“It transformed us!”

Trip diary
Visit to Vietnam (June 2011)

“It transformed us!” That is how David Emmanuel Hatier and :
Caroline Simard described their awareness tour in Vietham from "'
June 10 to 19 as the grand prize winners of the fifth annual
DoingMyPart.Coop contest organized by Développement
international Desjardins (DID).

]
They were accompanied by two board members and two WEW
employees from Desjardins cooperatives: Héelene Munger , a :
young board member with the Caisse Desjardins des Chutes
de Montmorency, Dany Richard , a young board member with the Caisse
Desjardins d’Aylmer, Claudine Turcotte , cooperative development advisor at the
Caisse Desjardins du Lac-Memphrémagog and Catherine St-Pierre , a teller at the
Caisse Desjardins des Verts-Sommets de I'Estrie. These four participants were chosen
from participating Desjardins cooperatives.

The awareness tour in Vietnam gave them the
opportunity to visit several People's Credit
Funds (PCF), the local financial cooperatives
supported by DID, where they learned about
microfinance and financial cooperation, the
support work done by DID with the PCF
network, and the challenges in a country where
tradition and modernity merge in a time of
accelerated economic growth.
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Claudine Turcotte, Catherine St-Pierre,
- ) ) Caroline Simard, Marcel Lauzon (Chairman
to financial services of the DID Board of Directors) and David
Emmanuel Hatier

Cooperation for better access

“Microfinance gives members and communities

greater power to act. The financial, social and political resources that the PCFs provide
enable individuals to take control of their lives, play a bigger role in their community and
make better personal and social decisions,” explains David Emmanuel .

Caroline points out that “Desjardins members are privileged because they have had
access for decades to services such as intercoop transactions, a vast network of ATMs
and a wide range of insurance products, to name just a few. In Vietnam, these services
are only just beginning to appear. But the Viethamese people seemed to me to be very
open and eager to move forward, which | find encouraging for the future.”
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Loans that change lives

During their visit, the participants were impressed by the tangible impact of better
access to financial services.

Hélene had a comment which shows that even in a
country as far away as Vietnam, financial cooperatives | o S
and their boards of directors face similar challenges to
their Desjardins counterparts: “I am glad to see that, even
in Vietnam, there are programs in place to allow young
people to sit on the board of directors!”

Dany points out that “without the PCFs, the members
would not have the financial means to develop their
entrepreneurial nature. In addition, each PCF seems to
have a small number of members (in proportion to the

population in the area), which makes it possible to e P
maintain a close relationship with each member. My stay Héleéne Munger
in Vietham gave me a better understanding of how DID and Dany Richard

helps the Viethamese people achieve better living
conditions through microfinance.”

The Desjardins cooperatives in Québec as model

The PCFs were created in the mid 90's based on the Desjardins model and operate
according to the same democratic principles.

Claudine explains: “The Vietnamese are very aware of their economic and social

situation and do not hesitate to call on foreign NGOs for support in their development, a

sign of their openness. This explains the presence of 900 NGOs from other countries in

Vietnam. Of course, they adapt what is done elsewhere to meet their needs, and it is in

this manner that the Viethamese cooperatives took inspiration from the Desjardins
model.”

“As Québécois,” continues Caroline , “we can be
proud that the cooperative model imagined 111
years ago by Alphonse Desjardins has been
replicated on the other side of the planet and is a
success! Basically, the PCFs and the Desjardins
cooperatives in Québec were born from the same
need/desire, that of offering financial services to

I"# the disadvantaged who did not have access to
credit otherwise.”
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“The main strength of the PCFs,” adds David Emmanuel , “is the participation of their
members. In Vietnam, the members participate in the annual general meetings and
express their point of view. Another strength: the employees in the coops know the
members requesting loans personally. This makes it possible to offer support that is
better adapted to their needs and maintain better control over repayment of loans.”

Just like the network of Desjardins cooperatives in its early years at the start of the 20™
century, the PCF network is in full development. For a population that did not previously
have access to financial services it represents a new reality.

“The Vietnamese financial cooperatives are
younger than the Desjardins cooperatives in
Québec,” points out Caroline, “and | believe
that it remains a challenge for them to take their 2
place in the economic landscape. In view of
this, development efforts and financial
education of the population must continue.”

A different reality

Even though our model of Desjardins cooperatives inspired the Viethamese, our coops
and those in Vietnam often show striking differences, as Hélene reveals. “As a board
member, | expected to be able to establish a parallel between the cooperatives here and
those in Vietnam. But the context of the PCF network is so different from ours that
certain comparisons are impossible! My stay in Vietham showed me that while a
financial model can operate well in a given context, if the context changes you have to
adapt the model. For example, in Vietnam, the term member often designates an entire
family while here it refers to a single individual.”

Claudine was surprised to learn that 80% of monetary transactions in Vietham are
made in cash. “This surely explains why only 20% of the population use banking
services and why informal credit is very common. So there is a lot of work to be done
and this is very stimulating for the coops, because their potential for growth is very high.”

David Emmanuel believes that “the cooperative system in Vietnam has incredible

potential. Vietnam has twelve times the population of Québec, and its economy is
growing faster.”
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What made the biggest impression during their stay?

Catherine came back with a better understanding of the banking system, both here and
in Vietnam. “Now | am much more aware of how progress and advances in operations
enable us to better meet the needs of our members. Also, it is easier to understand the
complexity of the steps that must be taken before services can be optimized.”

Regarding the human dimension, she adds that “the Viethamese have incredible family
values. They put priority on the individual when making a decision, well before money.
Also, in the cooperatives they offer extremely personalized service. | admire these
people a great deal for the efforts that this demands.”

As cooperative development advisor for
a Desjardins cooperative, Claudine was
very interested in local promotional
efforts: “My role consists of promoting
the cooperative model, ensuring the
presence of the cooperative in the
community and encouraging the
development of our milieu. This is why |
liked the slogan of the PCF in Tuong
p¢ Giang which translates as Cooperation
E © and mutual aid in the community. A few
| words that say a great deal!”

David Emmanuel found it very interesting to meet people who benefited from the
cooperative system, and really understand how a how a loan could change their lives. I
especially enjoyed visiting enterprises and businesses belonging to members who had
received loans from the local cooperatives: a bonsai plantation, a business that made
mosquito nets for beds, a woman who sold fish at the local market.”

Caroline , for her part, speaks enthusiastically about the visit to the Vietham Women's
Union, a very strong socioeconomic organization that offers financial and non-financial
services to disadvantaged women and currently has over 13 million members. “I was
very moved by this initiative. Viethamese women have ideas, solutions to propose, they
help each other. But, compared to Québec, there remains much to be done to help them
to fully realize themselves.”
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A desire to become more involved with their coopera tive

Transformed by this experience, the two contest grand prize winners feel that they
learned a great deal during this visit to Vietham organized by Développement
international Desjardins (DID).

For David-Emmanuel , “Travel
exposes you to how things are done
elsewhere, and encourages you to
think differently, to be more mentally
flexible.”

“My stay in Vietnam helped me to
better understand the concept of
financial cooperation and made me
want to become more involved with
my cooperative,” said Caroline on
arriving home.

This visit to Vietnam was organized by Développement international Desjardins with financial support from
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA).

I * I Agence Canadian
canadienne de  International
développement  Development
international Agency

www.did.qgc.ca/en www.acdi-cida.gc.ca’lhome
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