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THANK YOU CAROL FOR YOUR KIND WORDS ADDRESSED TO ME.

AT THE OUTSET, I WOULD LIKE TO EXPRESS GRATITUDE TO CONGRESS WOMEN   YVETTE D.CLARKE, GWEN MOORE AND JAN SHAKOWSKI FOR SPONSORING THIS BRIEFING.  

I AM DR. EVELYN OMAWUMI URHOBO, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF MORGAN SMART DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION, AN NGO WORKING ON ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT PROGRAMS/PROJECTS FOR RURAL AND URBAN POOR WOMEN IN THE NIGER DELTA REGION OF NIGERIA.

AS YOU ARE AWARE, NIGERIA IS A COUNTRY ENDOWED WITH MANY MINERALS AND NATURAL RESOURCES.  YET THE NIGER DELTA, A REGION WHICH PRODUCES APPROXIMATELY 85% OF THE WEALTH OF THE NATION, SUFFERS FROM EXCRUCIATING POVERTY AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION.

THESE FACTS HAVE BECOME A HUGE CONCERN NOT JUST TO THE PEOPLE OF THE REGION AND THE COUNTRY, BUT IT HAS STIRRED UP INTERNATIONAL ANXIETY.  OUR YOUTHS ARE INVOLVED IN MILITANCY, DESTRUCTION OF OIL PIPE LINES, KIDNAPPING OF FOREIGNERS, BUNKERING AND GENERAL CRIMINALITY.  DURING ALL OF THIS CRISIS SITUATION, THE WOMEN, THE MOTHERS SUFFERS WITH BROKEN HEARTS.  THEY WATCH AS DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR THEIR CHILDREN, FATHERS, BROTHERS, AND HUSBANDS ARE LOST.
FOR THIS REASON, AND WITH STRONG CONVICTION MORGAN SMART DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION CALLS OUT FOR THE ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF THE POOR WOMAN OF THE NIGER DELTA.  SHE IS THE KEY TO ADDRESSING THIS ISSUE OF POVERTY, OF MILITANCY AND YOUTH RESTIVENESS.  IN HER HANDS, RESTS THE FUTURE OF THE NIGER DELTA.  LET US SUPPORT HER.
IF WE LOOK TO HER SITUATION IN THE REGION, WE WILL SEE THAT APPROXIMATELY 70% OF WOMEN ARE POOR AND UNEDUCATED.  THEY DO NOT HAVE ACCESS TO CREDIT TO FINANCE  MICRO ENTERPRISES.  MEANWHILE, THEY ARE HEADS OF FAMILIES, BREADWINNERS IN THEIR RESPECTIVE HOUSEHOLDS.  THEY WATCH HOPELESSLY AS THEIR CHILDREN BECOME MILITANTS.  HOW DOES SHE STOP THEM? SHE WOULD IF SHE COULD.  IF SHE COULD ONLY MEET HER RESPONSIBILITIES TO THEM. IF SHE COULD SEND THEM TO SCHOOL.  IF SHE COULD FEED THEM EVERY DAY.  IF SHE COULD PAY THEIR SCHOOL FEES AND BUY CLOTHES FOR THEM.  IF TOGETHER WITH OTHER WOMEN, SHE COULD SEND THEM TO A GOOD HOSPITAL OR CLINIC WHEN THEY ARE SICK.  SHE WOULD STOP ALL NEGATIVE BEHAVIOR ON THE PART OF HER CHILDREN.  SHE NEEDS TO BE ABLE TO TELL THEM THAT THEIR FUTURE IS BRIGHT.   SHE IS LIKE ANY OTHER WOMAN OR MOTHER SHE WANTS WHAT IS BEST FOR HER CHILD AND SHE WANTS A SAFE COMMUNITY FOR EVERYONE. 

HOW DO WE AT THE MORGAN SMART FOUNDATION ATTEMPT TO HELP HER?
 16 YEARS AGAIN WHEN I AND A GROUP OF WOMEN FOUNDED A COMMUNITY BANK WHICH LATER TRANSFORMED INTO A MICRO-FINANCE BANK OF WHICH I AM THE CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD.  WE FOUNDED THIS BANK BECAUSE WE REALIZED THAT OUR RURAL POOR WOMEN DID NOT HAVE ACCESS TO CREDIT TO START BUSINESSES THAT WOULD ENABLE THEM TO LIFT THEIMSELVES OUT OF POVERTY.  TO DATE, THE BANK HAS GIVEN LOANS TO OVER 15,000 PEOPLE MOSTLY POOR WOMEN IN THE REGION.
A TYPICAL EXAMPLE IS THE LOAN GIVEN TO MADAM PINNICK WHO SELLS TOMATOES AND PEPPER IN THE MARKET OPPOSITE THE BANK.  SHE IS A 47 YEAR OLD WIDOW BRINGING UP 4 CHILDREN. HER CHILDREN HAVE LONG DROPPED OUT OF SCHOOL.  THE TOTAL VALUE OF HER GOODS FOR SALE WAS LESS THAN N2,000 (ABOUT $13) BEFORE SHE BENEFITTED FROM THE MICRO LOAN.  SHE WAS GIVEN N50,000 (ABOUT $3,250) TO ENABLE HER TO INCREASE HER PURCHASES.  WITHIN ONE YEAR, HER ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL STATUS IMPROVED.  SHE REGAINED A MEASURE OF HER DIGNITY.  SHE WAS ABLE TO CONVINCE HER GROWN CHILDREN TO TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE VARIOUS SKILL ACQUISITION OPPORTUNITIES.  HER YOUNGER CHILDREN RETURNED TO SCHOOL.  THIS IS A NIGER DELTA SUCCESS STORY.  ONE WHICH WE ARE VERY PROUD.  BUT FOR THE FEW MADAM PINNICK’S, THERE ARE THOUSANDS OF WOMEN WHO HAVE NEVER HAD SUCH A CHANCE.

