
Women's place
in Bengali society

Educating your daughter is like watering
another man's fields.
Bengali saying

\ angladesh is a male-dominated
I society underpinned by Islamic

tradition. Social norms and cultural
restrictions confine women under the
'protection' of the men in their family.
It is generally unacceptable for women to
travel freely or work outside the home,
and this results in a life-long economic
and social dependence on men, first as
a daughter, then a wife, and finally as a
mother. This third stage of dependency
only occurs if she is lucky enough to
have a son who is prepared to assume
economic responsibility for her in her
old age.

Most women in Bangladesh are
regarded as burdens from the day they
are born. As statistics on malnutrition
demonstrate, they are given less food as
children. They receive the minimum of

Processing and
preparing food for

her family takes up
several hours of

a woman's
working day.

education, and statistics show that far
fewer women than men are literate. They
are frequently promised in marriage
while still in infancy; and when married,
often in their early teens, they have to
take a dowry with them since they are
then considered to be a 'burden' to their
husband's family. Although the payment
of a dowry is illegal in Bangladesh, the
practice is widespread. If the dowry is
regarded as insufficient or does not
measure up to what was promised when
the marriage was negotiated, a bride may
be divorced, deserted, ill-treated or even
murdered.

Women move in with their husband's
extended family when they marry, and
they work extremely hard processing and
preparing food, carrying water, cleaning,
and caring not only for their own
children, but also for their husband and
his relatives. It is on them that the
principal burden falls of trying to ensure
that sufficient food is available for their
family, and often they themselves go
without in order to give more food to
their husband and children, particularly
their sons.

Women who are left alone after being
divorced, deserted, or widowed will have
great difficulty in surviving if no one in
their family can afford to take them in.
There is very little socially acceptable
employment available for women except
as domestic servants. Growing poverty,
and an increase in the numbers of
deserted and divorced women, has
resulted in more women being forced to
break out of the social restrictions which
surround them and search for work.
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Women fight injustice
Suk Jan Bibi lives in a village near
Satkhira in south-west Bangladesh. She is
a member of group called Uttaran: 'to
overcome'. She had been married as a
child, and had a son, but then her
husband, like tens of thousands of others,
was killed in the War of Liberation. As a
young widow, Suk Jan Bibi had received
many proposals of marriage over the
years. These had been offered in
traditional fashion through marriage
brokers. Although it was a struggle to
survive as a widow with a young son,
she decided she would not remarry, and
consistently sent away the marriage
brokers with 'no' for an answer.

One evening, while bringing her goat
home from grazing, she was attacked and
raped by the son of the powerful local
landowner. Some friends found her
unconscious and carried her to the
Uttaran office, from where she was taken
to the hospital in a nearby town. The
project workers asked the doctor who
treated Suk Jan Bibi to provide them with
a certificate to state she was a rape victim.
Without this piece of paper the local
police would have taken no action. The
doctor was reluctant to do so when he
discovered the identity of the rapist.

Under intense pressure from Uttaran he
eventually gave in.

-Suk Jan Bibi sought help from Uttaran
in bringing a case. Knowing that the
police would be reluctant to prosecute,
Uttaran organised a demonstration of
over 200 women to demand justice. The
accused was taken into custody but
another massive demonstration of over
1,000 men and women was necessary
before he was brought to court. These
demonstrations frightened the local
landowning families and the man was
prosecuted and jailed, but not before his
family had offered Suk Jan Bibi a large
sum of money to drop the charges. When
that failed the family tried to win her
over by promising that the rapist would
take her as his second wife if she would
withdraw the case. Suk Jan Bibi refused
the bribes and, with Uttaran, won the
day.

Uttaran had achieved victory on two
levels. They had demonstrated their
strength to the landowners and refused
to allow the rich and powerful to deprive
them of their legal rights. On a deeper
level, they had confronted and defeated
an established system of injustice against
women.

Suk Jan Bibi with her
Uttaran group.

25



A year ago,
Chintabala could not
even sign her name.

She took an adult
literacy course and

now she can help her
children with their

homework. 'I am the
first person in my

family who has learnt
to read and write. As

parents we should
encourage our

children to study.'

Women and development
Development agencies in Bangladesh
have in the past adopted a paternalistic
approach to women. Women have often
been treated as beneficiaries in a
'women's project' but seldom as full
participants. This can sometimes be of
benefit in enabling women to realise their
own strengths in a protected
environment; but if women are to be
enabled to develop their full potential, it
will be necessary for cultural attitudes to
undergo a radical change.

