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'1 HAVE TO WORK
FOR PEOPLE

this was the only thought
when I started Brac

Before the 1970 election on the night
of November 11, a huge cyclone
and tidal wave hit the country. A
devastating disaster came down on
the coastal islands of Chittagong and
Noakhali that night. Many people died
in the three islands --- Sandeep, Hatia
and Manpura. The islands turned into
absolute ruins. About three million
people died. Only 13,000 survived
out of 56,000 people, who used to
live on the island of Manpura. The
rest had all died. It was very urgent
to stand next to the people affected
by the cyclone. Such a humanitarian
disaster shook the entire nation. We
naturally became busy with relief
and resettlement programmes in the
region.

The thirteen thousand people
surviving on the island of Manpura

had lost all their belongings. It was
crucial to extend a helping hand to
them. We went to work in the cyclone-
hit areas. Even though we worked in
Shell, we did not go there on behalf of
the company. A couple of us formed
a group called ‘Help’ This was three
to four days after the cyclone. The
organisation was created to stand by
the people affected by the cyclone. I
was not alone. There were three or four
others. Among them were barrister
Vikarul Islam Chowdhury and Kaiser
Zaman, my colleague at Shell, now
living in the US. We started working
in Manpura through "Help',

I asked Kaiser Zaman to quit his
job at Shell. He did so and joined
‘Help’ fulltime. I was still in Shell,
working to raise funds for ‘Help’ At
that time, Father Tim used to teach at
the Notre Dame College in Dhaka. |
wrote a letter to the college governing
body saying that we want Father Tim
to work for ‘Help’ for six months.
Father Tim came and started working
as a field coordinator in Manpura.

Around early May, [ decided to
leave for England, where [ knew some
people from before. I thought after
going to England, I would form an
organisation to assist in the Liberation
War. At that time, one needed a permit
to go from Dhaka to Karachi. I did
not face problem in going to Karachi
because of my tiger-marked identity
card (an identity card issued by the
then Pakistani government). After
arriving at the Karachi airport, the
Bangalees were being interrogated
separately. They let me off easily
because of my tiger-marked identity
card.

On the way out of the airport, I met
a colleague from Shell. He came to
Karachi for a vacation. He wanted to
know why | was there.

I told him that 1 was also on
vacation. I would return after a few
days.

After staying in Karachi for a few
days, I moved to Islamabad. There I
lodged at my friend Asaf-ud-Daula’s
house. He was then a deputy secretary
of the Pakistan government. The next
day, I went to see a friend from Shell in
Islamabad. I was thinking of meeting
him, as I was staying in Islamabad
for a few days. As I was talking with
him, some people from Inter Services
Intelligence (ISI) came to his house
after a while.

They told me, “You have to come
with us.”

Later, I learned that the colleague
I met at the airport had told our
company chairman about me. The
chairman wrote a letter to ISI to find
me. He complained that | fled Dhaka
without telling anyone anything. The
chairman also wrote to the Punjab

governor that one of his officers had
escaped and he should be caught.

SIR FAZLE HASAN ABED

The ISI officers took me to their
colonel. I was interrogated a lot. All
my belongings were brought from
Asaf-ud-Daula’s house and searched
extensively,

But they could not find anything
against me.

They repeatedly asked me why I
came there. [ got a promotion three
to four months ago. The paper was
with him. There was a mention of my
salary --- four thousand one hundred
taka. A lot of money then. The ISI
officers couldn’t believe that I left such
as a well-paid job.

They asked, 'Why did you come
leaving such a well-paid job? You're
an eligible bachelor. Why didn't you
get married?

Two days later, | was released. The
friend from ‘Shell’ company, whom I

went to visit, dropped me at Asaf-ud-
Daula’s place. Then, he said, ‘If you
really want to get out of the country,
take a taxi right now and go to
Afghanistan through the Khyber Pass.

So was my intention. I went to
Islamabad to go to England wvia
Afghanistan.

At that time, almost everyone was
going to India. I could have easily
gone to India too. But I didn't want to
go to India because | knew I couldn't
do anything in India. I could do many
more things if I go to England. 1 am
familiar with London. 1 studied there.
I also have many local and foreign
friends there. My intention was not
just to escape the country. I thought
I could either collect money or create
public opinion, whichever, much
better if I go to England than to India.

