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Credit Union – what it is and what it’s not



FINANCIAL INCLUSION

• 2.5 billion adults worldwide are ‘unbanked’



Established

1980



Two pages in the ILCUF 
annual report 2019 on 
SDGs and how the ILCUF 
projects fit into the SDGs





Credit Union Operating Principles 

1. Open and voluntary membership
2. Democratic control
3. Limited dividends on equity capital
4. Return on savings and deposits
5. Return of surplus to members
6. Non-discrimination in race, religion and politics
7. Service to members
8. On-going education
9. Co-operation among co-operatives
10.Social responsibility



Irish Aid – ILCUF in Sierra Leone

• Irish Aid & ILCUF

• 3 year project to Sept 2021

• €1,071,000

• FIRSL – Financial Inclusion for 

Resilience in Sierra Leone

Financial Inclusion for Resilience in 
Sierra Leone (FIRSL)

• 28 Credit Unions - 13,000 members 
(2020) and their families (72,800 
people) - (7,500 members 2017) 

• Graduation Microfinance

• Initially supported 6 Credit Unions

- now with all 28

• Average savings of a CU member is 
€60.58





SL and Development 

• Sierra Leone has made great strides since the end of its civil war. 

• It has climbed from the position of poorest country in the world to 35th from the 

bottom, (UNCTAD). 

• But it has a long way to go as more than 60 percent of Sierra Leoneans live on less 

than $1.25 a day (UN Capital Development Fund - UNCDF, 2018)

• Ebola

• Covid-19



SL stats from UNCDF 2021 / WB 2018
• 14 commercial banks, 17 community banks, 50 microfinance institutions (MFIs), five of them 

deposit-taking, three Mobile Money Operators, and 59 Financial Services Associations (FSA) 

• Most financial institutions are in the Freetown, and in other large towns e.g. Kenema and Bo

• Number of persons with access to formal financial services including mobile money - 19.8 % (SL 
Ministry of Finance 2019)

• The UNCDF (UN Capital Development Fund) estimate that less than 15% of the population of 
Sierra Leone have access to formal financial services.

• - only 12.4 % of adults in Sierra Leone have a bank account (World Bank).

• For profit financial service providers have no interest in providing services to these people. -
many people in other parts of the country have no access to financial system "Reasons include 
the high operating cost for institutions going into the rural and under-served areas of the 
country" UNCDF

• So they have to do it for themselves 



SLIP 
(Sierra Leone Irish Partnership conference Maynooth March 2020)

Causes 

Civil War 1991-2002

Coup D’état March 1993, May 1997

Fall of Freetown 1997 

ECOMOG forces intervened and retook Freetown 1998

Declared over Jan 2002

Ebola 2014-2016

Human Development Index (2020) 184/189

School closure also affected Numeracy and Official State Language levels

West African Senior (2017) 29,222 sat and 5,728 passed 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ECOMOG




English and Krio

• English is the official language of Sierra Leone, but is spoken by only 
by 0.1% (1st) and 5.6% (2nd)

• Krio is the mother tongue of 10% (1st) of the population but is spoken 
by 90% (1st and 2nd) of Sierra Leoneans - Krio is a recognised national 
language

• Mende, which is spoken by 31% of the population as a mother tongue 
nationally - in southern Sierra Leone, and 

• Temne, which is spoken by 37% as a mother tongue nationally,  - in 
the northern province

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mende_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Temne_language


2nd Irish Aid co-funded project began in November 2021

• - 'Step-Up’, (FIRSL finished in September 2021)

• it's for three years - just under €1 million from Irish Aid

• Technical Assistance

• Revising passbooks to ensure members better understand savings and loans

• Developing standardised rule book for CUs

• Upping the training –

• putting in place training  

• monitoring plans for CUs –

• more targeted approach

• Continued support to NaCCUA



What exactly is meant by technical 
assistance? What exactly do we do?