There is a growing feminist movement
amongst educated Bangladeshi women,
who are anxious to secure a better life for

their 'sisters'; and many development
agencies are now trying to work with
such women. Advances may be slow and
gradual but they are the result of what
Bangladeshi women decide is desirable
and possible within the context of their
own lives. To help the oppressed may
mean standing beside them in their own
struggle, rather than prescribing the way
forward for them; and will require a
long-term and steadfast commitment.
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urnun Nahar is a leadrng member And out health is better now,, because
,O( a wOjnen's §roup wtycjh Qwtp we know about u$ing olea.n. w;$ter t© • l

(WS),. aTocalWOO. dftr?k $nd wasJUjije frets,.'
, DD$ 1^s îrbviislec; i

^ so made
a<Ji>fle' wib'ile'y Selkng pog+f.ry\«e had
rea/ed.1 the women'$ jjroufb asH<ed •
then- husbands to contftbute, but were
aby$ed and beaten up. So. wtfen the
new land was registered in tjie
women's names, their menfolk were *n
no position to complain.

The group worked together to
protect the land against flooding, dug a
fishpond, and built houses on the plot.
They make money by seMwig fish from
their pond, and they each have a smaH
krtchen garden which provides for
some of the«r food needs; and they
share the work of cultwattflg a
communat field.

'We spend most of what cash we
have on food,' says Nurnun. 'The
second major expense is edueatton for
our children; we have to buy pencils
and books for them to use at school.
Otherwise, we spend the money on
soap, oti, matches, and clones.'
Nurnun and the Other members of her
group consider themselves to be quite
well-off now, compared to some of
their neighbours.

'Before we got ourselves organised,
we never dreamed of having our own
fishpond. Now we're no longer poor: if
guests come, we can catch fish from
the pond to feed them. If our
neighbours are in trouble, we can help
them out. We couldn't do that before.

The women rjave gamed m $e|f- ':
confidence. 'Our boston-ds used to
Beat us att the time* Wow my husband
stifl mistreats me occasionally, bt)t
thtngs are much better. If any of our
husbands tries to hut us now, we fight
back!'

Saving together

Nurnun Nahar feeding fish in the
communal pond.
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The ubiquitous
rickshaw

Street scene, Dhaka.
Rickshaws are a

cost-effective and
non-polluting form of

transport, but the
rickshaw wallahs

earn very little for
their many hours of

exhausting work.
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Rickshaws first made their
^appearance in Japan in the

eighteenth century and gradually spread
throughout Asia and changed from the
two-wheeled vehicle with the man
between the shafts to a three-wheeled
bicycle-driven machine. The present
rickshaw with its brightly coloured
designs and motifs of folk art could be
the national symbol of Bangladesh.

The rickshaw is the most important
component of the transport system of
Bangladesh. This human-powered
machine is a very cost-effective part of
the economy. Bangladesh has a bicycle
manufacturing industry, and the bulk of
the materials to produce the rickshaw are
made locally; there are virtually no
expensive imports. Roadside
maintenance is cheap and provides
employment for small entrepreneurs
whose requirements are a space on the
pavement, a set of spanners, a puncture-
repair kit, and a bicycle pump. Rickshaws
are very appropriate in this flat country
and, in addition, they do not pollute the
atmosphere. Although the government
has stated that rickshaws are to be phased
out, their numbers are increasing
annually.

Rickshaw wallahs are exploited by
mohajans who own fleets of 30 to 100
rickshaws which they rent on a daily two-
shift basis to the wallahs. The wallah has
to pull the machine for two hours to pay
the rental costs before he can start making
some money for himself. He is
responsible for repairs, which can be
frequent if the rickshaw is an old one. In
the Comilla area east of Dhaka, a large
number of rickshaw co-operatives have
been set up. The rickshaw wallahs buy
their machine from the co-operative on a
hire-purchase basis and at minimum rates
of interest. Should someone fall sick this
is taken into consideration when
repayments are due. The co-operative
also has a savings system whereby
members can put some of their daily
earnings into a savings account.

Lutfur's story
Lutfur Rahman recognises that in one
sense he is lucky. He is a rickshaw wallah
under the power of a rickshaw mohajon
but, unlike the landless agricultural
labourers in the rural village from which
he came, he gets work every day he is fit
enough to work an eight-hour shift.

Lutfur's story is typical of many of the
men pulling rickshaws around the streets
of Dhaka. When he was a teenager his
father lost his one acre of land to a
moneylender who had the land title as
collateral. Deprived of his only source of
income, Lutfur's father brought his wife
and six children to Dhaka to look for
work. After a short time, he died, but by
then young Lutfur had found work as a
rickshaw wallah.

Lutfur naturally assumed financial
responsibility for the entire family. He
rents one room for Taka400 (£8) per
month. Down the middle of the room is a
cloth partition; Lutfur and his wife (a
marriage his mother arranged with a girl
from their home village) and two children
live on one side and on the other side live
his mother, his two brothers, and two
sisters, with the three children of one of
the sisters who is divorced.

On an average day Lutfur Rahman
pulls his rickshaw 40 miles, and after he
has paid the rent of the machine and the
cost of minor repairs, he takes
homearound Taka75. He has repair bills
daily since he rents an old rickshaw and
the mohajon insists that the machine is
returned in good order. As the sole
breadwinner in a large extended family,
he dare not argue with the mohajon.

