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Background: two biggest channels for Canadian Official Development:  Global Affairs and the WB   

Canadians contribute to the social and economic welfare of the developing world by sharing their wealth 

in two key ways: through private donations (typically to registered charities) and through their 

government.  This latter contribution is called Official Development Assistance (ODA).     

Official Development Assistance is provided by the Canadian Government through several channels, but 

the most important ones are Global Affairs Canada (GAC) and the World Bank (WB).  GAC and the World 

Bank have followed two differing tracks when it comes to microfinance. GAC has historically supported 

microfinance and has supported initiatives like the Microcredit Summit as a member of its Executive 

Committee.  When in December 2011, the House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee recommended 

that CIDA increase its funding for poverty targeted microfinance, the government accepted the 

recommendation.  The World Bank, on the contrary, was initially a bit more reluctant to get involved in 

microfinance, because its mandate, and its funding instruments did not allow it to support microfinance 

intermediaries directly, and because the amounts were often too small to be considered in the same 

category as say infrastructure projects.  The World Bank has gradually changed its position and in 2014 it 

started tracking two indicators of access to microfinance, one specifically looking at women’s access, to 

assess its own performance in the fight against poverty.   

This report will look at the funding provided by both institutions and see how the rhetoric has stood the 

test of time.     

For the two institutions, we will look at both expenditures and commitments.  Commitments represent 

the total sum that an organization pledges to dedicate to particular project, over various years.  

COVID-19 Update :  The coronavirus crisis has had a devastating effect on microfinance : 

micro-enterprises funded by tiny loans have struggled to maintain their customer base and 

to maintain reliable supply lines, while trying to keep their employees safe.  Yet, access to 

finance is more important than ever, when hunger and survival are at stake.  The following 

article shows the reliance and creativity of the microfinance sector: 

https://www.proparco.fr/en/actualites/covid-19-microfinance-institutions-front-line 

 

https://www.proparco.fr/en/actualites/covid-19-microfinance-institutions-front-line


Expenditures or disbursement represent the actual amount spent in a given year.  Under normal 

conditions, the sum of expenditures for a given project will equal the total commitment for that project.     

Commitments over the years are usually ‘lumpy’ and fluctuating, whereas expenditures fluctuate less.  

Expenditures tell us what an organization gives priority to in each year.  Recent commitments are good 

predictors of future expenditures: i.e. a decline in commitments is likely to eventually lead to a future 

decline in expenditures.     

PART 1 - GAC expenditures for microfinance   

CIDA, GAC’s predecessor, did publish in the past its statistics for microfinance expenditures.  The latest 

figure amounted to $32 million in 2006.  (http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/acdi-

cida/acdicida.nsf/eng/NAT83013420-N29)    

This figure cannot be updated easily because it is the product of a project-by-project analysis.    

However, GAC, like every donor, provides a report which is inputted into the OECD’s Creditor Reporting  

System, on a calendar year basis, in US dollars.  Under the Official Development Assistance  

Accountability Act (ODAAA), it also publishes a statistical report on a fiscal year basis (April to March) 

using identical expenditure categories. We will review both sources of data.   

  

  

  

“Microfinance” is not one of the OECD expenditure categories. We can however use a proxy, which is 

more restrictive in scope, ‘funding for informal and semi-formal financial intermediaries’, recognizing 

that some funding for microfinance could also be captured under other categories like ‘funding for 

formal financial intermediaries’ or ‘business support services and institutions’, for instance.   

Table1 - GAC Disbursements for Informal and Semi Formal Intermediaries in 

Millions of Canadian Dollars and as % of GAC’s Aid Program*  

  2012-2013  2013-2014  2014-2015  2015-2016  2016-1017  2017-2018  

CAD$M  17.07  12.27  11.11  5.56  5.25  7.02  

% of GAC Aid  0.50%  0.33%  0.30%  0.14%  0.13%  0.16%  

*ODAAA Statistical Report, Government of Canada    

The figures show that microfinance is a very marginal part of GAC’s aid portfolio.  They point to a very 

steady decline in funding for microfinance, both in nominal dollars and expressed as a percentage of 

overall aid.   Canada appears to be all but eliminating microfinance from its programming.   

An analysis of data from the OECD shows a longer trendline, with an even steeper negative slope: 

funding was cut by 80%, whether in constant dollars or as portion of the aid budget.  

Table 2 - Canadian Disbursements  – Informal and Semi-Formal Financial Intermediaries, OECD-DAC   

  
2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016  2017  



  
Cst US$   30.829   20.775   13.053   11.512   9.506   13.319   8.181   5.183   4.396   5.724  

As percent 

of Cdn Aid  1.02%  0.65%  0.38%  0.34%  0.29%  0.45%  0.28%  0.17%  0.16%  0.18%  

  

The question then arises as to whether this downward trend can be expected to continue in future.  The 

government of Canada does not publish its pipeline of projects but there is a source of indirect 

information one could look at: GAC’s Project Browser contains two types of data for every active project:  

the total sum committed, and the years in which it is expected to be active.  This allows us to calculate 

an average annualized expenditure for the years of the project, which does not necessarily correspond 

to actual the cash-flow of the project but gives us an approximation of what the disbursement profile 

might be.  The Project Browser allows to sum up annualized expenditures of all currently active projects 

which involve support to informal and semi-formal financial intermediaries, as well as the active projects 

which have the word ‘microfinance’ in their description.     

