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Mission Report 04th Octorber 2013: 
 

The Mission to Ecuador started on 26th of August 2013 in the evening and ended on 05th of September 2013 in the evening. 

 

Members of the Mission were: 

Andrea Sparro – University of Bologna (UniBo) 

Carlos Guimaraes - Asociación Consorcio de Cooperación (ACC) 

Maximilian Lösch – Autonomous Province of Bolzano/Bozen (APB) 

Miko Meloni -  Filmmaker 

 

The Delegation visited local examples of projects funded through micro-credit schemes by members or partners of Fepp 

(Fondo Ecuatoriano Populorum Progressio) and Codesarrollo (Cooperativa de Ahorro y Crédito Desarrollo de los Pueblos 

Ltda.) and the Grameen Amazonas Cooperative. 

 

Fepp 

The FEPP is a private foundation with a social, non-profit, ecumenical aim and supported by the Ecuadorian Episcopal 

Conference. The first statute was approved on July 22, 1970, by supreme decree of government. The organisation has 

evolved over the years and it’s focus lies on support of people in the area of organisation, education, acess to financial 

ressources, sources of emplyoment and producion means, transformation and comercialisation of produce, coservation of 

natural resources, gender equity. It is inspired by the social doctrine of the Katholic Gospel. 

 

Codesarollo 

The cooperative Codesarrollo was founded on 17th of august 1998, when the ecuatorian banking system was facing a huge 

crisis. Its aim is to participate in the financial market with an inclusive perspective. Codesarrollo is an integral part of the  

Grupo Social Fepp. Codesarollo in its function as cooperative bank provides credits specifically to smaller cooperatives and 

local financial institutions, which are born from the organisation of neighbors in the neighborhoods, communities and rural 

premises, to support localized development and local economical cycles. 

 

Grameen Amazonas 

Inspired by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh Grameen Amazonas was founded in the year 2.000. Active in four different 

districts of Ecuador it provides credits exclusively to groups of woman to support local devlopment projects. 

 

During the mission different locations have been visited and many interviews have been carried out. 

During the meetings audiorecordings and Video-Interviews have been recorded for the documentary and the preparation of 

the study materials. 

The logistic support of Fepp and especially the presence of Luis Hinojosa, Sub-director of FEPP, were a very important 

contribution to the success of the mission. 

 

The cooperatives in Ecuador and the concept of “Minga” 
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The cooperative model in Ecuador, besides being a very important organisational and financial structure, is a very important 

tool for the social empowerment of the local population. The social importance of the cooperative emerges clearly from the 

different interviews, which have been carried out during the study visit. The identification and participation of the 

population to the general assemblies, but also the caring for the assets (trucks, buildings, etc.) of the cooperative expresses 

this. During the travel it was mentioned in different occasions that the traditional concept of the Andean culture called 

“Minga” contributes in an important way to the success of the cooperative model in Ecuador. 
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The concept of Minga has existed since before Incan rule. Minga is the gathering of community members to complete a task 

that benefits all of the community. It is considered each individuals' obligation to the community. To earn water rights and 

community voting rights each member must fulfil the obligation. In this day and age, the Mingas are called to repair or 

maintain the roads, water systems, forests, community land. The mood is always festive and has an important role also for 

meeting, exchange of information and has a bonding role for the community. 

 

 

28/08/2013 09:00 – 12:30: Meeting with Bepi Tonello in the headquarters of Fepp in Quito. Meeting with 

representatives of cooperatives from the north. 

 

 

 

 

Meeting with Bepi Tonello.  
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Introduction of the delegation and presentation of the aim of the mission. Topics of the discussion were poverty in 

Ecuador, development policies, history of FEPP and the different approaches to poverty reduction. 

First step of getting out of poverty are savings, because saving money means empowerment, a change of mind as in “I can”.  

The next step is having access to credit.  

The third step is education and empowerment of the cooperatives by professional education and courses on organisation 

and financial management and technical support for the members of the cooperative. 

Explaining of the structure of Fepp as federation of cooperatives. 

Discussion about the organisation of the travel. 

 

The delegation met also with Luis Hinojosa, who accompanied the delegation during the study tour.  

 

Meeting with representatives of cooperatives in the north, (cooperativa 29 de agosto, cooperativa esperancia y progreso, 

cooperativa manatial de oro)  
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The members were explaining the difficulties small cooperatives are facing. One of the difficulties is the lacking of deposits 

to disburse more credits. To face the problems of liquidity they do marketing campaigns so that people open accounts in 

their cooperatives to collect more funds for credits. 

Another important point is professional education for the members of the cooperatives. Often members lack the necessary 

training to develop their economic endeavours. 

The aspect of appropriation of the cooperative is crucial. People identify with the cooperative, they support it and work for 

its development. To achieve this goal the management cannot focus only on the quantitative aspects, but needs to care for 

the community. 

The credits are approx. 80 % investments and 20% for consumption. 

On the question regarding the profitability of the cooperatives the representatives showed, that they have a very small 

amount of profits (40-50.000 $) but with a portfolio of 800.000 $. The costs are high and there are different challenges like 

people not being able to repay their debt, administrative and personnel costs. The profit is low, but they are self sustainable. 
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Another difficulty for some of the members of the cooperatives is related to not having the land officially registered in the 

land register. Many farmers cannot access a mortgage credit for example. But if a land patch is smaller than 1000 m² it 

cannot be registered because of the Ecuadorian law. 

The difficulties are often interconnected and it is a whole picture that needs to be observed. 

 

The Ecuadorian law on “financas populares”. 
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In Ecuador a new law has been enforced about what is called "financias populares" ~ Finance of the people. On one hand it 

is very important for the whole movement, that this type of economic activity is officially recognized by the law besides 

traditional profit oriented economic activity. On the other hand it requires structural changes and reorganisation of the 

cooperatives, which in fact transforms them into banks: 

- A minimum number of members, all cooperatives, that are smaller need to join with others -> this for example 

endangers the capillarity and penetration in very remote areas of the small cooperatives 

- Depending on the size a council of 30 or more members are elected to take decisions for the whole cooperative -> 

the participation of all members is a very important aspect of local and small cooperatives, as it gives a feeling of 

empowerment and participation to the development of the cooperative. 

- A requirement of technicians with a university degree. Cooperatives in remote areas are faced with a huge difficulty 

to find such personnel. 

- They cannot generate other income than derived from credits and savings, no income from a community 

celebration or else. 

- The interest rates need to be adjusted to the rates the central bank defines (and those rates are defined to support 

big investors and not small farmers, so if you have a lot of money your interest rates are smaller (11%), while if you 

ask a microcredit, the interest rate in the banks is 32 % or more) which takes away the possibility to act according 

to local requirements and to adjust the interest rates to specific situations of the cooperative. 

- People could ask a credit to buy a cow, then after they got the credit, they decide differently and want to repair 

their house. Until now it was just a small bureaucratic procedure to change this, as the interest rate for those types 

of credit was the same. With the new law this will not be possible, because there is a change of the dedication 

(consumption, production credit). 

- More than 3.000 $ have to be emitted in form of a check, not in cash anymore. No member wants to get a check, 

so it is easier for them to go directly to a bank, because the checks can only be cashed at a bank. 