Lutfur has dreamed for years of
owning his own rickshaw but knows that
he will never be able to afford it. A new
machine is quite cheap by Western
standards (about £130), but Lutfur's
annual earnings are only Taka20,000
(£400). His best hope of emancipation
from the mohajon would be to join a co-
operative, but there are not many of these
in his neighbourhood.
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Community
health care

(angladesh, like many other Southern
'countries, has limited resources to

spend on social services. In the absence of
national community health care many
NGOs are now helping poor rural and
urban communities to set up their own
systems.

One group of NGOs are operating
successful health-care programmes which
the communities themselves finance. In
order to fund the services they need,
families pay the equivalent of four pence
per month per person into a health
insurance fund. With 2,000 families
enrolled, such a scheme becomes viable.
The programme provides a clinic, with a

doctor, and peripatetic paramedics who
hold surgeries in various locations. If the
paramedic cannot deal with the problem
the patient will be referred to the doctor.

Fieldworkers are given training in
preventive health care so that they can
provide advice on health and nutrition to
people involved in development projects.
A tubewell has been installed to provide
clean drinking water for each community.

In the longer term the communities
will have a pharmacy to dispense low-
cost essential drugs. A laboratory for
each community is also planned, to carry
out simple diagnostic tests. Both will be
financed from the health insurance funds.

Drugs for sale in a
village market.

Essential drugs

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has iortg been concerned ovw ttve
promotion and sale of obsolete and useless medicines in Third Worto

countries. WHO drew up a list of 250 'essential drugs', most of which were
obtainable in generic form, thus towering the cost of medical trea&n&M,

Bangladesh was the first country to take action, in June 1982, by bannfog the
importation of ov&r 1,700 locally and internationally produced drugs, which were
either dangerous, or combinations of similar or incompatible ingredients, or
because they could be produced by Jocaf companies instead of being imported. A
list of essential drugs, in their generic forms, was drawn up for use in all sectors
of the health care system. This action was met by howls of protest feofty the
transnational drug companies, who feared a serious loss of profits if more

countries followed Bangladesh's example.
Unfortunately, the new General Agreement on tariffs and

Trade liberalises international trade, and makes such
'restraints on trade' illegal, thus favouring the interests of
large transnational companies. They are now free to flood
She Bangladesh market with inessential pharmaceutical
products.

A contributory factor to the demise of the drugs policy in
Bangladesh has been the failure of the Saftgtedesh
Medical Association (BMA) to support it. Many doctors
opposed the legislation from the outset, seeing it as a
threat to their profession^ fr.<g$$om: &o$$ wfoe. gwn $
pharmacy have a financial irtteresJ »*» presortfeipg teivtfsWy.
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Saving lives simply
In Bangladesh the infant mortality rate is
one of the highest in the world, with only
eight out of ten children reaching their
fifth birthday. The greatest killer of
children is diarrhoea. Because of a belief
that children suffering from diarrhoea
should not be given food or drink, many
children die who could have recovered
with proper care. In fact it is vitally
important to keep up the fluid intake of
children suffering from diarrhoea to
prevent dehydration, and withholding
food will further weaken a sick child.

The Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee (BRAC) developed an Oral
Rehydration Therapy programme which
they hoped would eventually reach every
village in the country and drastically
reduce the mortality from diarrhoea. The
BRAC therapy used materials which were
readily to hand in Bangladeshi homes:
gur, a form of molasses made from sugar
cane, lobon (salt), and water. BRAC

recruited over a thousand young women
to teach mothers how to prepare the
Lobon-Gur-Solution (LGS).

The women visited every household in
the villages to which they were assigned
and taught the 'pinch and scoop method'.
At least one woman in each household
was taught that a three-finger pinch of
lobon and a scoop of gur in the hand,
added to half-a-litre of water, would keep
an infant alive while the diarrhoea was
raging. The trainer also marked one
container in the household at the right
level for the water, and gave one-to-one
instruction on caring for children with
diarrhoea.

By the end of 1994 BRAC had taught
the method to about 13 million
households: a remarkable achievement by
any standard. NGOs in other districts
have followed BRAC's example, and the
target set by BRAC of reaching every
village must be very close indeed.

Demonstrating the
'pinch and scoop'
method to a group of
village women.
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Shamon, who trains
residents in

carpentry, at the
Centre for the

Rehabilitation of the
Paralysed.