TA: Credit union operations
Strategic planning
Legislation
Regulation and supervision
IT
Internal control/ monitoring/auditor services
Risk management
Financial management
Accounting for CUs
Governance 
Human Resources
Communications and marketing
CU management
Investment 
Procurement



TA: Products and services

Savings
Loans
Insurance
Electronic payments
Savings Boxes
Mobile banking
Savings for School
Youth savings clubs



TA: Apex body support

Stabilisation Fund
Central Finance Facility
Deposit Guarantee
Loan Protection 
Apex Body Audit of CU
Standardised MIS 
CU performance rating
Rural development
Value chain development
Training of Trainers



TA: Development specific issues
Financial literacy
Graduation microfinance
Social Performance Management
Monitoring and Evaluation
Impact assessment
Accessing donor funds
Country level assessments, contextual & 
stakeholder analysis
Volunteering 
Cooperative principles



The link between credit union membership and poverty alleviation

What we believe Supporting evidence

The democratic control by members 
empowers all members, even the poorest.

CCA commissioned a study of CU members in 
Ghana, and found that CCA supported CU 
members had, in general, better financial 
literacy that non-members.

Members savings mobilisation largely not 
available to poorest through other MFIs.

Some randomised control trial studies have 
shown that savings help to build a cushion to 
confront future shocks.

All members share in the success of  the CU 
through dividends and competitive interest 
rates.

The same CCA study found that women 
members reported that their income was more 
secure, while men reported that there income 
was higher that five years ago.





As Coaches our Mission is to: ‘Build Capacity’ 

➢Educate and Empower officers, staff, and members

➢For the first 10 days we visit and audit a representative sample of Credit 
Unions

➢Share experiences about our own Credit Unions and lessons we have 
learned

➢Roll out best practices for Credit Unions and make recommendations

➢To conclude with a two day Workshop for Directors and Managers 
covering:
❑ Financial Ratios and analysis

❑ Credit Control and 

❑ Governance

❑ Other issues that may have arisen during our audits



Building capacity at Macro, Meso & Micro

➢ National Association of Cooperative Credit Unions (NACCUA)

➢ ILCUF/NACCUA office – 8 staff 

Sharing the Irish credit union experience to educate, 
enable and empower credit unions and their members



Irish League of Credit Unions Foundation

Safety and 
Soundness 

of CUs

Monitoring 
Function 

Internal 
Audit 

Service 

Stabilisation 
Protection 

and 
Promotion

Reputation & Market Share 

Role of Apex in Promoting CUs

Brand Confidence & Marketing 



1. Macro
Alan Moore, CEO ILCUF and Lillian 
Songo, President SL Credit Union Apex 
body  (NACCUA-SL)

2. Meso 
Bernie Moran, CEO Roscommon CU 
and Elizabeth Hallie, manager 
Kissitongi CU



1-2-2022



3. Micro: Graduation Microfinance

5,800 = 45 cent (€)



Upper Bambara Coop 
Credit Union

The Upper Bambara Coop Credit 
Union in Sierra Leone held 
Financial Literacy training for 
Graduation Microfinance Group 
members. 

Thanks to Irish credit unions who 
support our work. The 
Foundation supports the 
development of the credit union 
movement in Sierra Leone by 
training staff, volunteers and 
members.



Sharing the Irish credit union experience to educate, 
enable and empower credit unions and their members

Sharing the Irish Credit Union experience





Some activities the past number of 
months include:

• IT/MIS training has been undertaken over the past 3 months 
• Several CUs that now have a laptop and printer - along with solar panels via 

Electric Aid funding
• Focus being on moving from manual to MIS to ensure better reporting
• Passbook for GMF members in Conakry Dee - they were involved in 

developing the passbook, used symbols and drawings to help illiterate 
members - 60 GMF women were trained on the new passbooks.

• A training officer was appointed along with a Head of Monitoring in the past 
12 months

• The Germans - DSIK (have rebranded) are funding MIS aspects and NaCCUA
board adviser

• Deutsche Sparkassenstiftung für internationale Kooperation (DSIK)



New simplified pass book

400,000 Leones = €31.74



Conakry Dee Cooperative 
Credit Union.

"The training is very good and 
educative. The passbooks are 
very simple to understand, 
even if you are illiterate, you 
can understand your saving 
and loan information" 

Gbassay Kanu, GMF member, 





Future – Independence – Sierra Leone to 
run its own programme 

Ambition – South-South cooperation and 
support – ACCOSCA, Ghana, Liberia, The 
Gambia etc. 