- All procedures are bureaucratized, as trust is a very important part of the cooperatives, also in matters of lending 

money, an email or a telephone call was enough to grant a credit to someone from the cooperative. The signature 

of the president and the manager to formalize everything. This is not possible anymore. 
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29/08/2013 10:30 -17:00 travelling by car accompanied by Luis Hinojosa, Sub-Director of FEPP to 

Salinas de Guaranda, 6 hours drive south from Quito at 3.600 m.s.l.; 
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It is not only about credit, but about the capacity to save, when you produce a profit, you need to put them aside to 

continue investing. So a culture is built up. 

 

Important steps in supporting the creation of a cooperative: 

 Empowerment of leaders of the cooperative (training to manage accounts, the organisation, directing meetings 

etc.) 

 Social empowerment of members of the cooperative (to start with saving, requesting credits etc.),  

 Technical empowerment of the members of the cooperative (agronomist, forestry manager, veterinary, alimentary 

technician etc.) 

 

It is important to further strengthen the local organisations and accompany them but also, that those local organisation 

create their own structures like production cooperatives, cooperatives for comercialisation and credit unions. A great 

example is what happened over 40 years in Salinas. 

 

Salinas is developed starting with an impulse coming from outside, but the main push came from the organisation of the 

local population itself, supported by voluntiers from outside. 

 

First step is saving. 

Second step is the credit for the production means like a cow to produce milk. 

The third step was to build up dairy to produce cheese with the overproduction. The first cheese they  produced was only 

fresh cheese. This cheese had the problem, that it could not be transported and selled elsewhere, because of the reduced 

shelf life and the bad roads and infrastructure. So they started to look for a solution and the next step was to produce 

mature cheese. This tecnology was introduced by a swiss cheesemaker named José Dubach, who was very firm and inisisted 

on the good quality of the raw milk, to produce good cheese. 

When producing cheese much milk much whey is produced. Not knowing what to do with all that whey they started to feed 

little piglets with it and then they created a sausage factory.  

They started also to produce honey with honeybees. With the surplus of honey they created a torrone factory. 

The development has brought Salinas to collaborate with other regions, for example for buying chocolate or  macadamia 

nuts, for their production. Another aspect was to collaborate with other regions that want to create a cheese dairy and 

needed support to start. Some of those projects went on, some failed. 

 

Indigenous 50 years ago were living from the income derived from the salt, living in traditional woodhouses with a straw 

roof called “Chosas”. Infant mortality was very high. 

 Then they started with the cooperative, the cooperative belonged to everyone as did the wealth the cooperative generated. 

The values of collaboration and a sustainable local development, respect etc. are very important for the functioning of 

cooperatives. If you lose the cooperative values, and managers take advantage, it ends in corruption and destruction. In 

Salinas this has never happened. 

In Salinas and elsewhere it is not only about the credit, it is about creating a culture of saving the surpluses that are 

generated to invest them further. 

 

The experience of Salinas was and is also a good example for Fepp and Codesarrollo, when they are starting to work with a 

new area, they invite the new partners to see what has happened and how Salinas has evolved over the years. How the 

values of cooperation and cooperatives and the community spirit can really be part of the development of an area. 
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Giving a social function to property. 

 

Fepp has the role of supporting new institutions and organisations (NGO, foundations) until they are ready to stand on 

their own feet. 

Codesarrollo was founded, after many partner institutions asked for the possibility to deposit their surplus. Until then they 

had to open deposits in banks, and this money was leaving the countryside and going towards the cities. Fepp as a 

foundation was legally not allowed to accept money and open bank accounts. So a legal framework was searched, that made 

this possible. Of this process Codesarollo as credit and savings cooperative was founded. In a cooperative all are members 

and all are owners. But Codesarrollo was founded with other foundations and other cooperatives as members, as a 

cooperative of second level, to multiply the services and possibilities that Fepp was already giving. Codesarrollo has 200 

members between cooperatives, Ngo’s and foundations. 

 

29/08/2013 18:00 - 21:30 Interview with the manager of Coacsal (Cooperativa de ahorro y credito de Salinas) 

Hugo Tolambo  

 

Interview with the manager of Coacsal (Cooperativa de ahorro y credito de Salinas) Hugo Toalmbo 
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90 % of the activity in Salinas is dedicated to animal husbandry. Some as main activity, some as a secondary activity work 

with animals. 

The revenues of the animal husbandry vary according to the moment of the year (the main dairy transforms approx. 

4200l/day during the best month and approx. 2800l/day during the worst month). During the summer the revenues are 

very low, because of the lack of rain and food on the pastures. So during the low producing month many farmers do not 

gain, but loose money from their activity and this affects also the cooperative Coacsal, the members are less able to repay 

their depts and the index of default rises.  

 

Salinas has the highest cheese dairy of Ecuador on 4.200 m. The farmers started through their own initiative to work the 

pastures with a tractor to improve it. Nobody believed in it but they made it. And they were very successful. 

 

Everything in Salinas also depends on the dairy production, that the shop sells, that the transport company can make more 

travels to Guaranda, more savings in the cooperative and that the debts are repaid on time.  

 

The coacsal was founded out of the necessity to organize the processing of the salt. 

Until the 1960 all inhabitants of Salinas were working for their landlord, no one had own land or property. 

Padre Antonio Polo (who still lives in Salinas) when he arrived more than 40 years ago thought, that there was no other 

income source than salt. So he and Bepi Tonello, inspired by mons. Rada organized a small cooperative for the salt workers. 

First it was a way to reclaim the property of the Salt mines, because the inhabitants were working in Slave-like conditions for 

their land lords. The work in the salt mines was very hard. (There is a very salt rich fountain. This water is collected and 

brought to the houses with the help of mules, the water is evaporated in big pots over fire and the salt is all what remains. 

This salt was sold to a price of 5 sucre/kg which is almost impossible to calculate in $) 

In the course of the years, people did not want to work anymore for the landlords, and in the course of the years all 

landlords went away, there is no hacienda left in Salinas. What happened was that the inhabitants started to buy the land 

from them, putting themselves together in big groups and collectively acquiring the lands. The creation of the cooperative 

had a very important impact for the local development. The first cow of almost every inhabitant was bought through a 

credit asked to the “cooperativa Salinas”. 

With the help of the International Cooperation from Switzerland the first cheese dairy was built and started to function in 

1977. The “cooperativa Salinas” was doing all kind of works, was responsible for the cheese production, for controlling milk 

quality, for paying the farmers, it had transport vehicles, it was organizing celebrations, everything. 
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Around 2000 there are some changes in the structure of the “cooperativa Salinas” in the course of a project of the Swiss 

cooperation. First organisation that separates is the Tecsal group, a group of women, who knit all kinds of things. 

At the beginning the manager needed to do everything, being Agronomist, Veterinary, Mechanic, responsible for human 

resources, for credits etc. 

So after the group of women other groups separate from the “cooperativa Salinas”, it  became more specialized in their 

activity as credit and savings cooperative. In 2006 the cheese production cooperative separates also, which was 60% of the 

value of the whole cooperative, so the “cooperativa Salinas”   is left with only 40%. They were left with almost nothing, 

(they took even the van, as Hugo tells in the interview) and had a credit portfolio of 420.000 $ (now the have a credit 

portfolio of 4,5 million $).  

 

To create a cooperative in Salinas (and in any other location) they needed to base it on the pillars of the “economia 

solidaria”: 

- the work as a community = minga 

- savings, credits 

- cooperative values 

- trust and solidarity between members.  

 

The participation of the community in Salinas is very high, everybody worries and is interested in the investments the 

cooperative is making, which car it bought, if the car is broken, because it is their money that generates the possibility for 

the cooperative to exist and to invest, and everybody feels a sense of ownership, they want to know what is happening with 

“my cooperative”. 