Disability and poverty
Disability is closely related to poverty.
Many diseases which lead to impairment
of mental and physical capabilities are
caused by malnutrition. In a study
carried out in Jamalpur district by an
NGO called Social Assistance for the
Rehabilitation of the Physically
Vulnerable (SARPV), it was found that
out of a total disabled population of
between eight and nine per cent, 90 per
cent of disabilities were the result of
nutritional disorders: goitre, rickets, and
blindness caused by vitamin A
deficiency, were very common, and have
displaced polio in the last two decades as
the major causes of disability. Yet they are
all preventable: in the case of goitre, by
iodised salt; rickets by fish and plenty of
sunlight; and vitamin A-deficiency
blindness by green vegetables and fruit-

Spinal injuries, both paraplegic and
tetraplegic, are also widespread in

Bangladesh. They result from carrying
head loads which are too heavy, or falling
while carrying a heavy head load. Many
people are injured by falling from trees
when picking fruit or coconuts.

Official statistics on the incidence of
disability are lacking. SARPV points out
that the number of people who die from
road accidents is recorded but not the
number of those permanently disabled.
As in the case of natural disasters,
officials can always tell you how many
people perished but not the numbers of
those incapacitated permanently. This
makes it difficult for those who are
working with the disabled to address the
problem effectively. SARPV and other
similar organisations are putting
increasing emphasis on advocacy to
establish the rights of disabled people.
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Education and development

»engalis have always revered their
^poets and philosophers and this

tradition persists right down to the
present day. In the past the university in
Dhaka was known as the 'Cambridge of
the East'; and as well as producing poets
and thinkers it provided the
administrative system of the Indian
empire with some of its finest and ablest
civil servants. It is, therefore, sad to
reflect that this former excellence is in
danger of disappearing because of the
failure to maintain and develop the
modern education systems which should
sustain it.

Although primary education is free to
all children, and secondary education
free to girls until grade 8, not all children
take advantage of this provision.
Government statistics show that only 70
per cent of children enrol in primary
school, of which only 10 to 15 per cent are
girls; and 27 per cent of children enrol for
secondary education. Only 25 per cent of
those enrolling finish five years of basic
education and of these, over 90 per cent
are boys from middle-class homes.

A clear measure of the success of the
education system in any country is the
general level of literacy. In Bangladesh
only around 32 per cent of the population
are literate, the majority of whom are
middle-class males. The low figure is
related to the high rate of drop-out from
primary school.

Literacy is the key to so many other
aspects of a nation's development
programme. This is summed up by the
Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee (BRAC):

Effective development is dependent on human
development and human development in its
turn is dependent on education. Broad-based

literacy has been one of the most important
enabling factors in the economic success of
newly developing countries. Improvements in
health and reduction in birth rates also
depend on literacy, particularly among
women. In Bangladesh over a million workers
enter the country's labour market annually...
fobs can be created only if there is a skilled
work-force. Basic literacy provides the floor
for skill development.

If Bangladesh is to share in the rapid
economic development that has
characterised other parts of Asia, a
determined effort must be made to
improve educational standards. The Asian
countries which have developed most
efficiently and quickly over the last two
decades, such as Taiwan, South Korea,
and Malaysia, have literacy rates
comparable with, and even better than,
some countries in the North. The new

Lakhi is reading an
article she wrote in a
magazine about her
life as a tribal
woman. She never
went to school as a
child, but took an
adult literacy course
run by a local NGO.
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profitable industries of electronics,
computers, and communications require a
work force that can be trained to use high-
tech equipment. People must be able to
read and write before such training can
take place.

The reluctance of the international
business community to invest in
Bangladesh is undoubtedly related to the
extremely low rates of literacy and
educational achievement.

A school in a slum
Notun Bazaar is a bustee (slum) area of
the large town of Khulna in south-west
Bangladesh. It has a population of
around 16,000 people who live in
appalling conditions in one-roomed
dwellings made of mud, rushes," and
cardboard boxes. There is no water or
electricity supply and the area is flooded
incessantly in the monsoon season.

Notun Bazaar has developed as a
result of rural-urban migration. Many of
the people who live there lost their land
to village moneylenders to whom they
were trapped in debt. Others had become
unemployed because of changes in the
rural economy. To have stayed in the
villages where they were born would
have condemned them to the inevitable
hunger and misery that are the
consequences of landlessness and
unemployment. At least in the city there
was a chance of earning enough to stay
alive, even though living conditions were
terrible. These families live in the Notun
Bazaar because they have no option;
there is nowhere else for them to go.

Yet in the midst of all this squalor and
deprivation there exists a small school
which bears the wonderful name of
Anand Niketan - the 'House of Joy'.

Anand Niketan was started in 1987 by
the bustee dwellers with support from an
NGO called Gono Shahajjo Sangstha. At
first, it occupied three rooms in a
building which the bustee people
constructed from bamboo and rush
matting. About 200 children attended
Primaries One, Two, and Three in a two-
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shift system and were taught by part-time
teachers.

By 1991 a brick building had been
built, with six rooms, desks, blackboards,
and other teaching equipment. The
enrolment had increased to 487 children
and young adults spread over five
classes. They are being taught by six full-
time and five part-time teachers. There
are now three shifts daily, and young
adults who work in the nearby fish
factory are also attending Anand Niketan
when they can.

