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           Saving for Change children’s group Fitini in the village of Koron (near Diéma, Mali – February 2010)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Saving for Change (SfC), Oxfam America and Freedom from Hunger's savings group program, began in Mali in 2005 and now reaches over 300,000 women in that country, as well as having expanded to Cambodia, Senegal, El Salvador and Guatemala. In partnership with Plan Mali, the Strømme Foundation and 12 local NGO implementing partners, SfC animators work in villages to organize women into savings groups of 20-25 members. These women meet weekly and regularly save an amount – the equivalent of 20 cents, for example – that is determined collectively. Once this money has formed a large enough pool, the women lend it to each other to expand or start businesses, or to pay for food, a medical emergency, schooling or other needs.  The loans are repaid with interest, which increases the size of the fund. At the end of the year, the fund is divided and each woman gets her savings back with the accumulated interest. The savings amount, as well as membership and leadership, can be adjusted and the group begins a new cycle for another year. This program gives women access to small loans, which would be too small for an MFI to service, as well as a critical structure and methodology that encourages them to help each other commit to saving regularly. The group members also form tight bonds of solidarity and support.
Previous research for SfC in Mali as well as elsewhere has focused on typical villages and groups. These earlier studies have looked at a variety of groups, both successful and not successful.  However, in order to understand the reach, impact and challenges of a program, it is often helpful to undertake an in-depth, qualitative examination of its extreme aspects, both positive and negative. The resulting advantages are twofold.  First, in identifying extreme cases, the median is better defined. Secondly, in looking at these extreme cases, common lessons can be learned that apply to more typical groups or villages.  Atypically successful groups can provide insight into what could be possible for typical groups with additional guidance.  Similarly, the issues manifest in atypically failing groups may be more extreme versions of challenges that the typical groups also face. This examination of extremes adds to our understanding of Saving for Change as a whole.
Saving for Change in Mali: a Study of Atypical Groups from Sikasso to Kayes is a qualitative study of 30 Saving for Change (SfC) groups, either atypically successful or unsuccessful. The former are engaged in collective social projects that benefit their village, large-scale collective investments and entrepreneurial activities that, in certain cases, take the SfC model to a new level. This study also evaluates groups that have experienced unusual and sometimes extreme challenges, which have resulted in the loss of members, the failure of projects or the shutting down of their groups, temporarily or permanently. The final section focuses on completely uncharted territory: the newly discovered children’s groups and their possible role in the larger SfC context. 

This study is based on visits in February - March 2010, to 27 villages in the districts of Bougouni, Kati, Barouéli, Dioila, Kayes, Nioro du Sahel and Diéma – and with groups varying from six months to four years old. The SfC Technical Unit and Regional Coordinators selected villages to visit according to the SfC research team’s request that the author visit a variety of atypical groups, both successful and unsuccessful, such as groups undertaking collective projects and groups that have shut down. The author conducted interviews lasting two to four hours with each group, with the assistance of a translator,
 as well as SfC Regional Coordinators, animators and other partner staff. 

Key to the interview process was to inform SfC groups that the interviews would provide an opportunity for them to help the SfC team evaluate the program so that it could be strengthened – and meet their needs even better. In Mali, inviting criticism of a program that the women feel so fortunate to take part in was often, at least initially, met with silence. Thus, whenever group members seemed reluctant to answer certain questions, the author and the translator used stories gleaned from other group experiences to illustrate problems and challenges. The result: many groups realized they were not alone in their difficulties and, in identifying with the groups in the stories, opened up on a variety of issues.       

Findings

The first section, Collective Projects, profiles 13 groups that have pursued collective activities as part of their participation in Saving for Change. Groups with successful collective projects share common attributes: all place a premium on SfC’s capacity to reinforce group solidarity, elevate members’ respect in their household and offer a forum for the weekly exchange of ideas.  Most of the groups highly value their capacity to provide services that benefit their village. This often entails collectively discussing the terms of these projects with the village chief, elders and, in some cases, local NGOs or government representatives active in the village. Where multiple SfC groups are present in a village, they often work together for common ends. In the village of Sounkoula, for example, one SfC group successfully advocated for the building of a maternity clinic with a major donor to a local NGO. Subsequently, the nine village SfC groups organized themselves into teams to pump and transport water to the construction site each day. As the president of one group remarked, belonging to SfC “made it very easy to constitute the work groups because we were used to working together in SfC.” In the village of Tienra, three SfC groups managed to negotiate a contract with a locally-based Danish INGO to receive a grinding mill, along with training in mill maintenance and repair. 

A strong level of program approval and support from husbands and the village chief is a critical success factor for groups pursuing collective projects. In the village of Koyan, for instance, a group has taken on the responsibility of procuring birth certificates for children born to members of all three village SfC groups – a process that must be regularly negotiated with their husbands and the village chief. In the village of Bougara groups have worked closely with the village chief to gain access to government-run agricultural programs and to invest in a dynamo to provide electricity to the village for a small fee.  

SfC groups also benefit from the resources made available by other INGOs, NGOs, MFIs or government programs. Such organizations offer livelihoods programs, health and educational facilities, modern wells, grinding mills, cereal banks and investment opportunities. Several groups in the Kayes region, for example, are engaged in programs supported by a Malian ministry or a French NGO that provide access to agricultural cooperatives or farming equipment at subsidized prices. In the town of Konobougou, a group is negotiating a contract with a Luxembourg INGO to receive training in soap-making, accounting and marketing. This study indicates that these assets and resources contribute to the capacity of SfC groups to pursue successful collective activities and, ultimately, to maximize the potential of SfC. 

The three groups in this study with unsuccessful or problematic collective projects also share common challenges, whether it is a lack of access to markets, little or no access to health or educational facilities and NGOs (aside from SfC), a shortage of water, a low level of group cohesion, negligible support from their husbands or a lack of proper training in SfC methodology. In the village of Dialakoto, for example, where market access is difficult and many SfC members depend on remittances from abroad, the two groups’ efforts to invest in and install a grinding mill provided by the World Food Program were systematically undermined by their husbands. In the village of Kondjila, where groups also lack access to markets, one group lost ten members simultaneously after a collective investment project failed to live up to group expectations. Evidence indicates that the group may not have received complete training in SfC and did not consider the risk of investing its fund in a single product instead of dividing it among members after the first cycle. 
The three groups evaluated in the section Women Taking Charge are examples of extraordinary entrepreneurship or an unusual – and deliberate – break with conformity.  All have group members, whether a president, a secretary or a village leader, who contribute strong leadership skills, moral authority and encouragement to group members. In the village of Faradou, a group with substantial wealth stratification among its members is successfully practicing multiple shares to a very high degree. By allowing wealthier group members to significantly increase their weekly contribution through extra shares, the group is able to accommodate its poorest members, who might otherwise be compelled to leave the group. 

The village of Sonfara provides a good example of how a group of young women, empowered by pre-existing business experience and extensive literacy training, were the first to gain access to Saving for Change – a rarity in the SfC universe, where older women often form the first groups. The technical agent has noted that this group is quickly mastering SfC methodology, and the group’s president has skillfully asserted a leadership role in the program replication process. 

The group interviewed in the village of Dogobala is one of the most exceptional in this study. The village midwife has used her SfC loans to build a successful medicines and medical supplies business and has empowered her group to advocate with local government representatives for beds and a baby weighing scale for the village maternity. Members’ views on girls’ education are very progressive and family planning is already a part of the group’s curriculum.  Yet, other NGOs, as well as the Malian Ministère de la Promotion de la Femme, de l’Enfant et de la Famille (MPFEF)
 have been active in Dogobala for several years – a fact that reinforces the importance of establishing linkages between SfC, other NGOs and government ministries engaged in women’s programs. Such linkages could lead to a better understanding of the various women’s empowerment strategies, other than and complementary to SfC, that are currently being employed in Mali. 
The section Groups That Shut Down analyzes 11 groups scattered throughout five villages that discontinued their meetings and loan activities, either temporarily or permanently. With one exception, all the groups received comprehensive training from a technical agent. In nearly all five villages, the support, or lack of support, of husbands and the village chief proved critical to the groups’ outcome. In the village of Kologo, for instance, the two groups functioned well for nearly a year until their husbands’ disapproval of charging interest on loans compelled them to simultaneously shut down. In the village of Soukoutaly, the five groups were eventually undermined by the village elders, who pressured the groups to forfeit their SfC funds to reimburse a bankrupt village association.  
The four groups that did have the support of their husbands experienced other serious challenges. One group was subject to extreme poverty with onerous weekly dues for a village pump fund, while the other three groups were ridden with internal conflict and a lack of diversification in their commercial activities. All four groups were also characterized by a high level of peer pressure to conform to SfC rules and regulations, such as a weekly contribution level or the enforcement of loans, or conflict between younger and older group members. A number of groups in this section underscore the need for training in conflict management and business literacy. Such training could help troubled groups navigate such key issues as starting a business, product diversification and risk management. 
Despite the challenges highlighted above, this study indicates that the benefits of belonging to a SfC group are substantial enough to inspire even the most troubled groups to make a second attempt at SfC. Indeed, members of nine groups have either restarted or reconstituted their group in some form, or have joined another SfC group in their village. In the case of the reconstituted groups, the motivation for continuing SfC seem to be both social and economic, though it remains to be seen how well these groups will manage conflict and follow SfC methodology. The two groups in Kologo would like to restart SfC, but face the challenge of having to negotiate the issue of interest rates in a conservative Islamic district.  Communication between the animator and the village chief and elders will be of prime importance in helping these groups. As one Regional Coordinator remarked, on the topic of interest rates, “animators need to know how to convince the village chiefs and the community. They must be able to argue the points well.”  
In the brief section Villages that Refused SfC the two villages evaluated are strongly connected to several local NGOs and have well-established tontines or Accumulating Savings and Credit Associations (ASCAs). Interviews with the village delegations indicate how important it is for the SfC team to have a working knowledge of NGOs and other savings and loan programs present in villages where SfC seeks entry. Such information could help SfC staff determine if a village warrants multiple staff visits. Additionally, the interviews suggest that some villages with SfC-like programs, as well as a strong NGO presence, may be more willing to take on SfC if business development training and connections to markets were part of the program. 

The final section in this study, Children’s Groups, explores new territory. Following the discovery of a children’s group, the author inquired at each subsequent interview with an adult SfC group whether or not the village had a children’s group. The five groups in this study were either replicated by SfC members or created spontaneously by children of SfC members. Two of the groups are structured like the adult groups, with weekly meetings, contributions and late and unjustified absence fines. While some of the older girls are taking loans for their own commercial activities, the majority of girls are taking loans for their mothers or, in some cases, their fathers or grandmothers, who provide their weekly contribution money. 

All of the children’s groups appear to be playing an important role in household security strategies. In the village of Degne, for example, some SfC members are taking loans through the children’s groups to pay for their daughters’ school supplies or health or clothing needs. In the village of Koron, the girls plan to take loans to work with their mothers in the same commercial activities.  
Notably, in the majority of villages in this study, including Degne and Koron, the system of multiple shares has been superficially introduced or never introduced. Moreover, nearly all of the adult groups interviewed forbid members to take two loans simultaneously. This raises a key question about the strategic value of the children’s groups for adult SfC members: do some members perceive their child as a kind of share, or see children’s groups as a vehicle through which to take a second loan? Another key question concerns the role of men in the children’s groups. In two villages, fathers were providing their daughters’ weekly contributions and, in one case, taking loans through their daughters. It will be important to learn the extent to which men are participating in SfC through children’s groups and the overall benefits they receive.   

While children’s groups may exist in a minority of villages, it is worth exploring why such groups have emerged and whether they could be beneficial to the development and long-term sustainability of SfC. For example, the formal training of groups and replicators is an arduous, labor-intensive process. The widespread development of children’s groups could lead to a new cadre of highly trained and knowledgeable replicators and entrepreneurs. Well functioning girls’ groups could also provide a platform for the promotion of girls’ education and critical women’s health issues. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that this study demonstrates the ongoing utility of an environment that encourages transparency, even when the information revealed appears problematic or does not conform to SfC methodology. In order to conduct this research the author had to negotiate with the Regional Coordinators to secure interviews with groups that shut down and access to villages that refused SfC, and to provide assurances that the author’s discoveries would not endanger jobs or reputations. Additionally, once the first children’s groups were discovered and the technical agents reassured that the groups’ existence was worthy of research, technical agents in nearly all the districts visited admitted that they had seen children’s groups. Thus, while the groups in this study are atypical, it is worth investigating whether some of the trends, especially collective investments and loans, malfunctioning groups and children’s groups are more pervasive across SfC in Mali. 

SECTION ONE: COLLECTIVE PROJECTS

Eleven groups visited for this study are engaged in collective projects, the majority of which involve collective investments and/or loans. In order to properly evaluate the groups, this overview is divided into two sections:  the first covers six groups in the regions of Sikasso/Koulikoro, while the second covers five groups in the region of Kayes. The five groups in Sikasso/Koulikoro are pursuing collective projects and investments. Only one group has taken a collective loan – and for consumption purposes.  In Kayes, which has a particularly robust remittance economy, SfC groups substantially benefit from remittances and the security this income provides.
 Three groups have taken large collective loans from their SfC funds to invest in agricultural or water projects. They have also decided to keep part or all of their SfC funds intact, instead of dividing them after each cycle, so as to continue benefitting from the leverage gained from collective investments. 

