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A Quiet Revolution
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rural demand whih dis
courages the establistunent of
other business aclivilies
particularly in the rural areas

More than 16 million
people (excluding flarmers’

families) still work in agricul-
ture as farmers, tenanis or
labourers. while fewer than a
million work in formal sector
industry

Proshika's work is above
all directed towards support-
ing the poor in activities
which, even in small ways,
challenge and undermine the
inequitable structures of so-
cie'y. “Poverty is caused not
because poor people want to
remain passive about their si-
tuation”, says Dr Faruque.
"but because the structure of
society. based on dominance
an. dependence. is such that
the cards are stacked against
them and the traditional
trirkle-down development
prccess has left them in the
cold. The people are poor
because they are in chains.
Proshika is unshackling the
chains by empowering the
pour, by increasing their
participation in their devel-
opment process.”

Forging unity and

strength

"Alone we are helpless,
but together we are power-
ful.” This i« rhe realisation of
Nazran Banu of Singair Thana.
"My samity lhas united the
landless poor. . . . and has
given us the strength to chal-
lenge the evil mathbars in
the village.”

Dr Faruque explains that
Proshika sees an important
link between the local unity
of the poor and “activities
that, in providing a degree of
material independence, as-
sisl the poor in counteracling
(he structures responsible for
their poverty.” In this sense,
Proshika's activities are mu-
tually reinforcing. “These ac-
tivities include group forma-
tion, conscientisation
through informal processes
of development education.
and social action on issues
such as just wages, and ac-
cess {0 CONUMON resources.”

Samity members con-
tribute a certain sum of
money of the group fund ev-
ery week. "My samity has 15
members.” says Shukur Jan
of Moilapara Mahila Samity in
Azimpur village, Singair. "We
coniribute 3 Taka [7.5 US
cents] every week. In two

menths . we managed
savings of 150 Taka
IUSS3.75]. In another six to

sevenn months, we will take
loans from Proshika."

It takes a group nine
months of active existence to
qualify for loans. To apply, a
group must have aboul 20%
of the loan amount as savings.
Individual or collective pro-
jects can be linanced. In the
case of individually imple-
menied activities such as
cattle fattening, rice husking,
small trading, vegetable gar-
dening and poultry rearing,
the loans are distributed by
the groups to the individual
members. Collectively im-
plemented projects include
fish culture, irrigation and
rural industries,

"My group received a
30.000 Taka [US8750] loan
for a cow-fattening project,”
says Aklima Khatun of Mad-
hya Chargram. "Five ol us
purchased cows with the
money and reared them for
thiree months. Then we sold
the cows and made a profit of
12,000 Taka [US8300}. Hali
this profit went to the
samity's fund and the other
half was divided between the
five of us.”

Suffering from a stomach
ulcer and unable to work in
the fields. Bazlur Rashid of
Madhya Chargram in Singair
despaired of finding a suit-
able job. Today, with a 3,000
Taka (US$75) Proshika loan,
he is happily running his own
sericulture (silkworm-rear-
ing] business. "l can earn
about 6,000 Taka (US8150) a
year,” says Rashid. "My busi-
ness is still small. Next year,
] will double my investment.”
Democracy ﬁ]!am the base

Group members them-
selves do all the planning for
their future programmes.
These may be for employ-
ment - and income generat-
ing projects or for social de-
velopment activities. The
latter can include setting up
primary schools and adult lit-
eracy centres, increasing
children's enrolment in
schools or campaigning
against practices such as
payment of dowry or for
rights over public resources.

The saniity comes 10 a
consensus about future pro-
jects which it then presents
1o the Village Coordination
Committee [VCC). This bady
discusses all the projects.
cheeks the [unds needed to

implement them and then
sends the proposals on (o the
Union Coordination Coimmit-
tee (UCC] which consists of
representatives of all the
VCCs in a Union. After fur-
ther refinement, the projects
then go to the Thana Coordi-
nation Commitiee (TCC)
which meets once a year, co-
ordinates all the plans from
different groups and f[inally
lorwards these to the
Froshika head oflice [for
funding.

The head olfice disburses
the funds required to the re-
gional Proshika offices which
provide them as loans to the
groups. "We never quarrel
over who [is] to get loans
first.” says Abdul Hussain of
Panchadas village. Bogra. "We
always take the decision to-
gether in Lthe group meetings
and everybody knows that
anyone who doesn't get a loan
this time, will get it soon.”