When the cooperativa calls a general assembly 400 people generally attend, this participation is the heart of Salinas, as father 

Antonio Polo calls it, and shows the vitality and importance of the value members give to the cooperative. Also when a 

child is only one year old, the father comes to the cooperative and opens an account for him. The cooperative is an integral 

part of the community. 

 

The collaboration is not happening only between the members, but also between different cooperatives, if the have a 

shortage of  liquidity, they lend money to each other, often facilitated through Codesarrollo. 

The interest rates on savings in the Coacsal are only linked to the time the money stays in the account, not to the quantity as 

in normal banks (the more you deposit, the more interest you get). The cooperatives transfers every month the interests on 

the accounts of the members.  

In Salinas one hectare dedicated to animal husbandry produces in a year around 1000 $ in the best of the cases, but also only 

100 $ or nothing, in the subtropical areas, lower, the same hectare produces 4.000-5.000 $. 

The request of credits varies during the year according to moments when farmers are planting corn or other short cycle 

plants. In some moments the cooperativa is worn down to 3% of liquidity, and that’s when it becomes difficult. 

 

In all the local financial institutions, community banks, cooperatives etc., the most important point is the sense of 

community and collaborations between the members, if they become structures just for collecting money, they die. But if 

they meet also for a celebration of new year, of the birthday of the manager etc, the structure is alive and brings good 

development. 

 

The relationship of the manager with the community is very important for the cooperative. If a manager that comes from 

the outside and has no relationship with the local community, and is only a manager and credit technician, he will have 

difficulties to adopt the Salinas cooperative. 
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30/08/2013 08:00 - 13:00   Interviews with beneficiaries and members of the cooperative, with the technician 

of the chocolate factory 
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The chocolate production started very small, in 1998 a Swiss technician came to improve the production process and 

produce products with higher added value. They introduced technology that was adapted to Salinas, without high-tech 

equipment, that needed to be imported. 

In the year 2000 the production of different products was unified, first the turron where produced in another place. 

In 2008-2010 they started to acquire new machines to improve the quality further. 

At the moment they transform 4.000 kg of chocolate every month and 25 people are directly employed. 

70% of the chocolate produced is milk chocolate, but all raw materials come from outside. Even the milk, as they need milk 

powder to produce milk chocolate. 

40 different types of chocolate are produced, also turron with ground nuts, macadamia. 

They start with the raw cacao beans, they are pealed, toasted melted and transformed into all the different kind of 

chocolates. 

The role of the credit of the cooperativa was very important, to buy new machines and to grow and improve the quality. 

The chocolate factory was born with own funds, but was very small, and was growing over time. 

The second product of Salinas after the cheese is chocolate. 

95% of product is for the local market 

5% is for the international market, specially for Japan. 

The people in Salinas are good entrepreneurs, there is nothing in Salinas but there are many companies here. The level of 

production form livestock is comparable to other regions and is very good, the quality is very high. And all thanks to the 

cooperative. 

 

30/08/2013 08:00 - 13:00   Interviews with beneficiaries and members of the cooperative, with a technician of 

a mushroom and fruit drying facility 

 

Mushrooms (a side product of the forestry activity in the highlands) and fruits (pineapple, apple, bananas, papaya) are dried. 

There are two ovens, one for the mushrooms and one for the fruits. From November to May mushrooms are dried in the 

rest of the year only fruits. 

21-22 hours to dry the mushrooms, 

14-15 hours for the fruit. 

The dried fruits are packed there directly, they sell it directly to a chain of supermarkets in Ecuador. 

Much of the mushrooms are exported to Switzerland (3-5 t of mushrooms are transformed for export) and Italy. They are 

used to replace meet in the diet of vegetarians, as they are very rich in protein. 

 

The machines were financed with money from an international development project.  

In high production times 5-7 people are working, at the moment 2 people where working there.  

 

30/08/2013 08:00 - 13:00   Interviews with beneficiaries and members of the cooperative, an italian volunteer 

working in the shop of a women-knitting-cooperative Tecsal 
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Tecsal is a cooperative only for women, it is part of the “Grupo Salinas”. 
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There are 80 members, all of them are women who knit different types of clothes. Most of the women don’t work physically 

in Tecsal, but work from home.  

They come to Tecsal to get their raw material, some knit also walking on the road. They use threads of alpaca and sheep 

wool. 

There is a project ongoing with an English designer living in Berlin, who wants to produce an exclusive line of wool-

products from Salinas. They are in the Pilot phase, if the project goes well, there will be a lot of work for the women of 

Salinas.  

Most of the articles are scarves, hats, sweaters, coats and most of the models are for women. 

The best markets are Italy, Spain and Germany through fair trade. 

Nationally they sell in Salinas and they participate at fairs in Quito, or are trying to go to a fair in Cuenca, in Santo Domingo 

and participate to contests. 

The social part of the activity is to give scholarships to children, which are provided by a german organisation called ”ninos 

de los andes” 

 

Relationship with Coacsal. 

The women are members of the cooperativa and they have an account to get the scholarships. At the moment Tecsal has a 

credit for 10.000 $ to build a second production facility where they will colour the wool. 

Tecsal was together with the mushroom drying facilty one of the first activities developed in Salinas after the cooperativa 

was founded. 

For the women it is important to have this space, to come and to meet only between women, because often at home they 

lack a space to exchange only between them. 

There is also a room for the children to play. A volunteer dedicated only to the children would be a very good thing, but at 

the moment there is no such person. 

The violence in the families of man hitting women is still very present in Salinas. Sometimes women meet and exchange on 

how their man are beating them, so this place becomes also a refuge for them. 

Some women could finish their studies thanks to the fact, that they were part of Tecsal, and got support through the process 

it stands for.  

At the moment women would like to knit more, but it is difficult for them to access credit. 

 

30/08/2013 14:00 - 15:00 Interview with the manager of the milk cooperative 
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The institution is a cooperative and the owners are the 173 members. Beyond that there are 120 non-members that sell their 

milk to the cooperative. To sell the milk, there are some criteria, living in the municipality, being a rancher and being 

dedicated to milk production. 

The activities of the production cooperative is overseen be the supervisory board and board of administration, each with 3 

members. Every 6 month there is a general assembly of the members of the cooperative and they elect the members of the 

boards and supervise the semi-annual budgets. 

 

Sources of income and financing. The cooperative started with splitting from the cooperativa Salinas and got some means of 

production from there. Another source of income is the selling of the cheese and searching and opening new markets.  

They are now in a new building. The new building was financed by own funds and some machines were through a credit by 

the “Corporacion financiera nacional”. And a part was also some funds from an Italian credit. 

This new facility has the capacity to transform 10.000 l every day.  

The cheese production technology was introduced by José Dubach. 

The fresh cheese with a shelf life of 1 month and the mature cheese (7 month of ripening) and a long shelf life.  

 

Many members of the production cooperative are also members of the Coacsal. 
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This production cooperative until now gives no credit to its members. But they are starting to create a fund to which the 

members have access. 

For many members of the community specially the animal husbandry and the selling of the milk is a way to get out of 

poverty, and for many the only source of income, so it is a central activity in Salinas.  

It is also a security, as the ranchers know that they will be paid for the litres of milk they bring to the cooperative, every 15 

days the money is paid. The members have also the advantage, that they can buy the cheese at production cost, they get 

mineral salts for animal nutrition, containers for milk transport. 

For animal health there are courses and good practices that are transmitted to the members of the cooperative, at the 

moment no veterinary is available.  