REGIONS OF SIKASSO AND KOULIKORO 

Koyan village: a group finances, researches and obtains birth certificates for village newborns

Benkadi members have established a social fund alongside their SfC fund, which they use primarily for commercial activities, though some of the women have taken loans for medical purposes. Members contribute 250 CFA weekly to the SfC fund and 25 CFA weekly to the social fund, which is currently being used to support two collective projects: procuring birth certificates for both male and female children of members of all three SfC groups and their extended families
 and cleaning up the village, especially in the vicinity of the maternity clinic.  The group has already managed to purchase 14 birth certificates – an achievement of which members are especially proud. According to the village chief’s representative (present at the meeting), the women must engage the men in the decision-making process. There are several large extended families in the village with members in the three SfC groups. At the time of this interview, no fewer than ten births were expected to occur around the same time. This means that Benkadi members must discuss and determine with their husbands and heads of households how and when they will proceed with the certificates and who will be prioritized. 

The importance of a birth certificate program such as Bankadi’s cannot be overestimated.  As Plan USA notes on its website,
 in Mali “a child without a birth certificate does not exist officially. He or she has no age and may become a victim of child trafficking, and child labor. Girls are often victims of early marriages and often have children before their bodies are mature enough. School children lacking birth certificates are not allowed to sit for their exams.”  Benkadi’s president also brought up the problem of rising costs when an infant is not registered in a timely fashion: “When a child is born you can purchase a birth certificate for 200 CFA for up to two weeks,” she said. “After two weeks it costs 600 CFA, and it becomes even more expensive as the child ages.”
 It is perhaps not surprising that when group members were asked if SfC had had any impact on their role in the village, the first woman to reply said “my role in the household now includes researching and obtaining birth certificates.”

At least half of Benkadi members have girls in the village primary school, and group members strongly believe in the equality of girls and boys when it comes to education.  As one member said, “The world has changed. It is necessary that everyone attend school, girls as much as boys. If you send girls to school, they too can do something and help their parents.”  Another member quipped, “If you send all children to school, girls and boys, they will have a better understanding of things; that way no one can come here to deceive us.”

Group members mentioned that, since SfC arrived in the village, they mobilize collectively during the rainy season to help each woman in the group cultivate her field. Additionally, prior to their involvement in SfC, members were often compelled to sell shea butter at a loss in order to buy food to feed their families. “Now that we have SfC,” said one member, “we can take a loan to buy food, while at the same time producing and selling shea butter at our own rhythm.” Another member added, “We can sell shea butter at a time when we can get the best price and the profits help to pay back our loans.” Benkadi would like to start a collective shea butter project but the group does not have access to a grinding mill that would allow it to produce enough shea butter to interest a commercial buyer or factory representative. 

Key findings
In addition to economic benefits, SfC has provided Benkadi members a significant vehicle for social change. The birth certificate project is an opportunity for the group to speak with a collective voice and to work together with the village men to fulfill a critical benefit and right for many children in the village. Further research is recommended to better understand how this project empowers Benkadi members individually and as a group, and how it affects the dynamic between SfC members and their husbands, the group and the village chief; and household dynamics in general. For example, do Benkadi members assume a bargaining role in the birth certificate acquisition process, especially in assuring that girls too are prioritized? If so, what does this entail? 

Sounkala village: a group inspires a local NGO donor to finance a village maternity clinic; then nine groups mobilize to help construct it

Sounkala provides a strong example of SfC’s capacity to empower its members through group solidarity and cooperation on concrete matters affecting the entire village.  In 2006, the American INGO Build On began construction of a primary school in Sounkala. One of Build On’s major donors, a Canadian named Bette Gigliotti, decided to visit Sounkala to see how the construction was progressing. During Gigliotti’s visit, she noticed a SfC group in the midst of a meeting and ended up speaking with the members. She learned that the SfC groups had organized themselves into seven teams of 25 members each to transport water daily to the school construction site.  In response to her questions about the needs of the women in the village, the SfC group made a strong case for a maternity clinic. They explained how getting to the nearest maternity clinic meant a costly investment in gasoline and women often gave birth on the road. Hearing this, Gigliotti decided to personally finance the construction of a maternity clinic, a modest house for the head nurse and a new cistern.  All of the SfC groups – now nine – organized themselves into teams to pump and transport water to the construction site each day – an effort that allowed the clinic to be built in a little over two months. The groups also prepared food for the masons. Currently, the nine groups take turns keeping the area surrounding the clinic clean. 

When asked how belonging to a SfC group helped with this effort, one of the group’s presidents said that being in SfC “made it very easy to constitute the work groups because we were used to working together in SfC.” SfC also allowed the women to “quickly divide up the group members and organize them into teams of 25.”  Groups have since organized teams to work in each other’s field. The owner of the field pays the others 200 – 250 CFA per person per day. This money goes directly into the SfC fund. This arrangement leads to significant cost reductions: Hiring someone through the village association would cost 300 – 350 CFA per person per day, and without the advantage to group members of being able to increase the size of their fund. 

All four groups also stock cereal collectively. One woman in each group, who all the women trust, keeps the millet and peanuts in a storage room (a second room in her house). This storage project is critical to their food security and allows the women to use their SfC loans for commercial activities rather than for consumption purposes. The groups plan to collectively set up a store, where they can stock a much larger quantity of millet – and to rent out space to others in the village to make money. 

Key findings
Sounkala provides a strong example of how multiple SfC groups are able to work together for common ends to benefit the entire village. SfC’s structure and discipline and its capacity to enhance group and inter-group solidarity have proven central to these large-scale projects. At the same time, the intersection of SfC with the work of an American INGO in the village shows the potential advantages of linkages between SfC and other NGOs present in SfC villages. Further research on this subject is recommended.

Tienra village: three groups elect members to negotiate a contract with a Danish INGO for a grinding mill 

The Danish INGO Børnefonden is active in the Keleya commune and in 2006 built a primary school (grades 1 - 6) in Tienra.  At that time, members of the three SfC groups approached Børnefonden to apply for a grinding mill for millet and shea nuts. Subsequently, two male village representatives, along with two SfC members selected by the groups, met with local Børnefonden representatives to negotiate a contract. In addition to providing the mill, Børnefonden trained SfC members to operate the mill and a group of men to repair it. In return, the groups had to make a small down payment on the mill (the president could not recall exactly how much) and provide lodging and meals for the trainers. Additionally, the SfC women organized into working teams to pump and transport water each day to the construction site of the grinding mill station. 

Following the completion of the station, the groups received the mill in early 2007. The groups created a special committee charged with the administration and upkeep of the mill. They also contribute a portion of the profits they earn from selling shea butter to pay for the mill’s repair, which can cost from 1,000 - 15,000 CFA.  
The three SfC groups also cultivate millet collectively during the rainy season to pay for school uniforms and supplies for their children. Overall, there is a very high level of social and economic cohesion between the three groups. While this cohesion has been enhanced through SfC, prior years of bonding through tontine membership has also contributed to the groups’ capacity early on to collectively and successfully negotiate with Børnefonden the terms of a grinding mill. 

Key findings
Although Tienra’s robust tontine culture has contributed to the long-standing solidarity between members of the three SfC groups, it is through SfC that these women elected to negotiate and invest in a grinding mill with a Danish INGO active in the village. The three groups have since developed into a highly cohesive economic unit capable of owning, managing and ensuring the maintenance of the mill. The potential advantages of linkages between SfC and other INGOs present in SfC villages are evident. Further research into the process by which groups acquire the means of production (beyond labor) from such INGOs is recommended.  

Town of Konobougou: a group finances a chair and tent rental business with accumulated interest on loans

Bendougou is a tight-knit group, despite significant wealth stratification among members.  In addition to participating in SfC, most of the members have belonged to the same tontine for the past fifteen years. What makes Bendougou singular in this study is how it is financing its collective projects. Since its inception in early 2007, the group has divided only the principal of its fund twice. Interest accrued on loans -10% per month - has been saved separately and used to purchase 60 chairs for a chair rental business. The group paid 200,000 CFA for the chairs and 12,000 CFA to have the group’s name painted onto the back of each chair. At the time of this interview, Bendougou had a total savings of 1,243,800 CFA since the last division of its fund. The group plans to use the interest on its current savings to purchase a tent to rent out for ceremonies, along with the chairs. The president said that the group is now holding off on dividing the principal in order “to work with” its money. This decision concerned the technical agent, who noted that some of the poorer group members may not be voicing their financial needs and preferences around the fund division. 
Bendougou is currently negotiating a partnership with the Luxembourg INGO Lux-Development, which would train the group in three areas: soap-making, accounting and marketing. The group would be expected to pay 250,000 CFA – half the program costs as, according to Bendougou’s president, Lux-Development “wants the group to take [the training] seriously.” 

Key findings
Despite evident wealth stratification, Bendougou displays a high level of group solidarity. Thus far, the group has effectively used the accumulated interest on loans for its collective projects. However, it remains unclear how the decision not to divide the fund this year will affect the group’s poorest members. Did such members voice their needs during the decision-making process or only to the technical agent? Research into this process in general, to ensure that it serves the needs of all group members, is recommended. Also, the benefits of the intersection of SfC with other potential INGO program opportunities are evident.   

Maobougou village: a tale of two groups and the case of “revolving loans” 


Nafania group

Nafania was formed in January 2008. The group has a variable weekly contribution of 100 - 200 CFA (the entire group contributes either one amount or the other, depending on what they can all afford each week).  It has a special committee and a 250 CFA fine to enforce its social goal: sleeping nightly under mosquito nets. Nafania’s weekly meeting, which the interview team observed, revealed a strong oral accounting system: group members use sticks, rocks and leaves to represent currency amounts and were easily able to recall such details as the amount currently outstanding in loans and number and of loans outstanding in the group. The group meeting also displayed timely repayments of loans and interest. When asked what the group likes best about SfC, the responses were: 1) reinforced solidarity; and 2) the group provides a place to resolve family problems. Additionally, one woman mentioned that the “whole village has benefitted from SfC because husbands can take out loans through their wives in the groups.”

A lot of the women in Nafania are engaged in petty commerce. One member uses loans to increase her peanut business. Another member sells tea, sugar and cigarettes in her village kiosk; and another member makes and sells cakes in the village and in Barouéli. Several members sell wood and charcoal in Barouéli.  Yet, household consumption needs play an especially important role in determining how Nafania uses its SfC fund.  During the last harvest, the group took a 25,000 CFA collective loan to purchase soap in bulk (at a lower price than purchasing individually), for household consumption.  At the time of this interview, group members were still reimbursing their part of the loan individually, and with interest.  Additionally, during the last harvest, Nafania, as a SfC association member, received an eight-month loan of 160,000 CFA, which the group is expected to repay.
  The group redistributed this money in the form of individual consumption loans to group members, at a 10% per month interest rate. Members used the loans to purchase rice and millet. Members are waiting for the association cycle to end and the final savings group contributions to come in before finally dividing the group fund – totaling 891,225 CFA at the time of this interview.

The group plans to continue to take collective loans in the future. If they are able to find someone in the village to rent them space, members would like to collectively stock millet for consumption during the soudure or lean season
 for sale in the village, if possible. When the group members were asked what additional training they would ideally like to receive through SfC, the first response (without being prompted) was “education on sexually transmitted diseases.” The president also mentioned HIV/AIDS education and family planning.  She said that the daughters-in-law of Nafania members “have too many small children to look after at once and are having one child right after the other without a break in between.”  She also noted that some of the young women are already “secretly going to Barouéli” to get contraceptive “medicines.” When the interviewer asked what allowed Nafania group members to talk so openly about these issues, the group president replied, “Before SfC we were not able to organize ourselves in this way. Now we meet weekly and can discuss all kinds of problems in the group.” While attitudes on family planning appear to be quite progressive in this group, very few members send their daughters to school.  More than half the women said they would send their daughters to school if a school existed in their village. The others agreed that “girls must help their mothers with daily chores, with younger siblings and collecting shea nuts.”

Barikama group

Barikama was formed in January 2009 and trained by a Nafania group member. The group has a 100 CFA weekly contribution and a loan range of 1,000 – 25,000 CFA.  In addition to late and unjustified absence fees, the group has instituted a 500 CFA fee for fighting with a group member and a 250 CFA fee for insulting a group member. At the time of this interview, during which the group held its weekly meeting, group savings totaled 95,525 CFA. Barikama does not seem to be using Nafania’s materials-based accounting system and is not engaged in any collective projects. 

The first indication that Barikama was having difficulties surfaced soon after the group president announced that it was time to repay loans, interest and fines. The first two members in line, each with loans of 10,000 CFA and 23,000 CFA respectively, could only pay half their interest on their three month loans. The following three members were unable to repay their loans – all due that day. When the president was asked if this is a common occurrence in Barikama, she acknowledged that, “yes, there are a lot of women who owe fines for not repaying their loans on time, or for not repaying all their interest at the time it is due.” She also said that a lot of members cannot repay loans on time. The technical agent expressed concern, especially about the president’s capacity to discipline the group. Subsequently, the members who could not pay their interest earlier got up from their stools and paid their interest in full. One woman also paid her 250 CFA insult fee. 

The technical agent, who suspected a larger problem, then provided the example of another group that had similar problems because members were taking loans for women who were not in the group and who could not repay group members. While the president replied that members’ husbands frequently take loans through their wives in the group, one member admitted that she had taken a 12,000 CFA loan for another group member who already had an outstanding 5,000 CFA loan. As a result, she too was having trouble repaying this loan. When the group was asked if other members took loans for members, one woman said, “yes, many women in the group do and this has been going on for a while.” Both the president and the replicator said that they did not know about these hidden loans. The replicator was displeased with the finding, and remarked: “If a member is not repaying her loans or interest on time, she’s probably taking a loan for another member.”

