Finance whizz Faisel Rahman is fighting
off the loan sharks that patrol the poorest

areas of London’s East End. He tells
Daisy Greenwell how his Fair Finance bank
is serving those with low credit ratings

If there was ever a truly black and
white, Hollywood-style war between
good and evil, then 34-year-old
Faisel Rahman would be playing the
lyera-clad superhero. For the past
five years, the East End boy has been
deploying his superpower - uber-
financial-geekiness - against the
evil loan sharks that stalk the sink
council estates of his home turf.
Financially excluded? Financially
5 exploited? Rahman has got your back.
& Heis the founder of Fair Finance,
< anew kind of social enterprise bank
x founded in direct response to the
= abuses he saw around him - that the
E poorest people, those most in need of
2 financial assistance and fair rates of
= interest, were also those denied access
£ to bank accounts, and forced into the
£ arms of the dodgy doorstep lenders.
Fair Finance is about providing
% options - small personal loans at
& fair rates of interest for things such
as school uniforms, white goods
& or rental deposits, as well as larger
5 business loans to help would-be
& entrepreneurs enter the market, plus
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free debt advice. Seventy-five per cent
of those people who come through

Fair Finance’s doors are women, 70

per cent are single mothers, 80 per

cent are on benefits, 60 per cent are
minorities, and 75 per cent are currently
borrowing from expensive lenders.

“There are five to six million people
unable to borrow from mainstream
institutions,” says Rahman. “So they turn
to ‘fringe lenders’ who regularly charge
over 4,000 per cent interest. The real
horror story isn’t that they are borrowing
at excessive rates of interest, it’s the fact
that they have no other option.”

How does he turn those who are
deemed too unsafe to lend to into
responsible borrowers?

“Lots of people are having decisions
made about them not on whether they
are risky or not, but on whether they
are rich or poor,” Rahman explains.

Banks credit-score potential clients
on three criteria — whether you are
a homeowner, whether you have a
job, and whether you've borrowed
from mainstream credit before.

“So if you're living in rented property

or working part-time, you won’t feature
on those radars. What we do is old-style
banking - we sit an individual down, go
through their income and expenditure
statement, and make a judgement.”

So far, Rahman has granted 2,119
loans worth £1,997,300 - 92 per
cent of which has been paid back
(substantially more than is paid
back to credit card companies).

Since they launched five years ago,
Fair Finance has helped 400 long-
term unemployed people become
entrepreneurs, helping them start
everything from market stalls to
wedding-planning businesses.

Their two East End branches be
joined by a further 10 in London within
four years, and Rahman has high hopes
for this approach to ending poverty.

“There are lots of people who
shouldn’t be charged simply for being
poor,” he says. “If there were more social
businesses recognising that then I think
we’'d have a lot less exclusion, and we’'d
give these loan sharks a run for their
money.”

There are up to
six million people

unable to borrow
from mainstream
institutions
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