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: a distance, with
admiration. Some of our staff
members visited his projects
and returned with reports
which provided with a some-

all our us conversalions
with -ur: noted es as .

Poet Shamsur man, Prof
Mohammad Yunus, Prof
Rehman Sobhan and Jim
Grant, our discussion was to-
tally unstructured, with no writ-
ten questions to follow., Of
course, there were tape
recorders and we had to work
hard— in putting it to the shape
we have given it today in this
two-page spread.

The arrangement suited
Abed. At social meetings. he
was always an easy man o lalk
to. During the conversation, he
was more than just articulate.

His in-depth responses to our
questions rellected  his

confidence, modesly, a
remarkable attention to details
ol his projects and a vision lor
the future, not just of BRAC but
ol Bangladesh. Maybe, soon
after our conversation got off
the ground, the barrier thal so
ofien separates a section of the
national media from people who
often treal the press with some
uncase and, to put
it simply, we stood on the same
side, with shared commitments,
obligations and challenges.
Now. we are exten-
sive extracts from the conversa-
tion between Fazle Hasan Abed
and a team ol The Dally Star.

Daily Star (DS) : How do you
trace the history of BRAC. How
did # start?

Fazle Hasan Abed [FHA) :
Well, | think | have to go back
to November 11, 1970 when we
had a cyclone which killed some
three milllon people. At that
time, | worked for the Shell
Company Iin Chittagong.
Immediately after the cyclone, |
organised a team to visit the
islands to assess the situation.
The first island the team went
to was Sandwip. After Sandwi
it went to ano island
is even more remote. It found
the area ravaged; thousands of

were lying about. That
is first time ' camé in eon-
tact with disaster of this magni-
tude, human suffering, death
and destruction. This prompted
me to set up an organization
called HELP. Within 15-20 days
of the disaster various donor

ml started flocking into
and Chittagong. | offered
them assistance. HELP

drew up a plan —
litation and Development
for ra island.

DS: Were you still with Shell?
FHA: | was still with Sheil
but then this was outside the
work of the company. The
Monpura island had 49,000

them. That's how | became in-

and also started thinking in
terms of organising people,
housing, reconstruction and
things like that.

Dame College also came with 12
of his boys to help. Later when
he got the
years ago, he said. "Abed
brought me into development

work.”
What happened after the ind-
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the Battle against Poverty

Fazle Hasan Abed Outlines
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If one should draw up a list of the world’'s most successful non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee — better known as BRAC — would be very much near the top, perhaps as some would say, right at the top.
The distinction earned by this 22-year old organisation, better known internationally than nationally, rests not so much on many
awards it has won over the years, including the prestigious Magsaysay Award for Community leadership in 1980 and the Mawrrice
Pate Award of UNICEF in 1992, as on the long hard sustained battle it has fought against all that afflicts the impoverished millions in
Bangladesh, from malnutrition to illiteracy, from rising unemployment to population explosion. Herein lies that real success of BRAC,
the success that endures and serves as a model for other developing countries. Right from the time, it got off the ground during the war
of liberation, BRAC identified the linkages among the problems facing the country and looked for their solutions, sometimes separately
and sometimes in a package. If the start was a modest one, involving only a handful of people, it was also innovative with a much
stronger grass-root appeal than many other NGOs. Not surprisingly, during the past two decades, it grew into a massive organisation,

in manpower and activities, drawing moral and financial support from all parts of the world.

One cannot talk about BRAC without speaking about Fazle Hasan Abed, the 57-year old, a former oil executive-turmned-social
reformer who serves BRAC as its Founder and Executive Director. But many would say, Abed is BRAC, a plaudit that he denies firmly,
with a self-effacing smile. There is little doubt that Abed has served as the motivating spirit. the heart and soul, of this unique

organisation.