The group Barikama offers the only case of what might be coined “revolving loans” in this study and, while the interview team questioned the group about this practice, it remains unclear why the group resorted to it. When members who had taken loans for other members were asked why they did it, the group remained silent. When the member who had taken the 12,000 CFA loan for another member was asked if she had received any money for taking the loan, she responded, “No, I had nothing to gain from it.” Moreover, several group members, including the president, said that the group had received a thorough training in SfC methodology – and from a “good replicator.” Towards the end of the interview, the technical agent spoke in-depth with group members about the importance of following SfC rules – and how not following these rules can adversely affect the entirety of the program and cause the collapse of the group. 

Key findings
Maobougou presents a case of two groups, one formally trained, the other replicated, that appear to have strikingly different approaches to SfC. Nafania, which operates transparently and adheres to SfC methodology and rules, has taken a collective loan from its SfC fund and a SfC association loan for consumption purposes – a clear indication of the serious food security problem in the village. Yet, it was unclear how the group is repaying these loans – and why the association is charging interest. Is this a new trend? Further research is recommended to understand why the association is charging interest, and how it gauges risk when it makes loans to SfC groups. Morever, Nafania members display a very progressive attitude towards contraception and HIV/AIDS education – and in regard to their daughters-in-law. While the technical agent noted that the older women’s need for more respite may contribute to such attitudes, Nafania’s president said that meeting weekly for SfC has allowed members to discuss these issues openly. 
The replicated group, Barikama, is characterized by a serious lack of transparency and accountability. The fact that the group has exorbitant fines for quarrels suggests a high level of group conflict. Moreover, given the high debt load of the group, it is unclear how the group would ever be able to divide its fund equitably. As the technical agent indicated that this is not the first time he has seen a group, whose members are secretly taking more than one loan at a time, it would be helpful to research why groups might resort to this practice. Also, what is the methodology for unwinding a failing group, such as Barikama, in a manner that is equitable and beneficial to its members? What is the methodology for rebuilding such a group?  To what extend do groups like Barikama reflect the quality of the replicator?  

Kondjila village: a collective peanut venture gone awry


In September 2008, during the harvest, Kantigue members decided to use a substantial portion of their SfC fund to purchase peanuts, which they stored at the group president’s house. At that time, Kantigue had 27 members. The president said that the group “bought a lot [of peanuts]” with the hope that they could store them until late spring – the time when all that remains of the peanut crop are seeds for replanting. The group believed that there would be a demand for peanuts and that they would be able to sell at a profit.  When the price did not rise and group members realized they could not make a profit, they decided to divide the peanut stock among members, each of whom could then either sell the peanuts or use the seeds for replanting. Ten women then dropped out of the group. These women, the president remarked, “had expected to gain a profit on their investment; they were depending on the money. Some [of them] could not repay their loans and even wanted to take out additional loans. This caused a lot of conflict in the group.” When the group was asked why they had invested so much money in one product, one member replied that they “wouldn’t have known not to [invest in one product] if the experience with the peanuts had not happened.” She said the group now plans to invest in corn and millet – products, she confirmed, that would be easier to buy and sell without the risk of a financial loss. 

Severe poverty, combined with a lack of resources and experience in petty commerce, are clearly major challenges for many Kantigue members. The group has existed since early 2007 and the majority of loans are in the 3,500 - 5,000 CFA range for commercial activities.  Only one woman in the group has taken large loans, one for 60,000 CFA for treatment for a sick brother; the other for 125,000 CFA to purchase sheep. Her father repaid the first loan by selling cotton, while her brother-in-law, with whom she manages her animal husbandry business, worked in Bamako to repay half of her second loan.  When group members were asked what additional training they would ideally like to receive through SfC, members’ responses were: 1) agricultural training; 2) health education; and 3) training in how to diversify their commercial activities.  

Yet there may be other issues contributing to the group’s difficulties. The interview with Kantigue members revealed the possibility that this group received only partial SfC training. When the technical agent was asked why the group did not receive malaria training, he responded: “this group was transferred to another animator and now the groups are being given this training gradually. The first two groups are now being trained.” Moreover, the village has a history with interest rate problems, indicating that group members may have only partial support from their husbands and other male village representatives. Kantigue members noted that the first SfC group in the village nearly shut down after a year due to a disagreement about the interest rate. Half the members in the group were opposed to charging interest on loans. While the group eventually came to a compromise and today remains active, it is perhaps telling that Kantigue, the third SfC group formed, has maintained a relatively low 5% interest rate. 

Key findings
Evidence suggests that Kantigue may not have received complete SfC training. This might partially explain why members, after only 18 months of activity, invested such a large portion of their fund in a single product instead of dividing it, or at least diversifying their investment activities. Kantigue offers an excellent example of why the annual division of funds is so important to the cohesion and morale of groups, especially young and/or inexperienced groups. At the same time, the group’s predicament shows the importance of ensuring that a group which has received only partial training from an animator continues to receive training. Training in collective investment/loan and product diversification strategies might also help such groups as Kantigue, as well as SfC groups in general. Additionally, special training for technical agents working in conservative Islamic districts could be beneficial.  
REGION OF KAYES

Kandia village: a group founds and manages a village store intended to compete with the village men’s cooperative 

The group Djekafo offers a unique case in this study of a SfC group trying to compete commercially with a village men’s cooperative. Encouraged by the technical agent to start a collective project, Djekafo members decided in September 2009 to create their own store, modeled on Kandia’s men’s cooperative, which was started in 1983 by Soninke immigrants living in France and is now managed by men living in the village. The men’s cooperative sells such staples as rice, millet, sugar, oil and soap. While the men purchase their products in Kayes – some 33 kilometers away – the women decided to procure, through a group “buyer,” the same products more cheaply from Senegal via shipments delivered on the Senegal River. Djekafo’s president expressed hope that, with prices lower than those of the men’s cooperative, more people in the village would have access to these products. 
At the time of this interview, Senegalese customs officials had temporarily closed the Senegal/Mali border in the area to thwart illegal commerce along the river. Thus, the group has not been able to restock its store. Once the border reopens, Djekafo plans to use half its fund to purchase staple products such as millet, rice, oil and sugar. The other half of the fund will be divided among members. The group plans to reimburse the loan through store sales and divide profits among its members. 

The group’s president, Mariam Camara, is very business savvy, and her leadership and business experience appear key to the group’s success and direction. She grew up in the Congo, where she spent many years engaging in petty commerce prior to marrying and moving to Kandia 14 years ago.  Even before the arrival of SfC in the village, she had encouraged the nine women in her extended family to pursue petty commerce, in addition to their customary agricultural activities. She has also helped a number of the women in Djekafo get small businesses started. “Few women knew how to do business before SfC came to the village,” she said. “Now we encourage each other to take loans, while before most of the women only cultivated vegetables.” Ms. Camara also noted how important it is for girls to go to school and said, as regards her region, “this will only happen if the government makes it mandatory for girls and boys. At the time of this interview, the group had 512,625 CFA in its fund and 630,000 CFA out in loans, and planned to continue using half the SfC fund (which had not yet been divided) to invest in the store. 

While it remains to be seen how the SfC store will work out given the border issue, the group has a backup plan: the collective purchase of caustic soda for soap making and plastic shoes to sell in the village.  At the moment, numerous group members have loans of 20,000 CFA for such commercial activities as the sale of shea butter, eggs, soap products, cloth, and bananas and papayas. The president has a loan of 150,000 CFA to purchase cloth to sew and sell clothing. When the group was asked how it most benefited from SfC, members cited: 1) weekly exchange of ideas; 2) group solidarity; and 3) the program encourages members to start small businesses and make a profit.
Key findings
In addition to SfC, Djekafo clearly benefits from its proximity to Kayes, a strong remittance culture, a business-savvy president from Congo and a model men’s cooperative launched in France by Soninke immigrants who brought sophisticated business concepts back to the village years ago.
 Djekafo appears responsible and realistic about its store project (it has a back-up plan) and provides a good example of a group that has struck a balance between its members’ interests and the potential leverage from collective investing. Thus, Djekafo’s choice to divide only half of its fund, while investing the other half, appears reasonable and forward-looking. Studying groups such as Djekafo could help to establish criteria or guidelines for other groups seeking to use their funds for investment opportunities. For example, what defines “readiness” to move in this direction?
Diokeli village: a group takes a collective loan to start a potable water business


Founded in November 2008, Djakafo members have decided to invest a portion of their fund in the materials necessary to start a potable water business in their village.  At the time of this interview, the group had 150,600 CFA in its fund and 335,000 CFA outstanding in loans. Members had just made a collective investment in a large cart and had already paid the first installment of 30,000 CFA to the seller. The group will pay off the total cost – 150,000 CFA – over the next four years in four annual payments of 30,000 CFA. This arrangement has allowed the group to procure the cart on credit while continuing to save and eventually to use a portion of its remaining funds to collectively purchase a donkey for 50,000 CFA. Members plan to recruit a man from the village to travel to Kayes to purchase water at 15 CFA per container. They will then sell each container of water for 50 CFA in Diokeli. 

The group does not plan to divide its fund. Instead, members would like to continue to collectively invest their money in business projects, such as the construction of a cereal processing station and additional classrooms for the village school. The president noted that the group is looking for local NGO partners to help them with these projects. 

When asked why Djafako was the only SfC group in the village, members replied: “the women in the village have too much gardening to do and don’t have time [for SfC]” and “the other women fear they will not be able to contribute weekly during the soudure.” Yet further inquiry revealed that Djekafo members, prior to starting SfC, were – and continue to be – members of a women’s cereal (fonio, corn, peanuts) processing cooperative supported by the French NGO Afrique Verte, which has a strong presence in the region. The group president confirmed that belonging to the cooperative predisposed her and the other women to be more open to joining a SfC group. Members had also received six months of literacy training from a local NGO, Stop Sahel.

Key findings
Djakafo members appear to have a solid, well-thought-out investment plan. SfC provides the structure and encourages the discipline and solidarity needed to build a successful business in the village, yet Djakako members’ engagement in a cereal cooperative, their literacy training and their close proximity to markets must also be factored in. The potential benefits of linkages between SfC and NGOs such as Afrique Verte, which have a strong presence in the region, are evident. 
Bougara village: a group invests in farming equipment and a dynamo to launch two businesses and supply electricity to the village

Bougara is politically connected to several government ministries through the village chief – a benefit that has substantially helped the SfC group Benkadi, which works closely with the chief and is engaged in collective projects linked to the Ministère de la Promotion de la Femme, de l’Enfant et de la Famille (MPFEF), the Ministère du Développement Rural and Fonds d’Appui à la Formation Professionelle et a l’Apprentissage (FAFPA).
 Benkadi was founded in summer 2007 and has not yet divided its fund because, according to the president, members prefer “to work with” their money.  She also said that a number of the women in Bougara belonged to a tontine that allowed them to pursue small-scale collective projects prior to the arrival of SfC. 

After saving for one year, Benkadi members took an 85,000 CFA collective loan from their fund to construct a work station for a grinding mill the group received from FAFPA. Group members are collectively reimbursing their fund on a monthly basis from profits received through the use of the mill. Recently, the group has taken another collective loan of 335,000 CFA to purchase at a subsidized price a dynamo (electrical generator), five plows and a motor pump. This transaction was purchase facilitated by the village chief through the Ministère du Développement Rural.  Benkadi plans to pay back the loan by renting out the plows during the rainy season.  Members are in the process of constructing an electricity station for their dynamo, which they plan to make available – for a small fee – to everyone in the village. Once they have repaid these two loans, the group plans to purchase two bulls to rent out with the plows.  At the time of this interview, Benkaki had 76,800 CFA in savings and 285,000 CFA outstanding in loans. 

Some Benkadi members repay their loans with profits from their commercial activities, while others depend on relatives in France to help them.  This may partly explain Benkadi’s unconventional loan repayment schedule.  While the other groups in this study take one to four month loans, no matter what the amount, with a monthly 10% interest rate, Benkadi members take one to eight month loans, with  a monthly 10% interest rate, based on the following system:  if a member takes a 5,000 CFA loan, she will have one month to repay it; if she takes a 10,000 CFA loan, she will have two months to repay it; and if she takes a 40,000 CFA loan, she will have eight months to repay it. The group confirmed that all the loans are repaid on time and with interest.  It is possible that such a schedule was created to accommodate members who count on remittances to help out with loan repayment. 

Key findings
Benkadi is an excellent example of what can happen when a strong, highly disciplined SfC group has access to government programs that provide subsidized investment opportunities. The group appears to exemplify the sound strategic use of the SfC fund for collective loans and investments. The substantial support received from the chief and village men, in addition to the benefits of remittances, makes Benkadi very likely to succeed with its collective business projects. The case also highlights the potential benefits to groups in general of SfC establishing linkages to the various Malian ministry programs listed in this case. In addition to establishing working partnerships, such linkages could enable SfC to advocate for groups that do not currently have access to ministry programs.
Sobela village: encouraged by its local SfC association to grow and sell peanuts, a group struggles to find a buyer
The village of Sobela was not on the original agenda. As SfC group members were not in the village at the time of our arrival, we relied on a brief interview with Fanta Diakite, the guardian of the box for the Benkadi group.  Benkadi has 25 members and has existed since September 2008. 

