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ABSTRACT

Objectives: Women play important roles in the SME sector in Nigeria. Available data show that they are scarce in the formal industrial sector both as entrepreneurs and employees. Only 3.7% of Nigerian adult women are engaged in manufacturing activities, usually small-scale, one-person enterprises. About 37.6% are self-employed in trading activities, and 10.2% in service occupations. However, there is a growing number of women entrepreneurs in productive activities such as ship-building, pharmaceuticals, legal and medical services, etc. It is therefore necessary to support the growth of women’s enterprises. This paper reviewed selected business support initiatives for SMEs in Nigeria.

Prior Work: The paper built on existing literature on women’s enterprises which identified problems faced by women entrepreneurs to include lack of access to credit, information and markets; limited skills; limited education and experience; low levels of technology, etc. 

Approach: Four categories of initiatives were reviewed: policy development (Microfinance policy); programme implementation (Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency of Nigeria, and Small and Medium Industries Equity Investment Scheme); credit delivery (Lift Above Poverty Organization, the WOFEE Programme of the Ministry of Women Affairs, and the Access Bank Gender Empowerment Programme); and networking activities. 

Results: Services provided by women-targeted initiatives are more accessible to women than general schemes which tend to marginalize women entrepreneurs. Reasons why these initiatives had limited impacts on women businesses were identified. Mainstream initiatives were targeted at SMEs in general, they have no gender units and assume that all clients can access and benefit from their services. Some of their requirements excluded women. Programmes are also concentrated in urban areas while rural women are largely underserved. Women business networks suffered from inadequate funding and capacity limitations.

Implications: The initiatives have tried to emulate experiences of other countries. However, women entrepreneurs’ concerns need to be addressed by positive discrimination policies and support programmes as in other countries. General programmes should target women entrepreneurs by incorporating a Women’s Desk. The needs of rural women entrepreneurs should receive greater attention. There is need for gender disaggregated reports of beneficiaries of programmes. A national policy or strategic framework on women in business will promote integration of women into business support programmes.

Value added: The paper provides a tentative evaluation of current business support initiatives in Nigeria. Monitoring and evaluation procedures should be put in place and followed.
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I.
INTRODUCTION

Many economies, developed and developing, have come to recognize the importance of SMEs. Statistics from OECD countries show that small enterprises account for over 80% of new jobs, they are also important in developing and transition economies in terms of employment. In Nigeria, SMEs account for about 95% of formal manufacturing (Kauffmann, 2005). Micro enterprises tend to employ workers from poor households and women who have few alternative sources of income. 

An entrepreneur is the organizer of an economic venture, that is, one who organizes, owns, manages and assumes the risks of a business. The term ‘women entrepreneur’ refers to a wide range of women-owned/run enterprises. A woman-owned business is defined in the USA as a small business that is at least 51% owned, managed, and operated by one or more women (Women’s Business Ownership Act, Article 204). Enterprises can be micro, cottage, small-scale or medium-scale, depending on the asset value of the enterprise (usually based on the standards of each country). 

An increasing number of women’s enterprises are being established globally. Statistics show that women are venturing into the micro and small enterprises sector as owners, managers and workers in larger numbers. Therefore, support services for MSEs (micro and small enterprises) should address women entrepreneurs’ concerns because of their growing importance in the sector, and also as a means of empowering women and improving their welfare by eradicating feminized poverty (Kantor, 1996).  Women play important roles in the SME sector in Nigeria. Available data show that women are scarce in the formal industrial sector both as entrepreneurs and employees. Only 3.7% of Nigerian adult women are engaged in manufacturing activities, usually small-scale, one-person enterprises. About 37.6% are self-employed in trading activities, and 10.2% in service occupations. There is therefore a need to support the growth of women’s enterprises in Nigeria. Nigerian women entrepreneurs should be assisted to grasp the opportunities and overcome the challenges facing women entrepreneurs in Nigeria so that they can make their contribution to Nigeria and the world economy.  

Governments all over the world have formulated policies and programmes to encourage, support and fund the establishment and growth of SMEs. In Nigeria, efforts to support SMEs have evolved over time. In the 1960s-1970s, regional governments established Small Scale Industries Credit Scheme to provide “no collateral” credit as an incentive to stimulate the development of micro and small industries. Development Finance Institutions such as the Nigerian Industrial Development Bank, the Nigerian Bank for Commerce and Industry, and the Nigerian Agricultural Credit  and Rural Development  Bank, were set up to provide, short, medium and long-term loan facilities to SMEs. In the 1980s, special finance institutions such as the People’s Bank of Nigeria were established. In the 1990s, the Family Economic Advancement Programme (FEAP) was set up to provide credit to SMEs. Since 2000, various schemes have been put in place to promote the development of SMEs. They include the Bank of Industry, the Small and Medium Industries Equity Investment Scheme (2001), the Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency of Nigeria (2003), and the Women’s Fund for Economic Empowerment (2005). Many of these initiatives were not targeted at women specifically. To what extent do business support initiatives benefit women entrepreneurs in Nigeria? Section two discusses the data sources and analytical framework for the paper. Section three reviews some of the recent business support initiatives in Nigeria. Section four examines the extent to which women have benefited. Section five raises some policy implications, while section six concludes the paper.

