence, methodologically, triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data was considered, since conceptualization, definition and measurement are important for they have implication for targeting and policy formulation (Laderchi et al., 2003: 269). The consideration of various studies that had used triangulation of data collection is commendable to have better understanding of the nature, extend, geographical distribution and structural causes of poverty. However, as in many other cases, it seems to me poverty is conceptualized in monetary terms for it has used the poverty line in term of money/income. That is the poverty line of Eritrea is presented as 240 Nakfa (Eritrean Currency) per capita/month; That is, Extreme poverty line: Nakfa 150 per capita/month (I-PRSP, 2004:7). 
  

In addition the studies are done based on large household survey. Taking the household as a unit of measure ignores the issue of unequal gender relation that exist within the households that hinder the distribution and consumption of the ‘resource’ among the members. Thus, taking the household as poverty measure hides the extent to which poverty is experienced by individuals. This cannot be passed without noticing the possibility of its danger of unreliability in measuring poverty. 

Generally, there is no sex disaggregated data when categorizing the poor in the Studies/PRSP. For example, it says ‘the poor not only have low levels of income and expenditure, but they also have more limited access to public infrastructure and basic social services including education health clean drinking water and proper sanitation’(IPRSP, 2004:10). Here we do not know if the access is gender differentiated .However, gender disaggregated data is given when it involves education and employment acknowledging the existence of gender gap. The absence of gender is often attributed to the lack of gender input into the PRSP formulation process.

3.3.2. Consultation: gender inputs from civil society in the PRSP

The preparation of the I-PRSP and the Food Security Strategy was done side by side and was a process that involved various national and international stakeholders including sector ministries, government agencies, private sector, non government organizations, development partners and community members. It is important to note that in the Technical Committee (TC) that was operating under direct supervision of the Nation Steering Committee (NSC) comprised the following parties. Representative of the five sector ministries in the NSC, National Statistics and Evaluation Office (NSEO), National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW), National Confederation of Eritrea Workers (NCEW) and National Union of Eritrean Youth (NUEY). This could be an indication of wide participation of the various parties. However, it does not show the gender proportion in this committee that makes difficult to assess the gender balance. Yet, the representation of NUEW is good enough to take care of the needs of women in a general term. Unfortunately independent document that shows what these groups had said could not be obtained so it is difficult to say if there had been substantial gender inputs into the PRSP formulation process. 

3.3.3. Four Pillars of the IPRSP 
The I-PRSP was anchored on four pillars. Pillar one, Reinvigorating  Economic Growth; Pillar two, Creating income earning opportunities for the poor; Pillar three, Enhancing Access to and utilization of Essential services for Human  Development and pillar four, Promoting Political, Economic and social participation of the population by putting in place the enabling environment. I examine some of them below.
3.3.4. Education
The I-PRSP acknowledges the gap in education between boys and girls and aim at ‘increasing access to education at all levels, decrease repetition rate and out rates, especially for girls and disadvantaged children’. However, strategies and measures to redress the gap are put in such a way that tells almost nothing (SoE, 2004a: 69). What I mean by this is that the strategy for the quoted objective is too general to appreciate the real commitment. It reads like this, ‘construction of low cost but durable classroom and ancillary facilities and targeted interventions aimed at girls and other disadvantaged children’. This sounds for me as if the problem for the educational gap between girls & boys is mostly the shortage of classrooms and facilities. Although this is one, it is not the only reason.  Therefore, many more specific measures should have being put in place that could be really measured; challenging the various reasons for girls’ educational gap. Such as cultural barriers like parents’ preference of boys’ education than girls’& cultural practice of early marriage of girls and so on.
There is also great problem in the country and especially to women that makes difficult for gender equality. The general situation of the country is characterized by UNESCO (2008) as: High illiteracy rate and low standard of living, illiterate environment especially in the rural areas, low participation and achievement of girls in school and limited resources in all areas. Gender disparities in education raise many questions both to governments and civil societies. There are many factors that contribute to the gender gap in education. In Eritrea, gender disparities persist in the enrolment rates between boys and girls at all levels. Gender inequality has become a major issue in Eritrea in the recent years (Ravinder, 2005). Eritrea is among the five worst cases in the world both for primary school girls out of school and for female school-life expectancy. In shortage of teachers, Eritrea is one of the worst two countries in the world with over 50 students to 1 teacher (Nharinet, 2004). 
3.3.5. Environment

One of the sections in pillar three is Environment (SoE, 2004a: 46). In order ´to enhance Eritrean environment that can sustain a healthier population, free from deprivation and free to attain the heights possible standard of living´; one of the measures is forest/woodland closures. However, considering the traditional division of labour that exists especially in rural Eritrean societies that assign mostly women to collect fire-wood has effects in their use of time and energy that which is not addressed in the strategies how to deal with this reality until the long term solution which is developing reliable and adequate power generating capacity is achieved.

3.3.6. Decentralization and Representation

The fourth pillar concerns with putting in place the enabling environment and strengthening the institutional capacity. Section A presents strengthening fiscal and financial accountability (SoE, 2004a: 47). It points out the continuing of the zero tolerance policy on corruption of which the country has taking a specific measure that is setting up the National Accountability Commission which was established in 1997 with powers to investigate and prosecute is one of the commendable measures that the country is relatively proud of.  Another commitment that is worth of praise is the strengthening of capacity of regional governments that enables the local/regional governments to take responsibility to deliver services and implement projects using more community based approaches. However, in these community based approaches it is not specified how women and men will be involved taking into account gendered division of labour and as well as their poverty situation including the gaps in education, health, employment including the unbalance responsibility in the economy of care etc. Thus, the IPRSP uses aggregated terms that are abstract or generic categories. Such as the poor, the labour force, the community that disguise the extent of differentiation and inequalities within categories
3.3.7. Conditionality in the I-PRSP- Poverty and the Macro Economic Framework 
The tone of the strategy sounds like fulfilling the demands of the IMF and WB’s conditionality by stressing that the country is perusing market led economy. Thus, it is donor driven though claimed government driven. One of the neo liberal strategies is the stress on privatization (PRSP, 2004: 42 & 48). 
Yet, in practical term the government is very cautious in leading market-driven economy (IPRSP, 2004:34). What seems good decision, somehow ‘against’ the general conditionality of the Donors is that the commitment of the government to increase public expenditure on healthcare.
In some ways, the strategy presents somehow realistic situation where it exposes the deteriorated reality of the country (IPRSP, 2004:7); while in other ways it sounds so positive that seems out of reality for example  considering the consequence of phased demobilization (IPRSP, 2004:5) and  the security situation (IPRSP, 2004:  29 & 52).  
3.4. The Food Security Strategy (FSS)

The food security diagnosis takes a multi-dimensional view of food security and considers opportunities, empowerment and vulnerability dimensions. The approach and analysis recognize the heterogeneity of food security and linkages with poverty and integrates social, gender, regional and environmental concerns (SoE, 2004b: 13).