Benkadi belongs to a SfC association of 26 groups. Last year, the association asked all the groups to grow and sell peanuts – at 4 kilos per group member – and to use the profits to start a market in their villages.  Benkadi’s 25 members harvested a total of 100 kilos of peanuts – a highly labor-intensive activity. The association also expected the groups to find their own buyers for the peanuts. During the interview, Fanta Diakite showed us the stored peanuts, saying that she feared the peanuts would go bad if stored for more than another month. She said the group had received an offer from a buyer at 225 CFA per kilo – apparently below the market price. However, on the recommendation of the technical agent, the group had refused to sell. The group has been waiting for an offer of 250 -275 CFA per kilo. As it would cost too much for the group to have the peanuts transported to Kayes for sale, they have been hoping for a buyer to come to Sobela. Consequently, Benkadi has been heavily reliant on the technical agent to find a buyer.

Key findings
Incited by the local SfC association, Benkadi worked diligently to cultivate peanuts to sell. Yet it did not have a marketing plan for its peanuts and had to rely on the technical agent for help. Further research is recommended to better understand how SfC associations advise groups in collective projects. For example, do associations inform their members about what the collective project entails from start to finish? Also, should associations combine collective project recommendations with the capacity to help groups find buyers for their products? These questions seem especially relevant to villages with poor access to markets and little or no NGO assistance beyond SfC.  

Dialakoto village: two groups receive a mill and are bankrupted by meddling husbands

Horongna group

Horongna, a formally trained group of 25 older women, was founded in early 2008.  The group’s weekly contribution is 50 CFA, and the loan range for commercial activities is 2,500 – 15,000 CFA.  In addition to the late and unjustified absence fines, the group has instituted a fine of up to 200 CFA for conflicts. The president said that the group started the fine early on, after the first fight, and “there hasn’t been a fight ever since.” 

At the time of this interview, the group had 87,150 CFA in the box and 52,500 CFA outstanding in loans (to nine members). Commercial activities include buying and selling soap, condiments, henna, shea butter, beans and clothing.  Nearly all of the women cultivate one or more of the following: millet, rice, peanuts and okra, all largely for household consumption.  When asked if any group members have been able to start or supplement an existing business since joining SfC, one women, who had asked for a 15,000 CFA loan on the day of this interview, said she started her soap business with a 2,500 CFA loan to buy ingredients in Kayes to make soap.  She now buys soap, often on two week’s credit, and has at least ten regular customers in the village.  The president confirmed, however, that the majority of loans are used for household consumption. “Our village is very small and there is no market,” she said, “and people do not want to buy food products. It is possible to sell food products, but your children are going to eat everything and you won’t have any money.”  She also noted that it is very difficult for group members to travel to Kayes to buy provisions.  Currently, the group is planning to take two collective loans: one to purchase caustic soda in Kayes to make and sell soap in the village; the other to buy material for group uniforms. Each member will contribute to paying back the loan with interest, at a rate determined by the group.  

Horongna’s president admitted that some of the group members have had trouble repaying loans and, thus, have had to pay additional interest. She also gave the example of one member who had told the group that she planned to use her loan for commercial activities but instead used it for personal consumption.  She could not repay her loan, and the group decided to expel her. 

Benkadi group

Benkadi, a replicated group with 18 members, was founded in early-to-mid 2008 by a Horonga group member. The group originally had 25 members. (Subsequently, one member died, one member went to live with her parents, and five members left after the first division of the fund because they could not pay the 50 CFA weekly contribution.) The loan range for commercial activities is 2,500 – 10,000 CFA. The group president takes out loans of 7,500 CFA to buy, cook and sell beans daily in the village; while another group member has a business making and selling cakes. Yet most of the loans in the Benkadi group are used for household consumption, and are repaid in full by the members’ relatives living in France or Spain. This substantial reliance on remittances might explain why the five women mentioned above had to leave the group: when asked if any of these members had relatives living abroad, Benkadi’s president confirmed that they did not.

At the time of this interview, Benkadi had 36,675 CFA in its box and 55,000 CFA outstanding in loans (to ten members). The group had difficulty providing such information at first. The president noted that the secretary was not present; thus the group had to rely on its notebook. When the group members were asked why they were not using the oral system, the president said that the replicator “is often sick or absent.”  The president also revealed that group members often had problems repaying loans on time. 

The arrival of the World Food Program mill 

In late 2009, the World Food Program (WFP), as part of its School Meals program, offered the two groups the opportunity to acquire a mill for grinding corn, millet and sorghum.  Since the WFP conducts its work through village associations, the groups were required to furnish the paperwork proving that they officially belonged to the Dialakoto village association.  In order to pay for the paperwork, each group initially contributed 37,500 CFA – a transaction known to the technical agent. 

During the meeting with Horongna, members revealed that the mill had been broken during delivery while being removed from the vehicle.  Each group contributed 2,500 CFA to replace the broken part.  Horonga’s president also disclosed that each group, instead of contributing 40,000 CFA towards mill expenses, had spent 95,000 CFA - a total of 190,000 CFA – an amount that has nearly bankrupted the group’s fund. The village men in charge of procuring the paper work and the replacement part for the mill claimed that they needed more money for both transactions.  The two groups thus each turned over an additional 55,000 CFA to pay for what they understood to be gas, meals and other non-disclosed costs.  Despite these substantial expenditures, the mill had still not been fixed or installed at the time of this interview. The village men had told group members that the mill belonged to the women and thus it wasn’t their responsibility to help. While Horongna members did not know how they would get their money back, Benkadi members had decided to talk with the village chief about the possibility of using remittances to reimburse both SfC funds.  

Prior to this interview, neither Horongna nor Benkadi had informed the technical agent of 
the additional 110,000 CFA in expenses.  It was also questionable whether the two SfC groups were supposed to pay for the initial paperwork in the first place. Apparently, the village is typically responsible for paying for such paperwork; yet the fact that the men knew that the SfC groups had money in their funds made the women an easy target.  
Key findings
The mill debacle in Dialakoto underscores the need for SfC to be more knowledgeable of other NGOs in SfC villages – especially as regards the interactions between these NGOs and SfC groups.  In this case, for example, contact between technical agents and WFP representatives could have ensured that Benkadi and Horongna required in advance – as part of an agreement with WFP - the kind of training in mill operations and repair that Børnefonden provided the groups in Tienra. Without such training, it seems unlikely that the Dialakoto groups will be using their mill in the near future.  

Overall reflections

This overview indicates that SfC provides a strong vehicle for groups wishing to pursue collective projects. The majority of groups with successful collective projects confirmed that SfC had reinforced group solidarity as well as the discipline and cohesion required to pursue one or more of the following: mobilize large groups of women into work teams, manage complex retail and agricultural activities, systematically increasing their savings, with interest, and make relatively large-scale investments.  Many group members also emphasized that the respect gained through SfC in their households and in the village contributed to their overall success.  

At the same time, some of the groups with collective projects have benefitted from resources provided by other NGOs, MFIs and government programs. SfC could benefit from a thorough knowledge of and linkages to other organizations working in SfC villages. Also, it appears that some SfC associations are advising groups on collective projects. Do these associations inform their members about what the collective project entails from start to finish? Should associations combine collective project recommendations with the capacity to help groups find buyers for their products? These questions seem especially relevant to villages with poor access to markets and little or no NGO assistance beyond SfC.  

In the Kayes region, three of the groups studied have decided to keep all or part of their fund intact in order to leverage their group savings and make investments. This practice seemed to be working well for these groups: increasing the size of their funds over time – and beyond the usual year – allowed them to invest in agricultural equipment or large-scale supplies of staple products for retail sale. While each of these groups had to contend with challenges, most of which could be expected for any new business venture, these SfC participants derived a great deal of confidence from having a fund from which to make lucrative investments. 
Further research into the value of keeping SfC funds intact, especially in the case of older, more business-savvy groups, could help establish whether the practice of dividing the fund yearly might be too constrictive for some groups. At the same time, the groups interviewed in Kondjila and Dialakoto illustrate what can happen when an investment project fails. As it is likely that more groups will attempt collective investment projects, the establishment of guidelines for these projects would be beneficial. For example, are some groups more prepared to embark on investment activities than others and, if so, on what basis should this be evaluated?
SECTION TWO: WOMEN TAKING CHARGE
This section focuses on three groups with remarkably entrepreneurial members, but that are not yet engaged in collective investment projects. All the groups are characterized by strong leadership, innovation and drive to take one or more aspects of SfC to an extraordinary level or in an innovative direction. All have access to at least one of the following: weekly markets; water; health services; literacy classes; or the strong presence of a government ministry or an NGO, in addition to SfC.  

Yet there are groups in this study with similar, if not greater, advantages that have not displayed such enterprise. For example, a number of groups visited had midwives as members. While the groups had access to a village maternity clinic, the latter was often lacking in critical medicines – a problem that led the midwife in the village of Dogobala to launch a thriving medicines and medical supplies business with her SfC loans. When the story about this midwife’s medicines business was conveyed to midwives in other SfC groups, the response was overwhelmingly the same: they and their groups had not conceived of such a possibility, but really liked the idea. While further research is necessary to better understand the factors that encourage or empower such individuals and groups to pursue certain activities, the groups described in this section provide a starting point for such an inquiry. 

The case of the midwife who started a medicines and medical supplies business


Dogobala has four SfC groups – all engaged in a highly lucrative government-run shea butter cooperative program. Started in the area by the Ministère de la Promotion de la Femme, de l’Enfant et de la Famille (MPFEF), the program includes training in the techniques of high quality shea butter production.
 The Dioila Shea Butter Union provides 600,000 CFA in annual capital to the groups to collect and process shea nuts into a raw product which is then supplied to the Union for final purification. The shea butter is then sold to buyers in Senegal and France for consumption, soap and cosmetics.  The cooperative in Dogobala includes 170 women, over half of them members of SfC groups. This program can now be found in 28 villages in the Dioila area and is an important source of revenue and business training for the SfC group Siguitemogoson, which was interviewed for this study. 

Siguitemogoson group

Prior to the arrival of SfC in Dogobala in 2008, one of the biggest problems in this village – some 33 kilometers from Dioila – was a lack of medicines and medical supplies, especially for maternal and child care. When critical medicines or medical supplies were needed for women in labor, their husbands would often have to rent a motorcycle, plus pay for gas, to drive the 66-kilometer round trip to Dioila. 

Soon after SfC was launched in Dogobala, the village midwife – also the group secretary – decided to make her principal loan activity the purchase and sale of medicines and medical supplies for the maternity clinic.  She currently takes 50,000 CFA loans – the highest level in the group, which has a 250 CFA weekly contribution - for her thriving medicines business.  Like the other women in the group, she is part of the shea butter collective. She also has a smaller side business buying and selling rice, peanuts and vegetables. These three commercial activities allow her to meet her household needs, pay back her loans and earn enough profits to increase the size of her medicines and medical supplies business. 

The midwife’s medicines business has clearly had a profound effect on her SfC group. When the group was asked what they most like about SfC, numerous members mentioned the fact that SfC allowed the midwife to start her medicines business. They noted several ways this business has helped to raise the overall level of healthcare in the village, especially for pregnant women and newborns. As one woman said, “Childbirth happens in the best of conditions because we no longer have to wait to get medicines…they are here in the maternity clinic.”  Another group member noted that “Now, even women from neighboring villages come to our maternity clinic because of the medications and the help our midwife provides.” Because the midwife is able to treat women who are at risk for anemia, she said that anemia – formerly very common in the village – is now rare. Moreover, the impact on the village of her medicines business has spurred the entire SfC group to be more proactive in helping the village strengthen its child and maternity care program. The group has collectively reached out to local government health representatives to acquire a new scale to weigh babies and additional beds for the maternity clinic. Additionally, 50 young SfC members are currently engaged in a family planning course taught by the midwife. When the group was asked what additional training they might like to receive through SfC, several members, including the midwife, mentioned HIV/AIDS training. 

In addition to being particularly focused on and assertive about women’s health issues, members of Siguitemogoson have progressive attitudes about girls attending school. At least 10 group members have daughters in school – and three of these girls are in the 6th, 9th and lycée levels. After the first division of their SfC fund, many of the women used a portion of their money for school fees and supplies. According to one member, families in Dogobala now “invest more in schooling girls; there are more girls than boys in school in this village, so much so that there are fewer girls at home to help with household chores.” Another member said, “if you instruct a girl, you instruct everyone because she will pass on the knowledge to her children and her entire family.” According to the technical agent, these attitudes do not appear to be new in Dogobala and may have been influenced by other NGO and government programs.
Key findings
Siguitemogoson is one of the most exceptional groups in this study. Group members are unusually knowledgeable about health issues and perceive SfC as a means to help their entire village. Members’ views on girls’ education are very progressive, and family planning is already a part of the group’s curriculum. Further research into the impact of MPFEF and other NGOs present in Dogobala on attitudes towards women and girls would provide a more comprehensive picture. Additionally, linkages between SfC, other 

NGOs and the government ministries engaged in women’s programs could lead to a better understanding of the various empowerment strategies (other than and complementary to SfC) that are working well in Mali.

The case of the young women who hoodwinked the older ones


Kelenya group

Very few Kelenya members send their daughters to school. Two women disclosed that their husbands had impeded their daughter’s enrollment in school. Another woman said her daughter had to take care of smaller children, while several women plan to send their daughters to the village Koranic school. Yet nearly all group members have received extensive literacy training, which they highly value. Kelenya is also made up of very young women - a rarity in the SfC universe, where older women often form the first groups in the village. At the time of this interview, Kelenya’s president was training two groups of older women. The technical agent considers Kelenya members to be particularly “dynamic”:  they are “learning the SfC methodology very quickly and are very engaged and devoted to the program,” he observed. The group’s financial goal is to save 120,000 CFA by the end of 2010 and its social goal is for all members to sleep under mosquito nets. 

