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Ramallah, Gaza, October 2008. 

Winners of the first ever Palestine Best Micro Entrepreneur Award announced
The Palestinian Network for Small & Microfinance “Sharakeh” and PlaNet Finance announced the winners of the first annual Best Micro-Entrepreneur Award on October 15th, in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip under the patronage of Mr. Kamal Hassouneh, Minister of Economy, and in the presence of the Head of Operations of the European Commission and various representatives from civil society, the private sector as well as microfinance stakeholders. The award is one of the activities of a larger project, “Improving Economic Prospects for Palestinian Micro Entrepreneurs” which is co-financed by the European Union, the Portland Trust and PlaNet Finance, for the period 2007-2009. 

The West Bank event took place in the Red Crescent Association, Bireh, where the three winners were announced and awarded. Mr. Ramón Hanouneh won the first prize for his successful olive tree wood handicraft project in Bethlehem, which he started in 1981 with only 4000 USDs and received four loans from the micro credit department at the YMCA. Mr. Hanouneh  now runs a 200,000 US dollar factory, from which he exports his products to the US market, and through which he created 19 job opportunities. 
Mrs. Fatmeh Brejieh won the second prize in recognition of her successful Green House and Sheep Breeding project, located in Al Ma’sara village near Bethlehem. Mrs. Brejieh started in 2000 with a 10,000 US Dollar loan from the Palestinian Business Women's Association “Asala” and is now running a 77,000 USDs project. Mrs. Brejieh’s project is supporting 22 individuals. Mrs. Brejieh is now the head of the Women's Center in her village, and has financed her three sons’ higher education.   
Mrs. Sabah Al Barri from Yabad\Jenin won the third prize for her success in delivering many needed services to her community. Mrs. Al Barri received five loans from the Palestinian Business Women's Association, “Asala,” and is now running a 30,000 US Dollar project, through which she exports edible products to different districts in the West Bank and cities inside the green line. 

During the event, Mr. Roy Dickinson, the European Commission Head of Operations said that "The micro-finance sector, by providing loans to micro-entrepreneurs, makes a significant contribution to building the resilience of the Palestinian economy", he continued: "Micro-finance institutions have a great capacity to adapt and have shown tangible signs of growth at a time of overall global economic decline," Mr. Dickinson also said "I am proud that the European Union is supporting the efforts of the Palestinian network, which helps to foster the adoption of best practices and therefore to ensure the sustainability of the micro-entrepreneur sector."

Mr. Anwar Jayyousi, the chairman of Sharakeh’s board of directors focused in his speech on the achievements of the Palestinian Microfinance sector, he said: “..Cumulatively, Sharakeh’s members disbursed over 250 thousand loans since establishment, with a total value of over 300 million US Dollars” he also stressed the human resources role within Sharakeh’s members “.. there are over 400 individuals working within the Microfinance Institutions, from 63 offices and branches in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip” 
More than 28 micro-entrepreneurs participated in a one-day exhibition displaying and marketing their products and presenting their products to the public at the Red Crescent Association hall in Al Bireh. It provided an excellent opportunity for promoting Palestinian products and micro-entrepreneurs’ skills. 
In the Gaza Strip, the event took place at the Rashad Shawwa Cultural Center in Gaza city, where the three winners in Gaza were awarded. Mr. Jaser Fannoneh from Nuseirat refugee camp won the first prize in recognition of his project that currently manufacture electrical and solar water heaters, a project that is  unique in the Gaza Strip. 

The Second prize was won by Mr. and Mrs. Ammar from Gaza city. Ahmad & Thoria Ammar received one loan in 2008 from Ryada-CHF and established a Nursery and Pre-school in Gaza city. They created 17 job opportunities and raised the capital of their project from 4000 to 12,000 US Dollars in only five months, maintaining repayment at 100% rate. 

Mr. Misbah Hasaballah won the third prize for his Fiber Glass factory for the production of children's toys, swimming pools, water containers, chairs and other items. Mr. Hasaballah is still an active client at UNRWA\MMD-Gaza and received eleven loans since the year 2003, his factory and show room employs seven individuals and supports their families.     

The Palestine Investment Fund (PIF), PalTel Group Foundation and the Palestinian Development and Investment Company (PADICO) supported the cash prizes for the six winners. They responded to Sharakeh’s request to sponsor the events in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip generously and without hesitation, interpreting their sense of social responsibility towards the community at large. 

This donation contributes to the social mission of the Palestine Investment Fund (PIF) and the Palestine Development and Investment, Ltd. (PADICO) that both aim at contributing to the development of the Palestinian national economy by investing in strategic sector. It is also a commitment from the PalTel Group Foundation towards its development mission to empower the Palestinian youth through creativity and entrepreneurship. 

PlaNet Finance and Sharakeh are proud to demonstrate through this partnership with prominent companies and foundation that Palestinian private sector can and should be involved in the economic development that has been supported by the non-governmental sector. It is a hope and a belief that the future will show more corporate social responsibility actions emerging from the Palestinian enterprises. This is even more meaningful in the context of microfinance sector as it shows the interest from large economic actors to the informal sector that is supporting the livelihood of a large proportion of the Palestinian society. 

