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In the wild, survival favors the strongest predator. In development finance, it favors the strongest bank.
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The challenge at the heart of this book is one that policymakers and financiers alike know too well: the persistent gap between global capital and the small enterprises that drive local economies. Despite decades of investment by Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs), donors, and commercial lenders, the credit needs of SMEs remain unmet.

The reasons are structural. MDBs are designed to mobilize capital at scale, but not to disburse it directly to micro and small businesses. Commercial banks hold vast reach and balance sheets, but their risk frameworks—collateral requirements, formal records, guarantees—exclude most entrepreneurs. The result is a system where funds earmarked for SMEs too often fail to reach them, absorbed instead by larger firms or trapped in instruments inaccessible to the intended beneficiaries.

This book rightly challenges us to rethink that system. It shows us artisans in Abidjan, women brick-makers in Cocody, and farmers across Africa and beyond who embody both the promise of enterprise and the tragedy of exclusion. Their stories remind us that the missing link is not demand or talent, but intermediation.

Here lies the opportunity: specialized fund managers who can bridge MDB resources and commercial bank systems with the realities of small enterprises. By combining blended finance, technical assistance, and innovative risk-sharing, fund managers can extend capital into places traditional banks cannot reach—while still meeting the fiduciary standards required by MDBs and investors.

Fund managers—independent, mission-driven, and locally attuned—have begun to chart a different way. They do not wait for collateral that will never come. They do not treat SMEs as invisible. They build blended structures, deploy guarantees, and craft working capital solutions that meet entrepreneurs where they are. They are proving that finance can flow differently, that dignity can be bankable, that growth can be broad scale. This is the motivation for MDBs to work differently with fund managers, to recognize them as essential partners in achieving critical development outcomes.

For MDBs, this means forging stronger partnerships with these intermediaries, designing facilities that allow capital to cascade down to entrepreneurs without being trapped in the upper tiers of the financial system. For commercial banks, it means leveraging the expertise and risk appetite of fund managers to expand SME lending beyond conventional models. For policymakers, it means recognizing that broad scale growth depends on re-engineering the financial architecture so that “last mile” delivery of credit is not left to chance.

The task ahead is urgent. Without financing, the SMEs that employ the majority of people in developing economies cannot grow, cannot create jobs, and cannot anchor resilience. But with the right intermediation, the billions already mobilized can finally reach the millions who need them.

This book is a call to act—not with new rhetoric, but with new mechanisms, partnerships, and commitments. MDBs, commercial banks, and fund managers each have a role. Together, they can ensure that the banquet of finance finally feeds those for whom it was intended.

Dr. Frannie A. Léautier
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For decades, the promise of development finance has been presented as a grand banquet. Funds are pledged in the name of prosperity, loans are extended in the spirit of growth, and aid packages are announced with fanfare. Yet for those who actually sit at the table, the experience tells a very different story. Instead of feeding the small and the vulnerable—the farmers, traders, innovators, and small enterprises that sustain the majority of livelihoods—these resources are consumed first and fastest by the big and the visible. Megaprojects dominate the menu, bureaucracies devour the portions, and the real engines of inclusive growth are left waiting, if they are invited at all.

The problem is not the existence of aid. That debate is settled; money flows, and in staggering volumes. The deeper question is distribution: who gets to eat, and who is left behind? Too often, the system resembles the jungle, where lions dominate and gazelles are mostly eaten. Development finance has become a food chain where the strongest claim the lion’s share, while the weakest—those most in need—are left to graze on scraps, surviving rather than thriving.

Readers will see in these pages not only an account of misallocation but also a challenge to the assumptions that underpin development itself. If aid continues to concentrate at the top, the lions will grow stronger, while the gazelles—Africa’s SMEs, communities, and local innovators—will be hunted down by exclusion, debt, and neglect. Unless the pipeline is flipped and liquidity begins to flow outward, not upward, we will perpetuate a cycle in which the poor finance their own marginalization.