3.4.1. Overall gender and Poverty Strategy of the IPRSP and FS- focus on FHH’s 
Like the I-PRSP, the FSS presents FHH as poorer than average and gives the same figure such as 30 per cent of the households were headed by women, of which 18 percent were widows (SoE, 2004b: 10).  Gebremedihin (2002: 179) makes a point on being poor or near poor. In his own words: ‘Being poor or near poor is positively correlated with lower level of education, poor health, being unmarried, having little private income for retirement, living alone in deplorable situation and having some children and no husband’. Families without men’s labour become dependent on the income of the women heads of household, whose economic potential is limited. Generally, they have the least-skilled and lowest-paid jobs and are obliged to become household breadwinners in addition to being mothers, caregivers, housewives and farmers. Often women shoulder a disproportionate share of the household workload which does not generate direct cash income (FSS, 2004:  13). 

Reasons for considering the FHH the poorer than average, in many cases, drive from continued precedence of qualitative measures. This could be in relation to income, expenditure or consumption. Thus, in general:

1. Poverty analysis continued to be grounded in the physical aspects of deprivations rather than the more intangible ones. 

2. The fact that FHH are ‘visible’ and readily identifiable group in income poverty statistics that provide rich justification for a range of political and economic agendas as Chant (2003:13) would say. That is to say in one respect this serves neo-liberal enthusiasm for the efficiency-driven targeting of poverty reduction measure to ‘exceptionally’ disaffected parties, this consideration of efficiency is as opposed to equity which seems to have powered the incorporation of gender into poverty alleviation, welfare or savings and credit programs more generally. On the other hand this lighting of the disadvantage of FHH has served GAD (Gender and Development) interests in providing an apparent robust tactical peg on which to hand justification for allocating resources to women.

Debate on FHHs 

There are broadly done studies that show that FHH are not necessarily a poverty-specific phenomenon. For example in Costa Rica and in Latin America trends show that FHH poverty declined over time. Comparative studies of the Structural Adjustment Programs in Low-income neighbors indicated that there is no relationship between the sex of Household heads and income but in Lusaka which is an African city. Other studies show that FHH are just as likely to be present among middle and/or upper income groups as among the poor. It is then possible to say that pockets of poverty are equally, if not more, likely to be found in HH headed my men (Chant, 2003: 15-16).
There are other reasons that FHH should not be categories as the poor of the poorest or more vulnerable. That is first of all there are variations in HH employment and earning strategies.  That is, it is important not to assume that FHH are the sole breadwinners in HH. There can be multiple earning as part of survival strategies. In this case FHH can be better off for male headed HH fail to mobilize the full potential due to various reasons such as pride, honor, sexual jealousy etc as is the case in Latin America & Mexico. Again, the presence of two partner in the same residence give no financial or emotional guarantee when women partner are earning; men keep more of their money for themselves that women’s income becomes substitution instead of complementing. Others may demand money from their wives after spending their money (gambling or drinking). Hence, their departure benefits the rest members of the HH. In this case, women feel financially secure when they are without men even if they have low income. Meaning that even if they are poorer in income terms as heads of their own HH, they may feel they are better off and less vulnerable (Ibid: 21-25).

Having such findings, it is wise to refrain from over-emphasizing the ‘plight of FHHs’ especially in poor country like Eritrea. This is because:-

1. Targeting FHH means overstep the many more families who need similar targeting as ones in the target. 

2. It diverts the political struggle for structural fundamental change of what oppress women.
3. Another reason is that about 20 per cent of the population of Eritrea live abroad of which some left families behind and that some of the FHH benefit from the remnants of their husbands
. 

Hence, as Chant (2003:30) would say, although investing on women, in term of literacy and education microcredit scheme, or skill training and extension services for female heads of household secure resources for women such naked instrumentalism leave much more to be desired. The link between poverty and FHH is then an issue that needs to be questioned.


The straight foreword assumption that poverty is always associated with FHH is dangerous, because it leaves the causes and nature of poverty unexplained and because it rests on the prior implication that children will be consistently worse-off in such households because they represent incomplete families’ (Moore, 1994: 61). 

Yet, studies attest that children of FHH are better off than their counterparts in male headed units in terms of education attainment, nutrition and health and the assumption that FHH send young children to work more than male headed HH are not empirically proven (Chant, 2003:17).

All the same, it is not easy to reconcile the fact that targeting overlooks the majority and the need of targeting in situations where resource is scares to benefit at least some of the neediest people of the population as is presented in the sixth principle of gender perspective.  Thus, looking from this perspective, there is inconsistency in the I-PRSP. That is the situation of women is recognized. However, strategies do not reflect the specific needs of women that are important to deal with their situation. Thus, the government lacks a real commitment in changing the situation of women in spite of the soothing words or statements. 

The next chapter will discuss selected MFIs in Eritrea in depth since it forms the second pillar of the PRSP proposes creating income generating opportunities for the poor. And in Section B Enhancing Opportunities in Micro and Small Enterprises, presents the importance of financial institution for the poor to have access to credit as a key instrument for empowering and improving their income generating opportunities (IPRSP, 2004:39). The FSS also expressed the same strategy focus on MFI (FSS, 2004: 43). 

