SMALL FORTUNES:

MICROCREDIT AND THE FUTURE OF POVERTY
SMALL FORTUNES: MICROCREDIT AND THE FUTURE OF POVERTY documents the microcredit movement that began in Bangladesh more than 25 years ago and has now become a major player around the world in fighting poverty. Microcredit is based on the concept of giving small loans to the extreme poor in developing countries to help them start or expand small businesses, businesses that will pull them and their families out of poverty. The program airs on PBS Thursday, October 27, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET.
Millions of the world’s poorest, mostly women, who are unable to provide the necessary collateral to secure a loan from a traditional bank, are turning to micro-finance institutions for help. These institutions give “micro” loans, often amounting to less than $100, to those for whom the entrepreneurial spirit is still in its purest, most basic form. Whether it’s through creating a business of making and selling tortillas, weaving cloth or building a herd of dairy buffalo, most borrowers are able to pay back their loans and have enough left over to re-invest in their businesses, in their homes and most important, in their children. 

During the mid-1970s, Muhammad Yunus, regarded as one of the pioneers of the microcredit movement, began financing tiny loans to extremely poor women in a Bangladesh village near the university where he taught. In SMALL FORTUNES, he relates how this small beginning led to the Grameen Bank, which today lends a million dollars a day to more than three million borrowers in 44,000 villages across Bangladesh.  

Several years before Professor Yunus started making loans in Bangladesh, another organization on the other side of the world had begun doing the same thing. In Recife, Brazil, ACCION International was extending credit in the form of micro-loans to a number of micro-enterprises in the area. Since that time, ACCION has given out more than five billion dollars in loans to more than three million borrowers. Both Grameen Bank and ACCION International claim repayment rates better than 97 percent. SMALL FORTUNES looks at these two pioneering micro-finance institutions, as well as some of the thousands of smaller organizations that have sprung up around the globe. The film examines how a movement that was created to alleviate poverty in developing countries has moved to the United States, the richest country in the world, and offers hope for America’s poor. Institutions like ACCION have brought their services to cities and communities across America. 

SMALL FORTUNES: MICROCREDIT AND THE FUTURE OF POVERTY also looks at how individuals, looking to alleviate the poverty of others, have become involved in microcredit. Former Microsoft executive Mike Murray founded an organization in Seattle, Washington, that funnels millions of dollars to already existing microfinance institutions. On a much smaller scale, the Williams family in Sacramento, California, along with some of their neighbors, pulls together $2,500 every three months to send to different microfinance organizations in Latin America.

Through talking with individuals like Muhammad Yunus of Grameen Bank and Maria Otero of ACCION International, as well as economists and government representatives from different parts of the world, SMALL FORTUNES explores some of the questions that the micro-finance movement tries to answer: Could microcredit, in fact, be a solution to world poverty? Or does it foster an unhealthy burden of debt on those who would seem least able to handle it? Must microcredit institutions rely on donations from the West to remain solvent, or can they become self-sustaining and even profitable? What are the social and cultural implications of empowering women in traditionally male dominated societies? What might be the long-term impacts? Is access to traditional capital markets essential for the movement to grow? What is the future of micro-lending?
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