II.
ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Women’s economic activities are based mainly in the informal sector of the economy, whether rural or urban, as sole proprietors. Although many of the rural women are engaged in various production activities they do not see themselves as engaged in business or as entrepreneurs. Similarly, although women traders in both the rural and urban areas are engaged in distributive activities for profit, majority of them do not visualize themselves as businesswomen. Most of them keep no records; they have very low capital investment and barely make profits. If they but knew it, they are sole proprietors of their trading units who need business development support to become viable or more successful entrepreneurs (Okojie, 2006).

Although women are scarce in the formal industrial sector in Nigeria, a small but slowly increasing number of women entrepreneurs are engaged in production activities. These include activities such as: ship-building, pharmaceuticals, down-stream oil services, real estate, interior decoration, education, Information Technology, and legal and medical services. 

Given the important contribution of women entrepreneurs globally, fostering women’s enterprises and the participation of women entrepreneurs will accelerate the development process. Women entrepreneurs who own and operate micro-and small enterprises in rural areas and small and medium-size enterprises in industrialized sectors are rapidly becoming key players in the world economy. Women business ownership should therefore be addressed as a policy issue for the sustainable development of developing countries. However, it should be noted that women entrepreneurs in Africa generally lag behind their counterparts in the industrialized countries, and even those in Asia, who have been able to break into the world market (Okojie, 2002).

Nigerian women entrepreneurs face unique challenges and restrictions to their success similar to those of women entrepreneurs in other countries. Women entrepreneurs suffer from constraints such as lack of managerial and technical skills, lack of access to improved technology, marketing problems, etc. Because of their small-scale operations, women’s incomes are low (Okojie, 1987, 1991, 2006). At a Women Entrepreneurs’ Forum organized by UNIFEM, several of these constraints were identified (Okojie, 2002; Reinprecht, 2002; UNIFEM, 2002). They include: limited access to start-up and expansion credit; high interest rates on loans; structural and legal limitations to the growth of women in economic and social enterprises; low competitive edge as a result of high costs of production, poor product quality, and inability to match products with market needs. The following areas of need or capacity building were identified at the Forum:

· Legal requirements and procedures for setting up a business, and the different types of business organization.

· Business governance, including structures.

· Financial literacy, including bookkeeping, understanding financial statements, cash flow and credit management.

· Business plan preparation.

· IT/Computer literacy.

· Identifying and securing markets.

· Packaging the business for markets/export/finance.

· Equity participation in business.

If Nigerian women entrepreneurs are to create jobs in sufficient quantity and quality to contribute maximally to poverty eradication and economic empowerment of women, it is important to design support programmes that will assist them to grow their businesses, become more productive and generate higher incomes.

Several business support initiatives have been introduced in Nigeria as described earlier. Most of them have focused on increasing access to funds, while some address other needs such as business training, access to markets, etc. The main concern of this paper is to examine the extent to which these initiatives have benefited women entrepreneurs. The initiatives are categorized as follows:

· Policy Development: The Microfinance Policy.

· Programme Implementation: The Small and Medium Enterprises Equity Investment Scheme; the Small and Medium Enterprise Development Agency of Nigeria. 

· Credit Delivery Programmes: The Lift Above Poverty Organization, Women Fund for Economic Empowerment; and the Access Bank’s Gender Empowerment Programme.

· Networking: UNIFEM’s Women Entrepreneurs Forum and others.

In analyzing these initiatives, the following aspects will be highlighted:

· Type of initiative.

· Who runs the initiative?

· Services provided.

· Who are the clients or intended beneficiaries?

· How is the initiative funded?

Reliance is on secondary data and accessible records from the providers. It should be mentioned that records are not available or up to date in some cases. The programmes examined are ongoing and monitoring and evaluation procedures are yet to be developed for some initiatives.