The milk is collected and measured by weight and the quantities are registered in a book. 

A small laboratory is present where they can make milk analysis (mastitis and e.coli etc.) 

Many different varieties of cheese are produced. 

 

 

02/09/2013 08:00 - 13:00 In the morning Interview with: Jessica Pilay, Manager of the local Codesarrollo 

office 
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What do you do here, with whom do you work, the importance of microcredit for development. 

 

We work in the province of Orellana, in four counties. We work with people from farms and we give credits to those that 

need it most.  

We have been growing over the years in the rural sector. 

We work also with credit and savings cooperatives in the area of microcredits and we support those small local cooperatives, 

so that people can access those services also in remote areas like in the Napo region, which has also the benefit that the 

people stay in those areas and do not leave to big cities.  

There are 9 people working in this Codesarrollo office.  

The Ecuadorian State gives a small amount of money every month to the citizen (bono de desarrollo umano) which can be 

cashed also in the Codesarrollo offices. The day of the interview there was a big line of people waiting to cash their “bono”. 

For Codesarrollo it is a way to find new clients. Many people that get their “bono” have an account or open an account. 

Everybody that opens an account becomes a client. 

Codesarrollo is a cooperative of cooperatives, and the people that come to the office are called clients. We have more than 

100.000 clients on a national level, but they are not treated only as clients, but they are treated as if they where members. 

When you open an account you put 20 $ cash as savings and you can immediately access a credit.  

A microcredit in the rural areas and in the cities is considered a credit from 100$ to 5000$ 

A microcredit can be given to single person or to groups. In small communities we prefer to give credits to the 

communities, but everyone has an account and everyone returns the credit by him/herselve. When we go to the 

communities we interact with the local organisation, this is very important that the organize themselves in a structure, and 

giving a credit to the community (of 10 people for example) creates another level of interaction. You interact also on the 

community, they support and control each other, and when someone has a problem the community tries to support him.  

We do not have studies about which credits are returned with a better rate between credits to single person or credits to a 

community. But our experience shows that credits to groups have a better effect. When some people form a group. So 

when someone has a problem, the group has a problem, and the person knows he will influence the whole group with it. So 

there is a kind of pressure in this sense, and this helps. 

The single credits have a little higher default rates.  

Consuming credits and for housing 25 % and microcredits (production credits) 75 %. 

When someone does not pay his credits, there are different steps we take, first calling the person, their families (when you 

ask for a credit you need to name someone that has the function of guaranteeing for you, he/she needs to have no debts 
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and a steady salary, so in case this person can pay for you. The guarantees are proportional to the amount. The guarantees 

can also be mortgage, many prefer a person, cause a mortgage costs a lot), if there is no answer we send letters the legal 

advisor and so on. Very seldom we get to the judiciary part, because it costs money, and it takes a lot of time, we try to find 

solutions and not getting the last resort.  

The last month (August 2013) we had a default rate of 2,1 %. 

Microcredits (for production) are given more to women, while credits for consumption and vivienda (housing) more to man 

in the cities, in the countryside it is almost the same. 

The people from the countryside are more responsible, the pay back in the same manner. In the city women are more 

responsible than man, and in general in the city people are more complicated to deal with.  

 

In the countryside we go to visit to see how they are doing, how the production goes, if the credit is used in a good way, 

there is normally no problem in paying back. 

We don’t have a real impact evaluation if the microcredits change the conditions of the lives of the people. But what we see 

is, that someone that has asked for a credit of 500 $, invests and pays back regularly and then comes back to ask for a credit 

of 1.000 $ this means his condition has improved and he is able to pay for a bigger credit. It happens often that people 

come back. 

To access a second credit, you don’t need to have paid all your debts.  

Clients can get into debt overhang?(question from carlos) 

What happens often is that someone has asked a credit in a bank, because in that moment he/she needed the money, but 

banks often have a very high interest rate. So people struggle in paying back that debt. So what they do is they ask a credit 

here, they get a lower interest rate, to repay their debt in the bank immediately and the rest they pay to Codesarrollo. 

Interest rates. Microcredit 19%, in the rural areas 18%, consume 14,5 % and for housing 10 %. 

To cooperatives we give credit on 11%-12%. 

The paying back is every month. 

Started in Fepp and when they opened the Codesarrollo office she applied to the position as loan officer. There I stayed for  

5 years. And then I started with the  

I have contacts with the borrowers, the social contact is very important, we always try to support them, I know all the 

communities we work with. The work in the office often is very tiring and it is very important also to find new clients. 

Staying in contact with the communities, to find out about problems, discussing about them is crucial. 

The relationship between the officers and the clients is a friendly. The clients needs to feel to be treated well. 

The clients talk the officers in formal and informal ways. 

The most important thing is to be close to the people and providing the service in a capillary way. 

 

31/08/2013 09:30 - 12:00 Interview with the manager of the cooperativa Pijal Jose Maria Cabascango and 

the technician for management and financial planning of cooperatives of Refider Fernando Cevallos.  
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José Maria Cabascango 

The president of Refider and manager of the cooperative Pijal. We are in the process of transition to get in accordance to 

the new law on solidary economy. Changing our statute. 

Before the new law, the popular economy did not exist before the law. It was not recognized.  

We are a small cooperative in relation to other cooperatives. We are working especially with Indigenas. The accountability 

needs to be done using a computer, before the law it was all made by hand. 

We have credit for consumption and credits for production (microcredits). We have a good demand for credits. We have 

been active also in education. The most important sector in Pijal is agriculture. Since many centuries we are agrarian people.  

Here we have the same problem as in many other rural areas. Many young people are leaving the countryside to go to the 

city.  The government invests in petroleum and the field remain uncultivated. We are dependent on the grains from other 

countries, while we could produce most of our grain on our land 
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We have made many courses on organic agriculture, to improve the yields, how to manage water etc. What we cannot loose 

is our way to live with the pacha mama, to live with the community, to produce on our land.  

 

The cooperative started to form in 1998. At the moment there are more than 600 families around 5000 people there.  

 

Fernando Cevallos 

 

The cooperative pijal gives the possibility to its members to invest. Many just want a new tv and are not interested in 

improve their production capacity. 

We cannot not give credit for consuming, because others will give it to them, and those institutions often exploit the people.  

We encourage people not to produce only one product, but to diversify their production, to be more resilient. To diversify 

the production works well, when the farmers are integrated in a network of other farmers that produce different products as 

well, so when they sell together, they can get better conditions. Here there is a private milk-buyer that comes with a truck 

and buys the milk directly at the house. The farmers had no possibility than to sell their milk to them. Then the cooperativa 

pijal started to collect the milk and pay farmers a bedder price 35 cents per litre, while the private milk-buyer was only giving 

them 25 cents. The private milk seller then for sure reacts. He gives them for two weeks maybe 45 cents, so when all the 

farmers are back to the milk-buyer he goes back to the 25 cents. So it is not easy to work in this conditions. So it takes time 

that such a system can establish itself.  