This book is therefore not just a critique but a call to action. Development finance must be reimagined so that the banquet is not closed to the many while feasted upon by the few. The survival of the gazelles must no longer depend on luck or speed; instead, the system itself must change. Only then will the promise of aid live up to its rhetoric, and only then will the banquet be shared by all—not just by the lions who have long dominated the table.
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At the Banquet Table: Why the Smallest Never Get Served

The first time I met Samuel, he was sitting on a broken plastic chair outside his workshop in Abidjan. The sign above his shop read “Atelier de Rêves”—Dream Workshop—though nothing about the scene felt dreamy. His sewing machine had been pawned to cover rent, and his three apprentices had gone back to their villages. He shook his head as he showed me the folder of loan applications he had filed, each one returned with the same red stamp: Rejected.

It wasn’t that Samuel’s business was failing. In fact, he had contracts waiting—schools that needed uniforms, shops that wanted his designs. What he lacked was credit. Banks demanded collateral, audited financial statements, guarantees from relatives with salaried jobs. “If I had all of that,” he said, “I wouldn’t need their loan.”

That year, billions of dollars flowed into his country—loans and grants from multilateral banks, donors, and development agencies. They arrived with grand speeches: “Supporting SMEs, empowering youth, driving inclusive growth.” But Samuel never saw a cent. Not even a trickle.

Where did it go?

The answer is not hidden in dusty government vaults or secret donor reports. It’s right in front of us, every time a commercial bank launches a shiny new headquarters, every time they post record profits in economies where entrepreneurs like Samuel are starving. The money was swallowed long before it could reach him.

This book is about that banquet—the one where commercial banks sit at the head of the table, piling their plates high with funds meant for small businesses and local entrepreneurs. Donors and multilateral development banks keep sending more food to the feast, and everyone applauds. But at the far end of the table, the SMEs—the backbone of every developing economy—are left with empty plates.

Samuel is not alone. Across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, millions of entrepreneurs are locked out of the very financing that was designed for them. Their names don’t appear in press releases. They don’t sit on the panels at international conferences. They don’t get invited to the banquet.

The Story of Abidjan Furniture Manufacturers

ON THE STREETS OF ABIDJAN, entire neighborhoods have become living galleries of creativity. Day and night, artisans hammer, carve, polish, and sew—transforming raw wood, foam, and fabric into beautiful furniture pieces that line the roadside like open-air showrooms. Sofas upholstered with precision, polished dining tables, sturdy bed frames, and finely crafted chairs catch the eye of passersby. These are not just objects; they are the fruit of discipline, patience, and a generational transmission of skill.

Buyers come from every corner of Côte d’Ivoire and even beyond its borders—Burkina Faso, Mali, Ghana—seeking pieces whose reputation precedes them. In many homes across West Africa, families sit, eat, and rest on furniture made not in distant factories overseas, but on the bustling roadsides of Abidjan. Even the staff of major development banks, in their shiny official vehicles, stop to admire and purchase these works of art. They marvel at the comfort, the craftsmanship, the durability. They know, as anyone who touches these pieces knows, that this is not cheap imitation furniture. This is skill made tangible.

And yet, behind this admiration lies a painful irony. The very men and women who produce these treasures work in conditions of struggle and scarcity. They labor without modern machinery, relying on hand tools often as old as they are. They lack access to affordable finance. They cannot expand their workshops, cannot hire young apprentices at the scale they dream of, and cannot keep pace with the growing demand that is plain to see. Every day, they push against the limits of what two hands and determination can achieve—while shipments of imported furniture flood the markets from China and Europe, eating away at their livelihood.

Now pause. Imagine if these craftsmen and women were given the machinery to scale up their production. Imagine if their workshops—small wooden shacks and open-air yards—were equipped with cutting-edge tools, industrial cutters, polishers, and assembly lines. Imagine if their skills, already respected across the region, were matched with investment that gave them the ability to mass produce without losing the artistry of their craft. Côte d’Ivoire would not only stop importing billions worth of furniture from abroad; it would become a net exporter. Offices, schools, hotels, and government institutions would proudly source from Abidjan, showcasing furniture stamped “Made in Côte d’Ivoire.” Jobs would multiply, wealth would stay within the community, and the next generation would see dignity in craftsmanship—not as survival, but as prosperity.

