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URAL Mothers' Centres
owe their origin to

multi-sectoral approach

o famil lanning programme

. Back in 1975, a

in
reject by the name "Rural
Blolhtrn' Centres For Popula-

tion activities” was prepared by

the Department of Social Ser-

vices for implementation in 19

rural thanas from that year.
The programme, targeted
to poor rural women, was de-
signed to break the ominous
cycle of poverty, illiteracy and
tion. As of motiva-
tional efforts to popularize
small family norm. ineome

gencratlr? opportunities were .
O

created for rural women by

g them skill training and °

making available credit and
marketing facilities so as to
enable them to make saleable
cotiage craft items and
other avocations for profit. Si-
multaneously, arrangements
were made to impart trainin
on literacy and other usefu
household skills like mother
and child health care, primary
health care. nutrition, sanita-
tion, tree plantation, savings
habit and home management.
-~ During the last 20 years,
the amme has ex ded
to 9,736 villages (one rural
mothers' centre in each vil-
lage) of 165 thanas. Each cen-
tre has a minimum ol 20
members taken from the poor
and destitute women of the se-
lected village. The centre is
managed by a 1l1-member
committee picked up frop
amongst its members for a
term of one year. The commit-
tee members are chosen in a
meeting of the thana social
service officer, respective
union parishad chairman,
prominent social workers, all
women residents in the village
and extepsion workers. Thus
opening of the centre is
bro t within the knowledge
of the village community. But
there is nothing which spells
out how the community should
be involved in its day-to-day
tion. The member-secre-
of the committee plays a
key role in the management of
The rural mothers' centre
programme was evaluated from
time to time. In 1982, the ex-
ternal evaluation unit of
Bangladesh Planning Commis-
sion evaluated the programme
and stro recommended for
its continuation and diffusion
to each and every corner of ru-
‘'ral Bangladesh. Another eval-
uation carried out in 1985 by
the Institute ol Secial Welfare
and Research, Dhaka Univer-
sity commented on the excel-
lent contraceptive perfor-
mance of thé centre members
compared to control groups.
The evaluation conducted by
g:_l: ation evaluation unit
nn Commission in
lﬂgﬁmnd gllige monthly awver-
age income ol the centre
members to be substantially
higher compared to non-
members and the . cbntrol

frﬂ' programyme was again

ursue

much higher than the current
national average of 3.4 living
children bern to a woman dur-
ing her reproguctive period
(i.e., total fertility rate or TFR)
and CPR of 45 cent.

The above evaluation find-
ings prove the soundness of
the original concept of using
rural mothers' cenires to in-
fluence fertility behaviour of
poor rural women for limiting

family size. The self-employ-
ment opportunities created fzr
them through credit-cum-
training programme. and ori-
enfation on socially useful
skills to imﬁ:mv: the quality of
life have helped raise t%:ir
status. They are now more
aware about their socio-tco-
nomic environment and bring
in additional income for the
family. In such a situation, fam-
ily members look upon fre-
nt pregnancies as a definite
sadvantage. The added family
income opens up opportunities
for increased investments in
education, health care and nu-
trition and other amenities.
Inspite of what the rural
mothers' centre programme
has achieved so far, and its po-
tential for further growth to-
stimulate socio-economic de-
velopment of rural women and
wtt responsible mother-
e it has hr::maincd small. In
years, t rogramme has
expanded to ISI?EI- Lﬁranas cover-
ing less than 50 per cent vil-
lages in those thanas. Even
then ajl women eligible  foc
membership  could net bhe
taken as members due to
shortage of credit fund and
other adminisirative con-
straints. The programme
which has so far received allo-

1993-94 sponsored by the Na-
tional Institute of Pepulation
Research and Training

(NIPORT) under the Ministry

of Health and Family Welfare
are revealing.