So before the cooperative the people did not have access to credits in normal banks. The first systems were rotational funds, 

where everybody was contributing every time the farmers were meeting. The contribution could also be in kind, seeds or 

products or other things. They started from this. This was very important to strengthen the community. And then the 

“economia popular” came and started to become a real alternative to the traditional economy. So there was a very important 

role of Fepp. They  started to work in this area and a to do trainings, from very simple things like learning to read and write, 

many farmers were analfabeths and to learn bookkeeping for a cooperative. And the management of money in a community 

is very sensible, if you don’t have processes of transparency, or participation and you don’t have a structure that guarantees 

the whole process, it will not work. This capacity building is fundamental for the working of a cooperative. Everything was 

based on trust and so if someone could not pay back it was not easy for this person, cause the whole community would be 

asking why can you not pay back etc. Now that the structures are becoming bigger it becomes more difficult. This process, 

when a cooperative becomes to big breaks the mechanism of this cooperative is mine and the perception becomes this 

cooperative belongs to someone. First it was based on trust but now also with the new law on cooperative credit in Ecuador 

this trust is substituted by other mechanisms. They foresee a process of 20 steps before giving a credit to someone, but this 

destroys the relationship of trust, that was there before. When I loose the relationship and I loose my friend, I don’t know 

the person that comes to ask for a credit and so I start to ask questions on his belongings, he becomes suspicious and tries 

to hide some aspects of his life, I loose all this. What is easier than giving credit to someone I know and this is the best 

guarantee I can have. So the members know also who pays back and who does not pay back the loans, it was self-regulating. 

In every meeting we talk about what is “economia popular y soldiaria”, it was here long before the government defined it. A 

cooperative cannot become a bank, just a financial institution, but it needs to be something more. We are for example 

working on health issues, like breast-cancer in women, no other institution works on this issues, or we give courses to young 

people, as we see that there is a problem for local youth. So this is the importance that a cooperative has. If I don’t take part 

at the assemblies and I don’t care what is happening in the cooperative it has no real value, it is just one more. What our role 

is to transmit the spirit of our cooperative. 

We started with very simple methods of book keeping. By hand, then they learned to use simple typewriter. Later we did 

courses on how to use computer, cause no one of the members was able to use a computer. With time we also saw that 

some of our members had problems with Spanish, so we trained one member to teach bookkeeping in Kichwa (or Quichua 

in Spanish). So now they make the bookkeeping in their own language. 

Now we are in the 3. step. They need to learn how to use a new book keeping system that uses also the “Banco del 

Pacifico”. This system works through internet. Now our members get to know what internet is. The training for this course 

was funded by an Us-agency. So some first illiterate campesinos now are able to deal with a whole accounting system that 

even the biggest bank in Ecuador uses. So now at the assemblies of the cooperative they talk about a liquidity index, about 

default, make strategies for the future. This shows, yes people can manage such systems. 
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Now we have some difficulties with the new law on “Economia popular”. They created an control-organism for “economia 

popular”, and first we thought it would be a great solution. But unfortunately they don’t come with the social dimension in 

mind, but with just a financial focus.  

That a system like this can grow you need time, you need to build the trust, that people come and interact with the 

cooperative, but now if a cooperative has more than 200 members you need an internal audit and other structures, which is 

not based on trust anymore. They have very strict deadlines and the put very strong pressure on the cooperatives, so 

especially for the small ones it is very difficult to keep all the new requirements. We don’t have the possibility to even ta lk 

with the officials, so that they can hear what we have to say. Last year they told that cooperatives, that have a volume below 

500.000 $ (the cooperativa Pijal has a volume of 360.000 $) don’t have to do an internal audit. The 16th of august we got the 

message, that we need to do an internal audit in 15 days. Imagine what this means for a small cooperative to find an auditor 

that is approved by the government in 15 days and submit it to control-organism. This is really impossible and we don’t 

know what is going to happen with the cooperatives that are not able to comply with this. Here we are a group of 9 

cooperatives, 3 were able to submit the report and 6 were not. We tried to ask for an extension and went to Quito, but they 

did not receive us. It not that we don’t want to comply with their requests, but give us some time. They can give us a fine, 

but there more difficult things coming and quite some cooperatives will have difficulties to comply and will probably be 

eliminated.  

With this new system we will loose the essence of the cooperatives. And you will loose the freedom of taking decisions, you 

don’t have much flexibility anymore, you are dependent on decisions taken on central level. Now we are trying with our 

group of cooperatives to propose a different system, where you are flexible in your decision taking, and not dependent on a 

central decision. The decision needs to happened locally. 

With the Refider (a network of cooperatives) we have  7500 members and 3.200.000 $ of credit portfolio. 

 

José Maria 

With the cooperative we try to support the local production. We did courses of Cui-production, on Quinoa, on Milk 

production, that has been quite a success. We did a demonstration unit on organic gardening, how to combine certain 

plants, on organic fertilisation, on honey production. These are small initiatives but we strengthen the production aspect of 

the area. The organic garden are really very important, if every family had an organic garden it would be a success, at least to 

cover the family consumption, so they don’t need to buy it at the local market in Otavalo. Always the aspect of organic 

farming is very important. Because if we put up a small shop and start to sell coca cola that would not be a good thing. The 

change starts with one self, it is since many years that I don’t drink Coca Cola, it is not good for my health but also because 

you know… 

With this courses and by improving production you think that it would change and that the young people would stay in Pijal 

and not leave for the cities. (Luis Hinojosa) 

We discuss this much in the cooperative. Some members of the cooperative live in the city and come here just one day. The 

courses we organise are attended by young and older farmers. They are small contributions but at least they are a grain of 

sand.  

If you study at the university and become a lawyer you go to the city to open your business. If you ask a professional to 

work for you, the first thing they ask is how much do you pay me. And we can just pay very little, so it is difficult for us to 

access professional knowledge.  

Talking about the new law of “economia popular”. We were very happy at first that now we had a control organism 

specially for the “economia popular”. But there is a problem, the people that are working in this control organism don’t 

have any training in “economia popular” or on the cooperatives. They are trained as bank officer and they come from the 

biggest banks in Ecuador, like the “Banco de Guayaquil”, coming from a bank it is very difficult for them to understand 

what it means to be a community based cooperative, with all the social values. And now the control is very rigid. And what 

we are worried that we cannot survive this process. Like with the audit, we could almost not find an accredited auditor, as all 

the cooperatives needed an auditor. For those officers a cooperative that has assets for 150 million or 50.000 $ is the same. 

They said that there would be a difference in small and big cooperatives, that small cooperatives did not need to do an 

auditing, that with 50.000 $ of assets has no use, but then they notified us just 15 days before the deadline. So this worries us 

a lot.  
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A credit for 600 $ can go for 6 month and a credit for 4.000 $ for 24 month. We have a credit official in the cooperative, 

when someone asks for a credit he makes a small enquiry on his trustworthiness. The through a credit committee the credit 

will be discussed and if approved the money is paid to the applicant. 

We try also to follow up the people asking for credit, if it is a credit for production we go and have a look if it is working 

well and so on. But it is not organised, as we don’t have the capacity to follow up systematically.  

Now there are quite some members that went through the whole process successfully and are going on with new projects. 

Some started with flower-production, in very small, family scale production facilities (editor’s note: in the area there are huge 

flower production greenhouses owned by a north-american investor).  

We still don’t have an evaluation system to describe the effectiveness of our cooperative, but we are working on it. 

When someone is not able to pay the loan back it is often a problem that is discussed inside the cooperative. For example if 

the person is poor and so not paying back affects the whole family, it is not an easy issue to deal with. 

 

Fernando 

The interest rates are also an important aspect, the committee on “economia popular” is trying to unify the interest rates in 

the whole country. For example for production credits (micro-credits) banks have interest rates between 24-30%, consume-

credits 14-16%, so with this scheme they calculate the interest rates in function of the risk that is involved with the different 

kind of credit. But from the point of view of small cooperatives we are making members who produce pay more. So what 

real help do we give on the side of production with this rule? 

