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ABSTRACT

Objectives

This paper outlines best practice in microcredit projects in Western Europe.

This paper will raise awareness of microcredit as an effective tool to:

Increase business start-ups in disadvantaged communities

Increase financial inclusion 

Combat social exclusion 

The presentation will demonstrate the effectiveness of linking microcredit with business support to nurture and develop small business start-ups in disadvantaged communities. Examples will be given of how these methods can be used to engage with difficult to reach communities.

Prior work

The paper builds on the practical experiences of microcredit projects in Western Europe which have worked with communities in both rural and urban areas. The presentation also includes evidence from research that has been carried out with these microcredit projects and their clients.

Approach

Much of the practical evidence comes from 7 years experience of engaging the BAME communities of east London to encourage small business start-ups, increase social inclusion and work towards reducing financial inclusion. 

This evidence is built on by bringing in experiences of other microcredit projects both in the UK and in Western Europe.

Results

Evidence will demonstrate how projects engage with and encourage entrepreneurship in disadvantaged communities through merging microcredit with appropriate business support. 

The presentation will also give examples of how the microcredit methodologies explored can be used effectively in both rural and urban communities and with communities of different cultural backgrounds.

Implications

This paper has implication for practitioners who may wish to learn more about microcredit and how this methodology can be adapted to be used in communities. Policy makers will gain an understanding of what changes need to be put in place to encourage the growth of microcredit projects. Researchers may be interested to examine the existing body of evidence and to develop new research on this microcredit projects and the communities and individuals that it is having such an impact on.

Value

This presentation will raise the awareness of microcredit as an effective model to encourage business start-ups in disadvantaged communities. it will also show how microcredit models can be adapted to suit the needs of different communities. The workshop also take into consideration the research taht has been done on what policy environments are needed to encourage the growth of microcredit projects and small businesses in disadvantaged communities .
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Introduction to microcredit

Increasing amounts of people all over the world have become aware of microcredit. A large amount of this increase in awareness has been due to the growth of the Grameen Bank and the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Muhammad Yunis and the Grameen Bank for the work that has been done to reduce the level of poverty and to increase social and financial inclusion levels, initially in the communities of Bangladesh and now globally through the Grameen Trust.

Microcredit as we know it today is based on century’s old systems of community based trust-based lending. There have been many forms and it has been found sometimes that clients of microcredit projects that I have worked in will talk about a village based financial system of saving and lending that they have been part of in their home countries. Often they do not recognise that this is part of the wider global microcredit picture as it has been so much part of the natural system of their community.

The basis of microcredit is that it offers people who are excluded from formal financial services to one extent or another access to micro loans to enable them to pursue income-generating opportunities and be involved in productive activities. In other words, by enabling clients to access hard cash they are able to start a small business and work to support themselves and their families. In this way microcredit opens up the option of and increases the rates of small business start up.

The modern microcredit movement rose to recognition in the 1970’s with the development of the Grameen Bank. Muhammad Yunus, Head of the Rural Economics Program at the University of Chittagong, launched an action research project to examine the possibility of designing a credit delivery system to provide banking services targeted at the rural poor. The Grameen Bank Project (Grameen means "rural" or "village" in Bangla language) came into operation with the following objectives: 
- Extend banking facilities to poor men and women
- Eliminate the exploitation of the poor by moneylenders
- Create opportunities for self-employment for the unemployed people in rural Bangladesh
- Bring the disadvantaged, mostly the women from the poorest households, within the fold of  an organizational format that they can understand and manage by themselves

- Reverse the age-old vicious circle of "low income, low saving & low investment", into virtuous circle of "low income, injection of credit, investment, more income, more savings, more investment, more income" 

From this, interest in and recognition of microcredit as an effective development tool to alleviate poverty in developing countries grew through the 1980s and 1990s. Today it is successfully being implemented by schemes all over the world, predominately in the countries of Asia, Pacific, Africa and Latin America but increasingly in both Eastern and Western Europe. 

