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Illness is the
Worst
Disaster

by Helen Todd

ANU was marricd ofl at
B 10 and spent the next

decade of her life
pushing her [ather-in-law’'s
ghani — thal groaning wooden
mill that crushes mustered
sced, and the spirits of the
grey-faced women who push ft
around and around.

Not Banu's though. She is
tiny, but full of spark. Her
chiscled face is always alight
with merriment. And even al
20 she had plans.

She persuaded her husband
there was no future in his
overcrowded bari and they
came back here to her father's
house in a village ncar Ghatail
in the Tangail district. In
1982, she
Bank and uscd her [irst loan to
buy her own ghant.

Then step by step she be-
gan to put her plan in place.
First she bought a two decimal
houseclot and built a tin-roofed
house. Then she began to lease

in small lots of padi land. Her

aim was to turn her husband
into a farmer and get the fam-
ily out of the low-status mus-
tard oil busincss altogether.

in this ghor-jamai marriage,
financed by her Grameen Bank
loans, Banu calls the shots. "]
am the Lord!” she declares, all
five foot of her gurgling with
amuscment at the idea.

By 1989, Banu and-her hus-
band werc opcrating 40 deci-
mals and Banu had her eye on
a one bigha housclot on which
she would create a ncw bari for
herself, with room for [uturc
houses for her two sons,

Then disaster struck. licer
husband contracted tuberculo-
sis and lay in the bari too weak
to work. Banu slipped making
murrl; hot ash burned her leg
to the bone, putting her on
crutches for six months and
stopping her work on the
ghant.

Banu took a loan from her
group lund. Her gencral loan
was diveried [rom mustard
seed Lo medicine. They went
from doctoer to doclor. The
leased-in land went back to its

hospital. She borrowed. She
went hungry. But finally her
husband was cured.

Banu was 30. Her lamily was

asters that don't make head-
lines — tuberculosis, typhoid,
» #astric uwicer and
complications of children.
There are government
CEEE

HEN liclen Todd,

who has been involved

with Projek lkhtiar in,
Malaysia since its inceplion,
came (o the village of Ghataifl a
ycar ago to do rescarch on how
Gramcen Bank women loances
were [aring, she learmt a
or two about them. She
read aboult the low social status
ol Dangladeshi women in
general, how meagre their self
estecern was and how exploited
they have been. To her
astonishment the Gramecen
Bank women members she
spoke to scemed to be from
another planet — quite
diflerent from the downtrod-
den species she had come 1o
expect! “These women had
such great confidence,” she
exclaimed. She wondered why:
"So | asked Lo see what their
pereeption of their contribu-
tion to the houschold expenses
were, to which they proudly
replied '12/16... this is what |
give to the running of our

Contrary (o a school of
thought that these village
women are further exploited
by having o take on further
responsibilitics apart from
those of child rearing and

cording to Helen, she and
her research assistant actually

joined the Grameen

ha

health centres close to both
villages but villagers seldom go
there, The government doc-
lors arc usually busy in their
private clinics and the "free
medicines” that is supposed to
be available is as rare as rain in
winter. So sick villagers got
prescriptions from doctors in
the ncarest town, and had
them filled — at  high cost —
from private pharmacies.
Familics who were still poor in
our sample ol 40 familics (13
were modcrately poor, and
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Grameen Bank — as

Seen

by the Outside World

The success story of what is now aptly called "the bank for the poor,” the
internationally known institution set up by Mohammad Yunus, has inspired similar
experiments in different developing countries, including Malaysia. For those who are
following the Grameen Bank model, it is not enough to study it from distance. So, two
Malaysia-based experts took time off to spend several months in a village of
Bangladesh, closely looking at the performance of the Bank. They are David
Gibbons, a Canadian professor at University Sains Malaysia and Helen Todd, a
New Zealand born Malaysian citizen.

Their two reports

appear here , followed by two separate interviews with Ms Helen
Todd and Prof David Gibbons by Nancy Wong.
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Grameen [Bank members.
poor),

t'.nr"ll'lﬁ h:?i m scrious

illness. This scems to us to be
an important reason why these
Gramcen familics were still
poor.

Their Grameen loans had
been diverted from earning in-
come and spent on Lrpatment.
The costs had wiped out most
of the asscis thoy had built up
so painfully over ten years ol
using the Gramecen loans. In
scveral cases the fliness had
also wipcd out the breadwin-
ner, leaving the Grameen
member a widow.

Banu, like the others, still
has Gramcen Dank behind her,
not to mention her own Jack-
in-the-box resilience. Last year
she was back on her feet again,
using her gencral loan o lease
in 20 decimals of padi land.
This year she will lease in
moTrc.

The ghant has gone. "TI'll
never push Il again. Not for
anyone!” she says. Her eldest
son is approenticod o a earpen-
try shop in Ghatall, so he too is
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measured the |height and
weight of two lots of kids and
found thal those whose moth
crs were Grameen Bank mem-
bers weighed more, were
taller, . betier nourished and
stayed longer in schools.