This vision is not a fantasy. It is within reach. The talent is already here. The demand is already here. What is missing is recognition—the courage of financiers and policymakers to look beyond highways, ports, and flashy mega-projects, and to see development in the hands of these men and women.

So we must ask: where has the mission of multilateral development banks gone? How can institutions that proclaim themselves champions of inclusive growth drive past these artisans, stop to buy their sofas, and yet fail to see them as worthy of investment? These are entrepreneurs. These are job creators. These are innovators solving daily needs. And still, they are treated as invisible.

It is a tragedy of vision: banks that can see the furniture, can sit on it, can admire it in their own homes, but cannot imagine what would happen if they invested in the people who made it.

Who has bewitched the banks into believing that progress can only be measured in steel, concrete, and billion-dollar projects? Who told them that the roots of prosperity are not in the workshops, the roadside stalls, the sweat-stained hands of artisans who have built the comfort of an entire nation?

Until this blindness is corrected, “development” will remain a hollow word, detached from the lives it claims to improve. But if even one institution, one leader, one financier chose to see these artisans not as marginal roadside workers but as the backbone of a future industry, the transformation would be unstoppable.

Because in every table carved, every sofa stitched, and every chair polished in Abidjan, there is already a quiet revolution waiting to be scaled. A revolution of dignity, creativity, and self-reliance—if only someone would invest in it.

The Story of Mme Sokhna Adou

IN ANGRÉ, COCODY—ONE of Abidjan’s busiest neighborhoods—the sound of clinking molds and scraping shovels echoed from a dusty courtyard where Mme Sokhna Adou and a handful of young men mixed sand with just a little cement to produce eco-bricks. Each brick came out strong, smooth, and cheaper than the conventional ones on the market. Her dream was bold: to replace expensive imported materials with local, affordable bricks that could help build houses for ordinary families.

The idea caught on quickly. Local masons liked her product. Small contractors stopped by to ask for samples. Even homeowners from nearby plots started making orders. Sokhna knew she had tapped into something important, a way to create jobs, reduce costs, and give Abidjan’s growing population a chance at affordable housing. But there was a problem. Her small manual press could not keep up with demand. She needed financing for a bigger machine, molds, and a delivery truck.

She put on her best dress and walked into the marble-floored branches of Abidjan’s banks, carrying photos of her bricks and a neatly typed business plan. The bankers listened, nodded, and then began their list of requirements:

• Land title deeds to pledge as collateral.

• Audited financial statements for the last three years.

• A personal guarantor with a fixed salaried income.

Sokhna lowered her eyes as they spoke. Her workshop was in a rented yard, the business barely three years old. Every franc she earned went back into sand, cement, and paying her boys who worked from dawn till dusk. She didn’t have audited accounts or land papers.

What stung most was hearing on the radio and reading newspapers that donors had just released millions of dollars in financing for SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire. “Where is this money?” she asked me later, brushing cement dust from her palms. “We hear it every day, but the banks never let it reach us.”

The truth is simple: the funds entered the system, but by the time they passed through commercial banks, they were no longer accessible to small entrepreneurs. Instead, they were bundled into loans for large companies or locked away behind collateral rules that Sokhna and thousands like her could never meet.

She survived because her coach had invested in her enough money to buy a second electric machine that molds eco-bricks in a quicker way. Today, she employs twelve young people from her neighborhood. Yet she knows she could be employing fifty, maybe even a hundred, if the financing promised to SMEs actually reached her.

“They say we are the future,” Sokhna told me, standing over rows of drying bricks in the sun, “but how do you build a future without giving us the tools?”

Her story is not just about one woman’s struggle. It is about an entire class of entrepreneurs held hostage by a financial system that swallows what was meant for them.

This book is their story—and the story of how the system devours what was promised to them.

The Story of Forgotten Farmers Who Feed the World

ACROSS THE BUSTLING markets of Lagos, Nairobi, Mumbai, Lima, and countless other cities of the Global South, there is a scene that repeats itself with startling consistency. Women—stooped from labor, yet upright in resilience—spread out baskets of cassava, yams, onions, sweet potatoes, maize, and groundnuts. These are not commodities shipped in containers from distant lands. They are the fruits of their own hands. They tilled the soil, planted the seeds, bent under the scorching sun, harvested the crops, and carried them often on their heads for kilometers to reach the market.

