OPENING SPEECH READ BY HON. SETH TERKPER, DEPUTY MINISTER OF FINANCE AND ECONOMIC PLANNING AT THE MAKING FINANCE WORK FOR GHANA (MFW4G) PRE-CONFERENCE HELD AT LA PALM ROYAL BEACH CONFERENCE CENTRE, ACCRA ON 7 SEPTEMBER 2009.

======================================================

The Chair, Colleague Ministers, Governor, Representatives of Development Partners, Invited Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen.

It is indeed a great honour for me to perform the opening ceremony of this all important conference – “Promoting Financial Capability and Consumer Protection” as a prelude to the second Making Finance Work for Africa (MFW4A) Partnership Forum to be held on 8-9 September 2009 here in Accra. 

I wish take this opportunity to welcome you all the Guests from outside to Accra and to this conference. 

Financial Sector Development in Ghana.

The Government recognises that access to affordable finance is a very important pre-requisite for the development of the economy and our fight against poverty.  As you may be aware, one of the main pillars identified as an anchor for the attainment of the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is the promotion of private sector competitiveness.  In order to achieve this, the Government has shown a strong, sustained commitment to Financial Sector reform in recent years aimed at transforming the industry and developing a robust and fundamentally sound financial sector.  As a result of this, the sector has seen a rapid growth in terms on number of institutions, deposits and branch networks.  According to the Bank of Ghana, the number of branches has risen from 332 in 2003 to 660 presently.  There has been a remarkable deepening of the financial sector, particularly through reforms of the regulatory and institutional environment.  Expansion in loan portfolio has also seen an appreciable growth where products offered by banks and other financial institutions are becoming increasingly diversified to better serve the needs of the customers.

Financial Literacy and Consumer Education 
In spite of these developments, it has been realised that in Ghana, less than 20% of households benefit from access to formal financial services such as savings, loans, insurance, and investment.  A survey conducted recently has also revealed that the level of knowledge about financial institutions, their services, and products among urban and rural Ghanaian adults is low and that even when consumers are knowledgeable, knowledge often does not translate into behavioural change. 
One of the key commitments of Government is to broaden the access to and deepen participation in financial markets. Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen, while the financial sector is undergoing a rapid expansion and growth, one issue that must start engaging our attention is Consumer Education and Protection to safeguard the interests of consumers of financial services and empower them to know their rights and liabilities and make wise and informed decisions.  I wish to emphasise that we all recognise that institutional aspects of consumer protection measures is the ethical commitment of financial institutions to pro-client principles.  These principles cover quality of services, dignified treatment of clients, providing truthful and transparent easy-to-understand information, appropriate pricing, protection from unethical, abusive and predatory practices and privacy of client’s personal information.
It is the conviction of Government that this situation can only be achieved if consumers are capable of making well informed financial decisions and if financial service providers follow responsible finance principles.  It is for this reason that the Government in close cooperation with its development partners has launched an extensive Financial Literacy Programme. The aim of the Programme is not only to create awareness on financial topics but also to help in building a relationship of trust between consumers and financial service providers - a prerequisite for sustainable financial inclusion. 

Mr. Chairman, in many parts of the developing world, controversial issues bothering on high interest rates, over-indebtedness and unfair treatment of the poor, have raised public concerns for poor consumers of financial services, yet not much has been done about consumer protection for such poor clients. Mr. Chairman, moral arguments for consumer protection in the financial sector focus on the imbalance of power between financial institutions and their clients. Individuals who are functionally illiterate, first-time consumers are particularly vulnerable. Interestingly, even middle-income, relatively educated clients may be insufficiently informed about their rights and can be pressured into making poor borrowing decisions.

In addition to the moral arguments, Mr. Chairman, there may also be strategic reasons why Government will support consumer education and protection. We believe, for example, that enhanced consumer protection can be a more constructive alternative to attempts by governments to impose artificial interest rate ceilings which only end up hurting the poorest and most vulnerable customers by shrinking their access to credit.

Mr. Chairman, we as policy makers will not hesitate to lend our support to this concept of not only protecting these clients but, more importantly, educating and empowering them to know their rights and responsibilities, so that, when it comes to access to financial services in the financial institutions, they will be in a position to make well informed decisions and choices. 
National Strategy 
After a series of consultations with all stakeholders, in January 2009 Ghana’s National Microfinance Forum adopted the National Strategy for Financial Literacy and Consumer Protection in the Microfinance Sector. This Strategy places Ghana among the very first countries in Africa to have a dedicated national strategy on financial literacy. The strategy addresses the three crucial dimensions of financial education: Knowing, Understanding and Behavioural Change. It is recognised that people need to know and understand before assessing whether they need to change their behaviour. The strategy includes a detailed action plan which sets the framework for the planned activities in the areas of financial literacy and consumer protection that will help to put the goals of the strategy into practice. 

Activities carried out so far include the observation of the Financial Literacy Week, Road Shows in rural areas, Radio and TV programmes to promote financial literacy and the development of educational material on loans, saving, microinsurance and investment.

Conference Issues

I recognise that among the topics to be discussed at today’s conference include Financial Literacy in Microinsurance, Integrating Financial Literacy into the curriculum of High Schools, identifying Tools that have been used for Promoting Financial Literacy through Mass Media, and Responsible Finance and Consumer Protection.  I must sat that these topics are very relevant in financial sector development, if we are to raise the level of financial literacy and promote consumer protection of our population.

Today, we are gathered here to discuss Ghana’s experiences and the national agenda for financial literacy and consumer protection. We want to discuss what has worked and what could be improved- are we on track and do we set the right priorities? What should be the next steps ahead?

We may be proud of what we have achieved so far. But at the same time let us not forget that we still have a long way to go. We have set the groundwork; now let us build on it.  We have the benefit of having not only national representatives from the public, the private sector and the development partners present, but also international experts who have travelled to Ghana for today’s event and the MFW4A conference. 

Let me once again welcome the many guests from abroad who are interested in learning about Ghana’s approach to financial literacy. We are very happy to share our experiences with you and are also curious about your comments and suggestions.  I hope you will have a pleasant stay here.
It is our hope that today’s discussion in various aspects of promoting financial literacy, consumer education in microinsurance, consumer protection and financial literacy in high schools and responsible finance will be fruitful and provide valuable inputs into the road map ahead.
Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen, I now declare the conference open and wish you fruitful deliberations.

Thank you.
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