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Context 

Migration notoriously affects the 
living conditions of refugees while 
adapting to new circumstances in 
other countries. Some have to 
learn new skills in order to find a 
job or, work under less than ideal 
circumstances in an effort to main-
tain a good quality of life. 

The limited or lack of access to 
financial services is one of the 
main problems refugees face in 
order to achieve economic integra-
tion and self-reliance. Although 
banks are legally bound to recog-
nize refugees as clients, they fre-
quently use restrictive tools to hin-
der refugee’s access to financial 
services. 

Discrimination and ignorance of 
the legal status of refugees, as well 
as the required documentation, 
hampers access to financial ser-

vices. To encourage the develop-
ment of sustainable small busi-
nesses, UNHCR launched a micro-
finance intervention that provides 
refugees with viable alternatives. 
Under exceptional circumstances 
such as those in Venezuela, access 
to microfinance services is ex-
tended to asylum-seekers who 
have the required provisional 
documentation with no or limited 
funding by UNHCR. 

How do the microfinance inter-
ventions work? 

Depending on the local context, an 
agreement can be developed in 
each country between UNHCR 
and a micro finance entity for the 
conditional donation by UNHCR 
of a credit revolving fund in order 
to promote an access to microfi-
nance services for refugees, locals 
and migrants.  

This agreement is developed to 
guarantee people in need of inter-
national protection, fair access to 
financial services by raising 
awareness among financial institu-
tions. 

Based on the needs of each person 
or group of people, a microfinance 
intervention could involve: busi-
ness training, technical assistance, 
legal advice and access to market 
to maximize the success of pro-
ductive activities, and allows ac-
cess to credit and other micro fi-
nancial services.  

Microfinance interventions 
work on improving the living 
conditions of loan recipients, 
empower women and promote 
social cohesion.  

Group of refugee women received a loan to expand their bakery © UNHCR/ Ecuador  



Where are the interventions executed? 

Costa Rica:  
 
The microfinance scheme for Costa Rica emerged in 
response to the wave of Colombians seeking asylum 
between 2000 and 2002. Currently, more than 
12,000 refugees and about 19,100 persons of con-
cern to UNHCR are in the country. 
 
In 2004, UNHCR launched the program as a part of 
the strategy to facilitate local integration and self-
reliance of the population and in March 2010, 823 
loans were given. Additionally, the gender perspecti-
ve was reinforced by the empowerment of women 
and, in particular, single mothers with children. 
 
The financial scheme proved to be very successful 
due to the cooperation of APRODE, a financial insti-
tution  responsible for providing technical assistance 
and advisory services to financial projects, and anot-
her NGOs that specialzes in local integration pro-
grams (ACAI). At the end of 2009, 56% of the loan 
recipients were women. Between January and March 
2010, 36 new loans where given; 52% of them were 
for women. 
 

 
 

Ecuador 

Around 54,000 refugees live in Ecuador, the country 
that hosts the largest refugee population in Latin 
America. Many of whom are Colombian nationals. 
Forty percent of them live in rural communities lo-
cated in the northern border region an the other 60% 
live in urban areas. 

Local integration is the primary durable solution for 
most of the refugees in Ecuador, and therefore the 
country needs to implement policies that generate 
employment opportunities to improve the social en-
vironment. In this framework, UNHCR implements 
income generating projects that include the promo-
tion of micro-credits and in-kind grants initiatives. 

Micofinance interventions provided by UNHCR 
through its partner agencies have enabled the benefi-
ciaries - the local population and refugees - to de-
velop activities that strengthen their small busi-
nesses. These are aimed specifically at women. 
Grants initiatives allows beneficiaries to restore their 
dignity and livehood through donations consisting of 
equipment, machines, materials and technical train-
ing. 

Specilaized agencies and different financial entities 
support the microfinance interventions in the states 
that shelter refugees and asylum seekers such as 
Pichincha, Azuay, Santo Domingo, Imbabura, Car-
chi, Esmeraldas and Sucumbíos. 

