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1. Summary

	Title of the conference

	Microfinance and the New Latin American Left: between cooperation and competition 

	Domain of the conference

	Development Studies

	Name of the promoter

	Johan Bastiaensen

	Flemish institution for higher education to which the promoter is attached 
	Institute of Development Policy and Management (IOB), University of Antwerp

	Venue of the conference

	IOB, Prinsstraat 13, Antwerp, Belgium

	Date of the conference

	12-13 November 2012 

	Target group of the conference

	Stakeholders of the microfinance community and social movements, political scientists, policy makers and politicians in Latin America

	Partner institution(s) 


	FOROLAC-FR, CERISE, CERMI

	Brief description of the content of the conference

	Conceptual and empirical reflections on the role and the varied reality of microfinance institutions in Latin American countries where so-called ‘New Left’ government have come or returned to power –giving rise to different contrasting relationships between microfinance, governments and social movements, going from constructive cooperation to conflict and competition.

	E-mail or website for more information on the conference 


	Johan.bastiaensen@ua.ac.be
Web-pages for the conference will be created on the websites of IOB and FOROLAC-FR.


2. Identification details 

2.1. Promoter

	Name 
	Johan Bastiaensen

	Job title
	Senior Lecturer

	Department/faculty
	Institute of Development Policy and Management (IOB)

	Institution
	University of Antwerp

	Address
	Prinsstraat 13, B-2000 Antwerpen

	Phone
	+ 32 3 265 56 89

	Email
	Johan.bastiaensen@ua.ac.be

	Part and tasks in the INCO
	Co-organiser and contributor to the conference; coordinator of the logistics of the conference and the scientific committee.


2.2. Co-promoter(s)
	Name 
	Isabel Cruz

	Job title
	General Director

	Institution
	FOROLAC-FR – Foro Latinoamericano y del Caribe de Finanzas Rurales

	Address
	Jr. León Velarde 333 Lince, Lima - Perú, Lima14 

	Phone
	+ 511 471 9526

	Email
	isacruz@prodigy.net.mx

	Part and tasks in the INCO
	Co-organiser and contributor to the conference; important role in the identification and invitation of relevant stakeholders in Latin America; very important for the dissemination of the results and policy advocacy 


	Name 
	Florent Bédécarrats/François Doligez

	Job title
	Researchers

	Institution
	Comité d’Échange, de Réflexion et d’information sur les Systèmes Épargne- Crédit (CERISE )

	Address
	14 passage DUBAIL – 75010 Paris France

	Phone
	33(0) 1 40 36 92 92

	Email
	f.bedecarrats@cerise-microfinance.org; f.doligez@iram.fr

	Part and tasks in the INCO
	Co-organisers & contributors to the conference;   members  of the scientific committee


	Name 
	Marc Labie

	Job title
	Assistant Professor

	Department/Faculty
	Centre for European Research in Microfinance (CERMi)

	Institution
	Université de Mons 

	Address
	Campus du Solbosch , Avenue F.D. Roosevelt 21 - CP145/1 
B-1050 Brussels – Belgium

	Phone
	+32 2 650.41.62

	Email
	Marc.labie@umons.ac.be

	Part and tasks in the INCO
	Co-organiser of the conference; member of the scientific committee;  role in the dissemination of the results of the conference 


3. Conference content 
3.1. Context
Explain how the idea came up to organise the conference
	The organisers of the conference have a long standing experience of European-Latin and  MesoAmerican research cooperation about microfinance for development in Latin America. The immediate origin of the idea for the conference comes from preliminary, joint work on the increasingly tense or outright conflictive relations between the microfinance sector and “New Left” governments in Bolivia, Ecuador and Nicaragua. This has given rise to some initial publications (Bedecarrats, Doligez & Bastiaensen, 2011; Bastiaensen & Marchetti, 2011) exploring the issues involved. 