"This is a unique situation
even in the national context
where the uneducated poor,
always used as a vole bank by
the local politicians. are

practising democracy.” says
Dr Faruque. "Through such
practices. they become con-
scious of their rights and, as
a result, the often refuse to
voie for money in the na-
tional elections. This has a
good and far-reaching impact
on both politics and devel-
opment, because the politi-
cians then realise that if they
want Lo win over the people,
money alone will not do.
They have to work for the
development of the poor.”

"Proshika directs loans to
the poor through the groups
because this also ensures re-
paymen! of the money." says
Abedin of Proshika's Singair
office. "The group members
always remain alert, so that
no one defaults. If one mem-
bers defaults. the group
compensates from their sav-
ings."”

"This really acts like
magic,” says Dr Faruque.
"Look at the national figures
— 40% of all loans turn into
bad debt. But our loan recov-
ery rate is 969%."

The Mahila Samity of Char
Nayadingi village once had to

repay Proshika's loan from its
own fund. "We had taken out
a 75.000 Taka [USS 1,875)

“ orking in the tree nursery started hy hnr ulnut}r Entil.l
forestry becoming increasingly popular.
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World Vision

has been involved in the joys
and sufferings of hundreds of
thousands of people in Bangladesh
é providing them hope for a life free from
|  the bondage of poverty, ill-health, illiteracy
and powerlessness. It recongnises with a deep
sense of gratitude the contributions made by
the sponsors, well-wishers, donors and the
Government of Bangladesh in its
endeavour to serve the poor.
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loan from Proshika for a cow-
fattening project.” says Ihsan
Bibi. "We could have made a
good profit from the project,
but one of our members,
Jamila, lot her money in the
callle markel. So, in the end,
we had a repay this money
from the samity's fund.”

The government and op-
position parties have encour-
aged this loan default culture
in the past, trying to muster
votes by promising to waive
loans, The present
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) government, aflter
coming to power, declared a
waiver on agricultural loans of
up to 5000 Taka (USS125).

"Such steps corrupt the
rural poor.” seays an oflicial of
the Bangladesh Rural Devel-
opment Board (BRDBJ, the
state-owned organisation that
also works among the rural
poor. "They take it for
granted that loans will always
be waived. Even my organisa-
tion is facing problems with
retrieving loans from the
poor. who say that since
ERDB is a government organ-
isalion operating among the
poor, their loans should also
be waived in keeping with
the government's decision.”

For Proshika samities,
money does not come free.
Every Taka they take from
Proshika. they have to pay
back with interest. "We pay
14% interest on- loans for
buying vegetable seeds”, says
Khorshed Alam of -Madhya
Chargram, " and 5% lor
housing loans. We really don’'t
mind the interest rate be-
cause we used to have to take
loans at much higher rates
than this from the mahajans
[moneylenders]." These can
be as high as 120%.

Anwara Begum took a
5.000 Taka (USS125) loan
for a cow-fattening project at
10% interest. "l paid another
5% as an insurance premium
so that if the cow dies. | will
not lose the money. Proshika
will bear the loss.”

Impact on the labour
market

More widespread and suc-
cessful self-employment also
has an important eflect on
the employment market.

A year ago, the landless of
Char Nayadingi village in Sin-
gair Union, were lucky if they
could get 10 Taka (25 US
cents) and a meal for a day's
work in the crop fields. To-
day they feel no templation
to take jobs paying 50 Taka
(USS1.25) plus a meal.

‘There were f[ew jobs in
the village apd too many

landless grappling 1o get

work.” savs Abu Kaiser. "The
mahajans and jotdars used to
take advantage of this
situation nv'd offered us
anything lor working from
dawn to dusk. We had no
choice. If we asked for more,
they would say: "If it does not
suit, then you can go. There
is no shortage of workers.”
The downtrodden people
vied with each other to be
hired for the entire harvest-
ing season, because a harvest-
ing contract meant two
months' assured work.
"S« metimes we were forced
to work for the jotdars be-
cai.se we owed them money,”
says Ismail of Bogra. "Any loan
. . . was tied to forced work
during the harvesting season,
and in such cases. our wages
were even lower.”
Harun-ur-Rashid of
Damgara village, Shipur
Union, recalls: "The jotdars
used to contract us months
before the harvesting season
began and fixed our wages in
rice, not in money, when the
commoditly was at Its peak
price. But after the harvest,
the rice priv= would drop.
but we were still paid the
sam€ quanti'y of rice. 50 we
were deprived of our just
But things started chang-
ing after the landless uniied
in samities. With loans from
Proshika, members found
new activities ol their own,
siich as trading cow falten-
g or vegetable gardening
‘When we had enough work
in »ur hands., we no longer
neecded to work for others
We have our hands., we no
longer needed to work for
ott.ers, We have our own
jobs,” Rashed Mia says So.
the jotdars and mahajans
started finding it hard to get
labourers at 10 Taka a day.”
The wage now varies be-
iween 50 and 70 Taka a day
(US81.25-1.75) depending
on the demand for labour, but
few people are interested
even in these higher rates
"The mahajans now come
and request us to work in
their fields ‘ 1ys Bablu Mon
dol of Bogra. "Sometimes, we
work for them just out of
mercy., someiimes oul ol

| good neighbourly feelings

But | tell you their days of
exploitation are over.’