UNHCR identifies its beneficiaries through a net-
work of local partners who implement training proc-
esses for the refugee population allowing them to 
develop business plans. Some examples include: 

In Esmeraldas, the Sex Workers Association Septem-
ber 21 with UNHCR cooperation, worked out the 
delivery of credit to a group of sexual workers who 
regularly are not credit beneficiaries. In 2010, an 
institution that promotes credit and saving was im-
plemented. 

In Imbabura and Carchi, UNHCR signed a convec-
tion  with FODEMI. In 2010, late payment of credit

Microfinance benefits for refugees 

-Contribute to the social integration of refugees 
and asylum-seekers under conditions of dignity 
and respect for human rights. 
 
-Creates direct or indirect employment opportuni-
ties for recipient families and improves their lives. 
 
-Facilitates coexistence between refugees and 
their host communities. 
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has been 0%, showing that the beneficiaries are ex-
cellent at paying their financial commitments.  

In Sucumbíos, working with local partners has cre-
ated savings mechanisms for refugees with just 
$1USD.  

In Quito, UNHCR has an agreement with the organi-
zation Maquita Cushunchic that provide credit to 
refugees and Ecuadorian who live in hosting com-
munities. 

Panama 

The microfinance intervention for refugees in Pa-
nama is implemented with funds provided by 
UNHCR for refugees recognized by the Panamanian 
government, and the assistance of Microserfin, a lo-
cal institution that later signed an agreement with the 
Red Cross Panama to disburse the loans. 

In addition to receiving up to three loans from Mi-
croserfin, payers with on-time payment histories, 
may obtain a bank reference to request bigger loans 
from regular banks.  

Loan recipients of this intervention include a Colom-
bian couple who owns a tourism business offering 
trips and transportation services in Panama. They 
were granted three loans, and thanks to a Microserfin 
bank reference, a regular bank loan.  

In 2004, UNHCR provided the initial capital for sat-
ellite microfinance operations in Jaque and Puerto 
Obaldia, both still active. 

Since the agreement with Microserfin was signed 
over three years ago, UNHCR contributed US$ 
15,000 to the fund, providing loans to 73 refugee 
families. On a national level, Microserfin has chan-

nelled approximately US$ 52 million through almost 
31,000 loans. 

Venezuela 

UNHCR launched a microfinance scheme for refu-
gees and asylum-seekers in Venezuela in 2005. 
Funds were limited, but the intervention proved to be 
successful, and it has had a positive impact on loan 
recipients. The program has been taken on and furt-
her developed by local institutions. 

During 2008 and 2009, Banco del Pueblo Soberano 
(BPS) - the largest micro-finance institution in the 
country - signed an agreement with UNHCR to pro-
vide loans to people living in refugee-hosting com-
munities in border areas. BPS financed 100% of the 
loans, 40% of which targeted projects of refugees or 
asylum seekers families. UNHCR hopes to reactivate 
this agreement this year.  

Smaller public institutions and NGOs have also joi-
ned UNHCR microfinance programme, as the return 
rate is very high. During the last 5 years these insti-
tutions have promoted the start-up or improvement 
of hairdressing salons, poultry and agricultural 
farms, handicraft workshops, carpenters shops, pho-
tography centres and food selling; giving priority to 
women.  

On a smaller scale, Fundesta, Fudep and other local 
micro-finance institutions have also joined the mi-
crofinance scheme for refugees.  

“Manos artesanas” is a handcraft cooperative that 
brings together Venezuelan women and Colombian 
refugees in a small shop in the state of Apure. This 
business initiative was supported by a micro-credit 
100% financed by the state run Banco del Pueblo 
Soberano. 

UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency mandated to protect more than 34 million refugees and dis-
placed persons around the world. For more information contact in Colombia and Panama: 
Francesca Fontanini, fontanin@unhcr.org – in Venezuela: Ligimat Pérez, perezl@unhcr.org - in 
Ecuador: Andrea Durango, durangoa@unhcr.org - or visit www.acnur.org.  
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