On the other hand they say if you are friends, if you are from the same village, if you know each other very well, it will be 

difficult to go and ask for a credit, that someone does not pay back. So this happens and we are trying to say to our partners 

and members, that they need to proceed with getting the credit back, so if you don’t act this way, you generate a loss. So it is 

something that affects the system.  

Before it was an issue for every cooperative, but now with the new law they are trying to put up systems, that force people 

to pay back their loan. Because they say that otherwise we destroy their market, when we are not so aggressive in asking 

back our loans.  

The danger is that we start loosing the social connections. 

What we leave open is how the different groups are organising themselves and how they are collaborating. What we have 

standardised is the legal structure, and the entrepreneurial structure is also up to every cooperative.  

We are a step ahead of the traditional banks. Cause they started now to give group credits, but we are now already arrived to 

credits to single individuals.  

The group credit is very good, because it makes the people collaborate and organise themselves, but if one or two start not 

to pay back, so that creates a social problem inside the group, fighting and so on, so we started to give individual credits.  

So we are trying to work also with people that have been excluded from traditional credits, like people coming from other 

countries, that don’t have rights or people coming out of prison. And all this activity has strengthen the REFIDER and the 

cooperatives. So it is a question for every cooperative, what services are you offering to the community, and so working  

together with local groups and institutions to define these services, what is needed in this particular place and we are also 

recognized by the government for this. It is the best way to position ourselves on the market, cause we cannot compete with 

the marketing of traditional banks on their fields. So we need to strengthen the social part of the cooperatives. 

Other cooperatives use this for their marketing schemes and say” we have contributed to the “financas populares” and the 

local development” but if you look then what products they offer, they don’t have even one product, that supports local 

development.  

The next focus is to insert more young people in the system. The 70 % of the executives of our institutions are women, so 

they are contributing a lot to this system, so there are often more women than man in the meetings…  

 

Luis: there was once the problem on the right and property of your land. During this occasion the group worked together, 

stayed united and fought together. do you think that the cooperative had a role in making this bond stronger? 

 

Jose Maria Cabascango 

For the land there was a strong unity also in the question for the water.  

The house of the cooperative was just recently built. The first floor is for assemblies and courses, the second floor is for 

administration of the cooperative and here where we are sitting is for welcoming of guests, tourist activities. 
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Video 

The presence of the cooperative in our community is very important. It is important, that the money stays in the 

community, the money of the poor is for the poor, it circulates locally. The cooperativa Pijal supports its members with 

credits and savings, but also other services that a bank gives, but out of the point of view of the “economia popular y 

solidaria”. 

There is a big difference between the traditional economy and the “economia popular”, as it lives through the work of the 

local people and indigenas, the social organisations. It is a way to find solutions to local social and economical problems. It 

has a long history of indigenas and organisations working in this way and has been recognized and formalized in this way by 

the new Ecuatorian law.  

The cooperativa Pijal has never received money by the government or by a private entity, but grew through the support of 

the members, and was quite successful. Many people that asked for a microcredit were successful, to change the economic 

and social condition. 

The “Buen Vivir” is a very important thing and we believe that we are contributing to the spiritual and material change, that  

humanity needs to make, and we are dedicated to that.  

It is a process and a project that is going on and we find in certain parts some support by the government, that has some 

socialist principles, so that we can create an impulse of “economia solidaria” and of the buen vivir, with the help of the 

members and the population itself. 

It is a pity that there is no education about “economia solidaria”, in the universities there is no course about this, but already 

the interest from Europe and the support that can be given, can contribute to create an economy that is more participatory 

and more solidaric for everyone.  

 

 

02/09/2013 08:00 - 13:00 In the morning Interview with: Nidia Castillo, Manager of the local 

Cooperative:”Creciendo Juntas” 
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The savings and credit cooperative was born out of a group of women, who have a little shops in town, selling clothes and 

shoes on the shoes. to have own capital to invest and to work with by themselves.  

Why? Because we were no subjects for credits in a bank, simply because, we did not have a stable room where our shop 

was. We started with meeting every day during a week. Everyone was putting 1 $ in a common box. At the end of the week 

one member got the whole money and so on until the cycle was complete. We were not only interested in the financial 

aspect, but as people from a culture lets say traditional, we wanted to come together to improve. So one year we were 

meeting and we specialized in commercialisation and marketing. It was not simple, but we made it.  

We became better in selling. And we understood that it is not the quantity of money we have, but it is that we use it well. 

Often we did not get a credit even only for 300 $, because we were not considered elegible. 

Then when we started to collaborate with Codesarrollo we got a credit for 15.000 $ for the whole cooperative. Which was 

700 $ for every member. So we needed to invest this money well. Most of our members have improved. Our aim is improve 

our economic well being and the “buen vivir” = “good living” of our families, but also on a professional scale. 

We are 556 member. WE have only microcredits,  from 50 to 5.000 $. Our interest rate is 24 %. 

We don’t have big clients. We don’t have the volume to work with them. The first credit is max. 500 $. 

We work in the northern part of the city, and most of members are women. 

The money we use for credits comes from Codesarrollo, who give us a credit and the savings of our members. 

The money our members have deposited in our account is around 50.000 $ and our credit volume is approx. 94.000 $.  
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Carlos: Orellana is a recent city and its inhabitants are coming from all over Ecuador. Is it difficult to form a cooperative 

here in comparison to a little town, where everybody knows everybody? 

It is not difficult, because we are united by a necessity to create a basis for our working together. We grew together, because 

many of the members were not part of any cooperative, and could not become part of already existing ones, because there 

was no desire in accepting them. So we went to Fepp to start our own group and to start to improve our conditions. From 

this necessity to improve our conditions everything started. We got courses by Fepp to improve our capacity in selling and 

organizing our stores. 

 

It is not our only aim to grow economically but we want to grow as human beings, taking courses in cooperative values and 

in gender equality etc. Everything goes together, the economical growth and the growth as human beings. 

 

The first difficulty we face is machismo. The second is the limitation of funds. Other difficulties are that people leave our 

group, because they can find other cooperatives that give better services. 

 

What is microcredit for you 

 

Microcredit is a way to make our lives better. Now we need to learn how to invest, not only how to ask for a credit. To 

invest you need to understand what is worthy and what is not worthy anymore. 

 

We were 19 when we started, we knew each other. We started that everyone had to contribute with 1 $ every week. It was 

not easy. We created a cashier. 

And from that money we gave credits of 20, 50 or 100 $. When codesarrollo saw this, they said no, it is not going to work 

like this and they gave us 15.000 $. So we split the money evenly between all members. To find out, who were good repayers 

and who bad repayers, there was a condition. The persons which repaid the debt timely could get double the amount of 

credit next time, the ones who did not repay were fined with not getting a credit for a whole year. All this rules where 

decided inside the group. Every 27th of the month the credit needed to be repaid.  

Most people were ok with the rules. The problems arose, when we started to apply the rules. The ones who were fined, 

could not ask for a credit, but needed to continue to contribute with their savings to the cooperative. Most members were 

effective with repaying the debt. 

There was a difficulty with very short time credits. If you wanted to have a credit for one day for example, there were only 

the moneylenders and their very high interest rates. So we wanted to do something about that. We got a small shop in the 

old market and started to give credits for one day, but with much lower interest rates (3%), than the moneylender (20%).  

The most we work with are small traders. 

Every person can become member, needing to pay a small fine of 40 $ and some other documents. 