Talking about the topic with microfinance stakeholders of the Latin American microfinance sector  (Forolacfr, Nitlapan, FDL) and members of the academic (microfinance) community as well as presenting the initial results at the Rencontres du “Réseau inter-universitaire de l’économie sociale et solidaire” in June 2010 in Luxemburg,  it became clear that this was an important and policy relevant question involving many more Latin American countries than the three countries studied. It was also noted that these three countries might not be representative as they all represented cases of tension and conflict rather than cooperation between microfinance and governments (as was for example the case in Brazil, Chile) and that even in those countries new evolutions were taking place. More thorough and systematic reflection and research on this question was thus warranted.  

As the topic gradually became a real policy issue in several countries, quite some interest could thus be discerned. This generated the idea to bring academics experts in microfinance and political science (New Left) as well as microfinance and political stakeholders together for a more thorough reflection on this important policy issue within the changing political context of the continent. 


Define the problem and give a short state of the art of the subject
	Both microfinance and the so-called ‘New Left’ governments and their associated social movements have grown out of a reaction to the negative economic and social consequences of neo-liberal free market policies, which marginalised large parts of the population and failed to deliver on the promise of trickle down.  Long before the advent of the ‘New Left’, microfinance was initially created as a remedy for the devastating effects of the financial liberalization, which was part and parcel of ‘Washington consensus’ structural adjustment  during the period of so-called ‘roll-back neo-liberalism’. This policy closed state development banks and left a huge vacuum in the financial supply for the popular economy at a time when the same structural adjustment policies radically decreased formal public and private wage employment, driving millions of people (and in particular women with jobless husbands) to take care for themselves in the informal sector.  Banking with the poor was held to contribute both to more inclusive economic development as well as popular (and in particular also female) empowerment. 

However, microfinance currently faces increasingly severe critiques, either of being an insufficient or even wrong answer to the deficiencies of free market policies or to suffer from mission drift, placing private interests above strategic social objectives.  (A part of) microfinance is denounced as a strategic project of roll-out neo-liberalism, more concerned with consolidating profit for mainly international shareholders in a new lucrative niche in the financial market (charging usurious interest rates for inappropriate short-term financial products) than with promoting the welfare of their poor clients, let alone promote more fundamental structural change. In the process, poor clients would also be burdened with the individual responsibility to move out of poverty, conveniently forgetting about underlying structural constraints and thus the political responsibility to correct such injustices and disadvantages through collective action. 

In the context of the failure of neo-liberal policies, the variety of Latin American ‘New Left’ governments all express the return of the state as a fundamental actor in development, which does not only have to guarantee the basic conditions for the functioning of the market economy, but is also actively engaged in changing and guiding economic pathways in the interests of the excluded majorities, or at least intervening to correct their negative consequences for the poor with substantially broadened redistributive social spending. (This view often goes beyond that of the state in the so-called roll-out neo-liberalism of the post-Washington consensus, which did indeed bring the state back into the picture of development policies, but mainly as a facilitator to create, i.e. to ‘roll-out’  the conditions for an appropriate functioning of the market, not as an active players within the economy itself.) All of the New Left regimes also reflect an aspiration  for more direct, genuine popular participation, complementary to or even a partial substitute for the usually accepted mechanisms of electoral democracy.
In turn, however, some of the new leftist governments are accused of having abandoned the ambition to promote more fundamental structural changes, being nothing more than a variation of ‘roll-out neo-liberalism’ with a more social face, including more generous social programs, but respecting macro-economic equilibrium (IMF) as well as existing national and international economic power balances.  Other, supposedly more radical governments, on the contrary, are suspected of promoting insecurity and ruining the private business climate. In general, besides many hopes, there are also doubts about the capacity of these new governments to articulate a viable alternative popular economic project. In still other cases, concerns are expressed whether some of the leaders have installed themselves as a new elite group. It is not always clear then whether new policies are intended to benefit the interest of the (poor) majorities or rather the private and/or political interests of the new ruling groups.  Furthermore, popular participation and public supply of (subsidized) credit are sometimes held to be instrumentalized as ways of partisan, clientelistic control. 
Despite or possibly precisely because they share a similar origin as an alternative or at least a palliative for neo-liberal policies, the relations between the substantial Latin American microfinance sector and the governments of the ‘New Left’ are not as smooth as a priori could be expected. Actually, the relations show a significant variation, ranging from outright confrontation (Nicaragua) over tensions -often due to perceived attempts at cooptation- (Bolivia, Ecuador) to constructive cooperation and mutual support (Brazil).  In this, it is clearly important to stress both the variety of the ‘New Left’ government, each the product of specific contexts and historical circumstances, with different organizational roots and motivating priorities. It is also necessary to emphasize the diversity of the microfinance sector, including public or semi-public development banks, regulated private commercial microfinance banks, non-regulated governmental NGOs of various sizes and degree of sustainability, some with and others without a clear development mission as well as savings and credit cooperatives. 