[image: image4.wmf]Chapter 

4

Analysis of Case Studies of Microfinance 

Institutions in Eritrea 


4.1. Introduction
In this section two MFIs will be critically reviewed in matters of their assumptions in conceptualizing and measuring poverty and expected outcomes. Namely, Saving and Microcredit Program (SMCP) as government run microfinance institution and the microcredit program of the National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW) not only as representative of NGOs but also as concerned with women only so as to narrow the gender gap. The analysis is located in the broader discussion on microfinance elaborated
4.2. Different Paradigms of Microfinance 

In addition to the 3 paradigms identified by Mayoux which focus on gender as mentioned earlier it is also important to link with other aspects The literature on the microfinance provides different concepts on the operations of microfinance. The Journal of Entrepreneurial Finance and Business Ventures, vol. 9  makes available a comprehensive review of over 350 articles and addresses the issues of MFI that help us understand some of the main features that normally do not come together in their basic positions. These issues include sustainability, products and services, management practices, clientele targeting, regulation and policy and impact assessment. Most of these will be discussed later, as for now I take sustainability as an issue of dispute between the institutionalist who assert that MFI should be able to cover its operating and financing costs with program revenues and the Welfarist who argue that MFIs can achieve sustainability without achieving financial self-sufficiency
.

The institutionalist paradigm’s argument developed largely from studying the failed rural credit agencies established by several less developed countries governments during the 1960s and 1970s that was identified the primary cause to be the ‘lack of institutional viability’ according to Gonzales-Vega (1994). In turn, this led to two main conclusions. These are: first, the importance of the existence of institution, and sustainable, successful provision of financial services to the poor and secondly financial self-sufficiency was a necessary condition for institutional sustainability. In this case, the subsidized loan funds were considered to be more fragile and lost focus more quickly than those that obtained funds from depositors. 

The Welfarists who believe that MFIs can achieve sustainability without achieving financial self-sufficiency based their argument in ‘that donations serve as a form of equity, and as such, the donors can be viewed as social investors’ for they do not expect to earn monetary returns but realize a social or intrinsic return. Hence, Microfinance social investors take this notion to the limit, generally earning zero financial returns and relying totally upon intrinsic returns. Thus, they tend to make emphasis on poverty alleviation and tend to serve the very poor of clients that which they refer as ‘depth of outreach’ as comparing to the ‘breadth of outreach’ that is to serving large number of clients, although they are not marginally poor or non-poor so as to succeed sustainability (Ibid).Yet, if self sustainability is desired and prioritized, the question of reaching the very poor, which animated the motivation behind the microfinance movement will not be achieved.  The assumption here is that such stand is not in line with the intention of reaching the very poor.

4.3. The Saving Microcredit Program (SMCP) and the Credit Program of NUEW

SMCP is the largest savings and micro credit programme in Eritrea. It started in 1996 as a pilot programme within the Eritrean Community Development Fund (ECDF) as one component of its projects. ECDF was initiated in 1993 as part of the social sector in the Recovery of Rehabilitation Programme of Eritrea (RRPE). The objective of ECDF was to support the rehabilitation and reconstruction of basic social and economic infrastructure with the ultimate goal of alleviating the widespread poverty in the country. The SMCP was started within ECDF and continued as its component until 2001. The government of Eritrea agreed to take SMCP out of ECDF and establish it as separate autonomous programme of the Ministry of Local Government (MOLG). Yet, it continued to be influenced by the government. (Tesfamariam, 2004:59) 

The National Union of Eritrean Women is the umbrella body for all the women of Eritrea without discrimination of any religion or ethnic groups. Contesting the traditionally subordinate position of women in Eritrean society, the NUEW works extensively at a grassroots level to promote the establishment of women's fundamental rights to land, political participation and influence over family and marriage practices. Also it strived to ensure women's equal access to education, employment and skills development, as well as health and child care services for which they managed to put in place the legal framework. Towards its mission, the NUEW works to enhance the role of women by raising their political consciousness through literacy campaigns, credit programs, English lessons and other skills training. 
4.4. How is Poverty conceptualized by the SMCP and NUEW?

The understanding of poverty of the SMCP can be deduced from its objective. Thus, the assumption is that people mostly lack money; the intention is to provide money so that people become organizational and financial self sustainable. Thus, the main objective of the SMCP as presented by Graeub (2004: 85) is the creation of new income and employment in poor communities through the promotion of micro-scale activities. Thereby the SMCP intends to improve the standard of living of the local population and to increase the communities’ general prosperity, mostly in money metric term.The program’s operational strategies in order to achieve its objectives include:

1. To provide credit and saving services for income generating activities, to target beneficiaries’ who are outside the reach of the formal banking service of credit and savings. These include grassroots enterprises, women and poor entrepreneurs.

2. To build institutional capacity and capability at the local levels.
3. To establish a legal base so that the SMCP could become an autonomous, people-controlled and people-oriented financial institution, that is organizationally and financially sustainable (Tesfamariam, 2004:59).

Objective one of the above operational strategies clearly shows that the grassroots enterprises, women and the poor entrepreneurs are the concern of the SMC. However, although to aim at establishing the legal base quite important, the combination of objective one and objective three brings into question its viability. Thus, considering the conditions of getting credit and the emphasis put on the financial sustainability does not invite for the participation of the very poor as will be discussed below. It goes then contrary to the many approaches that see microfinance as magic bullet for poverty reduction and gender equality as it is promoted by the main streams such as the World Bank, unless conscious effort is made to reach the very poor; general improvement of the standard of living of the local population and increasing the communities’ prosperity does not happen automatically. 
On the other hand, the 1995 NUEW’s credit program’s conceptualization of poverty can be deduced from its specific objectives that include:

· To encourage economic self-reliance of women. To improve business knowledge of women and provide assess and encourage to enter income generating activities through provision of credit.

· To provide and distribute credit to poor women, who head their households, are displaced, demobilized women fighters living in remote areas and towns (Zamperetti, 2008:103).

