ﬁﬂ'

;J\?’E EE i@

L

—

ANTHROPOLOGISTS
ON THE ROAD

ﬂlllll wi

HOW | mi MICROF!

NIy,

TIELEETE
n”
| WITHOUT POVERTY:

B BEPXABABBAT —ZQRELTEXL
XUE Cheng, M.Phil Class of 2013,

Department of Anthropology,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

]

Text & Photography

ThEEE Ve
R A S B 9 AT
f A2 2% R o U S I IR T
CRBANWEAWRTE 2
H 5L 460 A K B 9 3 €7 95
B\ R W R e
/NS BB

What is “@M 2

Since Muhammad Yunus (founder

- of Grameen Bank) won the Nobel

Peace Prize in 2006, ambitious
social movement activists over the
wortld have been emulating models

of micro-crediting.

N,

6

ER—REBMESEOMNREFER LB
NNEEENRLESEK/NERS (BE
BETIEEES) BEANELRERAR
WEHBER4E BRED BABBEERMN
R NEEENERKEIETR ©FE
EESNBREIFNTHFEE EREER
AORBREREEEZ - BEEATER E
BHERERDEGE TL4FNSEBRREE
Wl THZEE- R REMSEBE —
RUNRARETNNECEERE ZRER
NHE—ZERFEBRFASNE N BTRRX
B R-_ETRFEY KBEFRE ¥K
EREREGEME - ZHBOEFREME

_H—EETZME%HHMLM%Wﬁ

W EREFRERFEARR FH-Z——F
h—%%%%ﬁﬁﬁﬁéﬂﬁﬁ%'ﬁ—¥@
BZERF EREHURBFEEIZE - AM
EEEETER REKRBERANBES ),
HEEIRWHEERA Hu@mUEm XHE
RENEETSRTHELZE?NEEERSE
BEHREGASHFH A TAE—BREE
Rt R | " RFEZELRE NSEEE
FHBRREEN —BKNF ET=EA &
KB TER-

HONG KONG E4hEiF
DISCOVERY Vol.83



!

g

1

ANTHROPOLOGISTS
ON THE ROAD

Yunus’ microfinance is a market-oriented
means to reduce poverty. By providing small-amount
unsecured loans (usually from dozens to several
hundreds USD) to poor people, they can shake off
poverty with good use of the loan to raise productivity
and feed themselves. Unlike conventional poverty
relief work, it does not only aim at serving the poor,
but also the project’s profitability and sustainability.
Microfinance began earlier in China since 1990s, and
its rapid growth in recent years has attracted lots of
attention. By chance | learned about a microcredit
institution in southern Shaanxi. It was founded in 2005
under the joint support of an international NGO and the
local government. After a few years, it has syndicated
across all townships in the county. It provides loans
from RMB500 to 10,000 to peasant households at
an annual interest of 11.76%. Borrowers have to
return the principal and interest on a quarterly basis.
At 2011 its overall capital flow is 5 million with more
than 1,400 borrowers and a perfect repayment rate
of 100%. Yet | want to delve into these figures: who
use the loans, how the loans are used, and how the
loans change the life of the borrowers. And, does
microfinance really make “a world without poverty” as
Yunus wished? To solve the riddles, | lived for three
months in a village where the institution operates,
and slowly found the answers.
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Gong and the fields around his home

ENE PEERENAB -F-XRIM
Ko ERISMENENNEEERSERF
—ERTRANENR - ER=TZHEZAERX
RRAEFH BREEER MERBKE
FoRAREAFYRLIERAYRE -MWEER
BEZRBNEERT BEMAHEER
HERARRER - RRMEEEE D KBH
tRLR KREWALZTFXE ™R EGE
ER-BEMETER—FAEHMNEHE B
RERARRBTZRZTEHNIEE -

Gong is my acquaintance in the village. | met
him the first time in the microcredit office of the
village - he was applying for a loan of RMB6,000.
Gong, in his thirties, was nailing at his entry form
carefully and attentively. | was eyeballing him; he
looked up and blushed when he found
me, confessing that he did not study
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Slogans and regulations on the
wall of the microcredit office
of the village (one reads “If
you break your promise, you
lose integrity.”)

