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PROSHIKA

i A Laudable Experiment in Nation Building

It has been The Daily Star's persistent effort to highlight the development experiences of some of our leading private

sector development organ

izations, better known as NGOs. We have already done special features on the world famous

- Grameen Bank and BRAC. Today we focus on PROSHIKA, another outstanding development organisation with a superb
track record. Set up in 1976, PROSHIKA today works in 4,602 villages, reaching out to 5,81,359 households, with a total of
" 34,88,154 beneficiaries. Working through primary groups of 15-20 members, then federating into broader networks at union
and thana level, the PROSHIKA programmes emphasize people’s pgrticipation, social justice, sound environmental
and establishment of democratic values at the grassroots level.

To know more about PROSHIKA's development work and experiences, The Daily Star invited Qazi Farugue Ahmed,

- Executive-Director, Mahbubul Karim, Director, Planning, and two of their colleagues, Md. Shahabuddin and Shahnewaz and
interviewed them over a period of three hours. Below, we publish extracts of the long interview which, we feel, brings out:

the most salient features of the extremely

valuable work that PROSHIKA is doing and conveys to our valued readers

concrete evidence of the fact as to how the genuine NGOs have become our significant development partners.
The Daily Star interview team consisted of Mahfuz Anam, Editor, Anwarul Haq, Chief Reporter and Sharier Khan,

Staff Correspondent. (Photographs are by PROSHIKA)

The Daily Star (DS): We are

Proshika is a Bengali a{:mnym
drawn from three words:
proshikan, shikha and kaj. We
like to interpret this as train-
ing, development education
and action. You will also notice
that our full name is Proshika

Manobik Unnayan Kendra — a

centre for human develop--

ment. In fact, human develop-
ment has been at the core of
our dévelopment strategy
since long before the UNDP
coinage of the term.

We were established in
1976 and we have had this
human development compo-
nent from the very beginning.
"Our organization is unlike
other NGOs that have gradu-
ated from relief and rehabilita-
tion. We began with what are
called participatory human de-
velopment programmes,
where we emphasise people's
- participation, social justice,
sound environmental devel-
_ opment and establishment of
democratic values at the grass-
roots level. So these are, you
may say, the core values of
Proshika and they guide us irf
formulating our development
strategies. o
The challenge that we faced
. was to elaborate. in practical
terms, these values and philo-
| ideas, and we have

stand the position he or she is
in, and understand his or her
own potential and develop
strategies for overcoming diffi-
culties. This is consciousness

her surroundings — seocial,
economic and cultural — and
learn to overcome the oppres-

D8: How do you tell a per-

son to realize his or her own
potential? How do you make -

p-aplcmm'?

@FA: This is a long-drawn
education process for which

we hlve developed participa-
8. You de-

vﬁpw We do not im-

part learning. People discover
their realities. You take them

through a discovery process.
It's hard to describe this but it

happensl

DS8: When you say: "They are
analysing” basically isn't it you
who are telling them what they
should be

@FA: You have to bring In
information to them. You have
to cultivate in them, in another
way of looking at things. But
basically they have to take ini-
tiatives themselves to under-
stand this. Fer example a
landless labourer or a poor
farmer is very much engulfed
in his daily struggle and
doesn't understand the prob-
lems in terms of collectivity, in

terms of how other landless

people are facing the same sit-
uation. Once they are brought
together they discovers that
they have common experi-
ences, Also, they can discover
how they are losing land or
how they are not paid just
wages, and how women are
oppressed under the social
system. So this discovery pro-
cess also shows how they tan
do something about it with
their own resources. It shows
them how they can pull to-
gether what little resources
they have arid develop a size-
able pool of human, social,
economic and cultural capital.
The discovery process not
only takes them from individ-
ual experience to the collec-
tive understanding of 'a prob-
lem but also léads them to
make an in depth analysis. For
example a poor farmer is in-

‘debted to a moneylender. He

thinks that the
lated to his not
capital. But his situation is lim-

ited by the imperfect opera-

problem is re-

_,. tion of the market where he is

gﬂ&unmmdﬂl‘ﬁnd his

social position as a poor farmer

doesn't allow him to bargain
equally with those who are

powerful socially. The market
itself is not func

ered in the market? What
should be the development

strate First of all the poor

try to develop and ac-
cess alternative development
opportunities. They should try
to build up so that they

don't have to go to moneylen-

ders and can utilize whatever
resources they can get from
development organizations like
Proshika, Grameen Bank or

.and income

~ courts -'salish'-

BRAC to improve their income
situation. That will make them
relatively self reliant so that
they won't have to borrow at
moneylenders rates.

