How micro-financing can replace conventional charity?

An example of Kashf foundation

By Fatima Ajmal

Part of reviewing family cases and strategizing poverty solutions for them is to suggest new opportunities that can yield better earnings. Going through these cases, I am reminded again and again about the importance of entrepreneurship. Unless pioneers and start-ups create opportunities for more and more people, these problems of poverty cannot be alleviated. A few days I had the opportunity of hearing an exemplary social entrepreneur, Ms. Roshaneh Zafar. 

Ms. Zafar founded the Kashf Foundation – the first specialized microfinance organization in Pakistan – in 1996 after a chance meeting with Professor Muhammd Yunus of the Grameen Bank. Prior to this she worked with the World Bank in Islamabad in the Water and Sanitation department for several years. Ms. Zafar was one of the first Ashoka Fellows in Pakistan and has been a Schwab Foundation Social Entrepreneur since 2004. Ms Zafar has also been awarded the Tamgha-e-Imtiaz, one of Pakistan’s highest civilian awards, by the President of Pakistan for her work in the field of development and women’s empowerment and was also awarded the Skoll Award for Social Entrepreneurship in 2007. Ms Zafar is a graduate of the Wharton Business School, University of Pennsylvania, USA and also holds a Masters degree in Development Economics from Yale University, USA. Recently, US President Barrack Obama paid tribute to her efforts in extending micro-financing to help thousands of distressed families out of their financial woes.

Kashf Foundation (meaning miracle or revelation i.e. a process of self-discovery) began in 1996 as an action research program focusing, for the first two years, on determining and understanding key factors having an impact on the demand for microfinance services by poor women. In her talk at TEDx Karachi, Ms. Zafar mentioned how everyone had discouraged her to start micro-financing in a country like Pakistan. They suggested that Pakistanis would not repay the loans, but Ms. Zafar proudly announced that 90-95% of the money always came back –proving that our leaders may be corrupt but ordinary Pakistanis, the men and women on the street, are just in need of financing opportunities to turn their fates. She stressed the importance of replacing the conventional concept of charity with the revolutionary concept of empowerment. Ilm-o-Amal founder Mr. Saif Manzoor has also on many occasions emphasized on the same need of creating opportunities for the poor, rather than just handing out alms and charity. 
Kashf Foundation began with many firsts: it was the first specialized Microfinance institution in Pakistan, it was the first Microfinance institution targeting only women from low income communities and it was also the first Microfinance institution to charge a sustainable price for its services. Since its inception, Kashf Foundation has continued to trail-blaze – in 1999 it introduced the first pro-women consumption loan in the sector, in 2001 it was the first Microfinance institution to offer micro-insurance services by collaborating with one of Pakistan’s oldest insurance companies, in 2003 it was the first Microfinance institution to become financially sustainable, in 2004 it was the first Microfinance institution to obtain an investable credit rating and in 2007 it has been able to close over $36 million in commercial deals with key local and international banks. 

 Kashf's mission is to alleviate poverty by providing quality and cost effective microfinance services to low income households, especially women, in order to enhance their economic role and decision-making capacity.

They aim at empowering poor women and their families to become economically self reliant by providing financial services in a sustainable manner. They promote economic self-actualization by providing the poor with continuous economic opportunities so they can realize their potential and overcome barriers of poverty. They believe access to financial services is the basic right of each and every individual. 


Kashf places the client at the center of all financial services that it offers and designs products and services in the light of the client's demands. Clients from low-income communities require innovative financial solutions to meet the many contingencies and crises they face as a result of vulnerable cash flows. With a constantly growing outreach of clients and a diverse product range, Kashf adheres to delighting its clients with client focused products that grow with their evolving needs.

Their products include: General Loan, Emergency Loan, Home Improvement Loan, Business Surmaya Loan, and Insurance.

 More information about Kashf Foundation can be found at: http://www.kashf.org/. I have been going through their success stories and challenges just to identify how and in what way are they helping out the poor, not by handing out charity, but by providing them real opportunities. This is something Ilm-o-Amal also aspires to achieve and perhaps we can extract some methodologies from them and use them to better achieve our aims and goals.

