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A Quiet Revolution

Changing Social Structures in

Rural Bangladesh

With the help of Proshika, one of Bangladesh's largest development

NGOs, landless

people are improving their livelihood through credit and savings schemes, claiming their
rights to common land and other natural resources, and challenging the structures
responsible for their poverty. Inam Ahmed investigates. Photographs by Salma Siddique.

Dawn

The paddy [fields, wel
fron last night's monsoon
shower. glow faintly in the
pre-dawn false light. The full-
throated croaking of frogs
fills the air. From the

mosque, the Moazzin's azan
(ca:l for prayer) comes float-
ing over the village.
fLhairun is glad to hear the
She slips out of bed

AP

without disturbing her sleep-
ing husband and steps out-
side the hut. Inside her is an
unaccustomed feeling of ap-
prehension. This morning
will be the beginning of a
new era in her life. For , the
first time in 30 }"E‘:EI!'E of
poverty. she is gnlng to own a
cow.

Khairun reaches the tube-
well in the common home-

In conservative society women are the most djudmt.

But women's samities are beginning to change power ]

relationships.

yard of the willage. Rasheda.
Halima and .chanara are al-
ready therr Seeing them.
Khairun regains her conli
dence and her apprehension
vanishes. Two other friends
join them. The women begin
their daily morning chores —
fee ling the babies pantha
(last night's leftover rice
dipped in water), setting free
the chickens, cooking fresh
rice for their husbands.

When the sun breaks over
the bamboo bush in the east
the six women of the village
of 3ihar Uttarpara in Bogra,
northern Bangladesh, set out
for the Proshika office two
villages away. Their friends
watch sceptically as they go.
These women are going to
buy cows — not just one or
two between them, but six!
They must be out of their
heads!

At the Proshika office,
takes some time to deal with
the formalities — signing pa-
pers and counting out they
money, 60 700 Taka (US$
1.500) in ... The women
have never be'ore seen such
thick bundles of banknotes.
Their husbands now join
them and together, accom-
panied by a Proshika worker,
they head for the market.

It is after midday when
the women, leading their six
cows of motley colours. and
beaming with excitement,
reach their home village. The
villagers look on in aston-
ishement. For Khairun and
the other women, it is the
most glorious day of their
lives.

Unshackling the chains

Khairun and her five
friends are members of a
samity (group). Together they
have saved sufficient money
to be able to obtain credit
and buy the six cows. Such a
purthase. providing them
with an independent liveli-
hood, has the capacity to
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transform their lives. In many
places in rural Bangladesh,
women and men are taking
collective action, discovering
that through this they can
have a say over their lives, al-
[ect others’ lives and become
a decisive force in society. A
quiet revolution seems to be
taking place.

~ Preshika is encouraging
and assisting this revolution
through its social and eco-
homic empowerment pro-
cesses. at the heart of which
is a programme of employ-
ment-and income-generation
among the rural poor. The
word "Proshika" is a com-
pound of the first letters of
the Bangla words for training,
education and development
action. Established in 1976,
it is now one of the largest
non-government organisa-
[NGOs) working in

It has helped poor men
and women to organise
themselves into samities,
each of 15-20 members.
These are federated into Vil-

lage Coordination Commit-
tees (VCCs). the first tier of
the bottom-up structure of
Proshika's programme of Par-
ticipatory Sustainable Devel-
opment (PSD). "It is in these
groups that the poor engage
themselves in the participa-
tory planning of their devel-
opment.," says Dr Qazi
Faruque Ahmed, Proshika's
executive director. "They
plan what they need and
what they want to do to im-
prove their lot.”

Proshika has outstripped
government development ef-
forts in its work in villages in
Singair Union, Manikganj
District. and Shibganj Union,
northern Bogra.
(Bangladesh's administrative
system fis similar but not
identical to India's. The
country is divided into Dis-
tricts; these are divided into
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thanas, which are subdivided
into Unions. In turn, Unions
are made up of a number of
villages.)

The samities enjoy collat-
eral-free, low-interest loans
which would have been un-
thinkable within the parame-
ters of the government's
lending programme. While
the government's education
drive has not met its targets,
samity members are attend-
ing adult education classes
and their children go to
samity schools. Where the
government's effort to re-
vamp the mainstream econ-
omy has been viewed with
scepticism, the informal ru-
ral economy in these villages
is thriving on Proshika's em-
ployment-generation pro-
grammes.

There are over 650,000
members in Proshika-sup-
ported samities, half of them
women, based in over 5,000
villages Proshika estimates
that nearly 4 million people
have benefited from ils activi-
ties: 50 million trees have
been planted. 30.000 houses
for the homeless con-
structed, 10,000 tubewells
sunk and 76,000 latrines in-
stalled; 1.5 million people
have received training and
300 non-formal primary
schools have been set up. By
the end of 1993, Proshika
had disbursed 46.431 loans
totalling 895 million Taka
(US$22,375,000), and aver-
19,276 Taka
(USS$S482).