It was not easy to travel to
Afghanistan from Pakistan. In the
end, 1 chose the difficult path. The

next morning, | reached Peshawar

I've always tried to be aware
of one thing. | didn't want to
do anything that | couldn't
do properly. Whatever | do,
I'll do well, that is my motto.

by taxi from Islamabad. It took four
to five hours. I went to Peshawar and
got into a hotel. [ don't remember the
hotel’s name. It was the best hotel in
Peshawar. I didn’t have more than two
to three thousand taka with me. Yet, |
checked into a big hotel thinking that
in a smaller one, people may get the
chance to ask questions.

The next moming, I boarded a bus
to go to Khyber Pass. After crossing the
check-post by showing my passport,
[ entered Afghanistan. From there I
boarded another bus to Jalalabad.
From there I took another bus to
Kabul. I had left Peshawar in the
morning and it was almost evening
when [ arrived in Kabul.

It was the month of May. Arriving
in Kabul, I checked-in at the Hotel
Kabul. From there, by telegram I
brought a ticket for going to London.
Then from Kabul to Istanbul and
Istanbul to London. Arriving in
London, I found that my friends were
trying to create an organisation called
‘Action Bangladesh'.

It was the month of June. Justice
Abu Saeed Chowdhury had arrived
in London He was raising funds for
the Liberation War by inspiring the
expatriate Bangalees in London. Later,
he was nominated as a representative
of the Mujibnagar government. This
helped us in our work. He continued

the fundraising.

We realised that work needs to be
done in many areas and started to
meet British MPs. We explained to
them in detail about the inhuman
horror of the situation. We continued
to negotiate with them to raise the
question relating to Bangladesh in the
British Parliament. We started going
to the neighbouring countries and
went to Paris and Copenhagen.

We didn't want to limit our
activities to England. The European
countries were very sympathetic to
humanitarian issues. I knew they
would become active if we could
portray the actual situation to them.

[ was in Copenhagen on the 6th of
December, the day India recognised
Bangladesh as an independent
sovereign country. On that day, we had
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gone to meet with the Foreign Minister
of that country. | asked the minister,
‘India has recognised us today. When
will you give us recognition?’

He said, ‘As soon as possible.
We want to be the first in Europe to
recognise Bangladesh. But we will
wait a few more days.

Bangladesh became independent
on December 16. On February 4,
1972, Denmark as well as Britain,
West Germany, Finland, Sweden,
Norway, Iceland and Israel recognised
us.

Vikarul Islam Chowdhury was
staying in Shillong at that time. He
was trying to get Assam government'’s
permission to send food to the Sylhet
region. He wrote to me, ‘Come back
soon. We will go to Bangladesh now!

Vikarul Islam Chowdhury entered
Sylhet through the Tamabil border
with the other refugees of Sylhet
region in Assam.

I returned home on January 17.

Vikarul Islam Chowdhury said that
Shalla was Hindu majority area in
Sylhet. Pakistani troops have destroyed
the entire area. We went to see the
people living in the rubble. Then
Suranjit Sengupta was the MPA there.
Suranjit Sengupta had met Vikarul
Islam Chowdhury in Sunamganj. He
too told us to go to that area.

I went to Shalla and found that
many villages were almost wiped out.
There was no existence of any houses.

We decided to work in Shalla. We
thought that many would do a lot of
things in the city. Many would not
want to come to the remote villages.
But it is important to work for the
people of this region. Those, who
have lost everything and become
destitute, it would be difficult for
them to survive. What could be more
important than to save the people
of the country, now that the country
achieved independence after so much
struggle and bloodshed.

I was working abroad for the
freedom of the country. Now, I started
working for the rehabilitation of the
poor, helpless and impoverished
people of the free country. An
organisation was needed for that work.
Since we will be working for village
people, | named the organisation
‘Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance
Committee’, in short, ‘Brac’

This was in February 1972.

When I returned from abroad after
independence, | didn't have much
money. The money we collected from
various sources was spent on different
purposes of the expatriate Mujibnagar
government.