The technical agent did not choose to train Kelenya first. When the agent introduced SfC to the village at a general meeting, the older women thought that SfC was a literacy program and that they would have to attend classes. Thus, they encouraged the young women participants who had already taken literacy classes to start SfC.  The older women also had a role in deciding which 26 women would participate and who would be the group president. When Kelenya members were asked if they had understood SfC to be a literacy program, the president responded, “from the very beginning, there were women among us who knew [SfC] was not literacy training because the animator explained that we were going to save and take loans and engage in discussions…” She also acknowledged that if the older women had correctly understood what SfC is, they would have formed the first group. Once the older women understood the true nature of SfC, they spontaneously formed two groups.  Kelenya’s president seemed very confident in describing her replicator role and confirmed that the two older women’s groups respected Kelenya and did not interfere in its activities. 

Prior to joining SfC, all Kelenya members had participated in a tontine and engaged in petty commerce. Such experience combined with literacy training no doubt contributed to the group’s quick absorption of SfC methodology. Fifteen women have already taken 2,500 CFA loans, many of them used as capital for pre-established businesses. When asked what they found most beneficial about SfC, group members’ top responses included: 1) the “weekly exchange of ideas”; 2) being able to take loans with interest; and 3) malaria training. Group members are also eager to start collective projects, such as buying and stocking cereals. 

Key findings
Kelenya provides a good example of how a group of young women, empowered by pre-existing business experience and extensive literacy training, were able to deliberately gain access to SfC first in their village and, subsequently, assert a leadership role in the program replication process. The technical agent has noted that this group is quickly mastering the program, and the group president is proving to be a very successful replicator. Further research is recommended to determine whether this unusual case is worth replicating in certain villages. What might be the benefits and advantages of training younger women first, especially if they are literate and have business experience? 
The case of the multiple shares power group


Benkadi group

Benkadi members have successfully employed the multiple shares system to the highest degree seen among villages in this study – and in a group characterized by significant wealth stratification. The group’s loan range is substantial: 35,000 – 275,000 CFA. During the SfC weekly meeting, which the interviewers attended, members debated whether or not to raise the weekly contribution from 250 CFA to 500 CFA.  Several women confirmed that they were having trouble paying their 250 CFA contribution. A debate ensued, and it became evident that group member and president of the village women’s association, Ramata Traoré, commanded a great deal of respect and authority in the group. She led the discussion, asked for the opinion of the technical agent, and helped the group come to an agreement to remain at the 250 CFA level. 

Not long after starting the group, members began to contribute multiple shares, which eventually inspired the rest of the group to follow suit. Currently, the 25 group members are contributing a total of 181 shares per week, which amounts to a total weekly contribution of 40,500 CFA and yearly savings, not including interest on loans, of 1,944,000 CFA. The breakdown of group shares is as follows:

	Members
	Shares
	CFA per week per member

	2
	2
	500

	2
	3
	750

	3
	4
	1,000

	1
	5
	1,250

	1
	6
	1,500

	1
	7
	1,750

	7
	8
	2,000

	6
	10
	2,500

	1
	12
	3,000

	1
	14
	3,500


Benkadi disburses loans on a monthly basis, with half the group receiving loans one month, and the other half receiving loans the following month. While financial pressures clearly exist – as evidenced in the debate on the weekly contribution – group members seemed to agree that the multiple shares system has benefitted everyone in the group. This includes the poorest members who, as Ramata Traoré observed, have been encouraged through the system to “move up a little.” She also noted that only one woman has had to leave the group because her business activities were not successful and her husband had to regularly pay off her loans. 

When the members were asked what they found most beneficial about SfC, many placed a premium on economic empowerment, building their businesses and raising their household living standards. Other benefits described included “regularly being together in a group,” being able to “take a loan right here in the village,” malaria training and having enough money to send their children to school (the group president said that the village has an equal boy to girl ratio in primary school).  One woman also mentioned that her husband had to go to Bamako all the time to look for work. This year, however, he did not have to leave the village; when the SfC fund was divided, she loaned him her share to pursue commercial activities in a neighboring village. 

The economic benefits of SfC for Benkadi come with a major group concern: nearly all members are largely dependent on the cultivation, preparation and sale of sunbala. A popular West African condiment derived from the seeds of the Nere tree, sunbala is rich in protein and minerals and is a healthier sauce alternative to the commonly sold, nutrient-poor Maggie cubes. Benkadi members have mastered the arduous fabrication process of making sunbala and individually sell it in Bamako – an enterprise started well before the arrival of SfC but considerably augmented since the introduction of SfC and the practice of multiple shares. As one member said, “prior to SfC, we took sacks of Nere seeds at credit from a seller in Bamako. Now we have the money to buy [seeds], and at the best price.” While a few women produce and sell shea butter, as the village has access to a grinding mill, all members seemed uneasy about the group’s overall lack of product diversification. It was also noted that the fabrication of sunbala, especially the peeling of Nere seeds, “is very tiring for the older women.” When asked what kind of training they would ideally wish to receive through SfC, member’s top responses were training in small business development and diversifying their commercial activities. They would also like assistance in forming or joining a cooperative for the production and sale of sunbala. 

Key findings
Despite significant wealth stratification among its members, Benkadi is practicing multiple shares to a very high degree – and apparently quite successfully.  Further research into how this group has managed the multiple shares system could benefit groups that are fearful of alienating or stigmatizing their poorest members and, thus, reluctant to practice multiple shares. 

Overall reflections
The three groups evaluated in this section are examples of either extraordinary entrepreneurship, as in the cases of Siguitemogoson and Benkadi, or an unusual break with conformity, as in the case of Kelenya.  All have group members, whether it is a president, a secretary or a village leader, who contribute strong leadership skills, moral authority and encouragement to group members. Benkadi, which is characterized by significant wealth stratification, is successfully practicing multiple shares to a very high degree.  In the case of Kelenya, it remains to be seen how a young group of women who are relatively literate and knowledgeable about petty commerce, will manage and maintain their leadership position among village SfC groups.

While Dogobala was the only village visited for this study with a full-fledged government shea butter cooperative program, the fact that SfC groups are successfully engaged in this program offers an opportunity for SfC staff to connect with MPFEF, learn about the program and advocate for other SfC groups whose livelihoods depend of shea nuts.  The MPFEF shea butter cooperative program exists in the regions of Segou, Koulikoro, Sikasso, Kayes and Mopti. The MPFEF website states, “Shea butter accounts for upwards of 80% of women’s income in certain zones of Mali (Koulikoro, Segou et Sikasso)” and the development of shea butter cooperatives “can help to alleviate poverty, especially among women, by allowing them easier access to more lucrative markets.” 

Given the importance of shea butter fabrication to rural women in the regions stated above, the SfC consortium might consider incorporating capacity building for shea butter into its program where the potential and need is greatest.  Helping women to mobilize collectively, under the SfC banner, could provide opportunities for SfC and its partners to advocate on behalf of such groups for access to market opportunities with MPFEF and other government agencies. The promotion of shea butter cooperatives could also provide, in addition to SfC associations, a highly incentivized platform for women’s economic and social empowerment on a larger, district-based level.

SECTION THREE: GROUPS THAT SHUT DOWN 

The occurrence of SfC groups shutting down, whether permanently or temporarily, is the focus of this section. The author visited five villages, in which a total of 11 groups had discontinued their meetings and loan activities and believed their groups to be terminated.  With the exception of one group, all the groups received full training from a technical agent. None of the groups had heard about multiple shares. 
Kakoro village: internal conflict and a lack of adherence to rules split two groups

The visit to Kakoro included a brief meeting with about 50 representatives of the original three groups, and longer interviews with the two groups formed in early 2007, both of which had shut down after the first division of their funds. 

Members from the original groups were very positive about SfC and the training they received. They reassured the interviewer that they did “not want [their] groups to stop functioning.” Although multiple shares had never been introduced in Kakoro, one of these groups had started to practice multiple shares spontaneously. One member confirmed that a woman in her group had been ill for a very long time and another member took over her payments. “We soon realized how profitable this could be and other women began to contribute two shares as well.” When asked about the biggest challenges the groups encountered with SfC, several members responded that there were “several women who did not want to take loans” – an issue they did not seem to know how to resolve. 

Kankele group

Prior to shutting down, Kankele had 25 members, mostly young women. The group had a 100 CFA weekly contribution and a loan range of 2,500 – 8,000 CFA for commercial activities that displayed little diversification. Several women noted that many group members had been dependent on the sale of rice, though the existence of several markets for rice made this possible and helped mitigate risk.  When asked why the group had shut down nearly two years after starting, the president said that five members had refused to take a loan. “They were not accustomed to doing any kind of petty commerce and didn’t know what to do with the money,” she said. “We felt it was unfair to divide the fund equally when these women were not taking loans.” Further questioning also revealed that the group had experienced a lot of internal conflict. “There were many irregularities,” the president continued. “Some women didn’t come to meetings; others refused to pay fines for being late or absent. This encouraged other members not to pay their fines.” One woman took out a 4,000 CFA loan and later declared she had only received 2,000 CFA. After the group compelled her to repay the full 4,000 CFA, this member declared that she no longer trusted group members and quit – an incident that further exacerbated group conflict.

Several women from one of the original groups had stepped in to help Kankele members manage group conflicts. Two of these women were present at the interview; both said that they had tried to help resolve the conflicts “but the young women in the group are too proud and don’t respect their elders.” Significantly, when participants were asked why they did not elect a conflict manager within their group, members responded that they had not thought about this and did not know that they could elect such a person. 

Kankele’s president said that group members’ husbands had been very supportive of SfC and were unhappy about the group shutting down. Within a couple of months, she reconstituted Kankele with three members of the original group and seven new members. However, members of the new Kankele, instead of taking out loans for commercial activities, are saving weekly with the goal of dividing the fund. The group is employing this strategy because members are not confident that everyone will be able to pay back their loans. The group currently has no fines in place and is discussing how they can better work together. When Kankele members were asked what kind of help they’d like to receive through SfC as they rebuild their group, members asked for training in conflict management and in increasing and diversifying their commercial activities. 

Yeredon group

Yeredon started shortly before Kankele, with 21members, about half of whom were young women and half older women. The group had a weekly contribution of 100 CFA and a loan range of 2,500 –15,000 CFA for commercial activities. Former members participating at the interview said that loans were taken mostly for the purchase and sale of cloth and soap. The discussion about why the group shut down after nearly two years revealed a high level of continuous conflict between younger and older members. Older participants complained that the younger ones did not respect the rules of SfC. Accusations included being late to or absent from meetings; not contributing weekly; being late with loan repayments; refusing to pay fines; and not showing respect for older group members. Younger participants argued that the main problem was scheduling the SfC meeting. The older women had insisted on a weekly morning meeting, while the young women, who had to make breakfast for their husbands and children, had preferred an afternoon meeting. Unable to resolve these internal disputes, the group decided to shut down. At the time of this interview, the technical agent was unaware that Yeredon had ceased its activities. 

A few months after shutting down, 12 members – all older women – from the original Yeredon reconstituted the group. The new Yeredon is looking for 10 new members. According to Yeredon’s president, “all members come to the meetings, everyone pays their weekly contribution and everyone follows the rules.” When participants were asked what could be done to make SfC a stronger program, several said the groups would benefit from training in how to better resolve internal conflict. For the moment, members feel very dependent on the animator. “If the animator stops visiting, it would be very bad for the group,” said the president. “We need someone to help us resolve problems in the group.”  Another member said that if the animator stopped coming “the group would fall apart.” 

Key findings
The two groups Kankele and Yeredon demonstrate the need for training in conflict management and business literacy. Such training could help troubled groups learn to negotiate and settle internal problems – thus, reducing dependence on the technical agent – and to navigate such key issues as starting a business and product diversification. As the reconstituted groups currently stand (they remain small and appear uncertain about their future) they may require extended support from a technical agent, at least until a measure of confidence and regularity is established. Research on how to re-allocate training resources for this purpose would be helpful. 

Kodougouni village: with minimal training and little knowledge of SfC methodology, a group becomes dysfunctional and eventually shuts down

SfC was introduced in Kodougouni in 2006: the first group, which received formal training, is still functioning. A second group of 25 members, called Nasafaro, arose spontaneously and subsequently received only a few training sessions from a technical agent. When the agent left the SfC program, Nasafaro did not receive further training from a new agent. The group continued its activities for one year; it then divided its fund and shut down.  

Nasafaro group

Former Nasafaro members were at first very reluctant to talk about why the group shut down. After presenting the reasons why it was so critical for the SfC staff in both America and Mali to know about the problems experienced by groups for the purpose of improving the program, several women spoke about the group’s history. When Nasafaro first formed, group members tried to imitate the first formally trained group, but did not fully understand how SfC is supposed to work. The former group president said there was very little participation at the weekly meetings, and she had to make weekly rounds at many of the women’s homes to collect weekly contributions. Additionally, few of the women took loans; there were no established fines or rules governing the reimbursement of loans; and loans were not made at meetings. When a member wanted to take a loan she had to meet individually with the guardian of the box to make a request. The lack of transparency culminated in a crisis of confidence within the group and no one wanted to participate any longer. 

Group members also said they had received only a very basic introduction to the program – “about two or three sessions,” noted one woman. When the technical agent was asked why this group had received so little training, the agent said, “this group formed at a time when the animator who was looking after this village suddenly left.”  The new animator assigned to this village did not continue to train this group because “he was assigned to certain groups and [Nasafaro] wasn’t one of them… there are already a lot of groups to look after.” 