Even local governments in
these areas face a shortage of
funds of their development
work because of higher wage
levels “Labour costs have
gone up here  says Dewan
Mz *harul Huq, chairman ol
Singair Union The govern
me 1t s allocation lor wages is
fivee kilos of wheal a day.
which is equivalent to 25

Taka 162 5 US cents| But the
minunum wage a worker now

dennands is as high as 50
Taka |US81 25| plus a meal
Now | will be facing probiems
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il the government does not
increase its fund allocation.
Many of my development
projects like road
construction are lying half-
done .. ."

Sustaining the process

The crucial question fac-
ing Proshika is whether the
activities of the samities are
sustainable. In particular, are
group members sufficiently
motivated to continue their
efforts independently of
Proshika's intervention? Sira-
jul Islam, Proshika's principal
progranune coordinator, ex-
plains that this is Proshika's
aim. "Once groups become
self-sustaining and indepen-
dent”, he says, "the task of
poverty reduction will be-
come easier.” _

Ten years ago, 22 landless
poor set up the Purba Ja-
hangirabad Bhumihin Samity
in Bogra with no savings at
all. Today, the samity has
175.000 Taka (USS4,375) in
cash, and assets of 180 rick-
shaw vans, 1,500 high-value
Irees in a social forestry pro-
ject, a half-hectare banana
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plantation and a large house
for the samity. The group has
paid off all its loans and aims
to undertake more employ-
ment-generaling projects.

‘Our first project of potato
seed preservation started
with a lean of 70,000 Taka
[US$1,750] from Proshika.”
explains Ismail Hossain., Sec-
retary of the samity. "Within a
year, we paid off the loan and
took fresh loans for buying
rickshaw vans and starting
rice-husking projects. Our
last loan was for small busi-
ness development. Today, we
do not owe a single Taka to
Proshika of anyone. We will
not be taking any fresh loans
because the existing projects
can support the group mem-
bers very well." Each member
can now earn 2,000 Taka
(US$50) a month from the
projects.

Maddha Jahangirabad
Bhumihin Samity has savings
of 50,000 Taka (USS1.250).
"We do not needed loans any
more,” says samily member
Mohammed Abdul Hossain.
"Even if Proshika now with-

draws from the village, we
will be taking on new pro:

jects from . our own
funds.” :
Saleh is a member of

Madhya Chargram Mahila
Samity in Singair. "T took a
5,000 Taka [US$125] loan for
a cow-fattening project and
sold the cow for 8,000 Taka
[USS8200]. The profit 1 gave
to my husband for business.
He is now engaged in a bam-
boo business and since his
income is good, | haven't
taken out any further loans.
Anwara Begum of Singair
says: "We have learnt [rom
Proshika how to form groups,
how to keep groups together
and how to invest in project
for employment. Even |if
Proshika were no longer
here. we would carry on the
task for our own sake. Be-
cause without the group,
there is not strength for us.”
In Shibganj Union alone
there are 50 groups with sav-
ings of over 20,000 Taka
(US$500) and seven groups
with savings of 60.000 Taka

Continued on Page 12
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RANGPUR DINAJPUR RURAL SERVICE

House # 62, Road # 7A, Dhanmondi R/A,
Dhaka-1209, Telephone : 310101-3, 816184-5

Fax : 880-2-813416

Cycione Shelter: Proved as safety-valve & safe shelter for hundreds of thousands of
vuinerable people of the high risk coastal belt of the country during the deadly hours of
tropical cyclones and tidal surges. Besides, round the year these Cyclone Shelters are being
used for multi-purpose activities; such as schools, clinics, training centres, community
gatherings and other development activities.

* Caritas so far has built 144 Cycione Shelters.

School BuiHm-cum-Cyclom Shelter: Lnuted in Ih-e risk zone ni the -;ml area.

Normally these School Buildings are being used for school purposes; however, during the

cyclones and floods the first floor could be easily used as safe shelter for the local people.
* Caritas so far has built 49 School Buildings.
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