Natalie Portman, AIG Promote FINCA's Microcredit for Destitute 

By Mary Romano

May 9 (Bloomberg) -- On a recent trip to Uganda, the actress Natalie Portman met a woman who lived on 80 cents a day 10 years ago and now runs a local restaurant. 

The woman transformed her life with a small loan from the Washington nonprofit Foundation for International Community Assistance, or FINCA, which lends to 500,000 poor people in developing countries in amounts as small as $50. 

Portman, 25, starred in three “Star Wars” films, received an Oscar nomination for ``Closer'' and has worked with FINCA since 2003. Last week, she joined Queen Rania Al-Abdullah of Jordan and the insurance company American International Group in Manhattan to help FINCA launch a campaign to raise $200 million by 2010 and double its pool of loan recipients. AIG gave the group a $1.5 million grant. 

The petite Portman, wearing a white sleeveless dress and black pumps, spoke with me after the FINCA luncheon at New York University about her role in getting her message out to the younger generation. 

Romano: Why get involved with microcredit? 

Portman: I'm from Israel originally and I have admired Queen Rania for so long as the most prominent, eloquent, intelligent woman from our region. I was hoping to work with her on a peace initiative. She directed me toward FINCA (Rania is on the board). 

Breaking the Cycle 

Romano: Why does FINCA have more women than men as clients? 

Portman: Seventy percent of the world's poor are women and children, so more of the people who need the money are women. We found that they are much better at repaying loans. They also reinvest their profits in their children. Women spend first on education even before food. Women instinctively diversify while men put their money in one place. Women will pay $10 to get some food, $10 for savings and $10 to pay for school. 

In places in Latin America and Africa, women are the ones in the market -- they know what things should cost, what there's demand for, so they have tools to start businesses. A large percentage of the women are illiterate. They have to sign loans with fingerprints, but they grow their business with a $50 loan. It's really quite amazing. 

Romano: Why did you start traveling to visit people who have been given loans? 

Portman: FINCA sounded like a great idea, but I wanted to see if it really worked. How do you make sure money you give doesn't end up in the wrong hands? So I went and saw it on the ground. In one generation the cycle of poverty is broken. A woman I met in Mexico was on less than $1 a day. Her husband went to New York to work because there were no jobs. Now she runs a company where she employs her husband and 10 other women in her village. 

Younger Generation 

Romano: Your role with FINCA is to reach out to the younger generation. What is your message? 

Portman: Something that Muhammad Yunus (the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner for his microcredit work) said to me really inspired me. He said poverty is not a natural condition of the world. It is something imposed upon us. There's no reason in the world why people have to be poor and we allow that to go on for generations. It's possible to break that cycle. The more people know about it, the more people are active, the more possibility we have to change the way our world looks.