Day after day, these women feed the world. Not metaphorically. Literally. In Africa alone, women produce up to 70% of the continent’s food. Add Asia and South America, and together these women sustain billions of people every single year. They are the silent engine of global survival. And yet, for all their labor, all their grit, and all their contribution, they remain invisible in the grand halls where “development” is planned.

Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) speak endlessly about the need to scale up agriculture, to modernize food systems, to end hunger. White papers are written. Conferences are convened. Strategies are launched with glossy brochures. But go to the roadside market in Kumasi or the open-air stalls in Kinshasa or the village square in northern Peru, and ask the women sellers if any of that money has ever reached their hands. The answer is silence, or bitter laughter. The rhetoric of scaling up agriculture has not translated into tractors for their fields, irrigation systems for their crops, or storage facilities for their produce.

These women work with bare hands, crude hoes, and borrowed plots, yet they manage to feed entire nations. Imagine if they were given mechanized support—tractors to till the land, harvesters to reduce back-breaking labor, solar-powered irrigation to beat drought, processing facilities to preserve surplus, and access to finance to grow beyond subsistence. Imagine markets where instead of selling in small heaps, they managed cooperatives supplying supermarkets, schools, and export chains. Africa in particular would not only feed itself; it would become a breadbasket for the world. Poverty would collapse far faster than any economist dares to predict.

And yet the world pretends not to see. MDBs pour billions into projects that rarely touch the soil, while the very people sustaining humanity remain locked out of funding. The paradox is cruel: the women who hold the key to ending hunger are the ones left to beg for survival. They remain bent in the sun, their hands rough from work, their backs sore from carrying loads, while speeches are made in air-conditioned conference halls about “empowering women farmers.”

So we must ask: are we playing a game of development, or are we serious about it? Because if we were serious, the proof would not be in reports and summits. The proof would be in fields that no longer rely on hand-hoes, in markets overflowing not with small piles of food but with surpluses ready for trade, in women who are not merely surviving but prospering.

The shocking truth is that the women who already feed billions could end global hunger tomorrow if given half the support lavished on mega-projects. The future of food security, poverty reduction, and prosperity is not hidden in boardrooms; it is standing right now in the dust of open markets, selling cassava and sweet potatoes. And until the world admits this, and acts on it, development will remain a game—played at the expense of those who are keeping us all alive.

PART ONE
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How Development Money Is Captured


Every banquet begins with a promise: there will be enough for all. This part follows the money from the moment it is pledged to the moment it disappears—through the credit lines, escrow accounts, and intermediated structures where development finance is captured long before it can reach the enterprises it was meant to feed.



CHAPTER ONE

The Feast Begins

Billions Pledged, but to Whom?

Every year, the world’s financial stage fills with spectacle. In Paris, Washington, or Addis Ababa, leaders convene in brightly lit halls, where banners declare “Empowering SMEs” and “Inclusive Growth.” Cameras flash, applause resonates through marble corridors, and new pledges are announced: “$10 billion for African small businesses.” The figures are staggering, the rhetoric inspiring, and the press releases proclaim a revolution in development finance.

On paper, it seems transformative. Small and medium enterprises—often described as the “backbone of economies”—are promised lifelines of affordable credit, technical assistance, and market access. Donors emphasize employment creation, multilateral banks highlight private-sector development, and governments assure citizens that the engines of local enterprise are finally receiving the fuel they need.

But the reality on the ground tells a different story. Step out of the conference hall and into the streets of Abidjan, Dakar, or Nairobi, and the spectacle collapses into frustration, delay, and bureaucratic dead-ends.

Consider the case of Mme Sokhna Adou in Angré, Cocody, a suburb of Abidjan. She produces eco-bricks from locally sourced sand and cement, selling them to builders who prefer her affordable, environmentally sustainable alternative to imported materials. When national television announced a $250 million SME support package for Côte d’Ivoire, she envisioned expansion: buying modern equipment, hiring skilled workers, and formalizing her small business. The promise seemed tangible, almost within reach.