According to the above sur-
vey Bangladesh has, of late, ex-

rienced a steep decline in
ertility. Since 1989-91 the to-
tal fertility rate (i.e. live births
per woman during her child
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Rural Mothers' Centres: Playing

.by Mahmood Aminul Islam

bearing ) has declined from
4.3 births to 3.4 births, a drop
of 21 per cent. The survey
findings have also thrown
lights on the age at first mar-
ria%e and age at first birth,
hild survival, willingness of
married women to use family
planning methods early in

- marriage, decline in the pro-

"

portion of women marrying in
care of -

their teens and taking
unmet demand for [family
planning all of which have im-
plications for the national {am-
ily ﬂanning programime.

a grassroots organization
with multi-dimensional pro-
grammme, rural mothers' cen-
tres have the potential to in-
tervene in all these areas and
accelerate fertility decline.
The proportion o teen-age
marriages can be further re-
duced edy providing adolescent
girls' education and employ-
ment opportunities. Through
counse IlnF- and monitorin

ion

contracep by marrie
couples, it should be possible
“to extend the interval between

marriage and the first birth,

'prevent teen age and short in-

| pregnancies and thus

| ﬁht:]n[t e chances of child
b . 08 urvival (creating more appeal
g - for 2-child family), mcelPI:m-

met demand for family plan-
ning from one fifth of married
women (for spacing and limit-
ing births), and build up facili-
ties for antenatal care and safe
delivery to reduce incidence of
maternal mortalisy and mor-
bidity.

The DemograpRic and
Health Survey, 1993-94 re-
vealed some interesting facts
which can be used in planning
the intervention. For exanmple,
41 per cent of married women
with no formal education are
currently contracepting: singly
or jointly married women in-
cluding uneducated women are

more. involved than before in
deciding about contraception;
young couples are willing to
use family planning methods
early in marriage; and younger
women are less likely to be vis-
ited by field workers because
of the notion that they want to
gel pregnant. .

In the light,of these find-
ings, the next rural mothers'
centre programme could-
broaden its scope of population
activities not onl witEln the
members but within the com-
munity. This would mean
throwing open the centre
membership to all women in

‘the village although the credit

facilities may remain confined
to the poor members.

Also, as potential mothers,
adolescent girls cannot be left
out and should be taken in as
junior members of the centre.

The structure and functions -

of rural mothers' centre should
be considered in a broader
perspective as representing
women's interests which affect
the daily lives. With the state
support, the centres could be-
come the focal point of
women's development. Here,
development means a positive
change in the quality of life of
majority of women who live a
miserable life of poverty and
total economic dependence.
Development activities could
aim at creating opportunities
for women to work outside

home and supplement family

income {which is likely to free
them from the burden of re-
peated pregnancies], promot-
ing literacy and learning of so-

a Leading Role

cially useful skills like health
care and nutrition and savings
habit, creating environmental
awareness, protecting and en-
forcing women's legal rights,
organizing resistance to vio-
lence and all forms of oppres-
sion st womern. There are
over 68,000 villages in
Bangladesh, and rural mothers'
centre formed in each village
could be a force to reckon
with. '

. Rural Mothers’ Centres
should now find it easier_to
play their multi-dimensional
role in the society. Women in

Bangladesh now feel much

more liberated socially and
economically in the wake of
large number of women com-
ing out of their homes for self-
employment and working in
Earment factories. Grameen
ank which offers supervised
credit for self-employment has
more than 1.94 million female
members (94 per cent of the
total) as of April, 1996. The
garment factories numbering
one thousand employ about
960,000 female workers
constituting 80 per cent of the
factory hands. Over one million
women participate in various
credit programmes run by the
leading NGOs. In primary and
secondary education the per-
centages of female enrollment
have gone up to 47.40 and
45.94 respectively -in 1995,
thus fast catching up with male
enrollment.:
Conceptually,

the rural

mothers' centre pmgrammt'