 

How do you manage to deal with machismo? 

 

As we woman are intelligent, we don’t try to separate us from man, but we try to link us to them.  

So we started to work also with them. For example if the husband of one member is a painter. What we did that we 

guaranteed him that if any member of cooperative needed a painter, we would call him. At the beginning it was difficult, but 

when they started to see that it was an advantage for them, their mindset started to change. 

Now also man can become members and get credits. Another example if a man wants to grow chicken and gets a credit 

from us, but he faces the problem, that on the local market, they give him a very low price for the chicken he produces. So 

what we do is that we guarantee him a good price selling the chicken to the members of the cooperative. We do that, 

because we want that the money we lend is put to good use and produces some benefits, the money that he earns more is 

also more money that he puts into our account.  

 

04/09/2014 08:00 – 10:00  Meeting with Celia Varéa, Grameen Quito 
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Celia Varéa, Grameen Quito – FUDECE (Fundación para el Desarrollo Cultural y Edicativo) 

Microfinance in Ecuador and Grameen experience. During the 90’s, the Banks in Ecuador discovered a profitable market 

niche. They understood that poor people pay back, in some cases more affordably than rich people do. So, traditional banks 

started with a microfinance supply, obviously according to their goal, that is profit. This created several consequences on the 

internal microfinance market: first, microfinance institution started to lose their good reputation, replaced by the banks that 

acted with a different attitude; second, it appeared a need of professionalization of the MFI, also by the law, in the sense of 

replicate what banks did, thus denaturing MFI in their original shape; third, a lot of “new” microfinance institutions 

appeared on the market, mainly in the urban areas, with a very wide supply, congesting the market, bringing MFI to find 

each way to appeal clients. 

During this period, five experiences inspired by Bangladeshi Grameen microcredit model grew up in the country (1 in Loja, 

2 in Guayaquil, 1 in Quito and 1 in Lago Agrio). Mrs. Varéa tried to put them together, on one side for working all together 

on the same model, and on the other side to gain advantages from the scale (as scale is an important success component of 

the microfinance programs). It was impossible to join the five experiences in one, so they only could create a network, called 

Red Grameen Ecuador. Grameen methodology in urban areas did not work, mainly because it is thought for people who 

have no alternative, while in the cities the supply was more than enough. They had to move to poor rural areas, where urban 

microcredit of the banks had not arrived yet. Main target was the so called afro population. They started with private 

resources: “we had more enthusiasm than resources”. During the last years, the two in Guayaquil disappeared (probably 

because they did no go out from the city, they had cutthroat competition, the badly managed costs and investments, 

planning a too fast expansion). 

In Ecuador also Grameen was born as a Savings and Loans Cooperative. Cooperative gives to members the property of the 

organization, so they can participate and take all the decisions. “It was curious – says Mrs. Varéa – because Dr. Yunus does 

not like cooperatives, he says they are all corrupt. He came here in 2007, and it was hard, for me, explaining him about the 

cooperatives, and the network. According to our country situation, good cooperatives (like Codesarrollo) represent for us an 

example, a reference”. 

Methodology. The methodology adopted by Grameen Ecuador tries to be the more accurate possible, replicating the 

Bangladeshi Grameen one. Obviously, there are several differences between the countries, especially about population 

density, culture and gender discrimination. 

So each group of borrowers is composed of 5 people, each center of 4 to 8 groups (ideally, because very difficult to reach 

such numbers). Each group has a coordinator, each center has a board. Groups are required to be composed of people 

living in the same community, but not relatives among them. The organization gives them initial training. Smallest loan was 

100$, now minimum is 300$. Then, amount of loans can increase gradually, depending on repayment performance, 

participation within the group, and business performance. The organization takes care about follow up and monitoring. 

Borrowers meet in a General Assembly two times in a year, more frequently in the local boards, totally composed of 

borrowers from the communities. They have a social agenda, exposed in their “16 decisions” , as Grameen Bangladesh has. 

In this case, the decisions are based on economical, social and cultural rights of people, and on the four Grameen principles, 

that are unity, discipline, courage and hard work. These principles were settled by the borrowers as the Social Agenda to be 

taken into consideration during the centers meetings. Grameen Ecuador borrowers are 85% women. Men are not excluded. 

Moreover, gender situation in Ecuador are not comparable with those in Bangladesh. In Ecuador women are more 

emancipated.  

Credit is given for productive activities, for shelter improvement and for education. The interest rate is higher for the first 

loan, due to higher risks. For the following loans, interest rate tries to be the same of the common microfinance market. 

Grameen is the only organization that gives credits to people without an existing business in the country. Nowadays 

Grameen Quito has more or less 1.500 borrowers, with a 19% interest rate (calculated on residual), while market interest 

rate is 15%. Interest rate goes lower in case of surplus. Operational costs are covered. Sustainability was reached after 7 

years, also thanks to donors’ funds (since the beginning). Default rate has increased, passing from an initial 2-3% to a 5-6% 

nowadays. It depends, probably, on the excess of supply. The portfolio is more or less 1.000.000$, 49-50% of these are 

savings, while the ideal quote should be 70%. Borrowers have to deposit a compulsory savings of 1% each loan payment. 

Possibility of volunteer credit exists, but it’s very low. 

Sumak Kawsay. Expressed in the ancient language of indigenous cultures, it’s a concept that moves economic facts to the 

background, putting into the foreground the human being balance with community and environment. It is an interesting 
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understanding of human life. In this mark, microcredit is a tool – and a right – to reach a situation of wellness, and balance, 

without focusing only on material richness. 

Intangible benefits. It’s easy to appreciate this kind of intangible benefits of microcredit at the local level. Level of 

participation is a good indicator. People care about their own community they don’t act only for themselves. Thanks to 

microcredit programs several training courses are organized in the communities (not only financial training but also about 

sexual and reproductive health, to make an example). Finally people who receive microcredit, training, follow up, realize that 

if community does not develop, people can’t develop. Individual development strongly depends on community 

development. 

 

Carla Lanche, Grameen Amazonas (employee) 

Grameen Amazonas was born of one part of Codesarrollo. Then it moved, independent, towards the periphery of Puerto 

Francisco de Orellana, best known as Coca, in the Ecuadorian Amazon forest. 

Methodology is quite similar to Grameen Quito one. The group of borrowers are composed of 4 to 6 persons, exclusively 

women. The group is created voluntarily, among people who know one another. Women prefer to join groups where 

borrowers have an existing business, but it is not compulsory, because credit is given also to people without a job. Each 

member of the group join the responsibility of other members repayment. Centre meetings – and repayments – are fixed 

every 15 days. Loan amounts start from 300$, with a maximum of 2.000$, depending on the repayment performance. 

Actually, highest amount provided was 600$, nobody reached maximum amount until now. Women prefer to receive small 

loans. Only credit purpose allowed is production, and not consumption. Most frequent business are handicraft production, 

cosmetics selling, breeding animals, tailoring, fishing. 

When a borrower does not repay, Grameen employee try to talk with her, to convince her to respect the deal. They never 

call police or bring them to trial. Last resort is taking some borrower’s clothes and organize an auction, to find money to 

repay (it is a written clause). 

Gender. In Grameen Amazonas there is a strange case of perceived gender discrimination. Men are absolutely happy about 

their wives working and contributing to household economy. But men themselves feel discriminated by Grameen 

methodology, because they would like to accede to Grameen Amazonas microcredit, but they can’t. 
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José Tonello is Director of FEPP (Populorum Progressio Ecuatorian Fund), President of Codesarrollo Cooperative. He was 

born in Italy, and he arrived in Ecuador in 1970, where he is living, since then. 