From the above objectives, it’s possible to say that poverty is not only assumed to be lack of money but also the lack of knowledge & lack of confidence as well as being socially uprooted. Hence, it works toward integration and support among members. Thus, though the targeting differs, there is similarity in the main functions of the two MFIs for both of them deal to heal the consequence of war. 
It goes without saying then that Microfinance is not only for economic benefits but also for other intangible benefits such as social mobilization, stabilization, peace building & solidarity especially in post war/conflict eras as Marino (2005) would say. That is, microfinance is seen as promotes conflict resolution, for example by empowering members to establish their own organisation. They use MF to encourage democratic measures that help people overcome conflicts, while providing a means to bring people together, though focusing on economic activities and cooperation rather than differences. Microfinance given to different ethnic groups can also contribute to social and political reconciliation, for it provides a forum for a unified voice for peace, with people cooperating and working towards a shared future. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, microfinance also encourages reintegration of refugees and demobilised soldiers by providing finance to mixed groups linked by joint liability. 
4.5.   Structure and Delivery Systems of the MFIs
Understanding the delivery system of any MFIs is very important to analyze how suitable it is for both men and women to benefit from its service, how the beneficiaries are organized and what challenges they face and how the success or failure is looked at.
The delivery mechanism of SMCP was supported by the structure of the management that starts at the top and goes dawn to the village level.  The top of management have the duty of supervising the whole program. The SMCP’s operations were decentralized and organized by administrative regions: the regional, sub-regional and village level operations. However, the program suffered from lack of proper supervision (Tesfamariam, 2004:76). This is one of the challenges in delivering the services properly.

There are credit officers and promoters. The regional manager works with them. The program has two types of credit services called Tier I and Tier II. The front line employees at sub-regional level of SMCP are the promoters. They work with Village Bank Committees (VBCs) to ensure that the village bank operations are administered smoothly and in conformity with SMCP’s operations guidelines. Yet, promoters only play an advisory role to village bank committees and do not make decisions on village bank administrative issues. Making decisions is the sole responsibility of village bank committees. 

On the other hand, the NUEW is administered by the headquarters office in Asmara, the capital city of Eritrea. Its structure is base on National Congress, an assembly formed of representatives of all the villages of all the Regions. The Congress elects its Central Committee, who elects a president. The president nominates the Executive Committee. It has branches in all the Regions of the country; coordinated from the centre which has coordinator, accountant, and a bursar. It has field agents that function at the sub-zone level.  It has over 200,000 women members (Zampetti, 2008: 105; Graeub, 2004:110). However, the number of clients of the credit program was small comparing to its members. That is only 1,700 clients by 1997 just before the interruption of the program due to the border war (Zamperetti, 2008:103).

Graeub describes the formation of village bank through which the SMCP program operates as having (35-80) members who organize themselves willingly with the encouragement of SMCP. After agreeing to establish the village bank, the members of the community democratically elect the chair person, the secretary and treasurer of the village bank during the village meetings. After that, it is the responsibility of the elected members to form solidarity group and to organize the village bank. The objective of the village bank is the management of a village-based micro-credit programme that provides financial services in a cost-effective, financially self-sustainable manner Graeub (2004:86). 

Yet, he presents a hindering factor in achieving this goal. That is the number of people who are members of the village bank; that is ‘the number of applicants overloads the capacity of a lot of existing village banks’. He quotes a staff member saying ‘a village bank should not have more than 80 clients, but at the moment there are village banks with up to 150 members’. Yet, he presents the program as a success that in spite of the organizational problems that the program managed to establish 162 village banks.  In this case, quantitative method is applied to measure success. This in spite of the difficulties that can be created by the great number such as being unable to build the capacity of the clients as it is the case as he himself reports somewhere else (Graeub 2004:88).

In the NUEW’s credit program, groups are self-organized functioning as collateral groups. They are organized in groups of 4-6 members. The members of one group should be from the same village to make meetings easier and guarantee a certain level of confidence. They have to trust each other and have to agree on the self-chosen amount of regular savings and other additional guidelines. It is the individual woman who chooses what to do, though the agents give advice. The group meets once or twice a month to discuss their experiences. Spirit of solidarity is encouraged. However, shifts were made that place sole responsibility on the individuals as far as repayment is concerned (Zampetti, 2008:105-6, Graeub, 2004:110). This is, one of the main differences that the SMCP and the NUEW’s credit program had for in the SMCP, the group members are responsible for a defaulting member. 

4.6 Relation of Clients with the MFIs

 The SMCP runs a multi-stage programme applying two different approaches for the individual clients. They offer group-guaranteed loans to members of solidarity groups of 3-7 members in Tier Ia and Ib (a derivative of Tier Ia).  The legibility criteria to obtain a loan under this tier are membership of solidarity group, a mandatory deposit guarantee equal to 10 per cent of loan amount and a business plan approved by the solidarity group members and the village bank committee, as well as they have to have working capacity and they should not be members of another financial institution (Tesfamariam, 2004:65; Graeub, 2004:85). 

The Tier Ia is described as having gone changes so as to meet client’s demand which is assessed as positive. The use of the loan is generally income generating activities such as: bulk purchases, for agricultural inputs, tea stalls, food preparation and catering, selling traditional brew, vegetable vending, and to establish retail kiosks and small grocery shops.   It is also used for small and short cycle livestock such as poultry, sheep, goats to complement crop production and supplement incomes etc. 

The Tie Ib is the modified Tier Ia. It allowed individual member of solidarity groups to stand alone after having demonstrated perfect repayment performance in four prior loan cycles. In this case, a co – signatory; a guarantee deposit equal to 15 per cent of the loan amount is required. In the absence of a co-signatory, a higher deposit equal to 20 per cent of the loan amount is required, as well as ongoing saving of 6 per cent of loan amount spread over number of instalments. Hence, the clients’ in this program have limited options for they could also use the loan for other needs such as building house,  consumption or organizing social activities that could be so pressing as their immediate need. 

I would like to give one example on how wisely used the loan taken by a woman in a solidarity group in one of the groups with whom I worked though not in these to case studies I am discussing. As in other cases, the program allowed the loan to be used only for income generating activities. However, one woman used her own decision to use the money for wedding of her niece who grew up with her. She took the advantage of the availability of the loan to fulfil her ‘parental’/social obligation. And, she was confident that she will get more than what she will spend on organizing and implementing the wedding event from which she will get money from relatives and friends on the wedding day or even after. Her plan was so successful that she was so proud to narrate her secret plan that allowed her to ‘kill two birds with one stone’. She fulfilled her social obligation as far as her niece is concerned as well as she was able to use the money she got in return of the wedding event to engage in income generating activities.   
Tier II: The clients of this type are individual borrowers or associations, whose capital demand is beyond Tier I product. The criteria to access a loan under Tier II include: produce a feasibility study; have a co-signatory for the loan; clients are required to contribute up to 20 per cent of loan amount to their business either in cash or kind prior to loan disbursement; obtain approval of the project at sub-regional regional, and SMCP headquarters levels and If loan are for group, their by-laws or articles of association are required ( ICC, 2003:9; Manalo, 2002:50) as cited by Tesmariam 2004:69). In any case client under this program have to prove that improvement of their business is likely. In this Tier, the use of loan is not restricted to a particular sector of the economy. Yet, the investment on agriculture is risky for the country is drought prone. (Tesfamariam, 2004:72).