III
RECENT BUSINESS SUPPORT INITIATIVES IN NIGERIA

Policy Development

In December 2005, the Central Bank of Nigeria introduced a policy to regulate microfinance activities in Nigeria in a document titled ‘Microfinance Policy, Regulatory and Supervisory Framework for Nigeria’ (CBN, 2005). The policy recognized that robust economic growth cannot be achieved without putting in place focussed programmes to reduce poverty by empowering the people through increased access to factors of production, especially credit (CBN, 2005). Furthermore it was emphasized that in Nigeria, the formal financial system provides services to only about 35% of the economically active population while the remaining 65% have no access to financial services. This 65% were often served by the informal finance sector. An appraisal of existing microfinance institutions in Nigeria had identified the following: weak institutional capacity, weak capital base and the existence of a large un-served market. The need to regulate the activities of microfinance institutions prompted the introduction of the microfinance policy. The objective of the policy is to meet the needs of Small and Medium Enterprises. The policy is expected to create a vibrant microfinance sector that would be integrated into the mainstream of the national financial system and provide the stimulus for growth and development. The policy was to create a platform for the establishment of microfinance banks; improve the Central Bank’s regulatory performance, and provide an appropriate machinery for tracking the activities of development partners in the microfinance sub-sector of Nigeria (CBN, 2005).

The objectives of the microfinance policy are to:

· Make financial services accessible to a large segment of the potentially productive Nigerian population which otherwise would have little or no access to financial services.

· Promote synergy and mainstreaming of the informal sub-sector into the national financial system.

· Enhance service delivery by microfinance institutions to micro, small and medium enterprises.

· Contribute to rural transformation.

· Promote linkage programmes between universal/development banks, specialized institutions and microfinance banks.

The targets for the policy include the following:

· To cover the majority of the poor but economically active population by 2020 thereby creating millions of jobs and reducing poverty.

· To eliminate gender disparity by improving women’s access to financial services by 5% annually.

Among the strategies to implement the policy are to:

· License and regulate the establishment of Microfinance Banks.

· Promote the establishment of NGO-based microfinance institutions, etc.

The Microfinance Policy is a policy development initiative aimed at promoting access of the poor to regulated microfinance services by promoting an even spread of microfinance banks, their branches and services, and to serve the un-served but economically active clients in the rural and peri-urban areas. Implementation is on-going. Existing microfinance institutions such as Universal Banks, Community Banks, and Non-Governmental Organizations Microfinance Institutions are to continue to provide microfinance services such as credit, deposits, commodity/inventory collaterization, leasing, and innovative transfer/payment services, under the supervision of the Central Bank. Existing Community Banks were to transform into Microfinance Banks within twenty-four months of approval of the policy, by increasing their shareholders’ funds to a minimum of N20 million or else cease to operate.

Programme Implementation

1.
Small and Medium Enterprises Equity Investment Scheme (SMEEIS)

The Small and Medium Enterprises Equity Investment Scheme is a voluntary initiative of the Bankers’ Committee which consists of all the Managing Directors and Chief Executive Officers (MD/CEOs) of banks in Nigeria. The Scheme was approved at the 246th meeting of the Bankers’ Committee on December 21, 1999 in response to the government’s concern and policy measures to promote small and medium industries in Nigeria. The Scheme requires all banks to set aside annually 10% of their profit before tax for equity investment and promotion of small and medium industries as the banks’ contribution to stimulating economic growth in Nigeria (CBN, 2005a). The Scheme commenced on June 19th 2001. The funding under the Scheme is in the form of equity investment in eligible enterprises.

A major aim of the Scheme is to assist SMEs by reducing the burden of interest and other financial charges expected under normal bank lending, as well as provide financial, advisory, technical and managerial support from the banking industry. The Scheme defines an SME as any enterprise with a maximum asset base of N200 million excluding land and working capital, and with no lower or upper limit of staff.  Activities covered by SMEEIS are: 

· Agro-allied.

· Information technology and telecommunications.

· Manufacturing.

· Educational Establishments.

· Services (Excluding Banking and Insurance).

· Tourism and Leisure.

· Solid Mineral.

· Construction, and

· Any activities that may be determined from time to time by the Bankers’ Committee.

Trading and merchandising activities and financial services are excluded from the Scheme. To be eligible for funding under the scheme, the prospective beneficiary shall (CBN, 2005):

· Register as a limited liability company with the Corporate Affairs Commission and comply with all relevant regulations of the Companies and Allied Matters Act (1990), such as filing of annual returns, including audited financial statements.

· Comply with all applicable tax laws and regulations and render regular returns to appropriate authorities.

· Engage in or propose to engage in any of the businesses listed above.

Modalities of the Scheme: Funds invested by participating banks are in the form of equity investment (ordinary and preference shares) in eligible enterprises. Equity ownership by banks is subject to an upper limit of 40%, while the maximum amount that can be invested in any enterprise is N200 million. Co-investment by different banks is allowed but is subject to the maximum limit of 40%. Equity under the Scheme could be in the form of fresh cash injection and/or existing debts owed to a participating bank. 