Exit Strategy – in stages 



Spin Off







ILCUF 2020
Report





IMPACT INDICATORS
Indicator (what can we see to know the 

change is happening) 

Level being assessed Welfare category 

being assessed 

% members whose personal 

income/savings has increased over the last 

twelve months 

Individual Personal 

income/savings 

# women and men with improved 

livelihoods resulting from CU membership 

Individual Livelihoods 

% acquiring household assets since joining 

the credit union 

Household Household assets 

% who made repairs, improvements or 

additions to their home in the last two 

years 

Household Household assets 

% whose household diet has improved in 

the last 12 months 

Household Food security 

# children attending school  with 

assistance from CU financial services 

Individual, 

household 

Education 

 



Lessons
• Very little (if any!) sustainable development without financial inclusion

• Handouts are of little use (other than in the very short-term)

• Skills transfer (IFAD-UN)

• Education and training infrastructure (and culture) - NCCUA-SL

• Democratic Credit Union Model – Representative Democratic national 
organisation

• Empowerment – to achieve Self-help – Exit Strategy 

• End ‘White Saviourism’  (‘Voluntourism’)

• Outside objective assessment of your project

• Volunteerism 

• Travel  

• (SLIP)



ted.osullivan@ucc.ie

Reference websites

www.ilcufoundation.ie

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-

factbook/

www.creditunion.ie/

www.cgap.org/

www.woccu.org/

www.microfinancegateway.org

www.e-mfp.eu/

www.woccu.org

www.worldbank.org/

www.undp.org/en

www.uncdf.org

mailto:ted.osullivan@ucc.ie
http://www.ilcufoundation.ie/
http://www.creditunion.ie/
http://www.cgap.org/
http://www.woccu.org/
http://www.e-mfp.eu/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.undp.org/en
http://www.uncdf.org/


Thank You 
Questions ?





The Ebola Hospital 















White saviour

• The term white saviour is a critical description of a white person who 
is depicted as liberating, rescuing or uplifting non-white people; 

• It is critical in the sense that it describes a pattern in which 
developing world peoples are denied agency or a say in what 
assistance they need/get

• Recipients are seen as passive, grateful recipients of white 
benevolence

• In extreme examples it has been depicted as racist and not unlike 
paternalistic colonialism in attitude.



For the 2nd year in a row 

Ireland has ranked No. 1 

for the most effective 

aid programme in the 

World.

For a small country we 

have a large footprint 

around the world 

supporting the most 

vulnerable communities.

The Foundation’s work in 

Sierra Leone is a result 

of co-funding by Irish 

Credit Unions and Irish 

Aid.

The 2019 Irish Aid report is 

now available: 

http://bit.ly/35dYK5a

https://www.facebook.com/IrishAidCentre?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZU2bljk68Ohx6qmvzw02MYaK7u8XBijggmUxtP4SzEM7y8QktrvhpRSUzb_WyInsHI4B3FpsKKxnjtVxVZGHKG2OGvP3L898-95Y3pnG1CtlmNEptkkb93MR4axs48CsakdZS2DvQLO4e38kF3cW935&__tn__=-%5dK*F
https://bit.ly/35dYK5a




“Voluntourism” is a booming multibillion-
dollar industry. 
• Many volunteer placement companies market themselves as sustainable, helpful, 

even crucial.

• However, there’s a growing body of scholarship demonstrating that the potential 
inadvertent harms of short-term international volunteering often outweigh the 
positives. 

• Voluntourism can reinforce paternalism, expecting hosting communities to be 
passive and grateful “recipients.”

• Volunteers’ efforts often shirk pressing issues like infrastructure and resource 
shortages, or unknowingly duplicate existing resources.

• Sociologist Judith Lasker finds most global health volunteering benefits the 
sending organizations and the volunteers more than the host communities. 

• Anthropologist Nicole Berry’s work reveals that volunteer medical-missioners
often prioritize their own interests rather than local needs.

http://www.atlas-webshop.org/epages/61492534.sf/en_GB/?ObjectPath=/Shops/61492534/Products/ATL_00073
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1464993413517789
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436597.2013.785343
https://globalizationandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1744-8603-5-4
http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?gcoi=80140100785730
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24834868