While some of the women seemed discouraged about joining a SfC group again, 10 former members of Nasaforo reconstituted the group shortly after the original group shut down. The new group has already divided its fund once and members contribute 100 CFA weekly. While it is not clear why the new animator was not instructed to train this group, a complete SfC training course seems essential to groups such as Nasafaro. At the time of this interview, it was uncertain whether or not the group was following SfC methodology and rules. 
Key findings
The group Nasaforo presents a case of the possible ramifications of spontaneous groups that receive partial or no SfC training. If SfC methodology is to be successfully replicated, it seems essential to ensure that when an animator leaves after partially training a group he/she is replaced by another animator or replicator and the group’s training is completed. 

Siramana village: severe poverty and a weekly contribution level prohibitive for some members lead to a group splintering 

Makotenkokoumala group

SfC began in Siramana in 2006 with the creation of three groups – all of which received full training from a technical agent (including the malaria module). Two of these groups are still active, while the original 22-member group Makotenkokoumala shut down in April 2009 after dividing its fund for the first time.  The group had a 100 CFA weekly contribution and a loan range of 2,500 – 5,000 CFA for commercial activities. These activities included the purchase and sale of Sunbala, rice, meat and Maggie cubes. Group members confirmed that they understood the program methodology well, though they had not heard about multiple shares. The former president noted that the rules were well respected and repeated orally at each meeting. Additionally, group members confirmed their husbands supported and encouraged their participation in SfC. 

However, eight women in the group were unable to contribute the required 100 CFA per week. Members who could meet the requirement felt that a 50 CFA contribution would have been too little to make a difference, though one participant said she thought lowering the contribution level could have worked. As a result, according to participants interviewed, members able to contribute 100 CFA weekly left the group and joined one of the other two groups, while the eight remaining women either “left the village, died or did not join the other groups.” Former group members also emphasized the degree to which the pump fund has competed with SfC.  As one woman said, “it would be much easier to do without SfC than without water. If your family doesn’t pay the weekly water dues, the village chief or one of his representatives will not allow you to use the pump or the water brought to the village when the pump is broken.” 

When the remaining two groups were asked what SfC could add to its training, answers included: training in starting and managing commercial activities; training in collective activities, such as the production of soap and vegetable gardening; and training in agricultural techniques. The groups are also eager to receive more information on major health issues. Participants concurred that they would like the animator to continue to visit the group, even if the group has to pay for it, “to help resolve problems”; “to help them through the various stages of the program”; “to look out for errors”; and “to bring more training to the groups.” 
Key findings
The village of Siramana offers a case, in which extreme poverty and lack of critical resources exert tremendous pressure on the village SfC groups. In the group Makotenkokoumala, eight members were compelled to leave the group because they could not meet the required weekly 100 CFA contribution.  A thorough training in the multiple shares system could benefit such groups as Makotenkokoumala by allowing them to accommodate differences in wealth and capacity among their members. Villages like Sirimana could also benefit from linkages between SfC and other NGOs or government ministries that specialize in the provision of critical resources, such as water and health services.   

Kologo village: two groups lose the support of their husbands and chief, who disapprove of charging interest

Horonga and Nikanou groups

SfC was introduced in Kologo in early 2008 with the founding of two groups: the formally trained group Horonga, with 24 older women and the replicated group Nikanou, with 23 younger women. Both groups had a weekly contribution of 100 CFA and a loan range from 1,000 – 15,000 CFA for commercial activities. After a little over a year of working together, both groups divided their funds – approximately 475,000 CFA in total between the two funds – and simultaneously shut down. According to the Regional Coordinator, the groups suddenly stopped when he “was on vacation and the technical agent was away in another part of the region.”

The meeting for this study was conducted with about 30 representatives of both groups. Members testified that the groups functioned well while still active. Members regularly took out loans for buying and selling soap, condiments, cultivating or buying and selling peanuts and millet or engaging in animal husbandry.  A few women took loans for emergencies, travel expenses or a marriage ceremony. 

In responding to the question about why the groups shut down – and simultaneously – group members provided the following answers: the groups realized they did not have the means to save money and “this caused too many difficulties”; the division of the fund coincided with the soudure, thus they really needed the money and could not continue to save; and, in the case of one member, she could no longer sell a portion of her millet stock to buy and sell condiments because all the millet was required to feed her family. At the same time, however, group members had been able to regularly save 100 CFA weekly during the entire first year. They animatedly discussed the benefits they had received from SfC - from having quick access to loans and dividing the fund to malaria training. The groups even managed to elect a trusted group member to help successfully resolve internal conflicts. And when asked how their husbands felt about SfC, the former president of Horonga said: “We wouldn’t be here today if our husbands didn’t approve [of the program].”

Yet when the groups were asked how the SfC team might help them to start up again, a different picture emerged altogether. The first question, posed by the former president of Horonga, was “would it be possible, if we reconstituted the groups, to eliminate the interest rate?”  Prior to shutting down, both groups had operated with an interest rate on loans of 10% per month. The Strømme Foundation representative, being highly knowledgeable of the Koran and the interest rate issue in certain villages, explained that, in the context of SfC, charging interest is not in conflict with the Koran. “Group members save their money, and in order to increase the size of their fund they take loans with a fixed interest, which everyone agrees to pay. The group then redistributes the money among group members. This kind of interest is not banned by the Koran” because it does not impoverish the group or take advantage of members. The group “owns the fund.” 

Group members, including the president, admitted that the main reason for shutting down the groups was due to the interest rate. One member quietly told the technical agent that the men in the village “had said it was illegal and against Sharia Law to charge interest.” The women were able to keep the groups going for a year because they were able to convince their husbands of the benefits of the program. Yet over time, the president said, “it became too difficult” for the women.  She and the other participants were very pleased that the SfC team had explained interest rates and thus a solution to their problem. While both groups are very keen to work with the technical agent to restart the program, it was unclear how they plan to renegotiate the interest rate issue with their husbands and the village chief.   

Key findings
As the village of Kologo illustrates, when groups face the challenge of having to negotiate the issue of interest rates in a conservative Islamic community, communication between the animator and the village chief and elders is of prime importance. As one Regional Coordinator remarked, on the topic of interest rates “animators need to know how to convince the village chiefs and the community. They must be able to argue the points well.” Special training for technical agents working in conservative Islamic districts could be beneficial. This village also illustrates the importance of continuing to talk to group members and other interviewees and ask further questions of them, so that hidden information can be revealed.
Soukoutaly village: five groups are undermined by the village elders, who pressure the groups to forfeit their SfC funds to reimburse a bankrupt village association 

Soukoutaly presents the most unusual example of group collapse in this study. SfC arrived in the village in the fall of 2007. The technical agent created four groups. A spontaneous group soon followed, but did not receive training. The four formally trained groups shut down simultaneously in late summer 2009, but did not inform the technical agent until December 2009. 
The meeting in Soukoutaly included about 30 women representing all five SfC groups. Five men were also present, including the village mayor. The president of one of the groups recounted the story behind the groups’ discontinuation: “We were all functioning very well for one year. Then we had some difficulties. A man came around and offered to help the village start a project. The village elders trusted him because he was a local man.” The Village Association (VA) decided to invest 850,000 CFA from its fund in this undisclosed project. After the man stole this money and never returned to the village, the VA and the chief’s representatives asked the five SfC groups to use their funds to reimburse the 850,000 CFA. The five groups, which had a meager 25 CFA weekly contribution, eventually turned over about 18 months’ worth of savings – a total of 225,000 CFA.  Demoralized, the four formally trained groups disbanded. The president of the spontaneous group said that her group did not shut down because they were not ready to give up. 

Encouraged on several occasions by the Regional Coordinator and the technical agent, the four groups restarted SfC in early January 2010. The groups were further bolstered by a presentation during this interview by the Strømme Foundation representative on SfC rules and regulations and how to protect their funds in the future. She affirmed: “If the groups are going to raise money for a collective project, such as a well or a clinic, they must have proof that it will be built. They must also be transparent with the animator, who is there to help them.” While the Regional Coordinator pointed out that “it would be very hard [for the women] to refuse what their husbands or the village elders ask them to do,” he agreed that the reinforcement of SfC rules and regulations - especially as it concerns giving money to strangers - could benefit groups in general.

Key findings
The village of Soukoutaly offers a stark example of five groups that did not inform the technical agent of a serious problem leading to their discontinuation – fortunately, only temporary. While Soukoutaly may be an extreme case, technical agents could nonetheless benefit from additional training to better deal with complex group dynamics and community issues and to foster greater transparency in their communication with the groups. In this way, malfunctioning groups might be more motivated to confide in the technical agent well before they feel compelled to shut down.       

Overall reflections

Despite the diverse challenges faced by the groups in this study, members of nine groups have either restarted or reconstituted their group in some form, or joined another SfC group. In the case of the reconstituted groups, motivations for continuing SfC seem to be both social and economic, though it remains to be seen how well these groups manage conflict and follow SfC methodology. Such groups may require extended support from technical agents, at least until a measure of confidence and regularity is established. As regards the two groups that have not restarted the program, communication on the topic of the interest rate between the animator and the village chief and elders will be of prime importance. As the Regional Coordinator remarked, as concerns interest rates “animators need to know how to convince the village chiefs and the community. They must be able to argue the points well.”  

In nine of 11 groups, a significant gap in communication existed between the groups and the technical agent. While eight of the groups did not inform the technical agent of a serious impediment or group conflict leading to their discontinuation, one group received only two or three formal training sessions with no follow-up after the resignation of the original technical agent. Technical agents could benefit from additional training to better deal with complex group dynamics and community issues and to foster greater transparency in their communication with the groups. In this way, groups might be more motivated to confide in the technical agent well before they feel compelled to shut down.       

It is noteworthy that ten of the 11 groups have existed since at least 2007, yet none have raised their weekly contribution from the original 100 CFA.  Are these groups simply unable to raise their contribution level (the reason often provided)?  At the same time, in villages characterized by extreme poverty, such as Siramana, some SfC members are forced out of their groups because they cannot meet the required weekly 100 CFA contribution.  A thorough training in the multiple shares system could benefit both types of groups by allowing them to accommodate differences in wealth and capacity among their members.  Moreover, the groups reviewed in this section underscore the need for training in conflict management and business literacy.  Such training could help troubled groups navigate such key issues as starting a business and product diversification.

SECTION FOUR: VILLAGES THAT REFUSED SAVING FOR CHANGE

This section profiles two villages that refused Saving for Change.  Prior to visiting these villages, the technical agents in charge of the district did not know fully the reasons why the villages had declined the program.  As was often the case with the groups that shut down, village participants provided numerous reasons for their decision.  Both villages are strongly connected to several local NGOs and have well-established tontines or Accumulating Savings and Credit Associations (ASCAs). Moreover, both groups of participants expressed “mistrust” for the technical agent, apparently as a result of rumors about local villages being robbed by people claiming to represent NGOs. 

Toula village: refused SfC due largely to sufficient financial programs

Toula, with a population of 600 people, is a predominantly Fulani village with a Bambara minority. SfC technical agents had visited the village several times as early as 2006 to introduce the program. The interview for this study included 25 Toula villagers – 17 women and eight men.  All of the female attendees were members of one or more of four tontines.  The male attendees included a representative of the village chief, a village advisor, a clinic worker and the overseer of village/NGO partnerships.  

From 1985 to 2000 the village worked with the rural-based microfinance institution Centre d’Appui Nutritionnel et Economique aux Femmes (CANEF). 
 After severing their relationship with CANEF because “it was not providing promised loans on time,” the village leadership began working with Soro Yiriwaso, a local social lending organization established in 1986 by Save the Children Mali, with support from USAID.  In 2007, Soro Yiriwaso formed a partnership with Oxfam Novib – a fact not mentioned by SfC staff and unknown the author at the time of the interview.
 The Danish INGO Børnefonden is also active in Toula.

At the beginning of the meeting, the chief’s representative confirmed that the women do not do anything without [the men’s] permission. At least one man always attends the women’s tontine meetings “to observe.”  He also stated that “the men knew a lot about the women’s financial activities and what they do with their funds.”  He then proceeded to answer most of the questions. When the women were allowed to speak, it was mainly to offer information about their ethnic background (participants included a mix of Fulani, Bambara and blacksmith women), their livelihoods and who belonged to which tontine. 

The chief’s representative gave multiple reasons for refusing SfC: the chief and village leadership, as well as the women, understood the SfC methodology when it was introduced by the technical agent, but they did not see how it could help them.  He added that the village has a savings bank that charges interest. Many of the men work in the fields so as to be able to put money into the bank. Insofar as the women are concerned, he said, “The tontines serve the purpose of regulating problems or issues in the village.”  Three of the tontines have monthly contributions of 50, 250 and 500 CFA respectively, while the fourth tontine is used as a social fund, with a 25 CFA monthly contribution. The women also work with Soro Yiriwaso. Thus, the chief’s representative concluded, “the village has enough going on and cannot absorb another financial program right now.” At the same time, he admitted that another reason for rejecting SfC was that he and others in the village had feared the technical agent would run off with their money.  He said that in the past a sham NGO had come to some neighboring villages and stole the villagers’ money. Towards the end of the meeting, women participants were asked if they would be interested in joining a SfC group if SfC were able to provide health education, such as a malaria module, and business development training.  Many of the women responded affirmatively. The meeting ended positively with the technical agent agreeing to return to talk with the chief and the women.  