The success of thc PSD
programme is affecting wvil-
lagers outside Proshika's in-
tervenlion areas. People are
trying to emulate the sami-
ties and their activities. Local
leaders and government offi-
cials are becoming more pos-
itive about the poverty allevia-
tion schemes and the en-
deavours of group members.

Rural poverty and

Proshika's response

The country in which
Proshika works is the world's
most densely populated large
country. With an area of
144,000 sq km and a popula-
tion of over 114 million in
1992, this gives a density of
792 people per sq km. Four
oul of five people live in rural
areas. and more than half of
thei own no land. The popu-
lation is growing by 2.3% a
yvear [1]. Small farms — al-
ready too small to feed a fam-
ily — are shrinking still fur-
ther, and an increasing num-
ber of smallholders are losing
their land.

Fewer than one in four
people can read, and five oul
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of six women are illiterate.
Infant mortality is high by in-
ternational standards (125
per 1,000 live births)., and
life expectancy only 52.2
years. Only 60% of the popu-
lation have access to health
services and ‘32% to some
form of sanitation.
Bangladesh is one of the
most fertile lands on the
earth. Flooded every year by
the Brahmaputra and the
Ganges, which deposil rich

silt over nearly the whole
land, much of the country
‘can support three crops of
rice a year. Yet Bangladesh is
the fifth poorest country in
terms of per capita GNP,
which has been growing at
only 0.4% & v. ar.

The main explanation for
this dichotomy is the huge
inequality
distribution. The 50% of the
population with less than
half an acre (0.2 hectares) of

of land and wealth -

land < technically landless —
are left at the mercy of village
elites, the joidars and math-
bars, for their employment.
Many of the poor are tenants
working a sharecropping sys-
ter., giving up a proportion
of the crop they grow to the
landowner, All this discour-
ages investment in improve-
ments such as irrigation and
leads to low productivity. The
extreme poverty leads to low
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SERVICE FOR BUBTAIHABILITY

* PRISM is a non profit voluntary organization whose mission

to foster local and family enterprises for increased production
and income in poor rural communities. PRISM believes that human
and natural resources needed to do this exist 1n rural
communities which need to be reexamined from a new perspective
for full utilization of the potentials. On this basis PRISM
works as partners and equal participant with these communities
and with public and private institutions that serve them.

¥ PRISM researches powerfui ideas and develops them 1into
innovative opportunities to Increase productivity. We want to
of fer impoverished rural families a realistic alternative\ to

either urban flight or further degradation of their environment,
We are, therefore, dedicated to creating sustainable, rural
enterprises that provide the opportunity to work and prosper
thus achieving the objective of poverty alleviation 1n the true
sense.

¥ In doing so, PRISM promotes interdependence between our partner

communities and the modern world. We want rural communities to
become competitive through ventures founded on excellent
performance, good management and appropriate technology.

PURSUING ABOVE AIMS AND IN DIRECT PARTICIPATION OF RURAL POOR WE ARE ENGAGED IN

INTEGRATED AQUACULTURE PROGRAMME

UTILIZING EXISTING FALLOW RESOURCES PROMOTION OF HIGH PRODUCTIVE DUCKWEED BASED
PISCICULTURE. CREDIT, TECHNOLOGY. TRAINING AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE, SUPPORT
PROVIDED TO THE TARGET BENEFICIARIES.
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| INTEGRATED SOCIO-BECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME

| IN DIRECT PARTICIPATION WITH PRISM RURAL GROUPS, POOR COASTAL RBEGION POPULATION

| ENGAGED IN POVERTY ALLEVIATION. AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT, ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCE
| MANAGEMENT , INCOME GENERATING ACTIVITIES AND RURAL CAPITAL FORMATION.
1

|

INTENSIVE SANITATION AND HYGIFNE PROMOTION PROGRAMME

THROUGH SOCIAL MOBILIZATION AND I[NTERPERSONAL. SANITATION HYGIENE EDUCATION.

INCREASF WATER SUPPLY AND SANITATION COVERAGE TO 80% OF POPULATION. 2-::$'
342,772
342,772

Th 207329588

Tk 2,536 360,392

PARTICIPATORY RURAL CREDIT PROGRAMME
INCREASE HOUSEHOLDS INCOME. EMPLOYMENT GENERATION THROUGH PROMOTION OF
SUSTAINABLE RURAL VENTURES AND IMPROVEMENT OF LIVING STANDARD.

COMMUNITY MANAGED ENVIRONMENTAL SANITATION

IMPROVE SANITATION, NUTRITION AND GENERAL HEALTH OF THE POPULATION IN BANGLADESH
BY PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND REDUCING POLLUTION IN THE COUNTRY. THROUGH
COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT OF WASTE WATER.
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PRISM Bangladesh
House-49, Road-4A
Dhanmondi1 K/A, Dhaka
Tel : B61170
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