DS8: Do you let them know
that alternative sources of

" credit are available?

@FA: We say that you have to
develop your own savings, mo-
bilize your own resources and
use your own savings so you
don't have to go to moneylen-
ders. Sometimes their own in-
come is not enough to do that.
When it has to be supple-
mented by a source of credit
fromr somewhere else. They
are, however, deniéd access,
in most cases, to institutional
credit, - Therefore there are
programme opportunities from
Proshika, Grameen Bank and
BRAC.

But we also make them
aware that they have not just
formed groups to receive
credit. They form groups to

solve thejr development prob- .

lems and in this context re-
ceiving credit from a benign
source helps them to improve
their employment and income
situation substantially. They
are thus empowering them-
selves in the credit and em-
ployment market. One of the
solutions to the problems is to
get involved in employment
generating activi-
ties. When they need credit
they can receive it from what [
would say are more benign
sources of credit. That em-
powers them in the market.
Similarly in social  situa-
tions. shall we say village
or local insti-

‘tutions and other public ser-
vice institutions the poor are
getting nothing. Sometimes

oo T
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these institutions are meting
out rough treatment.

Whent the poor are nrgn-
nized on a large scale they ef-

participate in the de-

cision-making processes of
these institutions. They have
influenced local body elections
in their favour. Our impact
assessment exercise con-
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They are aware of their rights
and responsibilities and they
have become economically au-
tonomous. They are better citi-

e zens now. This changes the

whole relationship in the rural
setting where they are now
thought of as an important in-
stitution. Their views and con-
cerns are now taken into con-

‘sideration.

Let me give you one exam-

ple. Many of the group mem-

bers are now being elected on
the school boards. What nor-
mally happensg in primary
schools is that poor children
cammot get ‘enrolled. Even if
they get enrolled, they drop
out. There are many reasons.
One is that they do not give
fair treatment to poor chil-
dren. So when the poor are
sitting on the school board,
the teachers behave differ-
ently. They get the free books
they are supposed to get and
they are also taught properly.
Teachers come on time. We
have documented this
because in almost all of the ar-
eas in which we are working,
group members are on the
school board and they pressur-
ize schools to function better
and give just treatment to the
poor children. The national
dropout rate is about 60 per
cent and in schools where the
organized poor are sitting on
the school board the dropout
rate is about 25 per cent.

DS8: These are the same
government schools? -

GFA: Yes.

DS8: How many examples do
you have?

GFA: We are working in
4,600 villages so you may say
that this is happcnlng'in at
least 3.000 schools.

ewaz (8): The gov-
srnmem also recognizes that
we are performing better. The
Panchagor authorities re-
quested Proshika and some
other NGOs to take over some
it schools and run
basis to im-

them on

prove It

has been r

that when the

tn e

tutions, perf ce Iim-

proves. | have ples of

drop out rates of 15 per

cent. “*_

- D8: Is it essentially a matter
management? e

not only management. For ex-
ample, we work with the wvil-

ﬂl. Most of the teachers
get their jobs not because they

e very well qualified, but by

her means. They don't feel
responsible that they have to
teach. If the school board is
not making them accountabie,
then they are not so. The or-
ganized poor make sure that
they are.

The way they do it is that
every year at the beginning of
the session in each village
there is a village coordination
commitiee. They list the num-
ber of childrel who are of
school going age.

D8: This is the village coor-
dination of Proshika?

GFA: Yes.

Mahbubul Karim (MK): It is
Lthe federation of Proshika-or-
ganized groups.

@FA: They represent about
70 to 80 per cent of the poor
in the villages. All the landless,
small peasant and artisan fami-
lies. They belong to these
groups of about 15 to 20 indi-
viduals. Two representatives
from each group come to-
gether to the village coerdina-
tion committee.

D8: How many groups in the
normal village?

@FA: Eight groups on the
average.

D8: And what are the crite-
ria for forming the groups?

Mohammad Shahabuddin
(MS): We form the groups from
amongst the poor households
in a community. The poor are
the small, landiess peasants,
weavers, fisherfolk, potters
etc. in the rural setting and
slum dwellers in the urban set-
ting. The women of these so-
cio-economic categories are
also organized into groups.
Theoretical and empirical evi-
dence suggest that miixed
groups having membership
from diverse socio-economic
and professional categories do
not work well. So, one of the
most important criteria of the
group formation process is
that group members should be
homogeneous in terms of so-
cial, economic, professional
and gender categories.