hard at school as a youngster. It was
f his second time borrowing microcredit.
He fell into the gloom to explain that
his 7-year-old daughter was born deaf,
and was sent to a school in town for
hearing and speech disabilities. The
tuition fee and daily expenses made a

huge sum. This time he
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Gong's daughter poses in
front of her home

i was borrowing for her
daughter’s spending in
| the next school term.
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Theoretically, microcredit should NOT be
given to pay living costs. Yet for such an outlandish
village with very scarce resources, very few cash
crops can be grown and scale of livestock raising
is limited. From 1990s onwards, working in the city
is almost the only way out for the villagers. They
leave their homes to labour themselves in any way.
Income varies according to their nature of work.
Factory workers earn RMB1,000-2,000 per month
throughout the country. Coal miners, who work in
greater danger with tougher physical demands,
earn RMB3,000-4,000 per month. Construction
workers earn roughly the same as coal miners, but
days of work as well as wages are easily held up by
bad weather. Gong and his wife planned to work
in the faraway Qingdao after their daughter return
to school after holiday. In such way the couple

should make a monthly
— income of nearly
RMB3,000.
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Gong remained
positive to the
plight of life
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The Gongs is among the poorest families of
the village. To reach his home in the west of the
village, one had to go through a muddy trail and
hop on stones to wade across a rapid ditch. Three
generations of the family live in the same house - a
kind of mud-brick house that has almost been phased
out in the village. It looked withered and dim compared
with the brick-wood ones of their neighbours. Gong’s
parents were in their sixties who still work industrially
in the field - day after day - for the food that can merely
feed the whole family. After living in Gong’s home for
a while, he asked me to help making an account of
his family’s balance. The result was shocking: their
diligent input in cultivating and pig raising earned no
profit beside filling their stomachs. Other than wages
from working in the city, the family’s only income
was social welfares including all subsidies from the
local government and the national Minimum Living
Standard Scheme. It saddened me when | found
out that if Gong and his wife both work in the city,
they are able to make ends just meet; if one of them
stays home to take care of their child, the family will
fall short of tens of thousands dollars per year. But
they just can’t bear leaving their child alone. When
money is tight, the couple has to either scrape coins
together or live on loans.
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His mother wept secretly in the kitchen as Gong
borrowed loans again. “He struggled so hard to repay the
last sum. Who can bear such a high interest?” lamented
old Mrs. Gong. The interest rate of microcredit is higher
than that of rural credit cooperatives to avoid the capital
being held by applicants not in poverty, so that the poor
are guaranteed with more chance to make good use of the
loan. Where as cumbersome procedures and pledges of
other borrowing means ward off common peasant families.
The interest rate of 11% or more is just affordable for
low-budget sideline agricultural productions. In reality, for
poor families who take the high-interest microcredit as an
immediate relief, they are driving themselves towards an
even harder life.
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The whole village

from a view point
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Gong's mother and daughter
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A chart of project figures in the headquarters of the
microcredit institution
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I and a female villager who is also

a regular borrower of microcredit
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e ; “ N Representative of the microcredit institution
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Gong is not alone. For the three months

in the village | visited and got to know different
peasant families to learn about their actual
economic activities and livelihoods. | learnt
how unrealistic microfinance theory is, and
how financial figures mask the reality of a rural
economy. All families face the same problem:
building and fixing houses, lavish gift-giving,
schooling for children and medical care for
the elderly all mean raising needs of cash. As
the potential profits of local productions and
operations are very low, villagers must work in
the city to earn the money they need. When they
are in urgent need of money, microcredit prompts
the poor to eat up the stored food for the future.
Loans are acquired conveniently but it had never
raised the actual income of the people.
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Donors visiting a poor family of the village in the company

of a representative of the microcredit institution
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Development anthropologists had pointed REai
out that the meanings of “development” vary
across communities. The case of microfinance is |
one lively example. As far as | can see, foundations
and experts who back the theory of microfinance
generalize and disseminate this idea to China |
by organizing various seminars, inspections ]
and trainings. They support local microcredit
institutions with funding and technology, while
regulating them strictly with a pre-designed [
model and award projects with high repayment |
rate and exemplary operation. Nonetheless, they
have completely disregarded the actual economic i
activities behind the lending. The operational
targets are being over-emphasized by the institutions. They now focus
on expanding business and attracting further investments, instead of
reforming the production plans of the borrowers. For most villagers,
they borrow this micro sum of money only because it is relatively flexible
for emergency. They never believe that these few thousand yuan can
“change the destiny of the poor” as the posters read. It is a bit ironic
as microfinance theory strongly opposes subsidizing the poor. But
in the village where | stayed, some villagers would purposely borrow
microcredits regardless of the high interest rate, only for claiming the
extra freebies and subsidies from donors that are exclusively given
to borrowers through the institutions. It is something that we should
turn about. ¢
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Officers helping female villagers to fill in the credit form
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The only commercial street in the village where business

opportunity barely exists