Bassa village: refused SfC due largely to sufficient financial and local NGO programs 

Bassa is a Bambara village, with a population of about 150 people. The meeting about SfC included 15 women and five men, one of whom was a representative for the village chief.  A Peace Corps worker, who has been living and working in Bassa on micro-enterprise development, also attended the meeting.  Several local NGOs are active in the village, including Group Action pour le Développement (GRAD), Oeuvre Malienne d’Aide à l’Enfance du Sahel (OMAES), which had trained the women in vegetable gardening techniques, and another NGO (unidentified), which had recently trained them in the fabrication and sale of soap and helped them form a village ASCA, through which members can take three month loans at 10% interest.  Additionally, another NGO (unidentified) trained the women to make shea butter.  One woman said, “Upon hearing about SfC, it seemed very similar to the program we already have.”  Yet, another woman admitted that some of the women “didn’t trust what the animator said” when he came to the village to discuss SfC.

When the women were asked if they would like another introduction to SfC, they expressed little enthusiasm for SfC as a stand-alone program. Far more appealing was the possibility of receiving malaria education and training in small microenterprise development.  Since nearly all the women in Bassa and in the neighboring villages fabricate and sell shea butter, they are particularly interested in receiving help to organize into a shea butter cooperative that would allow them to sell to international buyers.  While the women had collectively produced and sold relatively high quality shea butter last year to a buyer in Bamako, they have been unable to find a buyer this year. (Additionally, the women must currently pay to rent a mill in the village, which is often broken.) 

Overall Reflections

Interviews with the villagers of Toula and Bassa underscore how important it is for the SfC team to have a working knowledge of all NGOs and other savings and loan programs present in villages where SfC seeks entry. Such information could help SfC staff determine if a village is worth multiple staff visits. In the case of Toula, information about Soro Yiriwaso’s partnership with Oxfam Novib might have eased the way for the introduction of SfC into the village. Toula’s chief and women are very pleased with Soro Yiriwaso and might been more receptive to SfC upon hearing that one of its partners and Oxfam America belong to the same confederation. Additionally, while SfC may decide to let villages such as Toula and Bassa to go their own way, it is nonetheless interesting that both villages seemed interested in including SfC if the program were to offer business development training and connections to markets. 

SECTION FIVE: CHILDREN’S GROUPS

This section focuses on a new topic within the SfC program: the emergence and hypothetical role of children’s groups in the larger SfC context in Mali and Senegal.  Given that the author did not expect to find children’s groups and the travel agenda was pre-arranged by the WARO Technical Unit, this overview is quite spare and leaves many questions unanswered. Hopefully, it will be viewed as a beginning to in-depth research.

The discovery of children’s SfC groups occurred within the first three days of research, in the Malian village of Degne. The author asked adult group members if they would eventually like their daughters to form a SfC group. The group president responded that Degne already had three SfC children’s groups, since early 2009. SfC staff and the Regional Coordinator responded very positively upon hearing about these groups, which resulted in the group president and her daughter rallying about fifteen children from one of the groups to be interviewed.  

During subsequent inquiries into children’s groups, some adult groups initially appeared apprehensive and reluctant to discuss this topic. In one village, SfC participants remained silent about the existence of children’s groups until the technical agent told them the story about the groups in Degne. Upon hearing this, it was revealed that two small SfC children’s groups exist in this village, one of them since 2007. In subsequent meetings with adult groups, the existence of children’s groups was shared with the technical agents, assuring them that such groups would be viewed as a positive development by SfC staff.  While some of the technical agents had not heard about children’s groups, several others revealed they had, but did not consider the groups an official part of SfC and therefore did not report them. 

This overview includes the results of meetings with two children’s groups in Mali and interviews with two members of a children’s group in Senegal - possibly a miniscule representation of children’s groups in these countries. It is noteworthy that none of the adult groups in these villages had heard about or practiced multiple shares. In addition to the children’s groups reviewed, adult SfC groups confirmed the existence of children’s groups in two additional villages in Mali and one other village in Senegal.  While the majority of groups seem to be comprised of girls, one technical agent spoke of a large children’s group that included both very young girls and boys. 

Degne village: three children’s groups totaling 90 girls, all replicated by SfC members

The adult group Sabali, whose president helped start the first children’s group in Degne, has existed since 2006. The group has a loan range of 5,000 – 50,000 CFA for commercial activities.  The 28 members each contribute 200 CFA weekly to their SfC fund and 250 CFA weekly to their tontine fund, which is used for sickness and emergencies. When the group was asked what additional training members would ideally like to receive through SfC, the top answers were business development and literacy training. As one woman observed, ‘if we were literate in this group, we would all be able to answer your questions without a problem. That is why we would like more girls to go to school.”  Apparently, more girls in Degne are going to school because, as the president said, “a delegation spoke with our chief and held a meeting in the village to sensitize people to the importance of schooling girls.”

Babani group
The discovery of children’s groups occurred during the meeting with Sabali. Group members were asked if they would like their daughters eventually to form a group. The response: Degne has three children's groups totaling 90 children. Attending SfC staff members and technical agents were completely surprised. The children’s groups are structured exactly like the Sabali group, with identical rules and weekly meetings. The group interviewed for this study was assembled spontaneously by the group’s 14-year-old president, Marietou Bagayogo. Called Babani, after the Malian millionaire Babani Sissoko, the group consists of 43 children, ages five through 17. Marietou founded the group a little over a year ago, with the support of her mother, Sabali’s president, who trained the group. 

 

The children each contribute 100 CFA per week, with most of the contributions coming from their mothers, for the most part, or fathers.  The group has a 100 CFA unjustified absence fee and a 50 CFA late fee.  A few older children, including Marietou, have taken 5,000 CFA loans for their own commercial activities, which include selling soap, local drinks and decorticating and selling paddy rice. Marietou uses her profits to buy clothing and build her business. The majority of the children, however, take loans for their mothers or fathers, depending on who provides the money for their weekly contribution.  

 

Nearly all of the children in Babani have mothers in the Sabali group. The group has already divided its fund one time, with each child receiving 4,900 CFA (NB: at the time 30 children belonged to the group).  Marietou said that the profits received from interest and fines have been used to purchase material for uniforms for the group. The remainder of the funds went to members’ mothers or fathers, depending on who provided the weekly contribution. While many of the parents are taking loans via their daughters, it appears that Babani is serving as an additional source of financial security for group members’ families. Several girls said their mothers used the loans to pay for school fees and supplies. Sabali’s president, who occasionally attends Babani’s weekly meetings, said, “Whenever a mother experiences a problem with her daughter’s health or cannot buy her clothing, the daughter can take a loan through SfC.”  When asked what the benefits were to having their daughter in a group, she responded, “When these girls get married they will be good replicators in their villages.” This response seems to conflict with a statement made by the president at the beginning of our meeting: “No unmarried girls can belong to SfC because unmarried girls might leave the village and this could be a problem for the group.” It appears that children’s groups are viewed differently, perhaps because there is no mix of married and unmarried women and very young girls have more years to spend in SfC before getting married.  

Key findings
Nearly all of the children in Babani have mothers in SfC groups – and Babani appears to be playing an important role in household security strategies. Some of the loans taken by Babani members are being used for the girls’ school fees and supplies as well as health and clothing needs. It is worth investigating whether the participation of some girls in Babani (and in similar children’s groups in other villages) allows their mothers to make a case at home for sending their daughters to school. The majority of children, however, are taking loans for their mothers or fathers. Further research is necessary to determine whether some adult SfC members perceive their child as a kind of share, or see children’s groups as a vehicle through which to take a second loan. Additionally, it will be important to learn the extent to which men are participating in SfC through the children’s groups and the benefits they receive.   
Koron village: a girls’ group with plans to engage in commercial activities with their mothers

Fitini group

The children’s group Fitini (“the little ones”) is made up of 30 girls and began only a few months before this interview. The majority of members are ages 14 -16, with a few 13-year-olds and one 21-year- old (who is married).  Fitini is modeled after Jamagigi, the second adult group in Koron, and has the same rules and fines. The group has started with a base loan level of 5,000 CFA. The three girls on the committee who launched Fitini have mothers in Jamagigi, and nearly all the girls, except for four, have mothers in SfC groups.  The group’s social objective is to come to each meeting neat and clean.

Under the supervision and guidance of the secretary of one of the adult groups, the girls contribute 100 CFA per week – funds provided by their mothers and, for a few girls, their grandmothers. None of the members have taken loans yet, but a few have started working with their mothers selling soap, bleach, tea and sugar.  While some of the girls plan to take loans for their mothers to increase the sizes of the family business, the majority of members see themselves working alongside their mothers doing the same commercial activities. When the fund is divided Fitini members will give the money to their mothers or, in a few cases, their grandmothers - whoever pays the weekly contribution. Fitini members have also decided that a part of the profits accrued from the first division of their funds will be spent on group uniforms.   

When we asked the girls if they will start SfC groups when they get married and move to another village, a number of them responded positively. According to the woman who oversees Fitini, some of the girls in the group will likely marry men in the village, where cousin marriage is common. The topic of schooling was also explored. Three girls in the group are currently in primary school.  Another three girls were in school but dropped out after fifth grade (one girl did not pass the national exam after trying twice; the other girl left because she has to take care of her grandmother). When asked how many girls in the group would like to do more schooling, several raised their hands, including all the girls on the committee.  What became clear is that few girls in the groups were attending school, but a significant number wished they could. 

Many Fitini members confirmed that they have not received enough training and, thus, have had difficulty understanding the SfC methodology. They do not feel comfortable asking their mothers to help out, and would like to receive training from a technical agent. 

Key findings

Nearly all of the children in Fitini have mothers in SfC groups – and Fitini also appears to be playing an important role in household security strategies. Weekly contributions are provided by mothers and grandmothers. It will be important to learn whether the majority of girls continue to work alongside their mothers or eventually pursue their own commercial activities. It is also worth exploring how Fitini might eventually integrate into its activities the promotion of girls’ education and critical women’s health issues. 
Sabodala village: a girls’ group saving weekly for an excursion to L’Ile de Gorré

Following a meeting with representatives of the first, formally trained adult group Badinya, an interview was conducted with two 13-year-old girls engaged in a SfC children’s group.  As the children’s groups interviewed tend to imitate the adult groups, it is important to note that Badinya is characterized by significant wealth stratification: while the weekly contribution is 500 CFA, the loan range in 10,000 - 300,000 CFA.  Additionally, the multiple shares system has not been introduced in Kédougou. 

Due to time constraints, the interview was very brief and, thus, details about group rules, regulations and structure are missing. Comprised of 15 girls, ages 13 - 14, this group started in November 2009 and does not yet have a name. Members are all daughters of women in the three SfC groups. The two girls interviewed said their fathers help them with their 2,500 CFA weekly contribution. They are not receiving organizational help from their mothers (they did not say why) and would like to receive training from a technical agent. 

Both girls are currently taking 10,000 CFA loans to buy and sell clothing and shoes, and to purchase their school supplies. They repay their loans through panning and selling gold in the village (the Australian MDL gold mining site is nearby). If they have a problem paying back the loan they ask their fathers for help. As far as collective activities, the group is saving up to buy uniforms for school and to pay for a group excursion to l’Ile de Gorré – an idea that came from seeing children on television visiting the historic site. 

Key findings

More research is required to determine how many of the girls in this group are engaged in their own commercial activities and how many are supported by their fathers or take loans for their parents. Weekly contributions are very high, which may partly reflect the village’s access to local gold panning sites. Offering comprehensive training for children’s groups could establish a new cadre of replicators for SfC.  
Overall reflections

Further research into children’s groups in Mali and Senegal could have several significant benefits for SfC. The formal training of groups and replicators is an arduous, highly labor-intensive process. The widespread development of children’s groups could lead to a new cadre of highly trained and knowledgeable replicators and entrepreneurs. Additionally, well functioning girls’ groups could provide a platform for the promotion of girls’ education and critical women’s health issues. In Degne village, for example, a number of women take loans through their daughters to pay for their school fees and supplies. It is worth investigating whether the participation of some girls in SfC in Degne – and in other villages – allows their mothers to make a case at home for sending their daughters to school. 

Evidence seems to indicate that children’s groups may be playing an important role in household security strategies. The majority of children appear to be taking loans for their mothers and, in some cases, their fathers or grandmothers. Do some adult SfC members perceive their child as a kind of share, or see children’s groups as a vehicle through which to take a second loan? This question is relevant because in the majority of villages visited for this study, the system of multiple shares had been superficially introduced or not introduced at all. Moreover, nearly all of the adult groups interviewed do not permit members to take two loans at the same time. Another key question concerns the role of men in the children’s groups. In two villages in this study, fathers were providing their daughters’ weekly contributions and, in the case of the group Babani, taking loans through their daughters. It will be important to research the extent to which men are participating in SfC through children’s groups and the overall benefits they receive.   

When interviewed, a few adult groups seemed determined to stick to a policy of only permitting married women to participate in SfC. Yet the majority of groups were excited to hear about girls engaged in SfC. Several groups asked how they might start such as group. Others said they planned to start one or more groups in their village. While children’s groups may currently exist in a minority of villages, it is worth exploring why such groups have emerged and whether they could be beneficial to the development and long-term sustainability of SfC.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My thanks to Soumaila Sogoba, Paul Ahouissoussi and the Regional Coordinators for so graciously organizing my interview schedule and travel logistics. Thanks also to the Regional Coordinators and animators who accompanied me to the 27 villages in the districts of Kati, Bougouni, Barouéli, Dioila, Kayes, Nioro du Sahel and Diéma. They provided key information on the villages and happily put up with my barrage of questions about the groups. Witnessing their passion and dedication to SfC was most inspiring. 
I would also like to thank Janina Matuszeski and Jeff Ashe for their excellent comments, which allowed me to refine and clarify many points. 
Special thanks to Mariame Coulibaly, Assistant to the SfC Technical Unit and employee of the Strømme Foundation.  Mariame was originally assigned to accompany me as a translator. Yet, her exceptional capacity to communicate with the groups and encourage them to feel like co-evaluators of SfC proved critical to getting the groups to open up about their difficulties and challenges, in addition to their successes. I am also grateful to Alassane Togola, our driver, whose unwavering fortitude, kindness and humor turned every road trip into a pleasure.