The Grameen Bank methodology is the one that is most quoted in relation to microcredit but there are as many methodologies as there are microcredit projects as each one is adapted to the needs of the specific communities that they serve.

However there is a trend also that they are adapted to the needs of the investors who want a return on their money and not to the needs of the clients. As in many sectors there has been a drive to the holy grail of sustainability. If you have a huge microcredit project serving thousands of clients with no additional services then there is a possibility of sustainability being achieved but what then is the sustainability of the businesses that you are helping to set up? 

The loan amounts for microcredit clients are traditionally very small. This has sometimes led to a debate of what is a microcredit. In the European context they can reach up to 25,000 euros while in some countries both in the developed and developing world the amounts could be as little as 50 dollars. But in this way the microcredit is relative to the needs of the community that it serves.

“Microfinance is not profitable but makes economic sense for welfare states. The cost of unemployment can be reduced, since the financial costs for job creation via self-employment are lower than annual costs of unemployment benefits. That is one of the reasons why it has become more and more popular during the last years” (Evers, Lahn and Jung, 2007)

Overview of microcredit in the UK and Western Europe 

In Europe the picture has been different and much more recent. In Eastern Europe microfinance began in the 1990’s after the economic transition, from centrally planned to market economies, which led to large numbers of unemployed urban and rural workers. Microfinance institutions were created with significant donor support. Their purpose was to provide services to people not reached by formal financial institutions due to the collapse of the financial sector. The priority was to reach large numbers of unemployed and poor workers and today in Central and Eastern Europe microcredit is already represented by a dynamic sector (Underwood, Dec 2006). With the banking sector antiquated and unable to respond to emerging needs, microcredit has proved capable of filling the gap by providing transitional support for people needing to enhance their own livelihood. Within five or six years of the collapse of the Wall, microfinance institutions (MFIs) in Central and Eastern Europe and in the New Independent States had attracted more than 1.7 million borrowers and 2.3 million depositors, with an average client growth rate of 30% per year. In addition to the involvement of MFIs and NGOs in the provision of microfinance in Eastern Europe, commercial banks are increasingly interested in downscaling in order to provide microloans for the poor. The microfinance sector thus continues to expand and become more highly structured (European Microfinance Network, 2007)

In Western Europe, however, the sector’s growth has been more limited, despite increasing interest in its potential. Although microfinance has some deep roots through institutions such as the Raiffeisen Bank in Germany, lending charities in England, and the co-operative model of the 'casse ruralie' in Italy, it remains a fairly recent phenomenon in this region. 

Microfinance is mainly perceived in Western Europe as a tool for economic growth and social cohesion. Many small businesses and families lack access to financial services in spite of the existence of a dense and competent banking network. Financial exclusion is mainly concentrated among those suffering from poverty and social marginalisation. Micro and small enterprises form the core of the Western European economic system; they represent 99% of the 2 million start-up enterprises that are created every year, one third of which are launched by the unemployed. 

Consequently, these businesses have both an economic as well as a social impact. The ability of the banking system to reach and serve such small entities is therefore crucial to the achievement of general socio-economic improvement. Exclusion from banking services often constitutes a major obstacle to the launch of new business activities. 

In this context, the development of microfinance services, either by banks or other intermediaries, is needed to fill the gap. Microcredit can help foster entrepreneurship by facilitating business start-ups. Granting microloans to the unemployed and marginalised can make them economically independent players able to participate more fully in a financial society. Hence, microcredit plays an important role in contributing to the Lisbon strategy for growth, employment, and social cohesion, as defined by the European Union. 

To achieve these objectives microfinance in Western Europe requires support from the business sector as well as from the community development and social services sectors. Such services, such as working with volunteers to provide mentoring, are essential in ensuring the positive development of micro enterprises. The importance of non-financial services is one of the characteristics of microfinance in Western Europe, a sector that still faces many challenges in growing and developing in order to reach more clients.

Microfinance schemes in developing countries often provide a broad range of financial services whereas microfinance schemes in Western Europe focus on the provision of micro-loans. 