Beneficiaries of the Scheme were expected to:

· Ensure prudent utilisation of funds;

· Keep up-to-date records on the company’s activities under the Scheme;

· Make the company’s books, records and structures available for inspection by the appropriate authorities (including banks and CBN) when required;

· Comply with guidelines of the Scheme; and

· Provide monthly financial and operational reports to the investing banks before the 15th of the next successive month.

As at December 2007, total funds set aside by banks amounted to N40.73 billion, while cumulative investment was N17.o38 billion (CBN, 2007). After the first five years, banks’ contribution would reduce to 5% of Profit after Tax.

2.
Small and Medium Enterprise Development Agency of Nigeria (SMEDAN)

The Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency of Nigeria was established by the SMEDAN (Establishment) Act, 2003 as amended in 2004. It is charged with the responsibility for promoting and facilitating the development programmes in the small and medium-scale industries sub-sector. Its mission is to facilitate the access of micro, small and medium entrepreneurs to all the resources required for development (SMEDAN, 2007).

The mandate of SMEDAN includes the following:

· Stimulate, monitor and coordinate the development of the MSME (medium, small and micro enterprises) sector;

· Initiate and articulate policy ideas for the growth and development of small and medium enterprises;

· Promote and facilitate development programmes, instruments and support services to accelerate the development and modernization of MSME operations;

· Serve as a vanguard for rural industrialization, poverty reduction, job creation and enhanced livelihoods;

· Link SMEs to internal and external sources of finance, appropriate technology, technical skills as well as to large enterprises;

· Promote and provide access to industrial infrastructures such as layouts, incubators, industrial parks;

· Intermediate between MSMEs and government; and

· Work in concert with other institutions in both the public and private sectors to create a good enabling environment for business in general and MSME activities in particular.

Target beneficiaries of SMEDAN are:

· Micro, small and medium enterprises;

· Prospective entrepreneurs;

· SMEs support institutions; and

· NGOs and Business Membership Organizations in the MSME sub-sector of the economy.

Services provided by SMEDAN include the following (SMEDAN, 2007):

· Business Development Services: Private firms have been engaged to provide business support and development services to micro, small and medium entrepreneurs. They assist the Agency to train and build the capacities of MSME entrepreneurs in the A-Z of business, business plan preparation, book-keeping and accounts, management, marketing, ICT, team building and self-development, human resource management, etc. It also includes training, counselling, mentoring and helping with access to finance. 

· Business Information: Business Information Centres BICs) have been established to provide business-related information to entrepreneurs in partnership with local governments, religious and other groups.

· Business Support: SMEDAN has partnered with some state governments to establish Business Support Centres to meet the needs of entrepreneurs in the areas of access to finance, mentoring, information, model business plans and other business development services.

· Entrepreneurship Development: The Agency has organized capacity building programmes for prospective entrepreneurs to create awareness of business opportunities in various areas (fish farming, bee keeping/honey processing, hats and beads making, poultry farming, waste recycling, snail farming, etc).

SMEDAN has also developed two entrepreneurship development programmes – Public Service Entrepreneurship Development and Corpers Entrepreneurship Development Programme. The first is targeted at public servants who are about to retire from the public service. The second is targeted at Youth Corpers to assist them to engage in self-employment.  The Agency plans to extend its activities to prisons. A policy on MSME will soon be launched. SMEDAN targets all SMES, there is no department/unit devoted to women entrepreneurs.

Credit Delivery

A major problem facing small and medium entrepreneurs is limited access to credit. Various efforts have been made to enhance access to credit by women entrepreneurs in Nigeria.  

1.
Lift Above Poverty Organization (LAPO)

The Lift Above Poverty Organization with headquarters in Benin City, Edo State, was founded in 1987. LAPO provides affordable financial services to rural and urban poor communities in order to empower the poor to break out of poverty. Its main objective is to promote self-employment through access to microfinance. Among its aims are to:

· Enhance income-generating capacity of the poor through access to financial services;

· Embolden poor women through self-esteem enhancing programmes and promotion of gender equity;

· Empower Community-Based Organizations.

The LAPO structure includes institutions which provide various services to clients, they are:

· LAPO Development Foundation;

· LAPO Micro Investment;

· Iyobo-LAPO Community Bank;

· LAPO Development Services Limited; and

· Prime Enterprise Support Company.

Products provided: LAPO offers a wide range of savings and credit products to its clients. Savings products include:

· Regular savings: Members make compulsory weekly deposits into their savings accounts.

· Voluntary savings: This was introduced to offer capital building opportunities to clients.

Credit products provided by LAPO include:

· Regular loans: These are obtained by members through their groups to meet working capital needs for income-generating purposes.

· Festival business loans: This allows clients to benefit from business activities associated with festival periods. Loans are disbursed in October/November with repayment due in January of the succeeding year. 

· Farming loans: This was developed exclusively for food crop farmers. Disbursement and repayment reflect the pattern of activities in the farming cycle.