To know more about BRAC and indeed about its future plans — this is perhaps the most exciting part of it — The Daily Star joined
Abed in a four-hour {ong conversation at the modest but tastefully fumished BRAC office at Dhaka’s Mahakhali Commercial Area. The
conversation was conducted by The Daily Star Editor 8. M. ALl who was assisted by the paper's Executive Editor MAHFUZ ANAM
Chief Reporter ANWARUL HUQ and Staff Photographer ENAM. Abed was assisted by Farug Ahmad Choudhury, a former diplomat
and now an Adviser to BRAC, and by the organisation’s Director of Programmes. Dr Salehuddin Ahmed.

Akbar Kabir (who later became
adviser to Prestdent Ziaur
Rahman) as the coordinator of
the He had just retired.
Then | brought Kaiser Zaman
from Shell. A board of directors
was formed and that is how

HELP was set up.

DS: When did you start
BRAC?

FHA: During the liberation
war, | went to London and
started an ization called
Action Bangladesh together
with some of my friends to build
public opinion for Bangladesh.
It became a large organization
with a lot of su In May
or June, 1971 we gave a front
page advertisement in the
Times saying that 'a genocide is
going on in Bangladesh' and so
on.

In September, my friend
Vikar Chowdhury and | arrived
in Calcutta with a number of
things to do. One was to set up
food around Bang-

. ladesh border — the liberated

areas, Vikar stayed back and
set up an office in Calcutta. |

sent out as much money as |
could raise. After the liberation

of Bangladesh, there was some
money, about two lakh rupees,
left from our various operations
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DS : So one could say BRAC
was launched with a modest

know,

to the Sulla area of Sunamganj

which was a Hindu majority
with

area. Pakistan local
hmuhadhxr::uz-nmrr-
thing there. It was a scene of

no

FHA: Yes, that's how BRAC

started. | thought | would give
two years of my life to this. | set
up the organization and hired

award five young people for the rehabilita-

tion in Sulla. It fs a remote
area. [t takes two days to go
there. | decided to work there
because, | thought, nobody

tial months of reliel work was Wwould take the trouble of going

that the Germans committed 3
millon Deutsche Mark for the

organization needed to be set
up. So we looked for someone
could run the orga

tion — the first NGO. We hired

there
DS : Let me have the time-

project and the frame.

FHA : February, 1972.

: something
that has puzzied me for the last
made you think of BRAC? BRAC
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At the roundtable conversation, from left to right. Anwarul

Ali and Fazle Hasan Abed.

stands for Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee — why
did you think of a commiiiee?
FHA: At that time we were
not planning a nt or-
ganization. We were thinking in
terms of a committee doing
some reliel and rehabilitation
work for a short period and
then disband it. Initially ft was
called sh Rehabilita-
tion Assistance Committee. |
said to myself that | would give
two years to do this and then go
back to my profession.
DS : Can you say something
about the early days of BRAC?
FHA: Sulla became our focal
point. All help was concentrated
there. Sometimes | rang up my
friends in the Dhaka Untversity
and said: You send me young
boys who have got their Masters
Degree and have been involved
in the liberation war.' They sent
me some and | hired them. It
was exciting for them. They had
fought for their country, and
now they were building it. | my-
selfl with three secretaries —
one was Faruk's sister, onc was
Khushi Kabir who now heads
Nfjera Kori, and another was a
diplomat’s wife — went to work
at Sulla. The secretaries used to
write reports and project pro-
. 1 wrote the first project
proposal for the rehabilitation
for Sulla Thana to
submit to any donor who might
fund it.
DS : Who funded your first

niza- Jfew months. What is it that project?

FHA : It was Oxfam, The di-

rector of Oxfam came to
Motijheel office (I was using
Vikar's law chamber as the
BRAC office) and said ‘| hear
you have a project in mind.
That was in the quarter of
1972. He saw the project pro-
posal and within 15 days nFrl?l.l
going back to London, Oxfam
made a commftment of 189,000
pounds. That was the first grant
provided by Oxfam UK.

DS : How did you feel?

FHA : It was exciting in the
sense that we had so much to
do. As part of the project
10,000 houses were to be built.
Boats and fishing nets were to
be provided to fishermen.
Even masons did not have their
tools; carpenters didn't have
anything to work with. It was

primhrily a housing programme
though.