Anand Niketan is a lively and well-
attended school and shows that people
can overcome the most difficult
circumstances and make real advances
through their own efforts.

(above far left)
Children on their way
to school in the
bustee.
(below far left)
Haroon Begum, one
of the teachers at
the school.

(left) Using a palm-
leaf stalk to practise
writing.
(below) Children at
Bhognagar Primary
School enjoy
performing songs
and dances.
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Many Bangladeshi
children do not

attend school
because their

labour is needed
by the family.

Devising a relevant
curriculum
When planning a new educational
initiative, BRAC realised the importance
of understanding the reasons for the high
drop-out rate. Motivation to send
children to school is poor when the
parents themselves are illiterate.
Curricula are frequently inappropriate,
especially in rural areas, and the cost of
providing clothing and educational
materials is too great for most poor

families. But by far the most compelling
reason why large numbers of
Bangladeshi children do not attend
school is because they are needed to
work on the family plot or to go out to
earn money. BRAC devised a curriculum
and timetable which took account of this:
the Non-Formal Primary Education
(NFPE) programme.

The NFPE programme recognised that
schooling must be organised around
work demands on children's time. Only
two to three hours a day are spent in
school, at times which have been decided
in consultation with the families
concerned. The schools are closed during
seasons of intensive agricultural work,
such as planting or harvesting. As well as
acquiring the basic skills in reading,
writing, and arithmetic, the children are
given lessons in health, hygiene, nutrition
and community studies, related to
everyday life in the village.

Absenteeism is chronic among
teachers in the state system, so BRAC
takes great care in the recruitment of
teachers. Criteria for selection are strict
and the person selected must teach in the
village where he or she lives. BRAC
prefers teachers to be married, and hopes
to reach a target of 70 per cent of teachers
in its schools being women. BRAC trains
its own teachers in regional centres and
runs refresher courses for all teachers in
the areas where they work. Teachers are
supervised on a regular basis by
experienced educational advisers.

One of the objectives of the
programme is to achieve universal
primary education in Bangladesh by the
year 2000. In a meeting with the
Education Minister of Lesotho in
December 1994, BRAC staff said they had
opened over 25,000 NFPE schools which
800,000 children attended. The Minister
was in Bangladesh to study the NFPE
programme which he hoped could be
adapted to the needs of Lesotho's
children. BRAC is also transferring its
NFPE methodology to Uganda, Somalia,
Burundi, Tanzania, Zambia and Namibia.
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An evaluation of the programme by
the World Bank reported:

The unit cost of the programme is around
Taka500, which is higher than the unit cost of
formal primary education (around TakalOO).
But if the wastage factor in the formal system
is considered [the NFPE] programme stands
out as much more cost-effective and
affordable by a poor developing country like
Bangladesh.

Literacy for a purpose
Friends in Village Development
Bangladesh (FIVDB), situated in a rural
area in the extreme north-east of the
country, has developed a functional
literacy programme which is so
successful that it is now used widely
throughout Bangladesh.

FIVDB concentrates on the 'functional'
aspect, making sure that literacy is
relevant to the needs of the people taking
the intensive three-month courses.
Numeracy is taught using calculations
which would be necessary in the market,

the home, or for running a small rural
business such as duck raising or goat
breeding. Literacy teachers use material
which features agriculture, civil and legal
rights, and community issues. FIVDB
works with the most disadvantaged
groups so that they can 'improve and
control their own situation through
cooperation, self-help and self-reliance'.

By 1994, over 5,000 students had
completed the functional literacy
programme and the operation was
expanding. In keeping with FIVDB's
objective of reaching the most
disadvantaged, many of the courses are
exclusively for women. About 95 per cent
of the students have had no previous
schooling whatsoever. Khodeza is proof
of the success of the scheme. She is the
teacher of a class of 20 women at
Bhawaltila. She herself was illiterate a
year ago but is now handling the
materials and classes with complete
confidence.

Women in a
literacy class in a
resettlement camp
outside Dhaka.
Former pavement
dwellers, they were
moved to the camp
as part of a
government
slum-clearance
programme.
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Water: a blessing
or a curse

(above) Enjoying
water from a newly-
installed tube-well.

(below) Post-cyclone
1991. High tide at

Shrujodia village,
Nijhum Dwlp.

I angladesh has always experienced
^some degree of flooding since it first

formed from the rich alluvial soil washed
down from the Great Himalaya. Flooding
is a fact of life to the people of
Bangladesh and they demonstrate great
resilience and skill in coping with it. The
familiar images of women wading
through four feet of flood water to fetch
clean drinking water may evoke pity; but
such images also show the strength and
resourcefulness of people who are getting
on with their lives, in difficult
circumstances.

The two major crops grown in
Bangladesh, rice for internal markets and
jute, of which 90 per cent is for export,
can truly be termed aquatic plants. The
great rivers which flow into Bangladesh
provide abundant water for growing rice
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and jute, and monsoon flooding, which
normally affects about one third of the
country, is regarded by farmers as
beneficial. They have developed
agricultural practices to make use of the
floodwater for their crops. It is when
flooding increases beyond the normal
level that it causes problems.