· Credit for shares: This is designed to assist clients to purchase shares in profitable companies.

· Asset loan: This is disbursed to clients for investment in income-generating assets, such as generating sets, sewing machines, etc.

LAPO has made giant strides over the years and has become a key player in the microfinance sector in Nigeria. As of March 2007, LAPO had 90,963 clients and had a loan portfolio of N7.559 billion. It targets mainly poor women who constitute about 98% of its clients (Ehigiamusoe, undated). Its focus on women is based on the belief that women are actively involved in a wide range of economic activities in the urban informal sector and rural economy, and that availability of credit to women is central to poverty reduction. LAPO has received financial and other support from several agencies, including the Grameen Foundation which has been supporting LAPO since early 2003 (Grameen Foundation, 2007).

2.
Women Fund for Economic Empowerment (WOFEE)

The Women Fund for Economic Empowerment is an initiative of the Federal Ministry of Women Affairs. As part of the initiative, women’s groups in the 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, are to benefit from a N222 million fund set apart from the programme. The Fund is an economic window support programme aimed at empowering women cooperatives nationwide. The disbursement of soft loans to grassroots cooperatives was necessitated by lack of access by women to savings and credit facilities, and the recognition of the important contributions of Women Cooperatives/Associations/Societies to the development of the grassroots areas. The microcredit scheme is also to awaken and foster the interest of women in agricultural and industrial activities. The programme would reduce the financial constraints that negate women’s contribution to development (ECRC, 2006). 

The programme is a revolving loan scheme, and is a collaborative effort between the Federal Ministry of Women Affairs, the Nigerian Agricultural Cooperative and Rural Development Bank, and the benefiting states which were to provide counterpart funding. Each state was to receive the sum of N6 million, provided they meet the requirements for accessing the loan. These are:

· Establishment of a state management team;

· Formation of cooperative groups, each of which must have an executive;

· Opening of an account with the Nigerian Agricultural Cooperative and Rural Development Bank;

· Appraisal of benefiting cooperatives organisation and proposal.

The Ministry of Women Affairs also opened another credit window with the Bank of Industry, the Business Development Fund for Women, to provide working capital for women entrepreneurs to expand their businesses (This Day, 2007). Funding for these initiatives is from various sources. For example, the Federal Government allocated N500 million agricultural loan facilities to women out of the N50 billion released to farmers nationwide. The first set of states to benefit from WOFEE were: Adamawa, Akwa Ibom, Bauchi, Kano, Kaduna, Kwara, Ondo and Plateau States. In addition, food processing machines were also distributed to some states, the beneficiaries were: Borno, Gombe, Taraba, Kebbi, Katsina, Kaduna, Kwara, Kogi, Niger, Ekiti, Oyo, Lagos, Imo, Abia, Enugu, Cross River, Delta and Edo States (ECRC, 2006). States are added as they fulfil the requirements. 

3.
Access Bank Gender Empowerment Programme

Access Bank, one of the twenty-five mega banks in Nigeria, in collaboration with the International Finance Corporation (IFC), started extending credit lines to women entrepreneurs after the bank signed a $15 million loan with the IFC in June, 2006. This represented the first major loan under the IFC’s Gender Entrepreneurship Markets programme which is designed to enhance the potential of women in emerging markets. IFC’s funding is designed to allow Access Bank to meet the financing needs of its female clients, especially those running small and medium enterprises. With the loan, Access Bank also became one of the first banks in Africa to dedicate credit lines to finance women-owned businesses. The Bank aims to reach out to at least 300 women, out of which 150 should be new programmes (Access bank.org; International Finance Corporation, 2007).

Under its Gender Empowerment Programme, Access Bank provides the following services:

· Business training: Opportunities are provided for women entrepreneurs to attend conferences, seminars and knowledge-sharing workshops as well as specific training on how to run their businesses.

· Access to finance: Access is provided to finance and financial products for qualified women entrepreneurs.

· Business enabling environment: Dedicated women’s centres have been provided at Lagos, Port-Harcourt and Abuja. They are to act as referral points for issues relating to women entrepreneurs.

· Advisory services: Access Bank has put together a team of consultants and advisors to provide advisory services to women entrepreneurs.

GEM Initiatives: Recognizing that women entrepreneurs are not homogeneous, clients who registered with the bank were divided into three categories based on their stage of business development. These are the Early Stage, the Growth Stage, and the Established Stage.

At the early stage, Access Bank provides financing solutions, networking and educational support to women entrepreneurs. Various finance options are provided, with a minimum loan of N500,000. Technical assistance in the form of quarterly training workshops on topics such as finance and basic accounting are provided. They are also referred to consultants for advisory services such as business plan development. Networking is also encouraged through partnership with women business organizations for networking events.