The use of solidarity group as ensuring guarantee of the repayment as well as the progressively increased amount of the loan goes perfectly well with its objectives that put a lot of emphasis on organizational and financial self-sustainability. However, looking at the loan products and their uses through a gender lens, it fails to fulfil the gender equality perspective for its conditions marginalize women due to lack of concern to their poverty situation. 
4.7 Inclusion and Exclusion: Terms of Loan Security and Repayment Methods

As observed above, the type of loan security varies with the type of loan products. Mutual guarantee applies to Tier Ia, co-signer plus 15 per cent of loan amount else 20 per cent for Tier Ib and co-signer plus 20 per cent for Tier II. The study done by Tesfamariam (2004:73) found out that clients do not like the mutual guarantee that requires paying for group member’s default. They expressed their preference to borrow individually with their spouses as co-signers. This invokes the debate on the model of using solidarity group as payment guarantee; especially when dealing with the poorest of the poor. However, even with the program the debate is present for it accommodates the poor though not the absolute poor.

Repayments are made by instalment at fixed time intervals. However, the maturity and repayment methods vary with the type of the product and the use of the loan. Generally, the term for Tier Ia is the shortest and that for Tier II is the longest. The instalments for agricultural activities are also the longest of all maturities. Thus, it is worth of appreciation that the SMCP does not follow the one-size-fits-all approach of delivering its services as it is the case in some other MFIs. It is interesting to note that the majority of women are in Tier I where the produce is between 1,000 to 10,000 Nakfa only while in the second tier the loan ranges from Nakfa 10,000 to 100,000. Hence, from the gender equality perspective, probably, the program was perpetuating the existing inequalities or widening the gender economic gap than narrowing it down as some studies would suggest (Mayoux, 2001). However, further study is important to fully establish this argument. The studies do not have data on this aspect. 

4.8 Methodological Criteria used to Assess the Outcomes of these Programs: Repayment
According to Tesfamariam’s (2004) assessment, in normal situation, the SMCP recorded good repayment with 0.6 loan loss rate. That is until 1998. This situation changed afterwards due to the obvious fact -the war. The reason for such success is said to be ‘due to close monitoring, innovative and flexible loan terms and conditions, decentralized decision making, efficient loan processing and procedures, strong social pressure and the still not eroded norm of being trustworthy concerning one’s debts and the incentive to on-time repayments’ (Tesfamariam 2004:79).  The various incentive methods used to motivate clients to repay on time include: assured access to repeat loans in increasing sizes, the graduation from joint liability loan to individual liability loan upon demonstration of a perfect repayment record, taking away the compulsory savings that serve as guarantee funds, refusing all the group members new loans or calling upon mutual guarantee group members to provide group peer pressure.

This finding is critical as far as how success is measured. Hence, success is measured in terms how many clients have repaid without due consideration to the situation or condition of the payment as could be deduce from the factors presented as ‘incentive methods’. Thus, regular repayment schedules can be ‘kept right’ through a process of loan recycling -paying off previous loans by acquiring new ones- as the study of Rahman (1999:68) in Rural Bangladesh found out which considerably increases borrower debt liability. This in turn, could has a far reaching consequence in the wellbeing of individual households in increasing anxiety and tension among those involved in microcredit programs as the study by Ahmed et al.’ (2001) would suggest. The study of Omorodion (2007:488) on Esan Women in Nigeria depicts similar situation where in the absence of money for repayment women’s anxieties raised that ‘resulted in some of them coming down with depression, blood pressure and a withdrawal syndrome’. The women are quoted saying “we are now left with high blood pressure. It would have been much better if we never sourced or received this loan”. Thus, some studies suggest that Microcredit leaves women worse off than before. However, this experience is not proven with empirical data in the case studies of Eritrea. 

As far as the NUEW’s saving and Credit program is concerned, although they have less interest rate which is 12 per cent, than the SMCP which is 16 per cent, it had less repayment record rate (60 Per cent) in its first phase in 1999. This is due to the fact that the program is used by the very poorest and therefore results in immediate social utility. Thus, success is not seen in terms of financial sustainability as a goal (Zamperetti, 2008:110). The fact that the clients take the challenge of involving in the program and take the opportunity of exchanging experiences and learning from each other as well as participating in the trainings that is offered under this program is taken as success by itself. Thus, this program can be praise-worth for some women are saved from destitution and their very survival would be attributed to it as the study of Mayoux (2001) suggested in the case of Cameroon.

4.9 Obstacles that are Identified in the Delivery of these Microfinance Programs: Challenge in information management system (IMS) and outreaches

The SMCP had inadequate IMS system and this was identified as one of the problems (Tesfamariam, 2004: 83-84). In consequence, it is clear how difficult it was to track performance adequately and regularly and come up with timely information that can help identify and interpret trends properly. 
Nevertheless, the SMCP had 162 village banks and 13,891 clients in its two-tiered programme in 2002. An amount of Nakfa 136,278.909.33 was disbursed as loans since its start in 1996. It began working five out of the six regions then it expanded to the remained region that is Southern Red Sea (Graeub, 2004:87). The service is offered mostly in rural areas (Tesfamariam 2004:86), for the majority of the Eritrean poor concentrate in rural areas. 
There was a major constraint felt in the SMCP’s operation in 2000. This is due to the displacement and joining to military duty of clients which affected approximately 30 per cent of the SMCP’s total clients and 29.7 percent of the outstanding loan portfolio.  The government asked the SMCP to freeze the loan balance and interest payments of these clients and guaranteed their repayments. Yet, the SMCP kept tracking the families and collect repayments (Graeub, 2004:87).  This had an implication to women, for they had to replace the male clients of the program and keep paying the loan as much as possible.  However, more study is needed to find out if the women felt overload to take up the extra activities on top of the already loaded domestic chores as some studies would suggest (Mayoux, 2001:453; Kabeer, 2001:71). 
An important aspect that emeged in the analysis was the significance of the donor’s role.
4.10 Donor’s role in Conceptualization of Poverty and Delivery of these Programs

