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Le Monde, Thursday, 18th, December 2008 
 

In a slum of Accra, the Ghanaian capital, where some 200 000 people survive, 
women seek daily salvation in savings, or "susu" 

 

Micro-credit in “Sodom and Gomorrah” 
ACCRA 
SPÉCIAL ENVOY 

This morning, the area of "Sodom 
and Gomorrah" emerges from the 
dampness and mud. The day 
before, heavy rains, experienced as 
a blessing in this “iron” season, 
have swept the maze of potholed 
streets. Some 200 000 people 
survive in the slum whose 
nickname owes nothing to chance 
in this Ghana full of biblical 
references. Barefoot or in sandals, 
swarms of children wade in slalom 
between ruts filled with reddish 
water. The vast area is like an 
open-air market, a Court of 
Miracles, a concentrated zone of 
miserable habitats. The aromas of 
spices and grilled banana are 
mixed with those, less sweet, of 
the lagoon that borders the 
neighbourhood and which carries 
to the ocean waste water from the 
city. The "Ghanaian miracle", this 
English-speaking country proud of 
its 6% of annual growth, a rare 
symbol of stability in Africa, 
spreads its branches and Christmas 
decorations beyond this open-air 
sewer. Muddy, impecunious, 
Sodom and Gomorrah does not 
attract big financial names. The 
district also has its "bank". No air 
conditioning or green plants in the 
local NGO Initiative Development 
(ID). The counter occupies almost 
all the small octagonal room 
located in the covered market. 
"Deposit your daily "susu "here", 
invites a simple notice stuck on the 
front window. Susu means savings 
in Twi, the most common local 
language. "Some of our “clients” 
seek to finance their evening meal. 
Few financers are closer to the 
reality than us", says Romain 
Tevels, 30, Director of ID-Ghana. 
This organization linked to the 
French NGO Entrepreneurs du 
Monde offers loans of up to 1,000 
Ghana cedis (660 euros), with 
different savings schemes in seven 
poor neighbourhoods of the 
capital. Patience Tobizo, an 
elegant groceries shop handler, 
humbly personifies one of the 

success stories of the organization. 
Like millions of African women, 
the mother of six children for a 
long time has supplemented the 
income of her husband, a 
carpenter, by selling in the street 
doughnuts or household goods, set 
in a bucket on her head. Thanks to 
a 150 Ghana cedis (99 euro) loan 
from ID, she could buy the stock 
of beverages, soap and diapers she 
now proposes to passersby in a 
shop coated with Coca-Cola 
colours. Patience, the well-named, 
is still waiting for the fridge 
promised by the brand in exchange 
for this advertising. She protends 
making a profit of 12 Ghana cedis 
(8 euros) per week after paying 
back the instalments of a loan 
given at a monthly rate of 3.25%. 
When surprised by the high rate, 
Romain Tevels answered by 

referring to the 18% annual 
inflation rate in Ghana, other 
services (training, assistance, 
access to health insurance) that 
offers the NGOs to the populations 
and the high cost of managing 
these loans. "No bank wants to pay 
someone to retrieve 20 Ghana 
cedis [13.2 euros] at the far end of 
a slum." He also draws an 
argument from the even higher 
requirements of "susu collectors", 
traditional bankers but insatiable. 
If ID has 7,500 savers and 4,600 
on-going loans in Accra for a total 
amount equivalent to 370,000 
euros, "it is that we answer to a 
need" he says. "Nobody else wants 
to help us" confirms Mary 
Ugenagar, checking out for a buyer 
in front of a heap of odoriferous 
yams. The wholesale trader has 
just completed to repay the 200 

Ghana cedis borrowed which 
allowed her to buy her goods at a 
time of low rate. The NGO 
exclusively finances productive 
activities and ensures that it does 
not know any failure to repay. 
Loans to businesses are made after 
a period of savings and a serious 
questionnaire. The money is only 
paid to groups whose members 
commit themselves to put pressure 
on potential defaulters. More than 
nine out of ten borrowers are 
women, regarded as significantly 
more reliable and able to take 
advantage of minute amounts. "A 
man does not draw a loan of 100 
Ghana cedis. A woman will 
immediately buy a few tomatoes or 
onions, would sell them, and earn 
a living" says Benjamin Sackey, 
head of Ghana ID in Sodom and 
Gomorrah. For him, microcredit is 

not just about surviving; it also 
allows a "change of (social) 
status". Far from Wall Street, the 
homemakers of the slums of Accra 
could also soon suffer from the 
global financial crisis. Already, the 
scarcity of bank credit and the 
collapse of remittances from the 
Diaspora jeopardize the economic 
take-off of Ghana. The shortage of 
microcredit is a threat as well. An 
NGO like ID is suffering from the 
declining donations from 
companies and government 
subsidies. She had to start itself to 
borrow from banks. The financial 
hurricane which came from the 
United States threatens the vital 
crumbs of microcredit. 
 

Philippe Bernard 

Solidarity loans on the Internet 
AN INTERNET connection and a 
credit card are just enough to lend 
a few dozen euros to a small 
business at the other end of the 
world and ensure its survival. 
Between humanitarian 
supermarket and active network of 
solidarity, two sites, one American 
(Kiva) and French (Babyloan), 
proposes to make online a 
microloan. Do you prefer helping 
Mathilde, trader of Atakpamé 
(Togo), to create a stockpile of 
loincloths or Marie-Leonor, who, 
in Guatemala, began making 

stoves tortillas? Between smiling 
photos, deserving projects and 
educational videos, candidates 
have a great range of opportunity 
to make a solidarity loans. It is not 
about making an investment 
because no compensation is 
offered, but rather to pay a small 
fee (20 euros or $ 25 minimum), 
which aggregates to many others, 
and will be made available to a 
microfinance institution. The latter, 
on field, will lend it (with interest) 
to Mathilde and Marie-Leonor. 
"People can put a face on 

microfinance" says Franck 
Renaudin, Director of the NGO 
Entrepreneurs du Monde. The 
lender will be regularly informed 
of the progress of the project, and 
then refunded. The success was 
impressive in the United States. In 
three years, 38 millions were 
collected by 325,000 people by the 
pioneer site Kiva.org. Kiva offers 
subscribers to integrate groups of 
lenders gathered on friendly, 
professional or religious affinities. 
This system "breaks with the 
pejorative idea of assistance. 

Lenders do not arise as 
benefactors but rather help people 
to cope by themselves, advocates 
Arnaud Poissonnier, a former 
banker who this summer launched 
the French site Babyloan.org. 
People like the idea of bypassing 
the banks and turning themselves 
into solidarity bankers." In a few 
weeks, Babyloan has collected 
nearly 60,000 euros for Benin, 
Tajikistan and Cambodia. The site 
charges to microfinance 
institutions 2% of the outstanding 
amounts as access fees plus 2% on 

the amount lent, where bank loans’ 
cost is around 10%. 
 

PH. B. 

The market of "Sodom and Gomorrah", in Accra, is settled near the Korle lagoon, heavily polluted by industrial waste. GUILLAUME BINET/MYOP FOR « LE MONDE » 
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