In practice, one can note that the above mentioned critical narratives about microfinance and the New Left are mobilised from different sides in the policy debates and political struggles around the nexus New Left-Microfinance.  We believe that it is crucial to clarify the issues and stakes of this emerging policy question more clearly and explicitly, allowing –if possible- to jointly construct a more consensual vision which paves the way for more constructive relationships, while at the same time acknowledging and accommodating the perspectives and interests of the many different parties involved, i.e. the different types of microfinance initiatives and the groupings and movements that sustain the New Left governments and/or organised civil society.  

Keeping pace with the real world evolution of social and political movements, the state of knowledge on the New Left phenomenon is quickly evolving (Goirand, 2010). Acknowledging the weakening of traditional professional mobilizations and the rise of identity-based ones (Stahler-Sholk et al, 2007), some have depicted these new collective actions as an anthropological transformation of peoples’ relations to politics (Biekart et al, 2009) and even bending to transform the relation to the dominant system (Escobar, 2010). Others call for a less idealistic approach and a deeper understanding of the momentum and the drivers of their rise as well as their evolving relation to the new authorities and the opportunities deriving from their institutionalization process (Wickham-Crowley, 2010). Recent steps forward must also be acknowledged regarding the new leftist governments in Latin America, starting from cross countries studies at the level of the continent (Barrett et al., 2008). Further breakthroughs highlight in particular the links between their organisational composition, programmatic proposals and their historical context (Cameron, 2009), their trials and errors and ambivalent relations to social movements (Gaudichaud, 2010) and their economic policies (Moreno-Brid et al., 2008 ). But a longer historical perspective must also be taken into account, especially the authoritarian-clientelistic heritage of the continent, intrinsically connected to the skewed elite control over the economy and society (Chamoux et al., 1993).
Possibly testifying to its being recuperated by the Anti-Politics Machine (Ferguson, 1990), there are not much academic studies that explicitly deal with the political dimension of microfinance and the question of the Microfinance-New Left nexus is too new to have already produced beyond the studies already mentioned (Bédécarrats, et al., 2011; Bastiaensen& Marchetti, 2011b). There is however a vivid debate, directly associated with the strategies and struggles of developmental MFIs, about the deficiencies and biases of the mainstream microfinance policies which are part and parcel of the current phase of roll-out neo-liberalism. A key issue here is the relative lack of social impact of regulated commercial microfinance, which represents the mainstream model. This model is associated with several problems: (a) the promotion of excessive competition, which connected to a phenomenon of financial bubbles and overfunding of particular (regulated) MFIs contributes to reckless lending practices and creates crises of indebtedness (CGAP,  2010; Chen, et al., 2010; Wiesner & Quien, 2010, Bastiaensen&Marchetti, 2011b); (b) an increasing neglect of social embeddedness, weakening the mutual accountability which was crucial for the success of the Microfinance Revolution that enabled to bank the poor (Labie, 1999) [Note: this is related to a conceptual failure to understand microfinancial markets as ‘instituted processes’ (in a Polanyian sense), i.e. defining and defending particular distributions of social power (Rankin, 2008)]; (c) an uncritical adoption of inappropriate financial regulations from the developed world, supporting commercially viable banking operations, but damaging opportunities to serve critical target groups (farming communities) and develop appropriate financial products (investments) (Bédécarrats & Marconi,2009; Bastiaensen&Marchetti, 2007); (d) a lack of social impact due to excessive interest rates and especially an exclusive focus on ‘finance only’  lacking articulation with broader structural changes processes and the provision of other critical non-financial services (also related to an ideological rejection of any form of subsidies and –in many cases- cooperation with governments or other developmental institutions (NGOs, producer associations, etc.) (Bateman, 2010; Dichter&Harper, 2007; Bastiaensen&Marchetti, 2011a). This is also associated with an accusation of mission drift and an international countermovement promoting a double bottom-line in microfinance, combining financial with social performance (Guerin, et al, 2010). 
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Is there a link between the proposed conference and other (finished, ongoing or submitted) VLIR-UOS or other projects? Explain