Graeub and Tesfamariam provides where the source of fund of SMCP was. It came from the government of Eritrea, the International Development Association (World Bank), loans and grants from other bi-lateral donors such as the Belgium, the Dutch and the Italian governments and savings contributed by members.  The loans and grants are the main source of the funds (Tesfamariam, 2004:58). It started as 5 year pilot program; when in 2001 finished showing satisfying result, the World Bank allocated US$ 7 Million to the SMCP; US$ 4.5 million for the loan fund, US$800,000 for legal and regulatory component, US$ 420,000 for institutional capacity development of the new registration and impact assessment and the other US$ 2 million for the establishment of the new Business Development Services (BDS) unit. Thus, the proposed fund for 2003 for the SMCP was US$ 7, 500, 000. Yet it is said that in spite of the large investment by foreign donors, the SMCP targets to reach to reach self-sufficiency (Graeub, 2004:86). However, the recurrent drought, the consequence of boarder war with Ethiopia that force many of the clients to join the defence that frustrated the program, high inflation as well as increased operational costs have widening the gap between income and expenses of the program decreasing financial self sufficiency. 

From the breakdown of the budget it is possible to figure out what the donor conceptualization of poverty is. That is poverty is conceptualized mostly as economic poverty for a large amount is allocated for loan fund. Since, the legal frame work was not established; the second high allocation of the fund also shows donor’s interest in the development of the legal and regulatory system. All the same, it is because of their assistance that the government was able to deliver this service to the people although the program does not do much effort to narrow dawn the gap of gender equality.

Similarly, in 2000 the NUEW started a new programme with the United Nations Development Project (UNDP) in Zoba Maekel with a budget US$ 150,000 and up to 2003 it had 400 clients, most of them live in rural areas. The saving and credit programme of NUEW is therefore limited for its outreach is determined by the amount of donor fund. For example, according to Zamperetti (2008) in the Maekel Region, in 2001 there were 500 requests for loan yet finance was available for 320 clients. Hence, women’s access to credit is very limited.
4.11 The Participation of Women in the MFIs

The UNEW’s program target only women and there is no need of discussion. The problem is only the limited outreach that puts in to equation its importance in comparison to the great need of the poor women in the country. My fear is that, by targeting the FHH only as it is the case in practice with the program, the many other women in similar situation might be overlooked. On the other hand, the gender inequality in the SMCP is clear from the statistical information of the program. In 1996, women clients in the group loan were 31 per cent, 26 per cent in 1997, and 23 per cent in 1999. In the individual loan, it was 15 per cent in 1997, and 6 per cent both in 1998 and 1999. This was returned to about 30 per cent in 2000 and over 35 per cent in 2001. This increase of women participation was a result of men joining the army to defend the country, that women were promoted to fill the earlier male-dominated role (Tesfamariam, 2004:87).  

Although, SMCP was accessible to both female and male, as the above figures suggests the participation of women was small. It is then interesting to note that the assumptions made by the main streams (CGAP, 2002 and World Band, 2001) as mentioned earlier, that microfinance could have considerable impact on the livelihoods of poor people, mainly women does not confirm with the reality of Eritrean women. 

Studies on group-based lending of the Grameen Bank that served half of all villages of which 94 per cent were women by 2000 (Bastelaer, 7); while in Eritrea there were about 30 per cent only. At least quantitatively, it is possible to say great number of women had the opportunity to access credit through the MFI.
This also goes with the study done in Cameroon by Mayoux (2001) that have challenged the claims of many programs that they are able to reach the poorest through reliance on borrower networks. Again, the same study shows that Microfinance can also perpetuate existing inequalities. The very foundation for starting financial services for the poor is to be members in a group; which is to build ‘social capital’. This could be in form of kinship, neighbourhood and market networks etc. However, there is now a great debate about whose interest is served if the poor need to be members of the group, who benefits from such groupings?  Strategies supporting traditional networks do not give attention to the underlying and critically important issues of gender inequality in resources, rights and power. It means also transferring costs of development onto poor women. In this case the SMCP eliminates the very poor women who do not fit to their requirement. However, this does not mean that this program is intentionally against women. This only shows that, this program is clearly institutionalist, that makes its emphasis on financial self sustainability in which the very poor (women and men) do not fit automatically as opposed to welfare oriented program. 

Hence, other measures or strategies were needed to take place in the SMCP. However, the consideration given to women was not enough to make women benefit more from the services provided. More importantly however, beyond considering their participation statistically, it could have been important that their success measures to find out how women benefited from the program.

For example, if the money made by women is being used as a chance for men to transfer their responsibility to women and keep their earnings more to their personal expenditure such as alcohol and tobacco or not as is the case in some other countries. If yes, women’s earning may end up being substitution instead of complementing.  Such phenomena can be serious where income is low and livelihoods are precarious such that upon women and children ‘secondary poverty’
 is imposed.  This finding also tells that women’s empowerment is conceptualized in terms of obtaining credit for there are not other serious measures taken by the program to empower them such as various trainings that fit their situation. 

4.12 Summary Comparison Between the Two Case Studies 

The outcome of the assessment shows that these two MFIs in the case studies have different angle in what they consider success. For example, the researchers on SMCP have applied qualitative and quantitative methods in their investigation in trying to understand their specific topics on MFIs. However, in their interpretation of their finds they tend to value the findings of quantitative data and tend to measure success of the programs base on that. 

