


The North West Frontier Province (NWFP) of Pakistan, bordering
Afghanistan, struggles with issues of livelihoods, infrastructure,
environmental management, access to economic opportunities,
education, governance and gender.  Inequity stems from the
debilitating roles socially constructed for women, denying them
equal opportunities. In the last decade or more a lot of
interventions to address these issues have been undertaken by
both the public sector and civil society organizations. But
unfortunately, few of these experiences have been documented
or analysed, especially in NWFP.

It is to this end that Sarhad Rural Support Program has developed
this series, with the financial assistance of IUCN’s Program
Support for Northern Pakistan. While recognizing the
contribution made by the public sector in the province, this
series publication is limited to civil society organizations. This
is the first attempt to understand how and why interventions
by some selected civil society organizations have led to
improvement in the life of people. It is by no means evaluative,
and certainly not exhaustive. Most of all, it is an attempt to
communicate the inspiration of these organizations, and to
transmit this inspiration to others struggling for gender-equitable
social change. A few civil society organizations have been chosen
for their length of experience, geographical and programmatic
breadth of coverage, evident success, clarity of approach and
active focus on gender (such as gender mainstreaming policies).
The series has evolved as six brief booklets, each focusing on
experiences in gender mainstreaming and a specific theme of
development in NWFP. Special thanks are due to the
organizations that have been consulted over the past few
months for their openness.

Series Background
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Microfinance (MF) and Micro-Enterprise Development (MED)
in Pakistan have taken huge leaps from the time when Orangi
Pilot Project and AKRSP introduced the concepts in Pakistan.
While there is a global trend encouraging these efforts, in
Pakistan there has been an exceptional response to such
initiatives mostly due to resource poverty and the lack of
proper orientation of mainstream financial institutions. In
keeping with traditional roles, most MF and MED have targeted
women, but have had to deal with traditional barriers to
women’s mobility and their participation in broader economic
and social life.

Following civil society successes, the government has
intervened with encouragement to small businesses and
especially to women – however, the success is questionable.
The private sector has also capitalized on the trend, with
many banks now providing services to small savers and
businesses.

Besides numerous interventions by the public sector, civil
society itself has also been addressing this challenge again
in two broad ways across the country. Firstly, it is now
beginning to advocate that government and the private sector
orient themselves to serve the poor, especially women, to
empower them economically. Secondly, it has demonstrated
that there is a huge demand for financial and enterprise
development services among poor communities and it has
shown how to meet that demand in an effective, efficient and
equitable manner. The Aga Khan Rural Support Program and
Khwendo Kor are two amongst many initiatives working for
gender and microfinance/micro-enterprise development in

Gender and Microfinance/
MED
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NWFP. The brief description of their programs underscores
some important experiences for other civil society
organizations working for gender equity in microfinance
in the province and across the country.  It is hoped that
these lessons inspire and guide similar efforts in microfinance
as part of the complex socio-cultural issues of gender
inequity.

Aga Khan Rural Support Program
(AKRSP)
AKRSP began work in 1982 as the first rural support program
in the country. The organization now works in three districts
of the Northern Areas as well as Chitral in NWFP. Working
on the model of partnerships and social organization, AKRSP
has arguably had the greatest
impact of any one civil society
organization in Pakistan,
inspiring the standard approach
to development.

While its interventions in
integrated development deserve
to be studied, AKRSP has been
exceptionally successful in
launching MF and MED in
Pakistan. In Northern Pakistan,
especially, income poverty is
compounded by absence of

Civil Society Approaches

Results

Over 70% of rural households organized into
groups.

Poverty rate declined from 43% in ’83 to 36%
in ’98.

Women now have access to entrepreneurial
opportunities and confidence and skills to
make use of the opportunities.

First organization to introduce and inspire MF
and MED in Northern part of Pakistan.

Rs.20 million saved by poor women.

Over Rs.300 million given as loans, mostly to
poor women.
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d iverse  economic
opportunities, lack of
financial services for the
poor, lack of market
l inks and cultural
barriers to women’s
economic participation.
AKRSP aims to create
i n c o m e  a n d  j o b
opportunities, as well
as a demand for professional business development services,
linking to supply.