Microlending is different from commercial banking in terms of small loan sizes, quick and easy access, non-traditional credit worthiness evaluation, and alternative collateral requirements. In the western European context microfinance focuses on the supply of loans up to a maximum of 25,000 EUR to new and already existing micro-enterprises. 

Further, microfinance targets some non-profit maximising goals such as social inclusion, job creation, micro enterprise development and development of regions.

Microfinance organisations offer loans to a broad range of clients who could not otherwise obtain funding through commercial banking sources. Typical client types of Western European microfinance schemes are people starting a business out of unemployment and social exclusion. Compared with general micro enterprise banking this is a niche market. 

Microfinance programmes in Western Europe are not and possibly will not become profitable, but make economic sense. The average costs for someone supported within a microfinance scheme – particularly since the monetary support is interest bearing and repayable – are often below the cost for one year of support in the traditional social welfare system, where costs thereby incurred are “lost” subsidies. 

In summary, Western European microfinance has, compared to developing and transition countries, a strong focus on social inclusion and pays less or almost no attention to its profitability. The approach is driven by niche markets, focuses on disadvantaged people and funds start-ups based on their business plans. So far there exists no franchise or commercial investor. However banks play an important role as co-operation partners and sometimes even as initiators of projects. Governments and public institutions are the main source for money at this time (Evers & Jung, March 2007)

Case Study of a rural microcredit project

Women in Rural Areas and Investment in Self-Employment (WRAISE)

This was set up in Northern Ireland to develop an innovative methodology for supporting women in rural areas to start and run their own businesses successfully. This was an Equal funded project and had links to projects in France and the Slovak Republic. 

The project uses rural credit unions as a base to form peer support groups for these women. The rationale for using peer group structure is that it will empower women to access mentoring, training and finance for flexible self-employment and help to combat attitudes that inhibit their entry into and progress within self-employment.

The gender gap in self-employment is particularly high in Northern Ireland. However, self-employment through a peer-group support programme can offer rural women in disadvantaged areas the opportunity to re-enter and progress within the labour market, achieving higher levels of pay, status and flexibility than those available in low-paid employment. This involves working practices that reconcile family and professional life.

The WRAISE project was developed because NI is the worst region in the UK for female self-employment, with fewer than 4% of women in the labour force as self-employed, compared to 19% for men. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor study in 2002 found a continuing low level of female self-employment, with a concentration of work being in the lower paid service sector. Women face barriers to self-employment including access to finance and access to suitable advice, support and training. (Aspire-Loans.com, August 2007)

The purpose of the Wraise project was to develop an innovative methodology for supporting women in rural areas to start and run their own businesses successfully. The project is open to all women in disadvantaged rural areas who are interested in self-employment. 
Wraise delivers pre enterprise training concentrating on ideas generation and personal development of the participants. 10 training workshops covering elements including: Ideas generation, what is an entrepreneur? Marketing, ICT in Business, How to set up a business, assertiveness training, and others.  Following the training the groups are encouraged to form their own support group in order to continue with the ongoing development of the business ideas. Wraise is still in its first year of operation but results so far are encouraging and to date 65 clients have participated in the training (www.aspire-loans.com)

Case study of an urban microcredit project
 Street Cred

Street Cred, a micro-credit project based in the East End of London, was set up in 1999 by Quaker Social Action, a regeneration charity that works with the communities of London’s east end.

Street Cred provides advice, support, business training and micro-credit loans to female business start-ups. It has adapted the micro-credit model developed by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, and uses it to provide encouragement and practical support to women who are unemployed or on a low income to start up small businesses.

The catalyst for Street Cred was Jennifer Kavanagh, who was running a community centre in East London. She had identified a need for accessible finance for women to develop their income generating ideas. Practical experience from visiting micro-credit projects in Bangladesh, Poland and France was used to kick-start the Street Cred project. 

Although micro–credit project was a new idea that had to prove it worked to be taken seriously by both funders and clients it has proven itself. The success of Street Cred over the last 7 years illustrates that micro-credit is an effective way to provide both business and financial support. Evidence shows also that the peer-learning aspect of micro-credit is equally as important as the peer-lending aspect.