	Links with VLIR:  There is a link with the long-term cooperation of IOB with the Institute Nitlapán, Universidad Centroamericana and the Nicaraguan microfinance institution, Fondo de Desarrollo Local (FDL), created by this institute (with support from VLIR EI UOS in the 1990s). FDL president, Julio Flores,  was actively involved as president of the Nicaraguan Microfinance Association (ASOMIF) at the height of the microfinance crisis and the violent conflict with the Non-Payment Movement in Nicaragua during 2009-2010. (He is also the vice-president of the Latin American partner organisation FOROLACFR for this conference.) There is further an indirect link with the current VLIR OI project with Nitlapan which tries to pilot a more integrative “territorial approach” to rural development, including links with microfinance, and which could provide inspiration to think models for cooperation between the government, microfinance and other stakeholders in view of structural institutional change processes.  (And which is focussed on a region where some of the most violent incidents between the FDL and the Non-Payment Movement have taken place.) The preliminary publication on the Nicaraguan microfinance crisis was realized together with Peter Marchetti, co-founder and board member of the FDL.
Links with other projects:
The topic of the conference is connected to a broader reflection that was started years ago by FOROLAC-FR on the links between rural microfinance and public policies. One recent initiative in this context is a conference on regulation challenges, to be held in Bolivia, August 2011.  See for example:
http://eventos.forolacfr.org/index.php/2011_bolivia
http://ci.forolacfr.org/index.php?/newsroom/nota/proyecto_de_acceso_a_credito_para_agricultores_aca/
Be it not from the specific angle of ‘New Left’ governments, it also ties into to efforts of the Social Performance Task Force, which has been strongly engaged with a policy agenda, related to the promotion of the double bottom-line of financial sustainability and social impact, focussing more particularly on issues like transparency, consumer protection and social accountability. These are also key issues in the microfinance-New Left nexus, and indeed particularly relevant in the debate about new-style regulation of microfinance.  (See  http://sptf.info/)


3.2. Goals 

Specific objective(s) 

	1. Mutual capacity building: Contribute to the conceptual clarification of the (potential) roles of microfinance institutions, public policies and state initiatives for a more inclusive economic development, poverty reduction, democratisation and popular participation (in particular, in the context of “New Left” governments).
2. Incidence in on-going policy debates, sharing analyses of varied experiences of the relationships between governments and the microfinance sector, and looking for ways to promote synergy between the policies of the new developmental  states and the microfinance sector 
3. Strengthen European-Latin American and intra-European academic research networks on the topic of the conference. 


Expected results (output)

	1. Elaboration of a policy brief and a policy report for a public of broader stakeholders (to be posted on the website of FOROLAC-FR and possibly to be presented at activities of FOROLAC-FR (and the European Microfinance Platform, in case co-funding is obtained –see further-).
2. Realization of publications in academic journals in English, French and Spanish  (i.e. Mondes en Développement (2013); a proposal for a Special Issue in an English journal will be elaborated; Latin American journal to be identified) 
3. Follow-up agenda of meetings and further research (publications) with FOROLAC-FR, CERISE, CERMI and possible others participating in the conference to deepen the reflection during the coming years, in particular related to emerging policy initiatives in the continent. 