The analytical review also indicates that the emphasise of the SMCP on organizational and financial sustainability as well as the criteria of loan products shows the motivation of the program that can rightly lead to say that it is institutionalist. This goal is important for them to reach a high number of clients and serve for long periods for which the program was number one in the country. However, this raise the important question whether the program reach the very poor and reduce poverty as well as contribute to gender equality? The analysis shows that the two tiers were ways of including the very poor and the non-poor. Yet, it is possible that the conditions of taking credit restrict the very poor in the first place. That is the demand to be a member of a group to take a credit as Mayoux (2001) study in Cameroon reviles. On the other hand, although generally women are the minority in the program, the majority of women were in Tie I which gives small amount compared to the Tier II.  Again the same study of Mayoux found out that MFIs can also perpetuate existing inequalities, seems in the line with the analysis of SMCP. However, further study is necessary to establish a fact whether the service of SMCP has widened the gender economic inequality of the country or not. 
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5 1. Conclusions
As mentioned in the introduction chapter, Eritrea has neither homogenous people nor homogenous climate. The anti-poverty strategies – the Interim-Poverty Strategy Paper and the Food Security Strategy of 2004 of Eritrea conceptualizes poverty in its multidimensionality. Both strategies identified Microfinance Institution as one of their pillars. Therefore, depending on the various areas, the provision of microcredit can be vital; especially when poverty is defined in its multidimensionality and if credit is accompanied with training that best fit to the beneficiaries.
As in many other countries, the MFIs in the case studies use group formation as a way of guaranteeing of repayment and are also ways of inclusion and exclusion. Although this system can be beneficial to those who are able to fulfil the criteria, in most cases that those who most need the intervention are excluded. In this case, a deliberate arrangement /effort need to be done to lift up from their multidimensional poverty not only the money metric poverty. 

One of the principles of gender equality perspective is that development intervention should not be exploitative. That is in situations where there is much desperation for survival, vulnerable groups should not be ‘forced’ to be involved in an exploitative intervention. In some cases, such as the compulsory group formation can be exploitative in the sense that the MFIs stress / demand the full repayment of the credit and based their success on quantitative data without considering in which situation/condition or how the repayment is made. However, the situation in the case studies of Eritrea does not show any explotative use of microfinance institution for the interest rate is regulated by the government. On the contrary, the analiyses show that the low interest rate is an abstacle for the MFIs to be financially self sustainable. 
MFIs have developed mostly to overcome the difficulties in the economic reform or economic crisis and ecological degradations. However, the reviewed anti-poverty strategies such as MFIs seems do not ensure the care work and a work/life balance. This is critical especially because if this is not incorporated in antipoverty interventions it has a wider significance. This is due to the fact that when economic crises arise, the work load of women is increased. 

If microcredit is to work for the absolute poor, it should be provided not only without any interest, but with no return of the disbursed amount. However, this should be accompanied with a lot of follow up to ensure that the money is used ‘properly’ but not giving restrictions such as it should be used for income generating activities, if at all it is provided with such an intention. Thus, credit should be provided with no restriction from the suppliers on what the money should be spent. This is very important  in two ways; first that the institutions may not be part of the lose in case this happens, for if they do give restriction means that they are part of the failure; second, this will free the MFIs from the idea that they ‘know best’ what is good for their client. I believe that providing credit needs to be open to accommodate potential creative use of individuals; although sometimes it may seem non-conforming to general perception of successful programs.
Gender equality perspectives require that interventions should not make women into objects of pity and protection but should see them as right-bears; implying that respect and recognition for women’s contributions that which may not fit the productive bias. Yet, although women are not homogenous, the anti-poverty strategies tend to consider women especially the FHH as objects of pity and protection to who the credit program is directed.

Both the poverty reduction strategy and the food security strategy take the FHH as the poorer than average. However, targeting the ‘FHH’ means overstepping the many more families who are in similar situations like those ones who are targeted. Hence, targeting diverts the political struggle for structural fundamental change of what oppress women/poor. Therefore, it is not easy to reconcile the fact that targeting overlooks the majority and that the need of targeting in situations where resource is scares to benefit at least some of the neediest people of the population. Thus, policy decisions need to be made with specific studies for specific areas and situation that consider the improvement of the existing gender inequalities
Women/girls need to take up the opportunities offered by all areas of education which is the result of the policy environment in which women are legally regarded as equal to men that encourages to became part of the elite of the country and occupy positions of leadership. Hence, cultural barriers like parents’ preference of boys’ education than girls’& cultural practice of early marriage of girls need to be taking seriously and any poverty alleviation interventions need to have strategy on how to address and combat these difficulties. Therefore, the still existing traditional social values and cultural practices need intensive educational programs to challenge the negative impact that is hindering women from using their capabilities and compete with men. This point is critical if the situation of women that is mostly been involved in meagre jobs or taking less amount of money in credit programs is to change; one way to go is providing girls/women with education at secondary or tertiary level. 
There is lack of a general legal framework that regulates the micro-finance sector in the country. This is critical if any microfinance institution to have an effective governance structure. That is probably why the donors had to assign the second bigger figure of the fund of the biggest Saving and Microcredit Program (SMCP) to the development of legal and regulatory component. Yet, the study found out that this program had already come to its end. 
The National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW) has the mandate to oversee the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women in Eritrea. It is officially a non-governmental organization, with the mandate to mobilize women to fight Women’s inequality. It has the mission ‘to ensure that all Eritrean women confidently stand for their rights and equally participate in the political, economic, social, and cultural spheres of the country and share in the benefits’ (SoE, 2004:12).  Credit and Saving Programme is one of their many other activities which depend on donors. Thus, although their program seems to fit the most in need; the findings show that their service/spread is so limited to have great impact in reducing poverty or narrowing the gap of gender inequality. In addition, although the NUEW is officially an NGO since there is a close linkage with the government – which is useful sometimes and not in another time- it seems difficult to challenge the government to do more in fulfilling their mission. 

Since, the historical situation of Eritrea has made Eritrean women to take up multiple responsibilities; while traditional culture excludes them from decision-making and certain economic activities despite the presence of favourable legal ground; anti-poverty strategies should emphasis on addressing harmful traditional cultures beliefs and attitudes that restrict the equal growth of the genders using the MFIs as a tool of reaching and teaching the population.