Finally, I would like to thank Philip Weiser for his substantive editorial support, insights and patience during the four months of writing this report.  It is likely that only Jeff Ashe would have put up with discussing SfC for so many hours on end.      

The village of Koyan, with a population of about 1,230 people, is approximately 55 kilometers from Bamako. The dominant ethnic groups are Bambara and Fulani. Koyan has its own weekly market, a primary school (grades 1 - 6), one large well and a new maternity clinic funded and built by a local NGO. The village has three SfC groups. The first group, Benkadi, with 30 members, has existed since the end of 2008. Benkadi’s 2010 financial objective is to save 500,000 CFA by the end of 2010. A male representative of the chief, who attended our meeting and expressed his strong support for SfC, always attends SfC meetings as an “observer”. When the group was asked how it most benefitted from SfC, members cited 1) group solidarity; 2) “the comfort of meeting regularly”; and 3) gaining respect in the village after becoming a replicating agent.  








The village of Sounkala, with a population of 1,700 people, has nine SfC groups – most of which were formed in 2006. The village is predominantly Bambara, with Fulani living there as well.  Sounkala has one primary school and a maternity clinic that includes a modest house for the head nurse/midwife. The maternity clinic is powered by solar panels, thanks to a Canadian donor living in Bamako. The clinic also has access to a large cistern.  For this study, we interviewed about 40 members representing four SfC groups.  We also spoke with the primary school’s headmaster who said how proud he is that so many girls in the village attend school. 








The village of Dogobala has three SfC groups, all of which were formed in early 2006. The village does not have a health center or maternity clinic and has limited access to water, with one pump that requires intermittent repair by the village men. Dogobala also has six tontines, in which the majority of SfC members participate. Kambe, the 25-member SfC group interviewed for this study, has a weekly contribution of 200 CFA, while weekly tontine contributions range from 250 CFA to 1,000 CFA. Kambe’s 2010 objective is to collectively buy and stock millet. 











Bendougou is located in the town of Konobougou, in Konobougou Commune. The Commune has 12 SfC groups, and Bendougou was the first group formed. Bendougou members have access to modern water pumps and wells, electricity, primary and secondary schools, a weekly market and fair, and a large livestock market. The Commune is ethnically diverse, and Bendougou’s members include Bambara, Fulani, Bozo, Soninke, and Dogon women. There is also significant wealth stratification in the group. Of Bendougou’s 26 members, five have salaried jobs (two civil servants, one school director and 1 bank employee). The president has her own grinding mill and owns cattle. She is also the president of the SfC association to which the group belongs. The group has remained at the same 200 CFA weekly contribution level for two years because some members cannot afford to contribute more.








The Bambara village of Maobougou, a hamlet of the village of Koulala, has a population of about 300 people. The closest health center is in Barouéli, about 20 kilometers away and the closest primary school is in Koulala, about six kilometers away. The village has six traditional wells.  The president of the first and formally trained SfC group, Nafania, confirmed that “food security is a big problem in this village. After the harvest, after three, four, six months there isn’t enough food to feed our families.” The village has two SfC groups: Nafania, with 27 older women members, and Barikama, a replicated group, with 26 younger women members (many of them daughters-in-law of Nafania members).  











The village of Kondjila, with a population of approximately 600 people, is predominantly Bambara.  Fulani and griots also live in the village. Kondjila is plagued by a near chronic shortage of water due largely to a deficit in rainfall, a lack of modern wells and the absence of surface water development. The closest school and clinic are located in a village three kilometers away. There are four SfC groups in the village. The third group, Kantigue, which formed in early 2008, had just started its third cycle at the time of this study. Kantigue members contribute150 CFA weekly to their SfC fund and 50 CFA monthly to their social fund, which is used for emergencies, such as medical expenses and travel.  When group members were asked how they most benefitted from SfC, responses were: 1) quick access to loans; and 2) “the security of the group.”














The Soninke village of Kandia has a population of about 2,700 people and is located near the Senegal River. The village has a health center, a primary school, eleven large wells and several taps for drinking water. According to the technical agent, nearly every family in the village has at least one member living in France or Spain who is sending remittances back to Kandia. There are seven SfC groups in the village. Djekafo, which was formed at the end of 2007, is the first SfC group in Kandia. 











The village of Diokeli is about three kilometers from Kayes, with extraordinary gardens along the Senegal River. Ethnic groups in the village include Bambara, Khassonke and Fulani. The village has a population of approximately 3,000 and has access to electricity and a primary school (grades 1 - 6). Residents travel about two kilometers to a nearby village for health services and the procurement of drinking water. The SfC group Djakafo, with 22 members, is the only group in the village. When the group was asked how it most benefited from SfC, members cited: 1) a place to save; 2) exchange of ideas and seeing each other weekly; and 3) quick access to loans.








The Khassonke village of Bougara is about three kilometers from Kayes, and is within close walking distance from the Senegal River. The village has a school (grades 1 - 8), two large wells and two water pumps, and easy access to markets and health facilities. The village and SfC groups benefit from remittances, as many families have at least one member living in France. The president of the first SfC group, Benkadi, stated that, in Bougara, “girls go to school just like boys…to the ninth level and beyond.” When the group was asked how it most benefited from SfC, members cited: 1) easy access to loans; 2) group solidarity; 3) advantages of paying interest on loans; and 4) SfC rules and structure.





The village of Dialakoto, with a population of approximately 450 people is predominantly Soninke, with Bambara and Fulani as well. The village is relatively isolated, with little access to markets, and has one large well and one water pump.  The World Food Program (WFP) has set up a canteen in the village school to provide midday meals to children who would otherwise skip lunch or eat too little. According to the president of one of the two SfC groups in Dialakoto, the soudure would last for six months this year were it not for “the families in this village [who] have at least one son or husband in France who send back money.”  The two village SfC groups, Horonga and Benkadi, were interviewed for this study. 


 








The Bambara village of Dogobala, with a population of 892 people, has one primary school, three functioning water pumps and one maternity clinic, which was built about sixteen years ago by a local NGO, Kilabo.  Each extended family has one small traditional well, and SfC members confirmed that the village does not have a water problem “unless the dry season lasts an unusually long time.”  The village has a two-pronged food security strategy: a village cereal bank which, during the soudure, provides millet at a reduced price; and a second cereal bank, launched by Kilabo, through which millet is borrowed during the soudure and repaid with millet at a 30% premium during the harvest. SfC members also use a portion of their SfC loans to purchase extra supplies of millet and rice during the harvest to tide them over during the soudure. 








Sonfara, a predominantly Bambara village with a minority of Fulani and Soninke, is a small, relatively isolated village (about 100 active women) in the Kayes region, with one primary school and one large well. The closest health center is 17 kilometers away. SfC arrived in Sonfara in October 2009, and there are three groups in the village: one formally trained group, called Kelenya, and two spontaneous groups. When asked about the village’s food security strategy, Kelenya’s president emphasized the responsibility of the men in taking care of their families: “during the soudure the men go to work in the fields of neighboring villages where there are a lot of cereals to make sure we have enough to eat.” 








The village of Faradou, with a population of approximately 2,750 people, is about 30 kilometers from Bamako. It is ethnically diverse, with a mix of Bambara, Fulani and Soninke. The nearest weekly market is three kilometers away. The village has one primary school, a health center, one water pump and a number of traditional wells.  The women cultivate peanuts and eggplant, while the men cultivate millet, corn and sorghum. Both men and women are engaged in gardening. In one of the hamlets of Faradou where research for this study was conducted, there are two SfC groups: the first formally trained group Benkadi, founded in 2007 with 25 older women members, and Djigniseme, a replicated group composed of 25 young women (daughters-in-law of Benkadi members). 








Kakoro is a predominantly Bambara village with a Fulani minority and has a population of approximately 700 people. It has a health center, a school (grades 1 - 9) and five water pumps that often require repair. Three formally trained SfC groups started in 2006, followed by two formally trained groups in 200, as well as a 25-member spontaneous group.








Kodougouni is a predominantly Bambara village. Fulani and blacksmiths also live there. With a population of about 415 people, Kodougouni has one primary school and two water pumps and two traditional wells. The village does not have a health center.





Siramana is a Bambara village with a population of about 300 people. Extreme poverty is evident: “There are women in the groups who cannot afford shoes for their children let alone uniforms and school supplies,” said one SfC group member.  The village has no clinic, no school and a severe water problem. The village relies on one water pump, which is often broken. In order to pay for pump repairs as well as obtaining water from other villages when the pump is broken, the village has established a pump fund. The fund requirements are onerous: each family is required to contribute 100 CFA weekly per family member, including children.  








Kologo is a Fulani village with a population of about 300 people. The nearest market is 25 kilometers away. For water, villagers rely on two traditional wells. According to the Regional Coordinator, Kologo is located in a very conservative Islamic district. The nearest school, which only a few children attend, is five kilometers away. Alternatively, the majority of children, beginning at the age of five, receive Koranic instruction. 








Soukoutaly, a Soninke village with a population of about 1,800 people, has two chiefs who have been feuding for a long time – a state of affairs that has caused a lot of division in the village. 





Degne, a Bambara village with approximately 500 people, has five adult SfC groups and is completely saturated.  According to the technical agent, only four women in the village do not belong to a group.  Degne has its own market, a health center and a school (grades 1 - 9). The president of the first adult group, Sabali, said the village’s biggest problem is food security. Several collective projects, such as storing cereal and buying fertilizer for the group during the rainy season, have been put on hold because of a “food shortage” and the need to use loans for household consumption.








Koron is a Soninke village with four adult SfC groups, totaling 108 women. No adult groups were interviewed in Koron, as this visit was requested by the author of this study while in Kayes and scheduled at the last minute.  











The village of Sabodala is located in the Rural Community of Khossanto in Bedougou, Senegal and has a population of about 3,000 people – predominantly Mandinke, along with a minority of Fulani, Bassare, Tanda, Woloff and Sera.  The village has a primary and secondary school, seven large wells and four sets of taps for potable water. The village is very near mining exploration sites run by Mineral Deposits Limited (Australian) and Oromin Explorations LTD (Canadian). Villagers have received compensatory benefits from these corporations, including a health center, a nursery school, the installment of solar panels and motor pumps to bring potable water to the village taps. The village is still awaiting further compensation from the Mining Social Fund, a Senegalese government program to develop poor and marginalized communities in the Kedougou region. SfC was introduced in 2006 and the village now has ten SfC groups.








� The translator, Mariame Coulibaly, is also is also an assistant to the SfC Technical Unit and an employee of the Strømme Foundation, a SfC partner in Mali.


� Ministry for the Promotion of Women, Children, and the Family


�  See Do remittances affect poverty and inequality? Evidence from Mali, by Flore Gubert et al., May 2009. The study confirms that almost 43% of people in the Kayes area receive remittances, “about twice the national average.” Additionally, “remittances sent to this region represent 26% of remittances-recipient households’ consumption, that is to say almost 11% of all households’ consumption”.


� It is important to note that Plan Mali, a SfC partner, is leading the SfC program in this village. A central focus of Plan is children’s rights, including the acquisition of birth certificates and access to education. 


�  See:planusa.org/docs/hearchildren/malidec.pdf


� According to Plan International’s website (plan-international.org/birthregistration/resources/country-case-studies/mali), The Malian State adopted a law in June 2006 making “original marriage, birth and death certificates free of charge.” Yet, among the challenges it faces in Mali, Plan notes the application of this law. 


� Nafania is expected to pay back the 160,000 CFA to the association at the end of eight months. The interest on the individual consumption loans will be used for membership fees to the association.


� About the soudure or lean season, the International Red Cross writes,  “Each year households endure the ‘lean season’ when food availability and household stocks become limited during the months leading up to the next harvest. Any additional environmental or economic factors that negatively disrupt access to food can therefore quickly overwhelm household coping strategies.”  See Burkina Faso, Mali, Maurtania and Niger, Food Insecurity Operation Update No. 4, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), February 9, 2006.


  


�  For an excellent overview of the impact of remittances and immigrant-founded associations and cooperatives on the economic and social fabric of Kayes, see Les Diasporas Ouest Africaines, Agents de Développement? by Chantale Doucet and Louis Favreau, Publication de la Chaire de recherche


du Canada en développement de collectivités  (CRDC), September 2006.


�  Funds for Professional Training and Apprenticeship


� See Programme d’Appui aux Activités des Femmes dans la Filière Karité at. mpfef.gov.ml/projet_karite.html.


� Ibid. “L’activité du karité représente jusqu’à  80% du revenu des femmes rurales dans certaines zones du Mali. (Koulikoro, Ségou et Sikasso)…Une action dans cette filière peut contribuer à lutter contre la pauvreté, en particulier celle des femmes en leurs facilitant l’accès à des  marchés mieux rémunérés.”


� While in theory animators don’t train spontaneous groups, when they do decide to do so it is important for the group and overall impression of SfC in the village that such training is completed by a different animator or a replicator. Otherwise, the group, which may only partially understand SfC, is perceived as a trained group and can become a model for other women in the village. 





� Nutritional and Economic Support Centre for Women. 


� See Oxfam Novib Annual Report 2008 at http://2008.jaarverslagoxfamnovib.nl/Downloads/jvsl08_Eng_web.pdf
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