Yet when Mme Adou approached the local commercial bank to access the program, she encountered a wall of obstacles. Her application was met with requests for collateral she could not provide, extensive paperwork, and repeated rejection letters. The pledged funds existed on spreadsheets in distant capitals, circulating among multilateral accounts, trust funds, and intermediary banks—but they never filtered down to her workshop, to the hands of the young apprentices she wanted to employ, or to the local suppliers who relied on her orders.

This story is far from unique. Across the continent, SMEs report similar experiences: awareness of large-scale pledges accompanied by inaccessibility. A 2021 survey by the African Development Bank found that less than 12% of funds earmarked for SME development in West Africa reached micro and small enterprises directly. Most of the resources were absorbed by financial intermediaries, compliance costs, and administrative overhead (AfDB, 2021).

The paradox is striking: aid and development finance continue to flow at record levels, yet the “last mile” to the local entrepreneur often fails. The system is structured to favor predictability and scale, rewarding intermediaries who can navigate the bureaucratic and regulatory labyrinth. Meanwhile, individuals like Mme Adou—innovative, resourceful, and invested in their communities—remain excluded.

The question that emerges is unavoidable: when billions are pledged, who truly benefits? Is it the SMEs whose growth is celebrated in conference rooms, or the financial institutions, multilateral agencies, and intermediaries whose balance sheets and administrative portfolios expand in tandem with the headlines? The promise is real, the speeches inspiring, but the recipients—the small businesses, the local innovators, the communities—often see only the shadows of these pledges, never the substance.

The challenge for development finance is therefore fundamental: it must move beyond spectacle, beyond conferences and press releases, to deliver funds in ways that are tangible, timely, and accessible. Only then can the billions pledged become bread for entrepreneurs like Mme Adou, rather than a banquet enjoyed exclusively by intermediaries far from the communities they claim to serve.

The Disappearing Act

DEVELOPMENT FINANCE, in theory, is designed to flow as a lifeline from donors or development institutions to the communities and enterprises that need it most. In practice, it rarely takes such a direct route. Instead, funds traverse a complex web of intermediaries—multilateral development banks (MDBs), national development agencies, large NGOs, and most crucially, commercial banks. The stated rationale is pragmatic: these institutions possess the infrastructure to disburse loans, conduct risk assessments, and monitor repayment. On paper, this arrangement appears logical, ensuring accountability and financial oversight.

Yet the real-world effect is far more pernicious. Once donor funds enter the vaults of commercial banks, their purpose begins to shift. A low-interest development loan intended for a small eco-brick enterprise in Cocody, Côte d’Ivoire, does not immediately reach the entrepreneur. Instead, it is absorbed into the bank’s balance sheet, enhancing liquidity ratios, underpinning regulatory capital, and enabling other profit-generating activities. The original intent—empowering small businesses—becomes secondary to the financial imperatives of the institution holding the funds.

Much of the capital is redirected to safer, more profitable avenues. Commercial banks frequently channel these resources toward large corporations with established credit histories, government bonds that yield predictable returns, or even speculative investment instruments that guarantee minimal risk while maximizing yield. The original “development loan” is no longer a tool of local empowerment—it has been transformed into a conventional financial asset, its social purpose subordinated to commercial strategy.

The consequences for SMEs are immediate and severe. The very groups championed in donor speeches—the micro and small enterprises hailed as engines of employment and innovation—are left waiting. Applications languish in bureaucratic pipelines, collateral requirements are enforced with rigidity, and capital that should fund machinery, inventory, or expansion instead circulates in abstract, profitable forms far from the local economy. A vibrant workshop that could hire apprentices, innovate sustainable building materials, or strengthen supply chains remains constrained, its potential stifled not by lack of merit, but by structural financial gatekeeping.

Historical patterns reinforce this dynamic. In Mozambique, the so-called tuna bond scandal illustrated how large sums, ostensibly destined for development projects, were redirected to secure bank commissions and service debt, leaving the intended beneficiaries empty-handed (IMF, 2016). In Nigeria, donor-backed stabilization funds circulated through international banks, generating profit while rural health clinics reported persistent shortages (AfDB, 2022). These cases highlight the systemic nature of the “disappearing act”—a recurring pattern where development capital is absorbed into financial systems, rarely reaching the last mile.