As the realisation that loa-
nees of Grameen Bank stand 1o
gain so much in the way of tm-

proved lving standards and
increased social status
dawncd, demand non-

members grew o such an ex-
tent that the bank’'s ecentre
grew to full capacity and could
nol admit any more new mem-
bers. The good news is that
there is a plan o opcn a new
cenlre.

Since “poverty s the
mother of all arts and trades”,
Helen found no lack of enter-
prisc among the women mem-
bers in the two wvil she
studied. They got involved in
the rearing ol goals. cows,
chickens, ducks as well as
somec trading In many cases,
the women managed to lurn
the lives of their husbands
around by purchasing small

plots of agriculiural land so
that they can work on thelr
own farm insicad of being itin-
erant labourers scouling
around for work the whaole
year round.

Because of such succcsses
some women effec came
to manage the houschold fi-
nances, and one such happy
housewiic, Rahat, proudly pro
claimed to Helen: “In eowur
house | am the lord!” A very
cry indeed [from the numerous
instances of her poorer sisicrs
who are time and again lorced
o distressful acts like handing

Jreed from the mustard ofl

business and its social stigma.

The Grameen Bank is fully
aware of the disasterous im-
pact of iliness on many of their
mecmbers. Managing Director
Dr Muhammad Yunus, has little
faith in the government sysicm
and gets particularly angry
about the extractive methods
of the drug trade. He is cur-
rently st g ways in which
the l-[3;1;:':I:M:@!-.:‘F::'Iunl|.'|'||ur:~|r:t the medical
nceds of its members. Five
MBS doctors mext month. will
start work In four branches in
the Dhaka zone. The eventual
goal s to establish a health
centre in each branch,
equipped with its own diag-
nostic f[acilittes. Dr Yunus is
conflident thalt the members
will be willing to subscribe to
a health insurance scheme, to
cover the costs.

This attacks the curative
end of the problem. At the
rr:mﬂm end, the Qrameen
oances themsclves are
sircngthening their defences
against disease, through a
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ve great confidence : Helen Todd

over their children, somc¢ as
young as six or scven to do
domestie work in houscs in
the city for just their board
and keep. Women membors of
Gramcen Bank further con-

sicady improvement in the nu-
mun': Tpnd health eof their
children.

We measured the heights
and weights of all the children
born to Grameen women in
our sample in the ten years
they had been members of the
bank and compared them to
the children of a control
group.

Although the sample is
small, the differences are
striking. Gramecn children are
a Httle taller and quite a lot
heavier than control group
children of the same age.
When set against the WHO ref-
ercnce standard of height for
age, the mean for Grameen
children is 91 per cent of the
standard. In simple terms they
are close to the international
norm. not stunted.

The control group children
arc only 88% of the standard;
they are stunied.

When set against the WHO
standard wecight for age (a
mecasure on which Bangladeshi

fided to Iiclen that because of
their substantial contributions
to the houschold income, they
have found thetr husbands
treating them with respect,

Continued on page ]|
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Grameen Bank
Female Loanees,

10 Years Later

by David S Gibbons

IRTUALLY hall of the
Gramecen Bank ilies

~ we studied are no lon-

ger poor, and their progress is
sustainable. These are among
the f{mporiant preliminary
findings of new- independent
rescarch on the longer-term
impact of the Grameen Bank in
Tangail District thal has just
been completed.

Poverty Reduced

Aficr 10 years of borrowing
lrom fhe Gramcen Bank, 46%
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children as a whole perform
dismally)] the Grameen chil-

dren are underweight. They

measure, on average, only 76%
of the international standard.

The control  group
worse oll, rcaching only 68%
of the standard. By WHO defi-
nitions they suller from second
degree malnutrition.

What makes these difler-
ences in centimetres and
kilograms was
painfully home to us by
Falimah, a mother in the con-

trol group, and her son,
Firhad.

All the time we were work-

“ing in the village measuring

the children, Firhad was lying
in his bari, dying ol kwash-
iokor — exireme prolein en-
ergy malnutrition. He had been
dying by inches for most of his
seven years, his mother told
us. Lack of food, intensified by
tecurrent atlacks of worms,
dysentery, bronchitis and
more dysentery has reduced
him ter this: — sticks for arms,
all his flesh sunken back
against his bones except where
his swollen belly hides them.

chance meeting bet-
ween two universily pr-
ofcssors in April 1985
at Comilla started a chain
reaction which led to a
successful poverty allcvialion

rare much .

brought .
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We follow the model closely

Two wives, Firhad's grand-
mother, and four other chil-
drcn live in this barl, depen-
dent on the f nt carn-
ings_ ol ode landicss Jabourer.

Butl it is not just leck of taka
for food that is killing Firhad.
it is also his mother's help-
lcssncss. Whether her husband
works or sit in the teashop:
whether he buys food or gam-
bles away his carmnings, Fatimgh
is powerless to exercise any

control.

Some of the Grameen
women in this village have
lackless husbands — or no hus-
bands — and theifr lives are
hard. Dut thcy have taka in
their own hands; they can use
it to earn their own incomes.
And they direct their earnings
to the welfare of those who
matter to them — to their
children.