The growth stage is the stage where the business has been operating for at least three years. Services offered include financial services and technical assistance – training programmes on business finance, human resources and cash flow management. Women entrepreneurs are also referred to consultants who specialize in organizational structure development, human resource issues, marketing and other related issues.

At the established stage, GEM offers an array of financial services and training programmes. Women entrepreneurs are also referred to Access Bank’s Wealth Management Group. Networking is also supported by partnering with local and international organizations.

As at February 2007, Access Bank had disbursed about $4.7 million to over 30 women-owned businesses (IFC, 2007). The bank has also partnered with some microfinance institutions to reach micro entrepreneurs. For example, it granted a loan of N22 million to the Catholic Institute for Democracy, Justice and Peace in Enugu State to finance women cooperatives (CIDJAP, 2006).

Women’s Business Networks

Women entrepreneurs need networks of their own. Business networks can help members to make connections as well as generate cross-selling opportunities. They can also be used to lobby for a more women-friendly business environment (IFC-Gender Empowerment Programme). Furthermore, cultural and social imperatives may discourage women from mixing freely with men. Constraints on infrastructure and communication technology can also make it difficult for women entrepreneurs to meet with other business owners outside their immediate community. Participating in a formal business organization enhances information-sharing, identification of business opportunities and provides support mechanisms for individual entrepreneurs who may otherwise feel isolated. Nigerian women entrepreneurs have formed various business networks over the years. Existing business women’s organizations include:

· Nigerian Association of Women Entrepreneurs (NAWE).

· Women Entrepreneurs Forum.

· National Association of Nigerian Women in Business.

· Nigerian Business Women’s Forum.

· Nigerian Federation of Business and Professional Women.

· Nigerian Employers Consultative Association (NECA) Network of Entrepreneurial Women.

National Association of Women Entrepreneurs: In the 1990s, the ECA Conference of Ministers asked UNECA to facilitate the creation of a Federation of African Women Entrepreneurs (FAWE). Member countries of the Organisation of African Unity were asked to form National Associations of Women Entrepreneurs which will come together to form the Federation of African Women Entrepreneurs. The National Commission of Women (now Ministry of Women Affairs) was saddled with the responsibility. The Nigerian Association of Women Entrepreneurs was inaugurated on 28th April, 1993. It participated in the inaugural meeting of the Federation of African Women Entrepreneurs in June 2003. Since then, other women business networks have been established as listed above.

The Women Entrepreneurs Forum: the Women Entrepreneurs Forum is an initiative of UNIFEM. Despite the various limitations and the scarcity of women in the formal industrial sector, UNIFEM recognized that there are women entrepreneurs in Nigeria whose successes in the business world not only testify to their vision, determination and ability, but also what women can do if the cultural and institutional impediments are removed. As part of its Women’s Economic Security and Rights programme UNIFEM brought together about forty successful Nigerian women entrepreneurs at a Women Entrepreneurs’ Forum in September 2002 to celebrate their achievements, deliberate on their problems and suggest ways to enhance their capabilities. The Forum provided an opportunity for women entrepreneurs to develop strategies for sustaining this initiative and to mentor upcoming entrepreneurs. Constraints facing women entrepreneurs in Nigeria were identified. Several suggestions for enhancing women entrepreneurs’ capacity in business were made. The need for technical assistance to build up women’s entrepreneurial capacity was emphasized. A Women Entrepreneurs’ Fund was also set up to be used to support the development of a resource book on finances, markets and technology available for women and how to access them (UNIFEM, 2003), the strengthening of women’s entrepreneurship, as well as an annual Forum for Women Entrepreneurs. The women resolved to develop themselves into mentors of young and rural-based female entrepreneurs. 

Most of the women business networks suffer from weak institutional capacities and lack of funding. They have therefore not been able to make significant impacts on members. They need capacity building and funding assistance if they are to be effective in mobilizing and assisting women entrepreneurs. 

IV
KEY FINDINGS – IMPACTS ON WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS

The preceding section has described some of the current business support initiatives in Nigeria. While some are government initiatives (Microfinance Policy, SMEDAN, WOFEE), others are private initiatives (LAPO, GEM). Some have been supported by donor agencies (International Finance Corporation, UNIFEM). There are other micro initiatives by NGOs and some by donor agencies which are not discussed in this paper. To what extent have women entrepreneurs benefited from business support initiatives? In evaluating these initiatives, the following questions will be addressed:

· Who are the beneficiaries of these initiatives? 

· Do women benefit more from general or women-targeted initiatives?

· What have been the impacts on women entrepreneurs?

It should be mentioned that poor and/or delayed record-keeping has made it difficult to evaluate these initiatives which are on-going.