Since 1999 Street Cred has supported over 350 women and provided 150 loans worth approximately £80,000. 

The work that Street Cred has done has been recognised by a British Urban Regeneration Award for outstanding contribution to regeneration. The project has also continuously achieved Prowess Flagship status for best practice in women’s enterprise development.

London is not perhaps the place where you might expect to find a small-scale micro-credit project working successfully. The East End of London, where Street Cred works, reflects the city’s rich cultural diversity.  An example is Tower Hamlets where around 58 per cent of all residents are from black and minority ethnic groups with Bangladeshis making up 33% of the total population. East London is home to over 2 million people and in the four boroughs that Street Cred works there are over 150 different languages spoken. 

The majority of the wards of Hackney, Tower Hamlets and Newham are ranked in the top 10% of the most deprived wards of the government’s index of multiple deprivation, and have unemployment rates between 11.7 and 22%. The statistics for these areas show that there are high levels of social exclusion and financial exclusion.

In these communities the Street Cred team take a very grassroots approach to outreach, spending a lot of time out in the community, networking and building relationships with local voluntary and community organisations that can then refer clients. These methods of outreach, though time-intensive, have proved to be successful in recruiting clients.

Potential clients attend an introductory workshop. This workshop enables them to meet members of the Street Cred team and other female business start-ups, discuss their business ideas and look at what entering into self-employment will mean to them and what are the steps to take to get their ideas going. 

The client will then go through the a process of pre-group support which will enable them to look at their financial situation, what their business idea needs in terms of start-up costs, marketing etc. this pre-group support is intended to ensure that everyone that joins a Business Support Group is at the same level of business development.

The client then joins a Business Support Group of 4-6 other business start-ups. These groups are formed on a geographical basis so that the clients are met in their local area, which makes it easier for them to work around their other commitments.

The Business Support Group holds meetings every fortnight at a time and place that is convenient to its members. The meeting is facilitated by a development worker. 

These meetings will focus on what business start up developments have been made, a sharing of information and advice within the group and the development worker delivers business training. This business training is taken from the business-training manual that has been developed specifically tailored to the needs of Street Cred clients.

Feedback indicates that the peer-learning model and the training provided play a vital role in the development of clients’ business skills. Clients also often cite the peer support and motivation they receive as vital to the success of their business ideas and that it has assisted them to take risks, to share problems and develop their business ideas.

Microcredit loans

Street Cred has reversed conventional banking practice by removing the need for collateral and creating a banking system based on mutual trust, accountability and participation. Street Cred provides its clients with access to affordable micro-credit loans. Loans are administered through Fair Finance, one of the members of the local partnership, the East End Micro-Credit Consortium.  

Clients are encouraged to develop their business with a small amount of initial capital, which ensures that they do not get into unmanageable levels of debt.

After a client has been attending group meetings for 3 months they can apply for a start up loan of £500. Once this is repaid the client can apply for a £1000 loan and then up to £2000 as they develop their business. 

Although the default rate is low our clients have many other financial responsibilities and these can make repayments difficult. To take this into account loan repayment terms can be flexible and can be renegotiated to work round the other commitments and circumstances of a client’s life. This is part of the ethos of the project which is that they seek to understand the complex lives that their clients have and make allowances for this. 

One issue that has risen for Street Cred is that due to Financial Services Authority regulations interest has to be charged on loans. Charging interest is not compliant with Islamic Sharia law. This means that many of potential clients are still excluded from accessing loans through Street Cred. They can however still access the other support that is provided. Street Cred strongly advocates that business support is provided alongside any microcredit loans. This increases the sustainability of any businesses that are set up and goes a long way to ensuring that loans are repaid.

Street Cred had also developed a range of additional business support measures that are provided outside the peer group. These include workshops, 1-2-1 business support sessions, a bi-monthly newsletter and a weekly e-mail bulletin.