DS : Did you take up any
work other than building
houses?

FHA : We also took up relief
work. We collected milk from
UNICEF, centres
and gave milk to the children.
We hired doctors to provide
medical assistance,

DS: Did you take up any cul-
tivation programme as part of
your profect?

FHA : As we were progress-
ing with our rehabilitation work
it was already February. In
Sulla area, we have only one
crop — Boro — no Aman. |
thought, unless we planted
something in March there
would be no crop for that year

ek
X R Y
-t

SoN

Jields.

- ==

| BRAC profects help the poor both at the households and in the
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and everybody would be siarv-
ing. There were no cows for
ploughing. In those days it was
hard to get a tiller. My
maternal uncle ook his two
power tillers along with his men
and tilled about 300 acres ol
land. 1 did not bother about
whosé land was being tilled and
who was getting benefited. At
that point tilling was more im-
portant. So we did it

During that period | went to
Assam and met the Chief
Minister there. | asked for his
permission to take 21 lakh
bamboos which float through
the Kushiara river. The permis-
sion was given and bamboos

utensils. They leave
and cities in search of work and
money. But they seldom send
their remittance to their fami-
lies, Because they can hardly
survive themselves. What they
leave behind are women and
children who face sure death.

| and

Ythe s

— Star photo

| took my team of four or five
people from Sulla, and hired
some local people. Within a

week 30 centres were
opened and biscuits and
wheat started pouring in.

During that time an incident
made me come closer to Cole

. He took an emaciated
child full of scabtes on his lap
like Mother Teresa does. He
could do that. Despite all my
empathy for the poor and the
suppressed | still had the hesi-
tation to do what he did.

DS : How did BRAC start its
expansion programeme?

FHA : BRAC s first expansion
started in Manikgon| and
Jamalpur aflter the famine.
These were also experimental
projects but we were learning as
we were ex We learned
that we have 10 be both effective
and efficient. There Is no point
cxpanding otherwise. You will
be wasting a lot of resources.
This lormulation was in
mind and | have also tal
about it with many theoret)-
clans,

David Korten, an organisa
tonal theorist, satd BRAC is the
protoatype of a ‘learning organi-
zation.” According to him, a
learni organization’ is a

group continually en-
their capacity o create
what want o create. But

another theorist, Peler Senge,
described the factors of a
learning organtzation in a dif-
ferent way. He talked of five
characteristics:

—Bufld a shared visfon:
That means people to-
gether around a common iden-
tity, essence of destiny, the
practice of unearthing shared
pictures of the future that cost

nal pictures of the world. To
scrutinize them and to make

ng :
in the first expansion plan,
ﬂlwblzhkh'gﬂlm-
tional level.

DS: How did you go national?

FHA: 1079 was the
"International Year of the
Child." | thought of taking up a
nationwide programme.
Diarrhoeal mortality level was
the t in Bangladesh. |
had a friend, Peter Cash. who
was working in ICDDR, B and is
now in Harvard. Peter and John
Rhode who is now in UNICEF,
Delhi, discovered the oral rehy-
dration saline. | wanted to teach
one woman in house hold
how lo prepare it at home (See
box : ORS). That s how we
started expanding.

DS : How long did you con-
tinue the rehabiitation work?

FHA: The programme went
on well and it was a 10-month

that poverty in Bangladesh
could not be alleviated by the
rehabiiftation programme alone.
Poverty is a much more en-
demic thing It needs a long-
-m poverty can
by ::th. the n-
volved In their own mitrp

DS : When did you start the

rural developmerd programme?
FHA: | decided 1o go into the

agreed to do it there. They
rather forced me o stay on in

“Halfl a seer of water, a pinch
of salt and a fistful of molasses”
— the simple composition of
ORS has helped millions in
Bangladesh combat the killer
disease, diarrhoea.

