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On the Anniversary of its Independence two Austin Foundations - Whole Planet Foundation™ and Silverton Foundation – team up to support East Timor.
Austin area foundations, acting locally but impacting globally, collaborate to direct up to $1,000,000 to improve life in Asia’s poorest nation through microcredit
AUSTIN, Texas (May 20, 2008) – On the sixth anniversary of independence for East Timor, two home grown Austin based organizations with a commitment to being active members of the global community are combining forces and resources to improve life in Asia’s poorest nation.

Whole Planet Foundation, a Whole Foods Market non-profit dedicated to combating poverty in developing countries and the Silverton Foundation, a private family foundation, announced a collaboration that could direct up to $600,000 over three years in support of microlending projects in East Timor, funding being leveraged by an additional commitment of $400,000 from funds from the Netherlands based Triodos Bank.
Building on some of Austin’s unique individual connections to this remote island nation, the Whole Planet\Silverton collaboration adds Austin based philanthropy to the Whole Foods Market network of employees, customers and suppliers to create a powerful force for changing conditions that allow poverty to exist in developing countries.

Why East Timor?
An island nation located off the northern coast of Australia with a population of one million and an annual per capita income of $500, East Timor is one of the world’s poorest nations. It is also the first newly independent nation of the new millennium, and remains the beneficiary of international goodwill and attention in the hope it may become a successful model of international intervention and assistance in support of democratic self determination.

Whole Foods Market relies on East Timorese coffee growers, among other nations, to supply product to its international network of over 270 stores. The Silverton Foundation, with family roots in Australia, East Timor’s closest neighbor and ally, has been active in establishing relationships with and making grants to East Timorese agencies since East Timor became independent in 2002. In addition to Whole Planet and Silverton, the Austin community has some other unique connections to East Timor – a former University of Texas law professor became the first U.S. ambassador to East Timor in 2003; an executive assistant and advisor to East Timorese President Jose Ramos-Horta left her job at an Austin high tech company to take that position; and the Austin Community Foundation maintains a special project fund which directs contributions from Austinites in support of reconstruction and reconciliation in East Timor.

Why Microcredit?

Microfinance is a system pioneered by 2006 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Dr. Muhammad Yunus and his organization Grameen Bank that provides economically disadvantaged individuals a chance to obtain loans as small as $150 to start or expand a home based businesses. These small businesses generate income, often expand to employ family members and neighbors, and help create a more stable economic path for impoverished families. The microfinance project funded by Whole Planet and Silverton will provide over 6,000 East Timorese, mostly women in rural areas, with a chance to create or expand small businesses. 

Dr. Yunus, who is on Whole Planet Foundation’s Board, spoke to a local group of Austin philanthropists at a dinner in January about the impact of microfinance and his 37 year history pioneering this methodology. During the dinner he said, “We studied how bankers do things and then we purposely did the opposite.” For instance, microloans require no collateral, no legal instrument and are often provided to individuals who can’t read, providing disadvantaged people chances they would not have otherwise.
Following the dinner, Silverton invited Whole Planet Foundation to partner with Moris Rasik (which means “independent life” in the Tetun language native to East Timor) – the largest, most effective and most innovative microfinance program in East Timor - based on Silverton’s long standing relationship with the organization.
Moris Rasik enjoys a loan repayment rate of over 98%. As these loans are repaid, additional funds are available for re-use by other borrowers, or for larger additional loans to successful borrowers. This system creates self-sustaining employment opportunities and promotes wealth creation in developing countries that lack job opportunities, established markets or financial systems to support economic growth. The Whole Planet\Silverton collaboration will allow Moris Rasik to expand its reach to all rural areas of East Timor, ultimately ensuring they are able to help all those in East Timor who can benefit from this service.

“Microcredit works,” explains Philip Sansone, President and Executive Director of Whole Planet Foundation. “We have witnessed first hand that individuals are able to lift themselves out of poverty through microlending. We are excited to partner with Silverton Foundation and together have a larger impact.”

# # #

About Whole Planet Foundation®
Whole Planet Foundation's mission is to create economic partnerships with the poor in those developing-world communities that supply Whole Foods Market stores with product. The mission is achieved through innovative assistance for entrepreneurship, including direct microcredit loans and tangible support for other community partnership projects. Whole Planet Foundation represents a significant expansion of Whole Foods Market's mission to actively participate in our global communities. Whole Foods Market gives to local causes every where we have stores through store leadership.  The creation of this foundation directly connects Whole Foods Market customers and Team Members to the villages in developing countries that supply us with products. From the beginning, entrepreneurial spirit has been a driving force behind Whole Foods Market's success. In keeping with this spirit, Whole Planet Foundation is dedicated to helping families escape poverty by providing them with access to capital which they can use to start their own small businesses.
About Silverton Foundation

The Silverton Foundation was created to help individuals, families and communities transcend poverty by building on their strengths and resiliencies. Founded in 2000 and headquartered in Austin, Texas, the Foundation uses its resources to provide increased opportunity and equity for those who are striving to reach their greatest potential. While the majority of Silverton’s grant making and activities are focused on agencies and programs in central Texas, its philosophy of philanthropy includes a commitment to being an active member of the global community.  Through its grant making, the Foundation supports agencies and programs which strive to empower the working poor to improve their lives, primarily through funding initiatives in early childhood/family literacy education; after-school learning; workforce development; and asset building. Through its activities, the Foundation strives to foster greater community awareness of and commitment to social enterprise.

About Moris Rasik

Moris Rasik (MR) is the largest and most effective microfinance program in East Timor, whether measured in terms of outreach, portfolio size, portfolio quality, longevity or management. It began operations in October 2000. Moris Rasik means “independent life” in the native Tetun language. MR follows the Grameen Bank methodology of microfinance, with a near exclusive focus on poor, rural women. These women form five member groups, are given some basic training and are then amalgamated into village based centers of between 20 to 40 women (four to eight groups). All financial transactions take place transparently at a weekly center meeting, held in the village and serviced by MR field officers. MR has operations in 11 of the 13 districts in East Timor; notably it is not active in Dili, the nation’s capital and only non-rural district in the country. As of December 31, 2007 MR had 10,189 active loan clients, representing 14% of the nation’s households estimated to be eligible clients for Grameen style microcredit services. Its loan portfolio totaled $2.24MM and it held over $780K in client savings.

About Whole Foods Market®

Founded in 1980 in Austin, Texas, Whole Foods Market (www.wholefoodsmarket.com) is the world’s leading natural and organic foods supermarket and America’s first national certified organic grocer. In fiscal year 2007, the company had sales of $6.6 billion and currently has more than 270 stores in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. The Whole Foods Market motto, “Whole Foods, Whole People, Whole Planet”™ captures the company’s mission to find success in customer satisfaction and wellness, employee excellence and happiness, enhanced shareholder value, community support and environmental improvement. Whole Foods Market, Fresh & WildTM, and Harry’s Farmers Market® are trademarks owned by Whole Foods Market IP, LP.  Wild Oats® and Capers Community MarketTM are trademarks owned by Wild Marks, Inc. Whole Foods Market employs more than 50,000 Team Members and has been ranked for ten consecutive years as one of the “100 Best Companies to Work For” in America by FORTUNE magazine.