1. Restrict interventions to the poorest sections of society
and work only with organized communities.

2. Improve women’s lives and livelihoods through practical
and financially beneficial interventions.

3. Work for economic upliftment and through this for the
broader social change of changing gender
roles and attitudes.

4. Aim to diversify income sources away from
farm-based towards off-farm, value-added
activities.

5.  Build capacity of entrepreneurs and savers
to manage their own financial affairs and
develop entrepreneurial skills, knowledge and
ethos.

Strategies Adopted

Over 90% loan recovery rate.

200 enterprises supported.

A l m o s t  1 , 0 0 0  w o m e n
entrepreneurs trained.

Rs. 10 million distributed as loans
to 700 women entrepreneurs.

Sources: World Bank (2000), The Next
Ascent [Washington DC: World Bank]
AKRSP (2000), Annual Report 2000
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Working for reinforcing the sustainable development process
to improve the quality of life of women and children in the
family and society in NWFP, KK
aims to improve: women
education; basic health of
mothers and children, women
micro-enterprise; linkages to
e n h a n c e  d e v e l o p m e n t
opportunities; local institutional
capacity and income levels of
women. Since 1997, MF and
MED have  been  ma jor
components of KK’s work in the
six districts of the province.

KK has faced numerous
challenges in its dedicated

Results

30 women organizations in six  districts now
have bank accounts with Rs.100,000 saving.

Rs. 4.2 million credit has been disbursed to
over 350 women entrepreneurs.

All women entrepreneurs are trained to
conduct and develop their enterprises.

Up to additional Rs. 3,000 per month income
is earned by women.

90% loan recovery rate.

Women mobility, decision-making power and
economic participation has been enhanced.

Source :  Khwendo Kor  P rogress  Report

6. Try to make the intervention self-sustaining.

7. Link rural entrepreneurs to markets – the single biggest
hurdle for poor producers in remote areas.

8. Link savers to financial institutions, e.g. banks.

9. Ensure product quality.

10. Introduce appropriate technologies.

11. Be culturally sensitive – start with accepted activities
for women, such as stitching, livestock, poultry.

Khwendo Kor (KK)
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1. Work through women organizations only.

2. Introduce and encourage savings among women to build
a buffer against financial vulnerability.

3. Make MF and MED financially feasible and beneficial to
poor women.

4. Build the capacity of women
entrepreneurs to engage effectively in
enterprise development.

5. Ensure participation and inclusion of
poor, especially women.

6. Link to local awareness campaigns for
women’s  r ights  to  economic
empowerment.

Strategies Adopted

attention to women’s empowerment, most of these challenges
coming from minor local vested interests. Along with this,
the organization also tackles issues common to the province
i.e. restricted women’s mobility and control over economic
affairs. At the same time, KK also struggles not to emphasize
women empowerment at the expense of the family unit.

KK’s work is exemplary in a different manner to AKRSP’s.
While the impacts are at service delivery scale, KK’s much
smaller size is complemented by a greater focus on social
and political change for rural women. Its interventions are
not replacing government service delivery, but are integrated
with its advocacy for women’s rights.
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7. Be culturally sensitive – begin with activities accepted for
women, such as livestock rearing and stitching.

8. Link women entrepreneurs to banks and other support
institutions – this will also enhance exposure and mobility.

9.  Develop systems within the organizat ion.

Experiences for Replication
Economic uplift is essential for women empowerment,
and MF/ MED can be indirect routes to structural change.

MF and MED are not ends in themselves but routes to
sustainable livelihoods and economic empowerment.

Women must take control of their financial activities.

Work in partnership with organizations of poor women.

Build the capacity of women to understand and manage
collective finances and business processes.

Instill an entrepreneurial ethos along with imparting
technical skills and knowledge.

Develop linkages with public, private and civic support
organizations, e.g. banks and small business promotions,
especially for sustainability of the intervention.
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Involve local men and women in planning, and ensure
that proceedings and results are completely transparent.

Initiate enterprise development in activities where women
have a traditional role but encourage diversification.

Build a demand for financial and business development
services and ensure their supply.

Vocational training courses are useful one-time
investments, but are not enough to develop women
entrepreneurs.

The main business challenges are product quality and
ensuring market links – these must be addressed directly.

The main cultural challenges are women’s mobility,
participation in economic affairs, maintaining involvement
in family budgets and having disposable incomes – these
may be best addressed indirectly.
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