During the ycar ol our re-

scarch there were Grameen
children who died of {liness.

3ut there were none who died
without treatment, ol neglect
and starvation, while their
mothers wept helplessly. like
Fatimah over Firhad.
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schecme among the cxireme

poor in rural Malaysia. David
Gibbons of University Sains
Malaysia, met Muhammad
Yunus (of Cramwen Bank fame)
at a seminar organized by the

Interviewed by NANCY WONG
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- of female loance houscholds

" are no longer poor li.e. they
* have a lotal, anmual household

income per person of more
than Taka 6226}, compared to
only.: 4% of thes matched
Control Group houscholds. Of
the remaining 54% of GB fe-
male loance houscholds who
are still poor, 34% are in the
Moderate Poverly calcgory
(with total annual houschold
income per person between

Taka 3653 and 6,226), and
209 are still Very Poor (with
a total, annual houschold in-
come per person of less than
Taka 3663). In the Comnirol
Group, on the other hand,
96% ol the houscholds thal
were poor 10 years ago are
still poor, with as much as
74% still Very Poor.

No wonder many of the
Control Greup [amilies are
pleading with the Gramecen
Bank Center Chiels to let them
become loances. [ Table 1'0)

Answering the Critics

These impressive [indings
concerning the longer-term
impact of the Grameen Bank
on the rural poor are of most
importance o the [ormerly
poor familics themsecives. Now
they can be sure of 3 meals a
day, of enough food for their
always hungry children, of ad-
equate’ medical attention for
sick members, of keeping
their children in school, even
ol tasty snacks for Iftar and,
possibly, sharing a goat with a
lew other families for Korbani.

That GB loans have resulted
in considerable reduction of
rural poverly over the longer-
term is important also to the
continuing dcbale amon
scholars and practitioners o
development as to whether or
not credit for income-gencra-

tion is the critical missing-link
in so-called ty focused”

mes that have [ailled o
reach or benefit the poor.
These positive, long-term re-
sults of credit for the poor
should swing the -argument
decisively in favour of Lhe
Grameen Bank-style credit-
first ; However, ' still
there ‘will' be crities who ask
justifiably, "Flow d6 we know
that this poverty-reduction
through credit is suslainablc?
Surrounded by a hostilc, cx-
ploitative environment, the
newly non-poor probably will

Continued on page 10

Long-Term Female Loanees Compared
With a Control Group in Tangail, 1992/93.
' ty after 10 vears

1.0 Big Reduction in Pc
POVERTY STATUS
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Huumr Tangail, Cruciblc of the Grameen Bank Approach

Rescarch, 1992/93.

Bangladesh Academy of Rural
Development and was so im-
pressed with the latler's
unique method of tackling the
fght 3111;1 poverty that he
adopted his concept of bank-
ing on the rural
thing which had not becn tried
in prosperous Malaysia.

"It was indecd a fortuitous
meecting” recalls Gibbons, who
holds tenurc at the
University's Centre for
Research. Way back In 1970,
he joined University Sains
when it had just opened its
doors, as a lecturer with the
Soctal Scicnce Faculty. Being
new and innovative, the uni-
versity encou ils stall to
do rescarch relevant to
Malaysta which was how he be-
came involved in the m:i"l
challenge. In a country wh
was developing at quite o rapid
rate and blcsscd with substan-
tial and wvarted natural re-
sources, there was a sizeable
group which was lcft behind.
These were mainly Malays whe
lived in the rural areas.
Gibbons was puxzied by this
and concentrated his research

in this figld.

"In the early 'S08 we were
making recommendations to
the Malaysian srnment Lat
credit be available to
poor farm houscholders te
remt In’ more agriculiural land
because Ltheir larm Jols were
loo small 1o duce income
above the poverty line. The
government accepled this ree-
ommendation but nothing was
ever done in the way of im-
plementation,” continued
Gibbons. Then, during the
fateful mecting with De Yunus

: David Gibbons

when they talked shop and
Gibbens lcarnt of the "modus
operandi” of the Grameen
Bank, "somcthing clicked, be-
causc herc was a bank for the
. and we in Malaysia, have
recommending that the

poor would gct loans bul
nothing had happened. | was
so impressed thal not only is
there a bank for the poor but
the repayment ratc was almost
100%." Contrary o a great
deal of misconception, the
poor was indced “bankabie”
despite the lack of visible cel-
lateral. So Gibbons decided to

on Jan.l 1986, with a start up
capital of USS24,000, con-
tributed by the Asian-Pactfic
Development Centre, the
Selangor Government and
YPEIM  (Malaysian Islamic
Economie Foundation.)
Sains provided two
m from fts Action
Research team. This pilot pre-
‘ject ended on June 1988, by
which time Rt had actually
reached 450 houscholds in
the N-W Selangor region,
thus exceedi the original
target of 300 . In
apite of “absconders” the re-
rate was $0%. One in-

teresting fact which emerged
out of this pilot was
that  while loances
showed a ment rate of
78%, their le coumter-

parts had a much higher one of
95 %!

This scheme expanded to
include more poor women in
the rural arecas. Not at all sur-

Continued on page 11