Monitoring and Evaluating of impact is one of the biggest challenges of this type of project. Often the impacts are only recognisable as “soft outcomes” which are hard to quantify and demonstrate to funders. Several ways have been developed to measure impact and more recently there are some funders that are open to taking these soft outcomes into account. At Street Cred there has been developed a “Self-Employability Map” which charts a clients progress through 6 areas and from which an action plan is drawn up to improve their skills. Other examples of monitoring and evaluation are regular feedback forms, which help to develop training and ensure that clients’ needs are being met, and Exit Interviews which get feedback on clients’ experience as they move on from the project.

Street Cred sets out to be different from mainstream financial institutions and business support agencies and to offer a service that is the prior step to this for many women.  Therefore it constantly seeks to be needs led and responsive.  Being small and independent means it can be flexible and to work with clients to develop the project.  

Effectiveness of linking microcredit and business support
An increasing number of microcredit projects and practitioners are stating and proving the need for business support to be provided with access to microcredit loans. This can be provided in different ways, either in house by the microcredit project or outsourced to a local business support provider. What it is important to establish is, that your clients are receiving the type of business support that they need and that it is delivered in an appropriate manner. 

The benefits of providing business support are that it engages more with the client; it enables you to really see where that client is with their business plans and it enables the development of a good relationship between the client and the provider. If you give someone business support both pre and post loan then the business that is developed will tend to be more sustainable because it sits on a strong basis of training, information and support.

 “Microcredit programmes should provide micro entrepreneurs with training programmes in business management and technical assistance / support to ensure business plan development and loan repayment” (Garrrido, et al, 2007). 

Business support measures are an integral part of most microfinance schemes due to the especially difficult-to-serve target group and the complexity of the business environment (Evers & Jung, March 2007)

At the Grameen Bank they advocated that if you just give women the money they would know what to do with it and get their businesses started without any training. However we do know that all of us, at some time in our lives, make wrong economic choices so perhaps it is wrong to assume that someone will make the best use of their microcredit loans. In the situation where someone is taking a microcredit loan it would seem to be even more essential that they are given the support and advice to make the best use of that small amount of finance. There is not the elasticity of finances to be making many mistakes so to ensure the sustainability of the business that is started and the loan there is a very strong case to say that business support must be provided alongside access to finance. 

Of course to provide business support has a cost attached and we need to find a source of finance to cover this cost. “We will be able to cover the cost of credit. Business advice which becomes now a separate cost centre will have to be subsidized. We consider it as an “inclusion service” to be financed by the public sector” (Maria Novak, 2005)

Reaching the “hard to reach” communities

Microcredit is a way in which we can bring both access to finance and appropriate business support to what are called the “hard to reach” communities. This term is creating a barrier in itself - these communities are not hard to reach- you know where they are. What is the key challenge is to adapt your products and services to enable these communities to access and use them. In other terms, to make your service delivery appropriate to the client group that you want to reach.
The groups that are at risk for social exclusion and poverty in the enlarged Europe are women, single parent households (mostly headed by women) and the elderly. In addition, three groups are particularly vulnerable to primary causes of social exclusion, older male and female workers, men and women under the age of 25, immigrants and ethnic minorities. 82% of microlenders surveyed target 1 or more of these categories (Underwood, December, 2006)

Women are one of the main target groups of microcredit projects. Although there is limited data, it is estimated that women are the recipients of 35% of loans in Western Europe and 62% of loans in Eastern Europe (Underwood, April 2006) while, in Spain which is a major provider of microcredit in Western Europe, women receive 50-60% of all microcredit loans (Garrrido, et al, 2007).

In 2006, 89.8% of Street Cred clients defined themselves as coming from black and ethnic minority backgrounds and 66% were unemployed when they joined Street Cred (Quaker Social Action, 2006). In 2005, 74% of loans disbursed by the Fundacio Un Sol Mon in Spain were made to foreign-born entrepreneurs (Guzy, 2006).

These statistics show that microcredit projects are reaching the harder to reach communities and are making self-employment a real option for these communities. The push factors for choosing self-employment are several, including: difficulties on the labour market due to lack of skills and poor choices of employment, entrepreneurial culture, market opportunities and options to use networks with these communities. 