 

Credit, savings and “financas popular”  

In Ecuador banks speak about microcredit. Microcredit supply is widespread within the country. Interest rates are high, and 

the business of the microfinance institutions is growing, with commercial banks opening their doors to poor people. 

The Fepp Social Group speaks about “financas populares”, meaning “money of the people for the people, managed by the 

people in their own communities to support local development”. 

In Fepp philosophy credit is not the most important financial service for communities. Finance starts with saving: “only 

who produces more than he consumes and converts the difference into savings, in the local savings bank or in the 

cooperative, in his community, is able to win over poverty”. It is important to underline the role of local banks, to break the 

flow of money towards big cities. Saving money allows the creation of professionals, able to manage money as well as to 

consider development as something growing in the community, independently of external aid (national government, foreign 

Ngos). 

“Financas Populares” have technical requirements, to allow a good practicality, but also ethical requirements. A good saving 

is not only an economic issue but also an ethical one. It’s about correct behavior, capacity to prioritize, to sacrifice, to take 

credit and repay in time. Then “financa popular” has to deal with local culture, with territory: each community with its 
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richness, each place with its peculiarity, each people should organize its own finances, its resources, to enhance the potential 

production of the territory and to answer its specific needs. 

How can poor people save money? Poor people use to think they cannot save money, because of the status of poor 

people itself. They say “I cannot save. How can I do it, if I am poor?”. José Tonello uses to answer: “You will always remain 

poor”. the amount of savings does not matter, saving money itself is the most important element. Even if you can save only 

one dollar per month, it’s an important change, because you change your attitude. To save money, economic activities need 

to realize a surplus. Two important factors for originating surplus are productivity and diversification. Taking care of 

livestock and fields raises productivity, while diversification of the products (meaning also abandoning one-crop) allows 

competition on the market, food security in quality and quantity, but also diversification of nutritional elements for poor 

people. All this purposes allow the creation of surplus, and surplus in its turn allows savings. 

Poverty and culture: the Salinas Cooperative. According to the Fepp experience in Salinas, started in 1970, poverty 

problems are not only related to structures, but also to culture, and mindset. In Salinas, in the 70s, people were not used to 

run a risk. There was a kind of slavery by the landholder, who paid 20 pennies for an entire day of work in the field. Fepp 

helped poor people to understand that with some resources to invest, they could set them free from that slavery. Local 

people and Fepp people founded the Cooperative together. They collected savings and gave the first small credits, so they 

started increasing production. The Salinas Cooperative could reach several goals: economic goals, because people could be 

independent from landholders, own the lands and run their own productive activities; psychological goals, because people 

could feel able to do something by themselves, independent, self-trustful; and structural goals, because the cooperative is an 

entity le to organize each aspect of the local community economy; finally, social goals, because people started doing 

something together, for the development of the whole community. 

La Minga. Voluntary work in the community is very important. In Ecuador it is called Minga. It is a word with an intense 

significance. There are several types of mingas: laboral mingas, cultural ones, solidarity ones, and economic ones. In the last 

decades this concept has begun to lose its strength, but it remains alive in the rural areas, where the central state cannot 

supply for the satisfaction of specific needs. So, people organize itself to solve its own problems. In this case, Minga and 

cooperative savings work in the same direction, as both allow people to think about an integrate local economy. Thus, in the 

case of Salinas, the cooperative “organizes” the concept of Minga, orienting local production, guiding economic behaviors 

like savings, promoting mutual help within the community. It allows a better organization, an increasing production, it 

creates an integrate local economy, and it allows to do that in the same framework of the cultural base given by the Minga. 

Consumerism and happiness. “The final goal of development is loving more one another, being happy and living in 

peace”: this is the slogan of the Fepp, learned by the local peasants. So, a reflection about the sense of happiness related to 

economic behavior is necessary. In the common thinking, the so called western world is richest, more developed, people is 

more happy and satisfied than in Latin America. This is not necessarily true. In Ecuador, for example, people can live better 

than in Europe, with less resources. If the consequence of the development is consumerism (like in Europe, for example), it 

is not positive for the local community. Consumerism means more attention on things than on relationships, more attention 

on tangible than on intangible. Greedy does not allow people to focus on relationship. If we want to o reflect on the 

concept of development we have to reflect on some issues related to how to reach happiness: so, re-think about human 

labor, the dignity of human labor, the need of more labor sources. Human labor should be source of redistribution of 

money, in order to allow everyone having the needed amount of money to live happily. 

Sustainable development. The development is sustainable “if we don’t eat everything, and if we let to next generations 

more than we received”, said José Tonello. The topic is quite complex, because there is a tension between the exploitation 

of natural resources for the development, and the conservation of the resources for the next generations. The exploitation 

of natural resources, in fact, allows a fast enrichment, a fast acquisition of money, a strengthening of the economy, but also a 

gradual destruction of the biodiversity, and an obvious reduction and impoverishment of natural resources (very important 

for a country like Ecuador, in this case). For example in Ecuador there is a strong oil drilling: this brings a lot of money in 

the country, but biodiversity is in crisis, the land is full of chemical agents, so we can see that the growth of the national 

economy is bringing a loss of natural resources. Thus, the question is if owning more is a good purpose to justify the 

exploitation of the natural resources – that are finites – while next generations risk to have no resources to use for 

themselves, and a contaminated environment, moreover. 

Credit and trust. A credit given to poor people is both an economic fact and a trust act. The economic action, if well 

managed, can change the economic situation of the individual; a trust act can change the person himself, it gives agency, self 

esteem, it makes feel able to do something, included in the society, able to take decisions. Economic effects of credit are 
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important, but collateral effects on the individual are maybe more important. Respecting deadlines, repaying loans, following 

out a project can improve many aspects of a man’s life, overcoming a series of needs, not only economic needs. 

Poverty. In Ecuador the most evident poverty is the lack of assets. The root of the lack of assets is the lack of 

opportunities. This come from structural injustice, as property of means of production, but it may depend on the 

weaknesses of people, who could not study, grow up as full persons, for example. Probably, it is easier overcome this kind 

of material poverty, than other kinds of poverty, like affective poverty, spiritual poverty, ethical poverty, political 

participation poverty, cultural poverty, identity poverty. But people seem to be available to fight against these kind of 

poverty only when they overcome material poverty, that means being unable to take care of a sick child, no shelter, no job, 

not enough food. When people overcome material poverty, and face other kinds of poverty, then they invest in human 

resources, looking more consciously at the future. Fepp was born after the “Populorum Progressio” encyclical letter by 

Pope Paolo VI, in 1967. According to this text, both people without minimum necessary to survive, and people who – 

owning everything – have their heart mutilated by selfishness, they live the same level of human underdevelopment. So, the 

material dimension of poverty is important, but other dimensions are the ones we need to overcome for the wellness of 

people. 

Saving. There is a difference between credit (microcredit, too) and saving, related to people attitude towards these concepts. 

The concept of credit implies that someone gives to us something, so we are to wait from someone’s intervention to solve 

our problems. On the other hands, saving implies that we organize our finances and our needs to provide for the future by 

ourselves. In this sense, saving is not only an economic act, but also something that produce virtuous habits. It learns that 

people have to establish priorities, sometimes they have to make surrenders, they have to prepare to the future. Finally, 

saving creates a virtuous attitude, giving shape to the character of people. 

 

 

 