designed to influence fertility
behaviour of rural women by

. should be a

" the goal of reachin

creating income earning op-
portunities for economic secu-
rity and im socially use-
ful skills appears sound. But
due to limited coverage and
other deficiencies like total
dependance on the Rural So-
cial Service field staff for pro-
gramme implementation and
supervision, shortage of credit
fund, lack of adeguate training
facilities, the programme
could not make the desired
impact nationally. On the eve
of launching the next Popula-
tion and Health Project, time
has come to review the pro-
ﬁramm: in all its aspects to
ecide on its continuation, size
and objectives. As a multi-di-
mensional programme, all the
Government agencies and
NGOs, concerned with
women's ‘development, should
be involved in fr its man-
agement policies. There
policy decision at
the highest level to make avail-
able the services of extension
workers to rural mothers' cen-
tres whenever required. An in-
ter-departmental steering
committee may be formed to
ensure progress of implemen-
tation and for monitoring.

In other words, there is a
need to upgrade the rural
mothers' centre inte a major
programme with the involve-
ment of all concerned with
overall development 6f women.
This should take us nearer to
: the re-
placement level of fertility of
2.2 children per woman by the
year 2005 or soon ther

The author, a retired Addl
Secretary to the Govt. of
Bangladesh, served as Direc-
tor. Family Planning Board in
mid 1970s.
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Overcrowding and inade-
quatg shelter. lack of safe wa-
ter, sanitation and sewage fa-
cilities, polluted air and water,
and noxious fumes s d by
industry and motor vehicles

‘have become routine risks of

life in cities from Karachi to

Ba:::‘gknk
"City-dwellers are living in
conditions that are detrimen-

tal to their health and even
endangering their lives,” warns
I Nakajima., director-

eneral of the World Health
%h'ganisatiun (WHO).

sian cities, which made up
bulk of the increase in the
world's urban population in
1980 to 1990, continue to
grow in size and economic
power. By 2015. 17 of the
world's 27 megacities will be
in Asia. And by 2020, over half
of ﬁtanaj will be urbanites.
_ ear]ly as 1988, the United
Nafidis said Bve tHIL world's
seven most polluted cities
were in Asia — Bri{i)r: . Cal-
cutta, Jakarta, New .ﬁﬂ and

Shenyang. China.
WHO is focusing on the cri

often create more health prob-
lems than the increased re-
sources can address.”

Symptoms of sick. poisoned
cities are not hard to spot. And
economic development is not
necessarily a panacea. China,
for example, has in recent
years been posting the world's
fastest growth rates. Statistics
show that increased emissions
of soot, sulphur dioxide, indus-
trial fly ash and suspended
particles in Chinese cities have
pushed up the death rate from
cancer by 6.2 per cent and
lung cancer by 18.5 per cent
since 1988. The highest male
cancer mortality in China is in
booming Shanghai.

Cities in northern China dis-
appear in satellite photographs
for months because of the
thick pall of smoke from coal

1995 study of

.hurni.rt;i, A
Bangkok's 2.500 traffic officers

showed 595 per.cent had
health problems. Jeepney
drivers have the highest preva-
lence of chronic respiratory
problems in the Philippines. In
a 1991 study. the Asian Devel-

M &k In Cities — Breathing is Harmful

Air pollution in Asian cities is getting so
bad that it does not matter any more
whether you smoke or not. Johanna Son of
Inter Press Service samples the air.

to Health!

blood cells, hurts liver and
kidney functions and causes
neurological damage.

Children and the elderly are
most vulnerable, says Stephen
Tamplin, WHO regional adviser
on health. "The has the
capacity to clean itself. but
long-term exposure to in-
creased pollution makes it al-
most impossible for the system
to clean itself,” he said in an
interview,

Industries like electricity
generation. steel and cement
industries dirty the air too,
Nepal's capital. Kathmandu,
has a cement factory in full-
scale production four km from
the city centre. High incidence
of tuberculosis exists among
workers in the Indrapastha
power plant in New Delhi,
which spews huge amounts of
SPM. sulfur and nitrogen ox-
ides. In Karachi. Pakistan Steel
Mills is the nation's biggest
single source of industrial
SPM. '

Health hazards also lurk in
Asia’'s congested cities, where
one-third of its residents live

Philippine poverty says the
Em}r are likely to suffer more

eavily from urban air gollu-
tion. and have respiratory ill-
nesses like bronchitis. And un-
like richer residents, the poor
cannot seek refuge in air-con-
ditioned cars. Vehicle and in-
dustrial pollutants are often
greater at the roadside, where
poor children are most ex-
posed.