D8: They don't necessarily
have to live close to one an-
other?

M8: Yes they do. The
membership of the group in
the rural areas has to be from
one village and, if possible,
from one para’. In fact, most
of the groups have member-
ship from one "para’. In the ur-
ban areas the groups are

formed within a particular area

of the slum.

@FA: They list their mem-
bers. They'll take all their
children to the nearest gav-
ernment primary school.
Where there are no govern-
ment schools, we are making
efforts to set up nen-formal
primary schools. Our schools
will be additional to those of
the government. They will not
be competing. We have already
set up 121 non-formal primary
schools and we will be setting
up another 10,000 schools in
the next five years.

We feel that the govern-
ment primary schools should
be functioning much better
than they are at the moment.
This can be done if you are
conscious about education
rights - villagers can make the

-

.I'\",!.I
f

Therefore there is a need for
more schools. There i3 no
shortage of conscientized vil-

lagers. The guestion is how the

" school can respond to this and

function better. One way is to
set up more schools and the
second is to improve the func-
tioning of the existing schools.

D8: Would you say that you
have any special incentives to
encourage these children to
attend school?

@FA: No. | think the best
incentive is that the parents
realize the benefits of good
schooling. [ really do not be-
lieve in giving any form ef
monetary or other form of In-
centive. | think it's totally dis-
astrous. We do not have to pro-
vide any carrot to the parents
of these children.

D8: Why do you say that this
approach is a disaster?

@FA: First of all this is not a
sustainable way to do this. You
cannot go on giving. Secondly,
there will be scope for
inappropriate’ management
pr s
D8: You're deliberately not
using the word corruption’,

@FA: It might lead to this.

DS: then, the trick
of the trade is to make people
conscious.

MK: One of our objectives is
to make public institutions
more re ve to the needs
of the people, since there are
public services extended by
the government for these pur-
poses.

@FA: Secondly. what is most
important for participation
afeer conscientization is that
they become socially and eco-
nomically empowered. By em-
powerment we mean they cut
the dependency relationship.

To do this they get involved in

many employment and income
generating activities which we

support by providing technical
assistance and training. Also
they use their savings.

We have disbursed over Tk.
750 million and a further Tk.
120 million in technical assis-

‘tance to which the villagers

have added Tk. 200 million of
their own savings. This has re-
sulted in improved income and
employment. In many areas
they have doubled their in-
come levels. We have seen that

they have become completely
independerit  from mnr_ﬂcn
ders.

DS: In how many villages
can you say that the villagers

are totally freeeof moneylén-
ders?

QFA.: Ahoutﬂﬂpcrc:ntof_

the villages where we work.
D8: Out of the 4,600 wvil-
lages?
@FA: Yes.
DS8: Suppose you go to vil-

. lage X where you have never

been before. Describe what
would be the first thing you
would do. And
How miany years would it take
to reach independent status?

MK: The first thing we do is
to make a survey of the whole
village area.

DS: Do you hire an office or
a house? Where do you start
from? Where do you get your
logistical support?

MK: We select an area. We
first make a survey of the
whole thana. Through this sur-
vey we try to know what the
percentage of landless popula-
tion is, of small farmers and of
available resources, and the
pattern of land use, etc.

@FA : Also underutilized re-

sources. There may be many

derelict ponds. We don't go

into an area just to work in one
village. Our basic unit is the
thana. And then we start with
socio-economic resource map-

ping. ]

DS8: Mapping and survey
Jinished. Step two? .
@FA: We field about seven

- workers.

the second. .

1al \Hf.'[i/r'!?n fil

Lo talk with the villagers.

DS®: First do they meet with
the village chief or the head
man?

MK: They start discussing
directly with the potential
group members. facilitators
who will develop the village
groups

D8: How would you describe
the target groups?

MK: Firstly the landless.
then the marginal small peas-
ant. Then different profes-
sional groups like small
weavers, fisherfolk. potters
and women of all of these
strata. The DEWs go door to
door and start talking to them.
When we started we were all
field level workers and the way
we used to do it Has more or
less stayed the same. We start
in a very informal way We try
to know what their individual
siluation is

D8: Don't they ask you
“Where have you come from?”