After the devastating floods which
occurred in 1987 and 1988, extensive
studies have been carried out of flooding
and flood control in Bangladesh.
Deforestation in the Himalayas has been
blamed for increased run-off from the
mountains and although this may be
significant locally, other experts question
whether the effects would be felt far
downstream. Some studies blame
increased flooding on heavy siltation
blocking the natural drainage system.
Other consultants claim that there is no
underlying trend towards increased
flooding and that the major floods of the
past few years have simply been
statistical extremes. One thing is certain:
the causes of flooding in Bangladesh are
many and complex.

There are divergent views as to how
the problem of flooding should be
tackled. Some experts favour permanent
embankments to be built at enormous
expense to contain the rivers, others opt
for allowing the rivers to overflow their
banks but developing better early-
warning systems and building flood
refuges in the villages.

What is vital is that the human
dimension, not always taken into account
by large donors, is at the forefront of the
debate. The government of Bangladesh
has stated that any flood control plans
must 'encourage popular support by
involving beneficiaries in the planning,
design and operation'. Solutions which
threaten to displace the poor, increase
landlessness, and destroy rural
communities must be firmly rejected.

Hie politics of water
A water-sharing agreement was made
between Bangladesh and India in 1985. A
persistent cause of controversy is the

Farakka Barrage, which India built on the
Ganges just outside the border with
Bangladesh. It was designed to regulate
the amount of water in the Hoogly river,
which flows out of the Ganges and south
through West Bengal to Calcutta.
However, data show that the amount of
water going down the Hoogly in regular
flood has been reduced from 130,000 to
80,000 cusecs. (A cusec is the flow of
water in cubic feet per second.) The
Bangladesh government claims the extra
50,000 cusecs are being diverted into
Bangladesh, adding to their problem.

(above) Floods are
something people in
Bangladesh have
learned to live with.

(below) Water
everywhere, but only
water from the pump
is fit to drink.
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Working on
strengthening an

embankment, part of
a community-based

flood-prevention
project.

The Farakka Barrage can also be used
to prevent water going down the Ganges
into Bangladesh during the dry season. In
late 1994 the north-west of Bangladesh
was facing a serious drought and the
government claimed the amount of water
being allowed into the system by Farakka
was only 25 per cent of normal, the flow
having been reduced from about 40,000
to 10,000 cusecs. This has meant that the
aquifers in the region are not recharging,
and if the rainfall is very light, the
situation becomes extremely serious.
Farakka is also causing problems in the
south-west as salinity comes further and
further up the river system, with far less
fresh water coming down via the Ganges.

' *H

There is also major disagreement on
how to control and use the Brahmaputra.
India wants to build reservoirs in its
north-eastern state of Assam with a canal
through Bangladesh to carry water to the
Ganges during the dry season.
Bangladesh agrees on the need for
reservoirs but wants them to be in Nepal
on tributaries of the major rivers,
presumably so that India will not have
total control of the water.

The course of the Brahmaputra
illustrates the need for regional
agreements on water use. From its source
in the Chemayungdung Mountains,
which are partly in Nepal, it flows
through Tibet as the Yarlung Yangbo and
goes through Lhasa on its way to China
where it becomes simply the Yangbo. At
the Chinese town of Pei, where the
largest hydroelectric complex in the
world is planned, it turns south and
enters the north-eastern Indian state of
Arunachal Pradesh, where it is called the
Dihang. It then meanders through
Assam, where it acquires the name
Brahmaputra, and enters Bangladesh
near the northern town of Kurigram. In
Bangladesh its name changes again to the
Jamuna, which it keeps until it joins the
Ganges and eventually ends up in the
Bay of Bengal.

The Flood Action Plan
The Flood Action Plan is a project
supported heavily by the World Bank,
Asian Development Bank, United
Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), and almost every other Western
bilateral donor. But the project has been
criticised by local activists and
international agencies on environmental
and humanitarian grounds.

Extensive studies, costing a great deal
of money, have been carried out to
analyse the problem of flooding. As a
result, Bangladesh now has a
comprehensive and highly sophisticated
data base on its rivers, water systems,
and weather patterns. Programmes are
being developed to increase awareness of
floods and give early warning of danger
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so that people can protect themselves and
their possessions.

The ultimate aim of the Plan is to exert
some degree of control over the major
rivers. However, environmentalists argue
that the rivers are not yet settled enough
for control by 'permanent' engineering,
and move continuously, sometimes with
devastating results. Groynes and
embankments constructed over the last
two decades are either now in midle of
major rivers or are damaged beyond
repair. Many sluice gates are so silted up
that they cannot be opened or closed.
And these great rivers still move. The
Brahmaputra has moved nearly fifty
miles westward in the last hundred years.
Together with the rivers Ganges, Kosi
and Teesta, this changing hydrological
pattern presents an immense control
problem.