BRAC ok up the campaign
to create public awarencss and
educate the people about Oral
Rehydration Saline ([ORS) 14

ago.
In 1979, while the
International Year of the

| Children’ BRAC thought of two

options to serve the children —
immuniring women of the re-
productive age group to cut
down neco-natal mortality rate
ORS to reduce
the diarrhoeal mortality rate,
which was the highest among
children. It decided on the lat-
ter.
“Immunization was not a
feasible choice as lack of elec-
tricity in rural areas prevented
of vaccines at the
required level of temperature,”
says F H Abed. On the other
hand, mortality due to diar-
rhoea was the highest in
Bangladesh.

The country needed 20-30
million packets of ORS while
only half a million packets were
being produced by private
pharmaceuticals and the gov-
ermment together. So BRAC
thought of teaching the women
of every household how to pro-
duce ORS at home in a simple
but eflective manner.

But there were 14 million
houscholds (n the country. That
meant 14 milllon households
were to be visited physically.

There were other fac-
tors to consider like employ-
ment of workers for house-to-
house teaching. Each lesson
would take at least 45 minutes.
The lesson would have to be
thorough as the slightest error
in the composition would either
mitke the solution dangerous or
ineflective. )

None of the workers would
be paid a salary based on thetr
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the basis of retention of knowl-
edge by the women they taught.

It hat ltke
Rt

the students perform.

BRAC launched the pro-
gramme in five big districts be-
tween 1980 and 1983. Secven
more districts were t un-
der the by 19886.
The rest of the country was cov-
ered by 1990,

“Covering the entire country
meant covering 12 mitllion
households™ according to Abed.

"BRAC is the only NGO in the
world which has worked in ev-
ery village of its own country.”

Initially, the problems were
numerous. How to define mea-
surcments for a standard
quantity. Not all households in
remote villages possessed a
glass. A utensil measuring half
a litre had to be marked. But
the results were rewarding.

A month after the women
were taught, a random survey
was carried out to check how
accurately they had learnt the
lesson. Five per cent of the
women were tested to see if
could remember all seven
points involved in the prepara-
tion of ORS.

The women pre the
solution which was mutud
in the laboratory. Il the entire
lest went well, worker who
taught the women got six Taka.
Il the woman could remember
six points, then the worker re-
cetved three Taka and if she
remembered less than five
points, only one Taka was paid.

And {f laboratory tests
showed that the solution was
not within the tolerance range,
no money was paid at all. So
the worker had to make an ef-
fort. In order to make the cam-
r effective, emphasis was

id on quality rather than
quantity.

The workers were told to
teach less households but to
teach effectively. were not
to teach more than 12 house-
holds a day. If any worker
earned less than 700 taka per
month, this meant she was not
performing well and her services
would be terminated.

BRAC's p mme in this
field was highly appreciated by
Nigerian Health Minister Nelson

Oral Rehydration Saline

dration programme.
ORS programme

brought BRAC to the attention
of the world.It became a big
name in development circles.

Meanwhile, monitor-
ing of the revealed
that though every household
sarily mean that every family
was taught the Ilesson.
Sometimes women of a house-
hold would be out on a visit
thus missing the lesson. But if
the neighbours learnt the les-
son, this would more or less be
considered sufficient.

However, of all the samples
prepared by the village women
only two per cent proved lo be
oulside the tolerance test.

But there were some more
considerations to be taken into
account, for example, in certain
regions, like in Khulna where
the salinity was high, the pinch
of salt in making the solution
would have to be smaller. Such
things needed constant fine-

tuning.

Further research revealed
that of the first 30,000 women
taught how to oral re-
hydration saline, only six per
cent actually put it to use. Field
workers found that it was the
husbands who were discourag-
ing their wives from adopting
such methods, saying that a
visit to the doctor was enough
to treat the child.

So it was obvious that the
husbands too, had to be edu-
cated on the need for using
ORS. Discussions were organ-
ised in the village markets and
mosques. Campaigns went on,
m;‘:dlu-dm.

campaign to be
successful with BRAC
about 70 lakh taka in the last

ten years in media

for oral rehydration sajme.
"Half a Htre of water, a pinch of
salt and a fistful of sugar or mo-

lasses” has now become IJ
household phrase.




