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Excellencies 

Distinguished delegates
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to begin by most warmly congratulating the High Representative Mr. Anwarul Karim Chowdhury for organizing this event. It provides us an opportunity to share our experience and exchange views on the ways and means of combating poverty. It constitutes a formidable challenge to international peace, security and development. 

In our lifetime, the world has witnessed significant progress. More people than ever before live in democracies. More are succeeding each year in breaking out of the claptrap of poverty, and in rising out of the morass of oppression, famine, sickness and illiteracy.  We are able to intervene more to prevent conflict and to make, keep and build peace. Many live in greater progress and prosperity than ever before.

But all in this world do not enjoy equitably the fruits of these advances. One quarter of the world’s population live on less than one dollar a day. Income inequality among rich and poor are rising, and the global economy often appears to be skewed against the weak. Protectionist sentiments are rising impeding trade and exports from developing and least developed countries. The voice of the poor in organizing the global economic architecture is not listened to, or even heard. Indeed, it has been projected by analysts that the number of poor will continue to increase. This is a dreadful paradox. The World Economic and Social Survey 2006 concluded that an immediate and substantial scaling up of effort is needed, to address this challenge.

The Millennium Development Goals provide a unique opportunity to address the challenges of the teeming millions. These goals have embraced unprecedented level of political support. Last year, in the World Summit, the international community once again reiterated their pledges to lift half of the global population living in abject poverty by 2015. This was envisaged in the Millennium Declaration. 

Developing countries, particularly the LDCs, do not have the wherewithal to confront the burgeoning menace of poverty.  We believe that progress does not come only through foreign aid, but when a nation is able to lift itself up by its own bootstraps. This should be through its own development strategies based on its intellectual, traditional and cultural resources as well as innovative homegrown ideas. This simple philosophy, this incontrovertible logic, is bred of our own experience. 
Bangladesh’s progress in recent times with regard to her development achievements has provoked considerable global interest. The rapid socio-economic progress has placed the country into medium category of the UNDP Human Development Index. According to Household Expenditure Survey (HES) 2005, the average GDP growth rate for last five years was 5.68 percent. Total population living in poverty has reduced from 44 per cent in 2000 to 40 percent in 2005. Interestingly, the poverty in rural areas has reduced by 9 percent points and while that in urban areas is 7 percent. 

This success is perceived as being owed to, among others, home grown ideas like microcredit and non-formal education. The most extensive study to date comes from the World Bank which finds that 40 percent of poverty reduction in Bangladesh is because of microcredit. This has been possible through a unique partnership between the government, civil society and the NGOs. Bangladesh hosts around 20,000 NGOs in its territory, few of them happen to be among world’s biggest ones in terms of size and productivity. 

Bangladeshis should be forgiven for the modicum of pride they must feel that their country should be considered a thought-leader in the innovation of microcredit. Instead of traditional collateral, peer pressure and mutual guarantee for loan users, known as social collateral, is used as a risk management technique for this loan. It is the key element of microcredit.

It offers an alternative model based on the neoliberal tenets of individualism and free market. Nobel laureate Professor Yunus champions microcredit as a free-market development tool that empowers the poor by encouraging and enabling them to participate and grow their own economies. By free market, Yunus means one in which even the poor can participate. “The Grameen model” pioneered in Bangladesh has remained the most widely replicated credit lending programme in the world.  

Microcredit has helped persuade the world that the poor are innately capable of working their way out of its morass with dignity. Also, that they have the creativity and capacity to improve their own situation. The contribution of microfinance to asset-creation, to employment generation, to providing economic security, and to the empowerment of the poor, particularly women, is widely acknowledged. 

Microcredit has revolutionized the rural people's attitude towards women. In an orthodox Muslim religious society like Bangladesh, women have been subjugated historically to many social vices such as early marriage, excessive child-bearing as well as illiteracy and unemployment. Microcredit has proven to be one of the most successful attempts to involve women in economic activities. 
Statiscs suggests that the member-clients of microcredit are overwhelmingly women. The number has reached now to 90 percent of the total borowers. Microcredit is provided to women on a philosophy that in order to come out of poverty, a woman needs all kinds of inputs and support services and structures. In our country, women default on loans far less than men, and credit extended to women has a much greater impact on household consumption and quality of life of children. 

Microcredit is also seen as one of those instruments that, by stabilizing conflict-ridden societies, would help drain the marshes that produce thoughts and acts of terrorism. As we become increasingly engaged with peacebuilding responsibilities in strife-torn parts of the world, microcredit can play a significant role in sustaining peace. The General Assembly, the Security Council, the international financial institutions have all acknowledged the efficacy of microfinance as an effective anti-poverty tool. As is evident from news in the field from all parts of the world, it works, if of course, the right wherewithal is provided! We now need to provide that. It includes necessary legal, financial and social framework for microfinance to work effectively. 

Another innovative idea in empowering the poor, particularly women, is the concept of non-formal education which is widely practiced in Bangladesh. NGOs such as BRAC and Grameen have models that have also been reflected in many countries in the world. Attempts are underway to combine the Bangladeshi experience with that of other regions such as the Latin American BOLSAESCOLA.

Poverty anywhere is poverty every where. Hence, eliminating poverty and attaining prosperity is a goal for the entire humanity. Today we are committed to the belief that the amelioration of the pains of some is the responsibility of all. This is what distinguishes our times from those of the past.
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