1.
Beneficiaries of Business Support Initiatives.

Apart from WOFEE which is targeted at women only, the other two government initiatives are targeted at all SMEs. In addition, available statistics are not gender-disaggregated, and so it is difficult to assess the extent to which women are beneficiaries. The Microfinance Policy hopes to increase women’s access to microfinance by 5% annually, but there are no measures described in the document to achieve this. SMEDAN has engaged in various entrepreneurship development programmes. In its report (SMEDAN, 2007), in 2006, the agency sensitized 6,059 persons on entrepreneurship using the BDSPs, and provided business information to 3,478 persons. A total of 5,012 persons received entrepreneurship training, while 3,652 received counselling services. However, SMEDAN has tried to reach women by partnering with them to set up Business Information Centres, for example, with the Anglican Communion Women’s Guild/Mother’s Union in Abuja, Makurdi and Oturkpo. SMEDAN has no women’s department like in some other countries such as the United States or Pakistan’s SMEDA which has a Women Entrepreneurship Development Cell.

With respect to the Small and Medium Enterprises Equity Investment Scheme (SMEEIS), as at December 2006, total amount set aside by banks was N40.735 billion out of which N17.038 billion (41.8%) had been disbursed. The amount was disbursed as shown in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Sectoral Distribution of SMEEIS Investment as at December 2006

	A: Real Sector/Enterprises
	No. Of Projects
	%  of Number
	Amount (Billions)
	% of amount

	Agro-Allied
	29
	11.69
	1.091
	6.40

	Manufacturing
	118
	47.58
	6.741
	39.56

	Construction 
	10
	4.03
	1.111
	6.52

	Solid Minerals
	3
	1.21
	0.059
	0.35

	Sub-total 
	160
	64.52
	9.002
	52.83

	B: Service-Related
	
	
	
	

	Information 
	21
	8.47
	1.750
	10.27

	Educational 
	4
	1.61
	0.134
	0.79

	Services 
	52
	20.97
	2.647
	15.54

	Tourism and Leisure
	11
	4.44
	3.505
	20.53

	Others 
	0
	-
	0
	-

	Sub-total 
	88
	35.48
	8.036
	47.17

	C: Micro-enterprises
	0
	-
	0
	-

	Grand Total
	248
	100
	17.038
	100


Source: Central Bank of Nigeria, 2007: SMEEIS Performance Report as at December                    


            2006, CBN, June.

Since the data is not gender disaggregated, one cannot determine how many women entrepreneurs have benefited. However, given the requirements for benefiting from the Scheme described earlier, few women are likely to have benefited. Very few women entrepreneurs have the required paid-up capital of N200 million or are public limited liability companies.

All the other initiatives are targeted at women entrepreneurs, and so women are the main beneficiaries. WOFEE, and LAPO provide micro credit for grassroots women/cooperatives who are mainly operatives of micro enterprises.

2.
Which Types of Initiatives Benefit Women More?

Numerically, initiatives targeted at women only have benefited more women, while women entrepreneurs tend to be crowded out of mainstream programmes. For example, the SMEEIS Scheme excludes trading, a sector where women predominate. Micro enterprises did not benefit from the Scheme. Similarly, since women have not been highlighted as a target group by SMEDAN, they may also be marginalized. The SMEDAN report is not gender-disaggregated, although some of the activities covered by business training include those where women are found in significant numbers such as: rice processing, cassava production, tie and dye, fish farming, etc.  While schemes targeted at women directly in Nigeria reach a larger number of women with business support, the value of loans provided as microcredit will only grow women’s enterprises over a long period. The exception is the credit line offered by the Access Bank which is supported by the International Finance Corporation but even this appears to be available only to urban women (Abuja, Lagos and Port Harcourt).

3.
Impacts on Women Entrepreneurs.

Business support initiatives have had limited impacts on women’s enterprises in Nigeria, although there is need for proper evaluation of the impacts on women beneficiaries’ enterprises. Given the population, relatively few women have been reached, rural women in particular, have been under-served. Micro credit has not helped many women to grow their enterprises to any significant extent, the number of success stories is relatively few (LAPO). While many beneficiaries of microfinance institutions have been able to improve their welfare, long-term impacts on their businesses are yet to be evaluated, although there are some obvious success stories. 

Reasons for the limited impacts of these initiatives on women’s enterprises include the following:

· Low levels of education of majority of women micro entrepreneurs. This makes it difficult for them to comprehend the documentation and processes required to access credit.

· Lack of awareness of existing business support initiatives to promote SMEs and the informal sector in Nigeria. 

· Many of the business initiatives operate mainly in a few big cities or in state capitals, leaving rural women underserved.

· Lack of corporate structures of women’s enterprises: Majority of women’s businesses are sole proprietorships. They have no formal management structures. This excludes them from some initiatives.