Different priorities
Ecologists and nutritionists have also
condemned the FAP since it interferes
with food chains and agricultural and
fisheries systems. Fish migrate on and off
the floodplain to breed and feed, and
provide a valuable source of protein for
peasant families. Farmers also need the
floodwaters for growing rice and jute,
and the silt deposited, which is rich in
minerals, makes the soil fertile. People
who live beside the major rivers have
been dealing with floods for thousands of
years. Families living on the chars
(islands) in the middle of the great rivers
will either move on to raised earthen
platforms or use the roof of the house
and a bhela (raft made of banana trees)
until the floodwaters recede.

Studies carried out by the author with
communities living near the

Floods are a familiar
part of life for this
young Bangladeshi
artist.
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People took refuge
In this newly-

constructed cyclone
refuge during the
cyclone in 1991.

Brahmaputra showed that, while people
wanted flood protection and were
prepared to contribute to its cost, they
had other, more urgent priorities. When
people were asked to rank their needs,
flood protection generally came fourth or
fifth. Of far greater importance in all
communities were better health care, the
provision of education for children, local
job opportunities for the landless, and
better credit facilities at local banks for
farmers and fishermen.

The effect of some flood control
systems has been to deprive people of a
valuable community resource. By
creating enclosed and controlled water
systems where formerly there were
natural wetlands, great areas of common
fishing grounds have been denied to poor
people. These waters have been taken
over by rich landowners who either
market the fish locally for profit or create
shrimp farms and export the product to
Northern markets.

Targeting vulnerability
Even in a disaster, there is potential for
development. The process known as the
Integrated Disaster Preparedness and
Development Project (IDPDP) starts by
assessing the vulnerability of a
community to disasters. The involves the
participation of the entire community,
meeting together with NGO staff to
analyse the problems they face. When it
becomes clear that the community suffers
a high level of vulnerability, a plan of
action is devised which integrates a
development component with disaster
preparedness.

One such project is being implemented
on a char in the Brahmaputra River. A
char is a low-lying island which can be
farmed by poor families on a seasonal
basis. The community of Manab Mukti,
which has about 5,000 households, lives
on one of these chars which is two hours'
boat ride from the district town of
Sirajganj on the right bank of the
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Brahmaputra. To help them to cope with
the regular flooding of the Brahmaputra
they were trained in disaster
preparedness, helped to raise their
homesteads above regular flood levels,
and make a platform on which to keep
their livestock; to build a latrine; and to
instal extra piping to raise the community
tubewells above the flood levels and
ensure that clean drinking water is
available during the floods. Community
members were taught how to connect the
modified tubewell and how to maintain it
with a tool set provided by the project. To
enable people to survive extreme floods,
two community shelters were built which
also had tubewells and latrines.

Further disaster-preparedness measures
were linked directly to development
goals. A boat was provided for use in
emergencies to take people to the
mainland, to bring food to the char or to
obtain medical attention when accidents
or serious illnesses occurred. At other
times, the boat could be used as a ferry, to
generate income for the community. Out
of the normal community savings account
an emergency fund was started, to be
drawn on when floods occurred.

The community provided labour and
materials to build the various structures
necessary for flood preparedness, and
planted flood-resistant trees and shrubs
around the char to compact the soil and to
act as a natural barrier to the water.

Alongside these activities to prepare
for emergencies, came the development
components of strengthening the local
institutions and training community
workers. Functional education was also
provided, together with a credit scheme,
which would enable families to take
loans for agricultural purposes, especially
to grow flood-resistant crops. Loans
could also be provided for economic
activities which the floods could not
easily disrupt.

Manab Mukti is now a strong and
flourishing community. Its experience
shows how vulnerability analysis, carried
out in a participative way, can lead to
development initiatives which ultimately
reduce that vulnerability.

The threat of global warming

Because so much of Bangladesh lies at or close to sea level, it is one

of the countries most vulnerable to any rise in sea level caused by

global warming. Even a small rise in level in the Bay of Bengal would

have a devastating effect in Bangladesh. Predictions of climatic

changes vary, but many climatologists warn of a significant rise in

temperature within the next fifty years. While countries like Holland,

also at risk, may be able to afford the many billions of pounds

necessary to extend their sea-defences, Bangladesh has little hope of

doing so, and the long-term future prospects of increased flooding and

eventual abandonment of large areas of the country, with huge

numbers of people displaced as a consequence, are grim indeed.
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Foreign aid: development
and dependency

In the 1980s Bangladesh had become
highly dependent on foreign funding

for large new projects, such as power
stations, bridges and roads, and for major
items of its domestic budget, including
the importing of raw materials and spare
parts.