Vikarul Islam Chowdhury had
25,000 Indian Rupees in his bank
account in Calcutta. This meagre
amount was not enough to start the
work. More money was needed.

SEE PAGE 10

Silent revolution

to save lives

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed wanted to make the
poor self-reliant
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Sir Fazle Hasan Abed worked
throughout his life and never
spoke an unnecessary word. He
was reluctant to talk about himself
in particular. In fact, he was not
interested to talk about Brac either
as that would require him to speak
about himself.

He worked persistently not
because he wanted to make Brac the
world’s largest NGO but because he
found joy in what he did.

Abed’s education, family, his
campaign for Bangladesh during
the Liberation War, and how Brac
developed have been discussed
time and again but a few of his
contributions have not been duly
highlighted.

His aim to help the poor was
evident even back in 1979, when
he saw that the child mortality rate
and birth rate were both quite high
in Bangladesh. He knew that the
population needed to be controlled
and child mortality rates curbed.

The primary cause of the deaths
was diarrhoea. And so, Brac took up
the oral saline project.

In 1968, icddr,b invented the oral
saline formula (with salt, glucose
and potassium). But people in this
country, particularly from lower-
income groups had not heard about
it.

Brac and icddr,b began working
together to make oral saline
accessible to all the people of the
country. But the packaged remedy did
not immediately solve the crisis. The
question of how people in rural areas
could access it even at night arose.

That was when a friend of Abed’s,
icddr,b’s Dr Lincoln Chen, suggested
that Abed start a project in which
volunteers would go door-to-door
and show people how oral saline
could be easily prepared at home
with salt and jaggery. The process was
simple and there was no other way to
make people derive the benefits, he

had suggested.

As an institution, Brac has the
capability to curb child mortality
rates, Lincoln told Abed.

Initially Brac covered 20,000
homes under Sylhet's Shalla police
station.

Trainings were given to make
more volunteers in the villages. The
process to take oral saline to peoples’
doorsteps kick-started, but Brac faced
numerous obstacles throughout the
journey.

Abed had said, "Our volunteers

were teaching only the women. We
realised that targeting only women
would not work. In order to make
oral saline credible we needed to
raise awareness among men as well.
Traditionally, families in our country
function on men'’s orders. The project
was not seeing success because the
men were not realising the benefits
of saline... So now it was our duty
to make them understand that
diarrhoea could be cured if saline
was fed. Women needed to learn the
recipe but men needed to have faith
in it.

I arranged workshops in villages
where the male members of the
families would be brought and
given lectures for two hours. Such
workshops were held at market places
too. | observed that everyone was
paying attention. They were asking
questions and were also satisfied with
the answers.

Even Imams were involved in the
process. We used to speak about the

benefits of oral saline in mosques
after Jum'a prayers. We wanted to
make men understand anyhow. Our
volunteers started going to markets,
mosques, temples, everywhere!
Gradually, villages started trusting
oral saline.”

This is how the saline spread across
the country and it took Brac 10 years
to do it. The whole country knows
that the campaign was a successful
one. Brac took the initiative to a few
African countries as well, despite
adversities.

The NGO had successfully carried
out campaigns on vaccination and
TB as well. Even in those cases, they
handled hurdles smartly.

Abed wanted to make the poor
self-reliant and, in order to do that,
he focused on poultry. Deaths of
chickens and geese due to different
diseases was a common phenomenon
in villages. People would incur losses
if they didn't prevent that from
happening and the only solution was
giving vaccines.

He said, “We are Ilearning
something every day in the
process of working with the poor.
Unprecedented problems are
popping up but they are being solved.
How will vaccines be carried from the
livestock ofhcer’s office at night, how
will they be preserved throughout
the night... we had to sort it all out.
Ripe bananas are cold. They work as
insulators. We put the vaccine tubes
inside bananas and carried them. The
method turned out to be fruitful. The
vaccines were not getting damaged.

The wvaccines were Kept inside
bananas at night and given to chickens
early in the morning. We initially
covered 200 villages in Manikganij.
Two hundred women were made
vaccinators through trainings and
they were taught about the different
diseases that frequently hit chickens.
We set a routine for them based on
the seasons of the diseases and the
vaccines were provided in each village
twice a month.”




