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Welcome! Welcome everyone to Inclusive Digital Future: A Summit on Responsible Finance in 
Action! We are so thrilled to have you here. My name is Isabelle Barres and I am the Global 
Director of the Smart Campaign, one of the two main organizers of the Summit, along with the 
Social Performance Task Force.   
 
There are representatives from over 45 countries from across the globe from Bangladesh and 
Nigeria to the Netherlands and Peru - to name just a few.  There are MFIs, investors, fintechs, 
associations, regulators, and donors.   We are delighted to welcome such a diverse group of 
stakeholders - joined together around a common cause of an inclusive digital future in financial 
services.   
 
An inclusive digital future is one where all individuals have access to quality financial services - 
and where they are protected and empowered to make financially sound decisions, leveraging 
digital solutions where available and figuring out how to get there when not yet available.   
 
We convene at a moment when access to financial services is on the rise, fueled largely by the 
digital revolution. Phones put powerful financial tools in the hands of customers who have not 
used them before.  The convergence of low-cost devices and low-cost data plans have allowed 
for exponential growth in data use.  The number of smartphone connections in Africa, for 
example, is set to double from 315 million in 2015 to more than 630 million in 2022.   
 
Africa already has 122 million active users of mobile financial services - a number that 
represents more than half of the global total.  Right here in Kenya mobile money transactions in 
2018 reached more than 3.7 trillion Kenyan Shillings, or $38.5 billion USD - equivalent to almost 
half of the country’s domestic product.   
Pervasive digital payment and mobile money programs, along with the accompanying data 
trails, have created a strong base to bring even more products and services to scale.   
 
We are pleased to have here at this conference many on the front line of innovation - whether 
it’s a microfinance institution from the Democratic Republic of Congo going through a digital 
transformation, a Cambodian Fintech that provides a blockchain framework for microfinance 
partners to reduce the cost of credit, or a new Supervisory Technology platform in the 
Philippines that empowers clients to complain to the Central Bank via Facebook or WhatsApp.   
 



Digital financial services have the potential to help the world’s most marginalized, because of 
scale and the services offered.  If you are a woman who has never felt comfortable in a bank, or 
had physical access to one, digital finance is an opportunity to gain a footing in the economy 
and a path for self-sufficiency.  These solutions exist - today. At least for some. I am reminded 
of something the novelist William Gibson wrote, “The future is already here – it's just not 
evenly distributed.” 
 
The digital promise is here and it is real. But for it to reach its full promise we have to overcome 
a few obstacles.  
 
First, we have to make sure that digital does not only expand access, or even usage, but usage 
to truly useful, safe financial products for consumers.  
 
Second, while digital financial services are promising in terms of meeting clients’ needs, there 
are a few different types of digital divides to overcome.  Recent research found that across ten 
countries in Africa, Asia and South America, regardless of their age, education, wealth, or 
location—women are almost 40 percent less likely than men to have used the internet.   
 
In addition to a gender divide, we are also seeing a rural-urban divide. Despite the fantastic 
growth, internet penetration is at just over 20%.  
 
Should this dynamic continue, as Graham Wright of Microsave has noted, we might see 
“digitally enabled hotspots” in urban and peri-urban areas, and digital “deserts,” in more 
remote areas.  There are linguistic and sociocultural divides in accessing and using 
technology.  The Smart Campaign’s recent client research in Rwanda found that even when 
handset menus were in Kinyarwanda, menus involuntarily often toggled back and forth into 
English, making it easy to make mistakes.    
 
At Smart Campaign and SPTF we believe that while financial technology puts powerful tools in 
the hands of customers, like the manufacturers of other consumer products – from 
refrigerators, to lawn mowers and motorcycles – financial services providers must work 
towards guard rails and safety features to reduce the chances that users are hurt (intentionally 
or unintentionally).  This is particularly true for those financial services aimed at the vulnerable 
and newly included.  Here in Kenya, where tiny digital loans are available almost instantly on 
phones, we have a sense of some of the risks involved: many digital loans are used for sports 
betting, 20 percent of customers in default, prices much higher than microfinance loans, and an 
enormous number of people added to the credit bureau blacklist.  Data protection is another 
rising risk: customers want assurance that their private data remains private, both as a 



fundamental right and because they are concerned about their exposure to hacking, fraud, and 
mistakes.  As MFIs go digital or as Fintechs partner with other organizations to scale - their 
exposure to cybersecurity risk rises.  We risk losing client trust and engagement if these issues 
aren’t addressed.   
 
Regulators are scrambling to keep up with emerging risks and we believe that industry efforts, 
code of conducts and standards can go a long way to complement regulatory efforts.  At the 
Smart Campaign, for instance, we are very pleased to be releasing a set of client protection 
standards aimed at digital credit providers.   
 
This week is about engaging and grappling with opportunities and challenges along the path to 
an inclusive, responsible digital future for both traditional and new players.  We are so pleased 
to have been invited by the Social Performance Task Force to partner in this event, along with 
Microsave and ADA.   
 
The events this week engage with the topics in a mix of ways - from panels where we’ll hear 
lessons from industry leaders on responsible digital finance to digital transformation to 
workshops where we’ll dig into the nitty gritty with case studies on data privacy, regtech and 
new research.   
 
We hope that the workshops and discussions thus far provoke discussion, new ideas and even 
partnerships between attendees.   
 
We thank you all for your shared commitment to an inclusive digital future.   


