First Bank still lends to real sector, says Onasanya


Apparently to douse the tension in the polity over the report that credit lines from the banks to the real sector of the Nigerian economy has dried up, the Managing Director of /Chief Executive officer of First Bank, Mr. Bisi Onasanya, has denied the claim. 

Industrialists had earlier complained of credit crunch, as banks were reported to have shut down lending windows, especially to real sector operators. 

Using First Bank Plc has a typical example of banks still oiling the real sector, Onasanya said the financial institution has continued to grow its risk assets, stressing that the illiquidity facing the banking industry in the wake of the recent banking reforms has not affected the bank. 

He conceded that banks are now obviously more diligent in advancing loans following the disclosures brought about by the CBN's audit of banks in 2009, but affirms that some banks, including First Bank, have continued to be active in the loans market, adding that First Bank's loan portfolio, one the largest in the industry, grew by 23 per cent from June 2009 to December 2009. 

According to Onasanya in a statement made available to The Guardian yesterday, the creation of risk assets followed defined processes and procedures towards ensuring repayment, and the onus of conviction of repayment lies with loan seekers. He therefore enjoined loan seekers to do their homework and file requests that convince banks that their projects are viable. 

He said First Bank has a very healthy capital and liquidity position and continues to lend to the Nigerian retail and corporate customers, within a strong risk management framework. 

"The bank is committed to strong corporate governance practices in the industry, but also recognizes its fundamental role as intermediary between savers and borrowers. 

"First bank has an automated loan procedure, which guarantees quick turnaround time," he said. 

He added that the bank has never stopped advancing loans because it exists purposely to avail borrowers the necessary financing for their projects. 

The First Bank CEO said that with a history of strong commitment to the real sector from the early days of currency distribution in support of produce trade between West Africa and Europe to its present status as a financial supermarket, the bank has continued to play an exemplary role in the development of the nation's real sectors. 

Beside, he said the bank has also been at the forefront of infrastructure projects that have transformed lives, stressing that over its multi-generational history the bank has continued to adapt and innovate to meet the different challenges and opportunities presented by different generations of customers, competitors and other stakeholders. 

Onasanya asserts that the bank remains committed to the development of not only the financial services industry but also the economy at large, and would always act responsibly to provide the necessary financing that the economy needs particularly in the real sectors, 

"First Bank assures of not only its longevity but also market leadership position to ensure sustainable growth and its heritage as the leading lender and employer of labour in the financial services sector, and a key contributor to the wellbeing of the nation. 

"With over 4.2million customers, over 8000 staff, ten (10) financial subsidiaries, 572 locations in Nigeria, and presence in the UK, France, South Africa and China, the bank is arguably the country's most diversified full-suite financial services group", stated Onasanya. 

President Manufacturers Association of Nigeria (MAN), Alhaji Bashir Borodo, among others, had earlier complained of dried-up credit line to industrialists. 

He said: "The directive by the Federal Government to the banks to make lending to the real sector of the economy a priority has not yielded much fruit. This is because the banks are still trying to get their bearing with the ongoing reform and as such, they have virtually stopped lending. Their major pre-occupation has been how to recover the funds outside. The banks are even stricter now in lending to manufacturers, particularly the small and medium scale enterprises (SMEs), which do not have adequate collateral, for fear of entering into bad debt." 

Also, the President of Lagos Chamber of Commerce and Industry (LCCI), Chief Femi Deru, appealed to CBN not to be contented with introducing reforms but to focus on their successful implementation. 

According to him, with the prevailing difficulty in accessing loans from banks, many questions are begging for answers. 
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