Except for Singapore, less
than 20 per cent of Asia-Pa-
cific urban households are
linked to central sewer sys-
tems. Only one-fourth of the
poor have access to water sup-
ply in megacities. Poor resi-
dents try to exploit groundwa-
ter sources, nn]i?y to find man
of them exhausted or polluted.
Many rivers, like Thailand's
Chao Phraya river and the
Philippines’ Pasig river, are
heavily polluted. Many rivers,
like Thailand's Chao Phraya
river and the Philippines' Pasig
river. are hea\rilp polluted.
Many rivers in the South Asian
subcominent have ‘turmed into
Sewers. -

There is no instant cure for
ailing cities. Setting and im-
plementing pollution stan-
dards, using low-pdallutant fu-

evaluated recently. And cation of Taka 396 million is | sis in urban health akead of opment Bank (AsDB] found
according to the draft due to terminate in June | Habitat ll. the second UN. levels vl suspended particulate
evaluation report (March 1996, and the prospect of its | Conference on Human Settle- matter [SPM) in the air over
1996) the project objectives of continuation in the present ments. which takes place in Manila to be 200 to 400 per-
fertility reduction through form is uncertain. Istanbul, Turkey in June. cent above guideline levels
family planning methods was Going by the positive evalua- S T Han. WHO director for Much of air llution in
more than achieved. The  tilon results, it would be unwise | the Western Pactfic, said: Asian cities, which has the
average number of living o abandon the programme. In | "While economic development world's fastest-growing market
children of the centre mem- faci, time has come to | should provide imore resources for cars. is transport-related
bers was found to be 2.82, and strengthen the programme | for health care services, dete Aslan cities have begun usin
the rcentage of married  with E:ﬂlﬂ' cover and also | rlorating ugban environmental unleaded fuel. but dirty fuel.
ﬁﬂ:pﬂ :lrllnﬂ i;untrlrflﬂlv!l o lt:;ﬁpt L Intlnn EuaIHLy atn;:f a:;mrlalcrl un- combined with slow vehicle
-2.. coniraceptive prevalence ac es. In 8 re- eajthy lilestyles, together speeds  in  traffic-clogged
rate or CPR) was found to ‘be spect, the findi of the De- | with the ever-increasing popu- hri;.{hwa}rn arrd weak lraﬁiﬁgin-
84.57. Both the figures are mographic and th Survey. lation pressures in urhan areas frastriicture contine to poi
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increased
mortality. lung and cardiovas-
cular problems and neuro-be-
havioural effects or have been

Fossil-fuel burning releases
sulphur dioxide, which causes
respiratory and cardiovascular
Carbon monoxide
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in settlements that often lack
services like clean water and
systems. )

indeed, WHO says conges-
tion in these settlements is a
key reason for the incidence of
measles deaths
Measles spreads easily in
packed communities
and affects city infants ex
to it at younge
cities are a high risk
tion. Said WH
Hon spells danger.”

A new World Bank study on

in cities.

r ages. In short,
ula-
 "The combina-
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els. investing in mass trans-
port, reviewing car use poli-
cies, improving water and san-
itation and making local gov-
ernment more financially in-
dependent, would help.

Some economists argue that
pollution is a necessary part of
rising living standards. Tam-
plin disagrees :
to make pollution control. san-
itation and improvement of
quality of life part of the devel-
opment process than to try to
fix them later.”
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