EVEN THOUGH THESE LOANS HAVE BEEN A SUCCESS, WE REALISE THAT NOT ENOUGH WOMEN HAD THE CAPACITY AND KNOWHOW TO ACCESS THE AVAILABLE MICRO-CREDIT.  SO IN 2002, WE ENDOWEDTHE MORGAN SMART DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION WHICH TRAINS WOMEN IN BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENT MICRO PROJECTS IN COMMUNITIES  WHICH DIRECTLY IMPACT THE LIFE OF POOR WOMEN.
THE FOUNDATION HOLDS PERIODIC COMMUNITY MEETINGS FOR WOMEN   TO WORK THROUGH HOW THEY CAN ORGANIZE THEMSELVES INTO COOPERATIVES OF BETWEEN 8-10 WOMEN WHO ARE GOING TO SERVE AS GUARANTORS TO EACH OTHER TO SECURE A LOAN.  THIS WAY, THE FINANCIAL RISK AMONGST THE MEMBERS IS SHARED AND THIS SERVES AS COLLATERAL.  THEN, WE TRAIN THE COOPERATIVES ON HOW TO DEVELOP BUSINESS PLANS, HOW TO MANAGE THEIR FINANCE AN SO ON.  SINCE WE ESTABLISHED THE FOUNDATION, WE HAVE TRAINED HUNDREDS OF COOPERATIVE GROUPS WHO HAVE NOW ESTABLISHED VIABLE BUSINESSES IN THE AREAS OF PACKAGING OF SMOKED FISH, WATER SATCH PRODUCTION, CATERING, FASHION DESIGN, HAIR  DRESSING SALON ETC.
THE SECOND AREA THAT THE FOUNDATION IS WORKING ON, IS THE IMPLEMENTATION OF MICRO-PROJECTS IN RURAL COMMUNITIES. THESE PROJECTS HAVE IMPACTS DIRECTLY ON WOMEN’S LIVES.

WE GO INTO COMMUNITIES AND THROUGH   RURAL ASSESMENT,       COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PLANS ARE DRAWN UP.  OUR FOUNDATION THEN GOES JOINTLY WITH THE COMMUNITY TO PURSUE FUNDING OF THESE PROJECTS.  THE FOUNDATION HAS SO FAR SECURED FUNDING FOM THE EUROPEAN UNION, US EMBASSY IN NIGERIA, COMPANIES SUCH AS EXXONMOBIL, AND CHEVRON FOR THE PROVISION OF WATER, SANITATION, HEALTH CENTRES, SCHOOLS AND FISHING EQUIPMENTS TO WOMEN.
AS YOU CAN SEE, WE HAVE HAD MANY SUCCESSES, BUT THESE SUCCESSES ARE VERY SMALL IN COMPARISON WITH THE NEEDS OF POOR WOMEN IN THE NIGER DELTA.  OUR WORK HAS PROVEN THAT WHEN WE GIVE THE WOMEN SKILLS AND CAPITAL, THEIR BUSINESSES WILL SUCCEED AND COMMUNITIES AND FAMILIES WILL BE BETTER OFF.

I AM ALSO HAPPY TO REPORT THAT POOR WOMEN DO PAY BACK THEIR LOANS.  WE HAVE APPROXIMATELY 85%PAY BACK RATE ON LOANS GIVEN TO THE WOMEN.

WE, AT THE FOUNDATION ARE CONVINCED THAT, IMPROVING THE CIRCUMSTANCE OF OUR POOR WOMEN WILL, HAVE A POSITIVE EFFECT ON MILITANCY AND YOUTH RESTIVENESS IN THE NIGER DELTA.

I WILL THEREFORE FERVENTLY PLEAD HERE THAT AS YOU CONSIDER HOW TO STRENGTH THE WORLD ECONOMY, YOU WILL KNOW THAT THE SAFEST INVESTMENT THAT YOU CAN MAKE IS ON A WOMAN AT THE COMMUNITY LEVEL.

I WANT TO AT THIS POINT THANK EXONMOBIL FOR INVESTING IN ME.  I ALSO WANT TO THANK THE LEGISLATORS OF THE CONGRESS OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA FOR SPONSORING THIS BRIEFING AND THE CENTRE FOR DEVELOPMENT AND POPULATION ACTIVITIES FOR FACILITATING IT. LAST BUT NOT LEAST   TO ALL OF YOU IMPORTANT DIGNITARIES HERE PRESENT, I THANK YOU FROM THE BOTTOM OF MY HEART FOR YOUR ATTENTION.  THANK YOU AND GOD BLESS.      