The irony is stark. SMEs, repeatedly invoked as the heroes of economic development in speeches and press releases, are paradoxically the most disadvantaged actors in the system. Their access is not constrained by innovation, ambition, or community need, but by the architecture of aid itself—a structure designed to prioritize institutional efficiency and financial returns over social impact.

The disappearing act is therefore not an accidental side effect of bureaucracy; it is a structural feature of modern development finance. Recognizing this is essential for reform. Without mechanisms that prioritize direct disbursement, local governance, and transparency, the cycle will continue: pledges will be celebrated in grand halls, funds will be absorbed by intermediaries, and the SMEs—the intended beneficiaries—will remain at the back of the line, waiting for a banquet that never arrives.

A Numbers Game

THE STORY OF DEVELOPMENT finance is often told in figures—grand pledges, press releases, and headline-grabbing announcements—but the numbers hide as much as they reveal. According to the African Development Bank (AfDB), over 70% of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) across the continent lack access to formal credit. These are the businesses that employ the majority of the workforce, innovate locally, and circulate capital within communities. Yet, despite repeated references to SMEs as engines of economic growth, much of the pledged development finance never reaches them (AfDB, 2021).

Between 2015 and 2022, multilateral institutions and donor governments committed hundreds of billions of dollars to “unlock SME financing” across Africa. Nigeria, for example, saw the Central Bank release over ₦300 billion (approximately $650 million) through intervention funds specifically intended to support small enterprises (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2022). The rhetoric was clear: empower local entrepreneurs, create jobs, and strengthen domestic economies. On paper, these initiatives should have transformed markets, stimulated innovation, and lifted countless families out of poverty.

The reality, however, is starkly different. Local entrepreneurs—from tailors in Aba to brickmakers in Lagos—report the same story: the funds never arrive. Instead, commercial banks absorb them, diverting resources toward larger, lower-risk clients. Oil companies, telecom giants, and import-export houses dominate lending portfolios because they can provide tangible collateral and guaranteed cash flows. Banks operate under the same financial logic as in any market: maximize returns while minimizing risk (World Bank, 2020). A loan to a small enterprise, even if backed by a government guarantee, carries higher perceived risk, greater administrative burden, and lower profitability.

The numbers tell a chilling story when read from the ground. Ten tailors in Aba applying for ₦5 million each collectively represent only a fraction of the credit a bank can deploy profitably to a single multinational importer. From the bank’s perspective, allocating funds to smaller actors is inefficient and risky, even when the loan is intended to stimulate local economic growth. Development finance, once it enters the formal banking system, obeys the same market imperatives as any other capital: follow the safest, most profitable route, leaving intended beneficiaries behind.

This “numbers game” also obscures the moral dimension. Donors and governments celebrate milestones in billions, while SMEs struggle to access tens of millions that could have transformative impact locally. Statistics in annual reports may show record disbursements, but micro-level analysis reveals delayed payments, conditional approvals, and bureaucratic hurdles that prevent funds from reaching those most in need (UNDP, 2019).

The consequences ripple far beyond immediate cash flow problems. SMEs without credit cannot scale production, hire employees, or invest in technology. Supply chains weaken, informal borrowing increases, and innovative local solutions—often cheaper, sustainable, and tailored to community needs—remain dormant. Entire markets stagnate, leaving economies dependent on foreign investment and donor aid.

In short, the numbers, though impressive in aggregate, mask systemic inequities. They present a facade of progress while the “last mile” of development finance—the SMEs, artisans, and local innovators—remains underserved. Without re-engineering the financial architecture to prioritize accessibility, transparency, and risk-sharing tailored to small enterprises, development finance will remain a game where the numbers look good on paper, but human impact is scarce.

The Broken Promise

TO THE OUTSIDE WORLD, development finance often appears to deliver on its promises. Annual reports arrive with glossy covers, conference halls are filled with applause, and milestones are celebrated with speeches: “100,000 SMEs supported,” “1 million jobs created,” “$10 billion disbursed to local enterprises.” On paper, the story is one of progress, commitment, and transformative impact.