To provide adequate support for immigrant communities there needs to be a sound investment in good staff and training. Staff need to have good communication skills and cultural awareness. This can be achieved by staff coming from different backgrounds, being able to speak community languages and receiving training that will enhance their understanding. I have undertaken training that I have found useful in my work with clients from different ethnic background and for clients who have experienced difficulties and trauma in their lives. It is important also to take into consideration that clients may have had negative experiences with organisations before so will need assistance to move beyond that and build a relationship of trust with their development worker or business advisor from your project. My experience at Street Cred has taught me that, with the client group that we work with, it is important to have a holistic approach to the client and to take into consideration their other responsibilities and needs and an understanding of the different approaches communities have to entrepreneurship. 

Examples of this training are: Understanding the 9 major faiths in the UK and Conflict Management and Mediation training, Mental Health Awareness, Disability Awareness and Introduction to Counselling. Simplicity and clarity of materials and delivery systems will add to the appropriateness of the microcredit programme. 

If we look again at the Street Cred project which is accessing clients in some of the most deprived areas of the UK and from some of the most excluded communities e.g. the Bangladeshi community. Outreach is one of the key strengths of this project and we have looked briefly at their methods of outreach in the case study above. As mentioned, these outreach methods are resource consuming but it is a worthwhile investment. This may be another of the key strengths of Street Cred, that it is a project of Quaker Social Action who have been working in the east end of London since 1867 so are in this for the long run and therefore see the value of establishing long term relationships. Street Cred are at the stage that they do have a presence and a good reputation in the local communities and some or the clients are coming through from word of mouth sources. This overall accessibility of the project and approachability of the staff is key to the success of the project and clients do feel that they can drop into the office to ask a question or use a computer at any time. Street Cred is working to get clients to feel not just as service users but to have a sense of belonging and ownership, to some extent, of the project.

The peer group methodology that Street Cred uses enables clients from different cultures and backgrounds to meet, support each other and sometimes work together. An example of this is one of Street Cred’s Business Support Groups which has members from the following communities; South African Indian, Bosnian, Gambian, Afro-Caribbean and Albanian. These clients meet regularly to provide advice and support for each other in their individual businesses but also several of the group work together, providing catering for events. Another example of this drawing together of different cultures is a group, which although there was a common bond between the clients of them all being Muslim, each member of that group observed and expressed their faith in different ways. The members of that group were from the following ethnic backgrounds; British Bangladeshi, British mixed race, Pakistani and Moroccan. This leads on to the need not to make assumptions about client groups. Street Cred at the moment is undertaking work to support Bangladeshi women who would like to explore the idea of self-employment. Part of this work is also to work with Bangladeshi women, other business support advisors and workers from other projects to look at what are the barriers to self-employment for this community and from that look at what are the possible solutions to those barriers. This is important work if there is to be an increase in the rates of self-employment start-ups in this community. The information gathered will be used to inform business support providers how they can adapt their services to be more accessible and appropriate to the needs of this community. Also with new communities coming to the UK and the needs of those communities changing over time there is a constant need to keep updating your knowledge and skills to ensure that your microcredit and business support services remain in touch with and responsive to the needs of clients.

Implications

Policy makers: The implication that can be taken from this paper on microcredit for policy makers is that there needs to be recognition of microcredit as an effective tool for the reduction of social and financial exclusion. There now exists enough evidence and examples of good practice in microcredit projects from both the developing world and the developed world to merit this recognition. Policy makers need to work to create and environment that fosters and supports the development of microcredit business support projects and gives continuing support to those that are already in existence. Assistance needs also to be given to those who wish to adapt their existing business support services to incorporate some of the examples of good practice. Following on from this it is essential that whether it is a new project, an existing example of good practice or capacity building in an existing business support project these need to be supported by funding streams.