 The results of these calculations appear in Table 3.  

Table 3 – GAC Current and Planned Annual Disbursements – Millions of Canadian Dollars  

  Annual Disbursements  Disbursements in 2021  

Components of projects supporting formal or 

semi-formal financial intermediaries  

8.15  1.35  

Projects containing the word “microfinance”  29.92  6.51  

Source:  GAC Project Browser, accessed on June 20, 2019  

The first row in Table 3 can be viewed as the lower bound of the disbursements supporting microfinance 

(and is similar to our previous estimates), whereas the second row, which represents the entire projects 

that mention the word “microfinance” in the description, is likely to capture other components 

unrelated to microfinance, and therefore represents the outer limit for our estimate.  

Both methodologies lead to the same conclusion:  within 18 months of the moment the Project Browser 

was accessed, the very large majority of the projects (approximately 80%!) were expected to have 

concluded.  Very simply put, unless replacement projects are implemented in very short order, 

microfinance will have, for all intents and purposes, disappeared from GAC’s aid portfolio.  

PART 2 – World Bank Disbursements for Microfinance   

The story on the World Bank side may be a bit more upbeat, if one looks beyond the initial data.  Just 

like all donors, the World Bank reports its funding to the OECD through the Creditor Reporting System.  

So just like we did for GAC we can look at what amounts are reported under Informal and Semi-Formal 

Financial Intermediaries.   The World Bank offers commercial loans to middle-income countries, and 

International Development Association (IDA) credits or interest-free loans to lower income countries.  

We will focus exclusively on the latter.  

Table 4 - IDA Disbursements for Informal and Semi-Formal Financial Intermediaries, in millions of of Constant US 

Dollars  

  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016  2017  



Cst US$M  94.864  106.463  73.868  127.799  63.059  62.715  33.505  50.27  15.041  61.149  

% of Total IDA  1.1%  1.0%  0.8%  1.3%  0.7%  0.6%  0.3%  0.4%  0.1%  0.4%  

  

The amounts in the table are somewhat irregular but they do point to a downward trend.   While the 

magnitude of the funds involved is greater, their relative importance, when compared to all of the 

organization’s disbursements, is negligible and reminds one of the findings for GAC.   

Another way of looking at the data may shine a more positive light on the World Bank’s portfolio:  the 

Bank publishes its approvals relating to support for “non-bank financial institutions”.  While these 

institutions can capture more than microfinance, they are generally focused on a relevant challenge -- 

financial inclusion – and target poorer households.  As alluded to above, approvals, or total project 

commitments, tend to be more “lumpy” and offer a more irregular pattern.  As Table 5 show, there is 

still a disappointing downward trend, but the amounts involved are much more significant, 

corresponding, in particular, to over 10% of IDA in 2014 and 2015 (note that most of the projects 

approved in these bumper years are still active).   

Table 5- World Bank Approvals, Support for Non-Bank Financial Institutions in Millions of US Dollars   

  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016  2017  

 US$M  8161  9336  1732  3204  1756  2217  5437  4680  2259  1249  

% of all 

approvals  17.4%  15.9%  4.0%  9.1%  5.6%  5.4%  12.9%  10.2%  5.4%  2.7%  

Source: World Bank, project data,  

http://projects.worldbank.org/search?lang=en&searchTerm=&sectorcode_exact=FL     

  

CONCLUSION:   

The quantitative analysis shows a somewhat different picture in GAC compared to the World Bank.  

Clearly the figures at GAC and the World Bank are very low, and in GAC’s case, the future is bleak unless 

the downward trend is reversed.  The World Bank picture is more rosy because of its focus on, and 

massive investment in, financial inclusion.  Such focus might also be building up at GAC, but there is no 

evidence of it in the data. The World Bank picture is not worrying in the short term, but does show 

vulnerability in future years, as disbursements resulting from the high approval levels in 2014 and 2015 

start to wane in 2021.    

The situation warrants close monitoring, including to make sure that the financial inclusion programs do 

reach the very poor and do lead to access to microfinance or equivalent services, and not just, say, 

mobile phone deposit accounts.  The situation also requires a more holistic perspective to determine 

whether other economic development programs that serve very poor households, like graduation 

programs, are also at risk of being underfunded.    

http://projects.worldbank.org/search?lang=en&searchTerm=&sectorcode_exact=FL
http://projects.worldbank.org/search?lang=en&searchTerm=&sectorcode_exact=FL