Yet scratch beneath the surface, and the narrative fractures. Many of these reports rely on metrics that obscure the reality on the ground. The definition of “SMEs” is often stretched so broadly that large enterprises qualify alongside true micro and small businesses. A multinational factory employing 200 workers with access to international supply chains can be counted in the same category as Sokhna Adou’s modest eco-brick yard in Cocody, Côte d’Ivoire—a small, family-run workshop struggling to expand because credit never reaches her. The optics of progress are maintained, while the realities of local economic life remain invisible.

This definitional elasticity has profound consequences. Large businesses can navigate banking requirements, offer collateral, and meet complex compliance conditions, so they naturally capture the bulk of intervention funds. Micro and small enterprises, despite being the intended beneficiaries, often fall through the cracks. Their applications are delayed, denied, or diverted, creating a persistent gap between pledged support and actual delivery. The resulting effect is a systemic inequity: the promised beneficiaries remain underserved while intermediaries and larger enterprises benefit.

Even where funds do reach SMEs, the impact is often diluted by administrative costs and intermediary fees. Development loans intended for Sokhna’s workshop may be reduced after passing through commercial banks, national agencies, and multilateral intermediaries, leaving her with only a fraction of the capital required for meaningful expansion. The “100,000 SMEs supported” may include entities that received minimal financing, while the very entrepreneurs who could transform their communities—create jobs, adopt sustainable practices, and strengthen local supply chains—remain sidelined.

Beyond the technical aspects, the broken promise has social consequences. When small business owners repeatedly encounter delays, denials, and bureaucratic hurdles, trust in the development system erodes. Communities grow skeptical of pledges, viewing them as distant, abstract commitments rather than tangible opportunities. Sokhna’s frustration in Cocody is emblematic of a larger pattern across Africa, Asia, and Latin America: billions of dollars circulate through complex financial architectures, but the intended beneficiaries rarely feel their effect.

Moreover, the focus on metrics and targets prioritizes appearance over substance. Reporting mechanisms reward visibility, scale, and statistical achievement rather than genuine transformation. Donors measure success by the number of entities receiving funds, rather than by whether those funds catalyze sustainable growth, employment, or local innovation. As a result, policy and funding decisions reinforce existing inequities, inadvertently privileging larger enterprises while leaving micro and small entrepreneurs marginalized.

The broken promise underscores a central paradox of modern development finance: it is designed to support those most in need, yet it is structured in ways that favor the powerful, the visible, and the institutionally connected. Sokhna’s continued wait for her loan in Cocody is not a failure of ambition, effort, or entrepreneurial skill—it is the predictable outcome of a system that measures its own success by appearances, not impact.

Ultimately, this broken promise calls for systemic reform. Development finance must move beyond abstract targets and glossy reports to ensure that micro and small enterprises—the true drivers of grassroots economies—receive timely, accessible, and sufficient support. Only by realigning measurement, accountability, and distribution mechanisms can the rhetoric of “SME support” be transformed into a tangible reality that empowers entrepreneurs, strengthens communities, and delivers on the promise of development.

Reality on the Ground

THE PARADOX IS STARK: never before in history have so many billions been pledged for small and medium enterprise (SME) development, and yet never before have so many entrepreneurs reported being starved of credit. The headlines are filled with astonishing figures—$10 billion here, €5 billion there—but step into the streets of Abidjan, Nairobi, or Dakar, and the story looks dramatically different. The pipeline is clogged. The banquet is abundant, the dishes meticulously prepared, but by the time the plates reach the end of the table, there is nothing left for those who need it most.

The promise of development finance is real. Governments, multilateral banks, and donor agencies celebrate it in press releases and glossy annual reports. Programs are announced, funds are earmarked, and intervention plans are articulated with precision. In theory, these measures should empower micro and small businesses—like Sokhna Adou in Cocody, who produces eco-bricks—or Samuel in Lagos, a tailor expanding his workshop to employ apprentices. These entrepreneurs represent the true engines of local economies: creative, adaptable, and deeply embedded in their communities.

Yet the reality is grim. The system that claims to support them is structured to favor intermediaries and large enterprises. Multilateral institutions rely on commercial banks, national development agencies, and complex financial instruments to manage disbursement. Each layer adds compliance requirements, administrative fees, and
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