· Products and services offered by some initiatives are gender-blind and are not designed with women entrepreneurs in mind, for example, SMEEIS and SMEDAN. They have no gender desks, it is assumed that women entrepreneurs will benefit from their services and products.

· Lack of business plans and audited accounts also disqualifies women from accessing some of the initiatives. 

· The locations and timings of entrepreneurship development programmes (usually in urban centres) make it difficult for women to participate.

· Lack of gender-disaggregated data from mainstream business support initiatives makes it difficult to assess the extent to which women benefit.

· Existing women’s business networks have not made much impact because of under-funding and institutional weaknesses.

V
POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Nigeria has learnt from good practices in business support programmes in other countries. For example, SMEDAN was established in line with practices in countries such as the United States (Small Business Administration), England, Pakistan, etc. Study tours to other countries were made at its inception. Micro credit delivery has also benefited from practices and support by institutions in other countries (e.g. Grameen Bank). The Nigerian experience is line with the US experience often regarded as a model for other countries. An assessment of US experience suggests that a “three-legged stool” of business development for women is required – business women themselves, government and the private sector (Weeks, 2002). What is required is more effective implementation and greater gender awareness by government agencies and financial institutions. This should be done within the context of a national policy on women entrepreneurs, similar to the Strategic Framework for Women’s Enterprise in England or the Women in Business Act in the United States. 

While women entrepreneurs are mainly micro entrepreneurs running informal businesses, many women are beginning to move up the business ladder to more productive business ventures. Business support initiatives need to accommodate this growing group which offers a potentially rewarding market. Micro entrepreneurs should also be assisted to run profitable ventures. The following policy suggestions are made to enhance women entrepreneurs’ access to business support initiatives in Nigeria:

· There should be positive discrimination in favour of women entrepreneurs. Women-targeted initiatives which tend to reach more women should be sustained. In the past, programmes targeted at women have been treated with sceptism and discontinued instead of reviewing them to make them more effective, for example, the Better Life Programme for Rural Women. However, monitoring and evaluation mechanisms should be set up to ensure that they achieve their objectives to assist women.

· All business support initiatives should have gender desks/departments, to ensure that women entrepreneurs are not marginalized, for example, SMEDAN and SMEEIS.

· Business support initiatives should be extended to reach rural women. For example, SMEDAN should extend its presence and activities to all the states of the country.

· More women entrepreneurs should be enabled to participate in entrepreneurship development programmes, by organizing them at locations and times convenient for women.

· Women entrepreneurs represent a huge potential market for financial institutions which have largely ignored them. Financial institutions should develop strategies to target women entrepreneurs similar to the IFC/Access Bank initiative

· Strategies should be put in place to ensure that Micro Finance Banks which are to be established under the Microfinance Policy target women entrepreneurs. Past experience has shown that women tend to be crowded out once institutions or productive activities become formalized.

· Some of the preconditions to access the SMEEIS, such as minimum capital requirement, should be relaxed to make the Scheme accessible to women entrepreneurs. 

· Women entrepreneurs networks should be assisted (technical and financial assistance) by government or donor agencies to develop so that they can meet the objectives of assisting members to access information, funds, training, etc.

· There should be proper documentation of programme disbursements, beneficiaries, etc. Monitoring and evaluation procedures should be put in place to assess the impacts of business support programmes on women’s enterprises.

· Reports from business support initiatives should provide gender disaggregated data on the beneficiaries of their products and services on a routine basis. 

· Women entrepreneurs should be fully integrated into existing industrial development and business incubation centres in Nigeria.

· Greater cooperation between governments at all levels and private sector agencies is required to promote women’s businesses. 

VI
CONCLUSION

This paper provides a tentative evaluation of some current business support initiatives. The programmes are still relatively new, and their impacts on growing women’s enterprises are yet to be assessed. A major problem with programmes in Nigeria is poor documentation – of disbursements, beneficiaries and evaluation of impacts on a routine basis. Monitoring and evaluation procedures are often not in place or followed. Tentatively, one can conclude from the limited information available that, programmes targeted at women have reached more women than general programmes which are gender ‘neutral’. However, micro credit programmes target micro entrepreneurs only and their impacts on women’s businesses can only be observed in the long run. Small and medium scale entrepreneurs are yet to be reached in significant numbers by business support initiatives because few women entrepreneurs can meet the requirements. Rural women are relatively neglected by business support programmes. There is a need to ensure that business support initiatives are gender sensitive and address the needs of women entrepreneurs. If women entrepreneurs are to be assisted to grow their businesses so that they can contribute their quota to industrial development and employment creation in Nigeria, it is important to ensure that they are beneficiaries of business support initiatives. Women business entrepreneurship should be addressed as a policy issue. A national policy on women entrepreneurs will facilitate integration of women entrepreneurs into business support initiatives. On their part, women business networks need to increase their visibility and voice.
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