On a cautionary note, studies show that microcredit increased violence against women in rural Bangladesh. The violence is associated with breaking up of the patriarchal social system. (Schuler et al 1998:150) found out that ‘as women begin to encroach into traditionally male space to take advantage of new opportunities, violence
 is dished out to them at home in general social reaction against their violations of patriarchal norms’. Yet, the study of Kabeer (2001:72) indicates that it has been a process where in the start the violence increases but in the long run the violence is reduced especial if the violence was provoked due to the scarcity frustration. According to Rahman (1999:72) the evidences of the violence is associated with the consequence of the arrangements/operation and the power hierarch of the microfinance.  As with the case studies from Eritrea, there is no report associated with MFIs and violence; this can due to the fact that Eritrean women had already started violating patriarchal norms during the Eritrean Liberation Struggle in which women constituted 30 per cent of the Eritrean People Liberation Front (EPLF).

However, it is well documented that micro finance programs enabled women to have a better situation; for many it has been an opportunity to be saved from the humiliation of poverty. In a context in which family members that have shared adversity and faced the humiliation of poverty together tend to develop ties of affection and loyalty towards each other; to others sense of self-worth was enhanced by various achievements so apparently was their worth in the eyes of other family members; hence it enabled them to have greater equality within family & improved quality of family relationships. Again it enables them to reduce the burden of men since women were able to share some of the responsibility of providing for the family that resulted to reduction in levels of tension and conflict and greater affection from their husbands.  Others were able to effect a form of ‘divorce within marriages’ (Kabeer, 2001). This indicates the great relation between attaining some level of economic freedom and other social and psychological aspect of life which in turn shows how poverty is conceptualized and efforts made toward gender equality. 

Therefore, it seems to me important that the government makes special arrangement for targeting the very poor ones that are excluded during the formation of groups where in ‘situation where entrepreneurial ability matters less in the screening process than pre-existing income’ (Ito, 1998) which is the case in the two group-based  lending  case studies; even though it means subsidy which is an option that is increasingly unattractive to microfinance organizations and donors (Morduch, 1998a as presented by Bastelaer, 16);  if MFIs are to play a great role not only in general to reduce poverty but contribute towards narrowing the gender inequality. 

I say this because, although the NUEW’s credit program is directed towards women especially the FHH, it has a very small coverage. Therefore, the government as the sole responsible entity for fighting poverty and gender inequality should make practical plans that can be implemented by government institution or should create an enabling situation and should encourage other NGOs that can close this gap. Since it is hard to involve women clients in business activities without creating conditions reserved specifically for women, this should be given priority to narrow the gap of gender inequality. This is important for empirical evidence from a range of contexts reveals that if more money, in relative term, is being available for common expenditure within households headed by women, positive effects for members’ nutritional intake, health care and education (chant 2003:23) is resulted.  Yet, although targeting women could enhance the probability of a conscientious investment plan and simultaneously empowers women in their social life, in reality they are rarely given priority (Johnson, 1999). However argueablely, that a context based assessment is important and crucial for the adaptation of any anti-poverty or development intervention such the saving and microcredit programs.
Nowadays, despite the criticisms that look at the human nature in a negative way, there is new ‘solution’ to combat especially absolute poverty not by merely offering credit to some poor people but by providing ‘basic income’ to all citizens without any distinction and without any condition of what one should do and not do. This is very important for it gives a chance for the poor not to involve themselves in an abusive work condition /exploitative development intervention for it provides a fallback position in which the poor could develop themselves in a way that best fit their situation.

5.2. Policy Recommendation 
Based on my findings, MFIs use group formation as criteria of inclusion and exclusion. Eritrea being a very poor country in which 2/3 of its population living under poverty line; the system of providing credit seems unsatisfactory to be able to make fast and realistic change in kicking poverty while narrowing the gender inequality.  Therefore, there seems a better strategy to introduce a ‘basic income’ to all people before involving in providing credit. This can be possible by redirecting its resources such as reducing or shifting military expenditure. On top of that, in order to narrow the exiting gender inequality, the country should be involved in mass attitude changing campaigns to all people and practical measures should be taking to educate girls/women so as to make a better use of their capacity in more creative way. Hence, a comprehensive and coordinated development intervention seems best strategy. 
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A Critical Assessment of Anti-poverty and Gender Equality Policies and Micro-finance programs in Eritrea








� Fact about the geographic location of Eritrea is taken from the Gebremedhin (2002) ‘Women, Tradition and Development in Africa: The Eritrean Case’ unless otherwise it is stated. Just give the author here- the full reference should be in the bibliography


� These are: - Southern Red Sea, Northern Red Sea, Anseba, Gash-Barka, South and Central. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.acordinternational.org/index.php/base/eritrea" �http://www.acordinternational.org/index.php/base/eritrea� accessed 25-08-2009


� Chhachhi (2009), class room lecture for the course 4205 – Gender, Poverty and Social Protection, Session on Gendering Poverty and Vulnerability, Institute of Social studies.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.powerfulinformation.org/page.cfm?pageid=pi-poverty" �http://www.powerfulinformation.org/page.cfm?pageid=pi-poverty� accessed 26-08-2009


� Lorber, J (1994)  ‘Night to his Day: The Social Construction of Gender’, p.8


� http://www.sociology.org.uk/sigender.pdf


� Chhachhi (2003) ‘Ensuring Democratic Citizenship: A gender Perspective on Contending Pathways for Socio-Economic Security in South Asia’ in Indian Journal of Human Development, Vol. No. 1 pp.141-142


� United Nations Eritrea (2006) ‘Progress in UN Reform and UN Coordination in Eritrea’ p. 5


� WFP (2005) ‘Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation- Eritrea 10192.1


� The figures used by the project are from the  United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Human Development Report 2004 


� SoE (2004) IPRSP P.7


� WFP (2005) ‘Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation –Eritrea 10192.1, p.5 


� WFP (2005) ‘Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation –Eritrea 10192.1, p.8


� The Source is the Household Living Standards Measurement Survey and Dimension of Poverty, National Statistics and Evolution Office, 2003 as presented in the PRSP. P.7


� � HYPERLINK "http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934-1181678518183/Eritrea.pdf" �http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPROSPECTS/Resources/334934-1181678518183/Eritrea.pdf� accessed 11-09-2009


� Brau et al (2004) Microfinance: A Comprehensive Review of the Existing  Literature’ p. 7


� Secondary poverty refers to the situation where in Intra-household resource distribution unequal distribution is effected  in which women and children become the sufferers


� The term Violence as used in this context refers to a range of response. That is from a verbal aggression or quarrel to physical assaults such as beating.
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