3.3. Participants and guest speakers 

Target group, expected number and origin of participants

	-Academic microfinance experts and political scientist,  participating actively in the conference (# 10), coming from Latin America, Mesoamerica, Europe (Belgium, France, Netherlands, …), Canada, … 
-Stakeholders from the microfinance sector  and policy circles (MFIs, MFI-associations, regulators, public bankers, consultants, politicians or activists), participating actively in the conference (# 10), coming from Latin America (Bolivia, Ecuador, Brazil, …  ), Mesoamerica (Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua, …)
-Academics and microfinance stakeholders (funding agencies, consultants, NGOs, …), not actively participating in the conference (# 25-35) , mainly coming from Europe. 


Expected guest speakers, origin and expertise
	See program attached, including the requested information


3.4. Set-up 

Conference languages
	The conference will be in Spanish and English (with simultaneous translation); possibly only in Spanish during the second day. 


Conference model (plenary sessions, work groups, parallel sessions, …)
	A two-day conference and more restricted half-day after-conference among a core group of participants is envisaged. It will be a combination of plenary sessions and working groups.   


Describe possible follow-up: what is foreseen after the conference?

	One of the expected outcomes of the conference is to continue working with FOROLAC-FR and the participating academics on the topics of the conference.  (see also expected outcomes)


3.5. Organization 

Which actors are involved in the organisation of the conference and what is their part in it? 
	IOB will be responsible for the logistics of the conference.  A scientific committee is formed by the partner organisations of the conference (IOB, FOROLAC-FR, CERISE and CERMI); they have identified and selected an initial series of contributors and will give further follow-up to this if the funding of the conference is obtained; they will coordinate the organisation of the conference; form a steering committee at the conference, preparing the summary reports and the planning session at the after-conference; they will be responsible for the follow-up of the conference (publications, possible follow-up conference in Latin America – FOROLAC-FR)


3.6. Programme 

Give a provisional programme or add one as attachment

	See document attached


4. Development relevance 
To what extent does the conference meet a real demand and/or needs from the South and to what extent do actors from the South participate in setting the agenda of the conference?
	The relationship between the microfinance sector and new leftist governments are a key policy issue in many Latin American countries, where the microfinance sector has often achieved a substantial degree of development and new governments are in search for more effective policies to meet their strategic objectives, while maintaining the support from social movements which brought them to power. In several countries, tensioned or even conflictive relationship have affected the development of microfinance quite negatively (e.g. in Nicaragua where total portfolios dropped by about 50%, and international funders, including the Belgian Investment Organisation, lost millions of USD due to bankruptcies). Even when the issues involved in the question of the developmental role of microfinance have emerged most strongly on the policy agenda of the ‘New Left’ governments, its relevance is clearly not restricted to the countries where such governments are in power as other governments are also looking for better policies and/or are under pressure from social movements contesting ineffective and excessively commercial microfinance. 
The Southern partners, associated with FOROLAC-FR, participate actively in the definition of the agenda and the choice of contributors to the conference. They will also participate actively in the reflections and exchange of experiences in the working groups and the planning of future joint work. (The organizers of the conference have been collaborating with FOROLAC-FR or microfinance members of FOROLAC-FR for many years.)



To what extent is the conference geared to national and international development agendas and agreements?
	Microfinance has been considered a key tool for poverty reduction in the recent decade, heavily supported by international donors and investors, and an important component of development policies under the so-called post-Washington consensus in the form of the mainstream ‘financial inclusion paradigm’.  This paradigm is increasingly questioned and often actively contested in many Latin American countries (and beyond) by social movements, new leftist governments and often also by more developmental (rural) microfinance institutions.  Generating a new view and a renewed practice of synergetic cooperation between a developmental state, motivated to contribute to the realization of MDGs through more fundamental structural change, and a microfinance sector finding an appropriate balance between profit and social mission would be an important and relevant contribution to the (inter)national development agenda. 



To what extent does the conference contribute to capacity building in the South?
	This conference aims at mutual capacity building (in North and South) of all participants in the conference (directly) and of other political, academic and microfinance stakeholders through the political incidence and publications (indirectly). 
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