There is a need also to adapt the current benefits system to make it easier for people to move from benefits to self-employment. The best example in Europe is the Irish system where the individual can get a decreasing amount of support for up to 4 years where necessary. If the business fails there is a penalty free re-entry to the benefits system. This type of safety net is very important for those facing the risks of entering into self-employment, especially for those that have dependents. 

Researchers: With the growing field of microcredit business support in Western Europe this is a growing body of research that accompanies that. There are however many gaps in the existing research that need to be filled. As this is a relatively new field there is still a need to research the impacts of microcredit on individuals and communities. As in all sectors there is a need for accountability and to prove that funding that is targeted in producing results. What is difficult about many microcredit projects is that the outputs and outcomes are not always tangible and can be difficult to quantify. Whenever anyone asks about the impacts of a project they always want those impacts reduced to numbers. This brings us on to the need for there to be developed tools to capture the quantitative data and the softer outcomes of such projects. Work has been done, for example, at Street Cred there has been the development of the “Self-Employability Map” which charts the progress or development of a client in 4 areas of self-confidence, basic skills, business skills and readiness to trade. This map enables the project to turn these soft outcomes into a number and chart whether the client is improving in these areas or not. This can then be linked to an action plan developed between the client and their development worker.

Practitioners: as practitioners we need to look at the services that we are providing and are they appropriate to our clients or are there new client groups that we would like to work with that might require for the service to be delivered in different ways that are tailored to the needs of those client groups. For both existing and new projects there is a need to develop tools for service delivery and also new tools for the monitoring and evaluation of project. 

It is vital that practitioners share good practice and provide support for each other. It can often be that practitioners are so busy in their own projects that we forget that there are others out there doing similar work and that we can learn from each other. I have often come across organizations working in the same field and am amazed that there are no links between them or sometimes not even an awareness of their existence. It is important to keep links with each other and exchange information about, for example, partnership opportunities and funding streams and that also together we have a stronger voice to ensure that our work is recognized and is given its due support.
Putting Microcredit in Place?
It is all very well to talk about the successes of microcredit projects and how appropriate they are to the needs of clients but how easy are they to put in place?

For practitioners, if they want to develop a microcredit project or incorporate some of the good practices into existing work, these are some of the several first steps to be taken.

· Who are your potential clients?

· What are their needs?

· What are the most appropriate services?

· What are the sources of funding for this type of project?

· Research good practices. What strands can incorporate into your project?

· Access advice and support

· Network with existing practitioners and others working in the field that can assist you and provide support for the development of your project

Conclusion

This paper has discussed and provided evidence that shows the effectiveness of microcredit projects to engage with excluded communities and to stimulate and support micro business start-ups in these communities. The microcredit and microfinance sector in Western Europe is young, has many different types of organisations and services, and is growing steadily. The membership, expertise and work of the European Microfinance Network have been growing steadily since it was launched in 2003. The network now has 54 members in 21 countries and has a conference annually, which provides an opportunity for those involved or interested in microfinance to come together and learn, share and support each other.  Alongside this there is a growing body of research and monitoring and evaluation of microcredit projects which goes part of the way to proving the effectiveness of microcredit projects in achieving the aims of enabling disadvantaged people to become business start-ups. There is still much research to be done and a need for a bringing together of practitioners to share good practice and support each other. Other actors that need to be brought in are the policy makers who can provide a favourable environment for the growth of the sector.

But for practitioners or potential practitioners on the ground there is no need to wait for policy makers or researchers to do their bit, you can start to incorporate some of the good practices from microcredit projects into your existing services or set up a new microcredit project. One thing that is evident in the microcredit sector is the attitude of those working there. There is a strong belief in the sector and with that a willingness to share their knowledge and expertise and provide support to others. There is also a very solution based attitude where practitioners will work together, debate and create new actions to solve problems. 

As mentioned above, the microcredit / microfinance sector in Western Europe is very young but growing and those projects within that sector are continually proving themselves to be effective in providing appropriate support and services to disadvantaged communities. Through this they are providing practical solutions to the issues of financial and social exclusion and stimulating the growth of small business start-ups within disadvantaged communities.
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