But despite steady increases from year
to year in external aid, the poor were
getting poorer. Between 1985 and 1987
per capita income actually dropped from
$135 to $128; life expectancy remained
constant at 48 years; infant mortality
remained at a high level of around 130
deaths per 1,000 live births; and
landlessness increased annually.

The billions of dollars in aid poured
into Bangladesh had little effect on
poverty because most of it was spent on
heavily capitalised infrastructure
projects. These may have some indirect
effect on the lives of poor people, but
what people really want is better health
and education services, better village
roads rather than motorways, and credit
facilities to help them to improve
agriculture and raise their incomes. Most
big Western donors found these small-
scale projects too difficult to measure and
administer.

The degree of dependence by
Bangladesh on aid had political conse-
quences. Rehman Sobhan, a Bangladeshi
economist, alleged that aid donors
behaved as if their'generosity' gave them
the right to intervene in the running of
the country; they attempted to influence
government policy on a wide range of
issues. Development should be a process
whereby aid becomes less necessary as
people's lives improve through the
mobilisation of their own resources and
the natural resources of the country. In
Bangladesh the reverse was happening.

In the last few years, Bangladesh's
dependency on aid has diminished.
Investment is still sluggish, but with a
respectable balance of payments, low
inflation (around 4 per cent), recent stable
commodity prices, and a domestic budget
entirely financed by local resources,
Bangladesh is moving in the right
direction. By financing more and more of
its own development and investment, it
will be able to break free of the political
strings attached to foreign aid.

Britain's bilateral aid
In 1993-94 the Overseas Development
Administration (ODA) spent £55m in
Bangladesh on behalf of the British
taxpayer. Most of this, around £45m, was
in the form of project aid, of which half
went to government infrastructure
programmes of gas and electricity
schemes and bridges. The remainder
went on human development projects in
the fields of health and population,
education, and women in development,
and was channelled through both the
NGO and the formal sector.

A further £5m was spent on training
Bangladesh professionals: between four
and five hundred people. Most of them
went to British institutions, but some
went to other countries in the region
where the training was more appropriate
(for example, courses on fisheries
development in the Asian Institute of
Technology in Bangkok). In future,
training will be increasingly sought in
institutes in the region.

ODA is placing more emphasis on
assessment and monitoring of projects.
The Aid Management Office Dhaka
(AMOD) has been set up, headed by a
senior ODA official who manages and
coordinates the work of specialist
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consultants in a number of fields
including fisheries, agriculture, health
and population, education, and
engineering. An economist and a social
development specialist are also part of
AMOD, to analyse the economic viability
of projects and determine the social and
economic impacts.

A further change has been to increase
funding to Bangladeshi NGOs. Proshika,
an NGO working in both rural and urban
areas, is to receive approximately £10m;
BRAC has received considerable funds
for rural development, especially its
work on women's health and in non-
formal primary education; and the
AMOD is looking at ways of providing
funding to smaller NGOs. The AMOD is
discussing with the Grameen Bank some
new initiatives for training and advice to
farmers on fish farming.

These positive changes have come
about largely as a result of dialogue with
NGOs and advocacy groups, which in
the past have been critical of the way in
which bilateral aid was used.

Multilateral funding
In 1992 funding from multilateral sources
amounted to 53 per cent of the total aid
disbursed to Bangladesh, which was
roughly £1.25bn. Over £500m was in the
form of loans mainly from the World
Bank (WB) and the Asian Development
Bank (ADB). In late 1994 the ADB
committed a further £800m to be spent
over a four-year period. These loans may
be 'soft' in that the interest charged is
lower than that of commercial banks, but
they still have to be repaid; and they are
dependent on the introduction of
stringent economic measures. The banks
insist on liberalisation of markets and
deregulation of the economy before a
loan is agreed. These conditionalities may
have serious effects on poor people.

Finance minister Saifur Rahman
claimed that some aspects of
conditionality created social problems for
his government. He cited as an example
the demand that the jute industry be
restructured. This meant laying off

thousands of workers, which resulted in
strikes and protests by men who faced
unemployment and poverty, after years
of working in the industry.

While market forces can play a
powerful role in stimulating economic
growth, structural adjustment policies
must be balanced with a concern for
equity, and protection of the basic rights
of the poor. The current World Bank
policy of deregulating labour markets
will merely increase 'poverty in
employment', as wages fall; and there is
little evidence to suggest that it will
actually lead to economic growth.

Another unintentional effect of large
amounts of bilateral and multilateral aid
is the widespread corruption which it can
create. The effects seem to leave no one
untouched; contractors, consultants,
bureaucrats, and politicians all have
much to gain personally from the flow of
aid. The control of aid projects gives
immense power to politicians and
bureaucrats, and fortunes can be made by
suppliers and contractors. The power and
patronage reach right down to deciding
who gets the job of breaking the stones in
the construction of rural roads. The result
is an ever widening gap between the
minority elite and the impoverished 95
per cent of the population. The flow of
aid may be adding to the problem of
gross inequalities in Bangladesh society.
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