Clever investing for the good cause
From a simple office on the A10, Triple Jump divides money from investors and donors among small entrepreneurs in developing countries. And that works.

You often see them in brochures produced by charity clubs; the testimonials with beautiful, exotic pictures. People like hairdresser Aliya from Kazakhstan. Thanks to microcredit, she does not have to call upon the reserves of her business to let her children go to school. And Margret from Uganda, who can extend her product range from her shop thanks to a small loan. 

Microcredit seems simple. The donor in the rich country gives, the entrepreneur in the poor country can make a living with it. It is a popular medium for delivering development aid. This is because it is not only giving but something does come out of it for example in the form  of return of a fund investment.

But how does that money get to Kazakhstan or Uganda?  There is a whole world of donors, investors and specialized intermediaries involved in the process. One of those intermediaries is Triple Jump, which grew out of charity organization Oxfam Novib and has been an independent company with headquarters in Amsterdam since 2006. It specialization: selecting and financing MFIs, microfinance institutions. These are the “banks” that lend money to clients like Aliya and Margret and make sure that they pay it back. From a messy and simply furnished office in a boring building on the A10 west, Eelco Mol manages five investment officers in the Peruvian capital of Lima. They look for MFIs that could potentially transform into independent financial institutions which for example could become attractive for an investment fund of the ASN bank and institutional investors (pension funds). 
With investor capital from (amongst others) Novib, the MFIs get the possibility to start up. They get supervision and advice on how to efficiently set up their organization. ain purpose: giving access to credit to those not normally able to access financial services. 
As clients, Oxfam Novib has a number of demands for the MFIs. Director Mark van Doesburg of Triple Jump: “for example, Oxfam Novib mostly wants to serve people in rural areas and reach women in particular.”

Through Oxfam Novib, 150 million euros per year goes to 140 MFIs in 50 countries. When Triple Jump does business with an MFI, the latter has to meet all kinds of conditions which are set out in a loan contract. “It is not without obligation in the sense that they merely get money,” says Josefina Aguilera, whose work is to keep track of the performance of those MFIs. Via an internet site, these ‘mini banks’ from all over the world provide their data, relating how much money goes in and how much goes out. It resembles risk management at a bank according to Aguilera, who tells people at parties that she works at a sympathetic bank.

 If an MFI cannot meet the solvability (solvency) covenants (constraints), the system gives an alert. Subsequently the causes are investigated, for example whether the MFI is impacted by the economic crisis, or by problems in local politics – the countries Triple Jump works with are not exactly all stable democracies. 
If an MFI grows and gets to a point where they’re breaking even, Novib steps aside and for example the organization NOTS (in which the Dutch development bank FMO participates) steps in. If the MFI goes on to make profit, it can be considered as a potential  recipient of capital from the ASN Novib investment fund. Last year the Fund made a yield of 4%, and even had 5.6% yield in the disastrous year of 2008.

This is possible, says Mark van Doesburg, because a large number of countries have not been hit much by the crisis. “The link of small business with the capital market is not very large.” An additional advantage is that investing in a fund like ASN Novib comes with a tax break of 2.5%.

In the end though, do the the donors sponsor the ASN investor? “That is not the way to look at it,” according to co-director Steven Evers. “You put money in Oxfam Novib because it is important to make money available to people who have no access to it. On top of that the risks are high. On purely economic grounds you don’t invest in Sudan or Uganda.”

The Netherlands are champions in microfinance. One fourth of microfinance money (a Dutch estimate) comes via Dutch organizations. Aguilera: “If you just donate money the results are not very visible. This is a positive method. Someone does something in return. And as somebody grows the donation is no longer needed.”

The repayment moral is very good. More than 90% pay back on time. “Better than the figures for consumers in the West,” says van Doesburg. According to Mol, this is also because the banks operate in the country itself. “They know the market best. And because they are local there is more commitment, unlike when the money comes from an organization far away.”
The work attracts young people with a background in finance or development aid, preferably both. They have always chosen consciously to work in this sector rather than  in the regular banking industry, says Evers.
According to him, the reason Triple Jump is in Amsterdam is Schiphol – but he also knows that his people prefer to work in Amsterdam than  to the boring the Hague. 

Not the only one

Triple Jump is not the only organization that helps MFIs. Originally they were affiliated with development organization, however, the work has become too specialized to be done by the organizations themselves. There is Oikocredit, for example, which is affiliated with the ecclesiastical ICCO. Triodos Bank too is an intermediate between donors, MFIs and entrepreneurs in developing countries, and does so via HIVOS. Triodos, like ASN, also has an investment fund in microfinance.
“Eastern Europe is not only EU”

America Anthony Randazzo is responsible at Triple Jump for Eastern Europe and works in Macedonia. “This is globalization,” he answers wen asked whether he finds it odd that he as an American works in Skopje for a Dutch organization. 

“You might think as Eastern Europe as Poland and all those other EU members, but in Kosovo, Macedonia, Albania and Montenegro there are many who still have to live off a thousand to three thousand dollars per year. And in apparently rich countries like Azerbaijan, where the income per capita is relatively high because of oil revenues, most money go to the rich. When you get to the capital Baku you see big cars, [and] the expensive shops. When you go outside the city limits it is as if you step from technicolour into a black and white movie, that is how poor people are over there.” 
“A special MFI has been founded for refugees from Nagorno-Karabach, who now live across the border with Azerbaijan after they had to flee from the enclave in the ‘90s. In this way they can make a living in that place…”  

Optimism in Haiti

Jasmin Shoaib is half German, half Pakistani and grew up in Germany. She works in Lima with five others in the Triple Jump Office. She has a number of countries under her responsibility, among which Haiti. “That is because I am the only one speaking French.” She has not been there yet because the infrastructure has not been restored since the earthquake, but what she notices is that the ones who run the MFIs over there are very positive. “They have the mentality of ‘we have had many disasters and we will get through this one as well’”. She is surprised that “business just goes on as well”. She is positive about group lending in Haiti. bBecause small amounts like 50 euros are too laborious to lend individually for an MFI, a largerloan to a group of about 20 people (often women) can be more efficient. The borrowers divide the money among each other and the group as a whole is responsible for repayment. When the money is being repaid, the women also receive advice and education.  
Recently Shoaib visited an MFI engaged in group lending  in Bolivia. She had the honourable task to bless the money, in a ritual that included coco leaves and coca cola bottles.
