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It is an honour to be with you at this ceremony for the first group to complete the Microfinance 
Programme offered jointly by the Central Bank and the Open University of Sri Lanka. 

I am delighted to participate in the awarding of the certificates and am only sorry that my colleague Dr 
Kodhandaraman Balasubramanian, who has represented the Commonwealth of Learning in the 
organisation of the programme, cannot be here with us too. 

It is, however, my very great pleasure to thank my colleague and friend Professor Uma Coomaraswamy 
for her role in the establishment of the programme. Professor Coomaraswamy had a most distinguished 
tenure as Vice-Chancellor of the Open University of Sri Lanka and since then she has worked tirelessly 
with the Commonwealth of Learning on numerous initiatives here: Lifelong Learning for Farmers, 
Quality Assurance in Higher Education; the Distance Education Modernisation Programme, and now this 
venture into banking. 

The Commonwealth of Learning is not a donor agency. In our work in rural development and 
development generally we do not give funds for people to implement our ideas; we help communities to 
implement their own development agenda by getting the existing systems to work better. Finance is a 
crucial part of these systems because people need money to try out new approaches or launch new 
ventures. 

Clearly, the national network of banks is the nearest and most sustainable source of finance for the 
citizens of any country. However, in most developing countries the commercial banks have a bias toward 
affluent and corporate customers who can provide the required collateral. 

This picture began to change with the invention of the notion of microfinance by Mohamed Yunus, who 
later won a Nobel Prize for establishing the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. The idea has spread worldwide 
so that you can now find microfinance in my home city of Vancouver, Canada. 
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While microfinance was an important breakthrough it is, as the name implies, concerned with small loans. 
It is a start, but only a start, to a process that allows rural people access to credit to implement their 
ambitions to improve their lives. The logical end of microfinance is community banking.  However, if 
microfinance is not properly regulated, it can become an exploitative tool. That is why the pioneering 
initiative of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka in introducing the Microfinance Act is so important. This 
integrates microfinance directly into the national framework of commercial banks and financial 
institutions. 

To ensure the successful integration of microfinance into that framework, many people in the banks and 
in the communities must have the opportunity to learn how it works so that they can play their roles as 
lenders and borrowers. This training has to happen on such a large scale that the usual approach of 
bringing people to large centres for face-to-face sessions could not meet the need. Many of those who 
need to learn about microfinance are too busy to take time off to travel, which also has an added cost. 

This was a perfect opportunity for Sri Lanka to take advantage of the expertise and infrastructure that it 
has built up in open and distance learning, which is just what it needed for reaching large numbers of 
people, where they live, at low cost. And what better way to train people in microfinance than through a 
partnership between the Central Bank and the Open University? 

Good partnerships are win-win situations for all parties and often have knock-on effects beyond the 
immediate project that got them started. This first offering of the Microfinance programme will have 
taught both parties how to do it even better in future and will have enabled them to test various 
hypotheses. 

The Central Bank and the banking and financial institutions will have had the chance to see how open and 
distance learning can reduce the cost of training. A few years ago the Commonwealth of Learning helped 
the World Bank to introduce open and distance learning for some of its training. The World Bank found, 
as it had expected, that the cost of distance learning was much less than bringing people to Washington 
for training. What it had not expected was that the distance learners performed better and a larger 
proportion of them finished the course. 

In Sri Lanka I expect that this programme in Microfinance will alert the banking sector to the cost-
effectiveness of open and distance learning, leading to its wider adoption for other training needs. 

As a direct result of this Microfinance programme, as it is rolled out more widely, the rural financial 
sector will be able to offer better services to local populations. Furthermore, a wider effect of the 
programme will be to help the people become more financially literate, which will reduce the non-
performing asset rate that has previously discouraged lending in rural areas. 

Finally, of course, and this is really the goal of the whole exercise, people will use credit to enhance their 
livelihoods in a sustainable way, contributing directly to the development of Sri Lanka by making its 
citizens more prosperous. 

In conclusion therefore, I congratulate the first graduates of the Microfinance programme for contributing 
to something very important. You have been guinea pigs for this first offering of the course. When 
something is done for the first time it is not perfect – but you have the satisfaction of being pioneers. I 
hope that you have enjoyed the experience and its convenience and that you will put to good use the new 
skills and knowledge that you have acquired. 



       
Helping Each Other: Sharing through Microfinance 

  Commonwealth of Learning CC BY SA 
November 2010 | Page 3 of 3 

I also congratulate the Central Bank and the Open University on putting the partnership together. I am 
sure they will now make improvements to the course before offering it to larger numbers of your fellow 
bankers – and I expect they will explore other ways of using open and distance learning for the process of 
lifelong training that has become a necessity in today’s fast-moving financial sector.    

Thank you for inviting me to be with you today. I congratulate you all and wish you well 

 

 