ME: Of course!

GFA: We explain what we
want to do and that they
should start doing things with
their own resources. Starting
from here. what we have found
is that once they have gone
through a training and deci-
sion making process —the dis-
covery process — the first dis-
covery is that as individuals
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Village are using sophisticated video technology in
participatory uidea “programme.

they have all of these problems
but they have not matched all

these experiences together.
And it is not an accident that

they are poor. It's not fate.
Then they try to find an alter-
native social process through

which the problems of poverty

can be countered. This investi-
gation tries to see what can
work here. But now we don't
have this problem. They have
heard about Proshika. )

DS8: So the credibility ques-
tion is no longer raised?

@FA: No. Now what is hap-
pening is that the poor are or-
ganizing themselves and com-
ing to Proshika., Say we have
covered 50 villages in an area;
another 25 remain uncovered.

'Here the poor themselves have

formed groups and come to us
saying, "Register us". There
may be another 5,000 groups
waiting.

They have seen what bene-
fits they can get. Not only eco-
nomic but also social. And also

Yﬂuﬂﬂul‘*tmu:mmm%ht:umty children outside classes aj Hm Ft'n'rnul l:..dm uu{.‘m Progrenine.

he organized gruup-
repnmt about 70 to 80

DS: You say that your drop
out rate is better now. What
about the enrollment rate?

| ..,; @FA: In fact the enrollment

has increased by so much,

s cannot cope with
thﬂ gxisting facilities

o

D8: How do you seleci the
workers? From the same vil-
lage locality?

@FA: Mostly this is from
outside but as time goes by
there may be some recruit-
ment from local areas.

D8: Why a seven member
team?

@FA: One is the Area
Coordinator, one care-
taker /assistant, one accoun
tant. Fourth is our
Development Education
Worker (DEW). Initially we do
not have an Economic
Development Worker because
our process begins with edu-
cation and conscious-ralsing.
S0 we field four DEWs.

MK: Step three: they begin

the security they recejve by be-
ing organized. A lot of the
maltreatment and oppression
that waa being meted oul to
the in the past is no
longer happening. They say.
"You don't have to give us fi-
nancial resources, we just want
to be part of this growing net-
work”. That is of great value.
They can talk on equal terms
at different social and institu

tional levels.

D8: From the time you start
working to the time a person
js ‘conscientized’, how long is
this period? Six months? One

| @FA: We call this a social
preparation process. First the
BuUrvey, then the

agricultural wages are hi,gher
compared to other vi

Through ‘our Health Eduuum
and Infrastructure Building
programme over 80 per cent
of children are immunized,
close to 100 per cent of
households have access to
tubewell water and about 60
per cent of households have
low cost sanitation facilities. -

Massive tree plantation
through our participatory
forestry programme has re-
sulted in 26 million (over two
and a half crore) trees planted
in the last few years on 3500
rural roads, empankments and
denuded forest areas. Thus the
villages where we work have
immensely more trees and
vegetation.

Our Livestock Development
Programme has also made a

significant difference in the
villages where we work.
Livestock mortality has been
markedly reduced and the
number of cattle and poultry’
stock per family has increased

substantially. Expansion of our

[ishery programme has

brought almost all derelict
ponds under fish culture by
the landless groups.

One of the most striking
features in the villages where -
we work is that women can be
seen participating in all walks
of economic and social life of
the village. Their dignity and
social status have improved
greatly. There has been a
marked reduction in all foerms
of patriarchal oppression of
women such as through dowry,
polygamy, divorce, desertion
and physical violence.
~ DS: These set Proshika vil-
lages apart from othet villages?

‘@FA: Yes. Furthermore,
although we are not doing any
family planning work, the
contraceptive prevalence rate
is almost 30 per cent higher
than in areas where we are not

., And as mentioned,
some per cent of the vil-

lages in which we are 'u'lﬂ
are completely free
moneylenders. One of the rea-
sons identified for the rise in
agricultural wages is that the
have alternative means of
income and have sayings. So
they don't work for wages.

D8: You make the Proshika
way sound so simple. What
would be your reasons for the
fact that development s not
taking place in Bangladesh?

@FA: Our process is not that
simple though the prlll(‘.tphli
are. It is based on people’'s en-

ergy and participation. We

make sure people participate
and actively steer the devel-

opment process

There are six problems for

which develogment Is nol
Continued on page §



