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OPINION

SALEHUDDIN AHMED

T was in March 1979 when I met Sir Fazle
I Hasan Abed for the first time. He called

me for a job interview. I met him at his
modest office of the then Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee (BRAC) on Circular
Road, Moghbazar.

He wanted to create an organisation
that would work toward the alleviation of
economic and social poverty in Bangladesh,
and the organisation would need highly-
educated professionals. He wanted the best to
work for the poor people, and he mentioned
that [ would be his first hire with a Ph.D.,
and toward the end of the interview, he said
he would welcome me to join BRAC as an
Executive Assistant. I joined on April 4, 1979.
From 1979 onwards, | worked with this
visionary individual for thirty years. As they
say, the rest is history.

I found Abed Bhai a most innovative,
confident, inspiring and down-to-earth
person; a wise leader, a very capable manager,
and interestingly, an accountant with a
solid vision for the greater good. His vision
was to establish a society which was free of
exploitation, with the extensive involvement
of those exploited—the disadvantaged
women of Bangladesh. He had tremendous
faith in the strength of women, especially
those who lived in poverty. He did not believe
in the general sentiment that the poor are
weak by default. In his mind, people were
not born poor, but that social dynamics,
which favoured the rich and powerful, kept
those people poor. He strongly believed that,
given the opportunity, the poor would be
able to free themselves from economic and
social poverty. He believed in the potential
of people, regardless of social class, and that
a development worker could learn a lot from
working directly with those economically
disadvantaged.

As part of his vision of building a
professional development organisation, Abed
Bhai recruited university graduates in 1972
and sent them to villages in Sulla, Sylhet
to alleviate the sufferings of the returning
refugees after Bangladesh's Liberation.
Subsequently, some of those graduates, after
living and working with the poor people,
learned enormously, provided leadership to
the organisation, and helped it grow.

Abed Bhai always thought about the
organisation first, before he thought about
himself. He didn't want publicity. He used to
say, "Work hard, do something worthwhile,
your work will bring you recognition.”
Standing by these principles, he ensured that

The false propaganda about
minority persecution in Bangladesh
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BRAC did not promote self-aggrandisement,
and did not directly promote itself in those
days. Recognition and accolades followed its
good work.

During my years working with Abed
Bhai, I noticed his penchant for innovation
first-hand. When I joined BRAC, he said,
you have received higher education but you
do not know the realities of the people of
Bangladesh, especially the rural people. He
said we would go to the villages, see how
people really lived. I went with him to Sulla,
an experience which exposed me to the
struggle of the poor villagers, and I learned
about the work of BRAC by meeting with
the BRAC field staff. It was an eye-opening
experience. At meetings with the locals and
the staff, Abed Bhai was always an intense
and active listener. I could see that his future
decisions were made based on what he heard
in the field.

Abed Bhai once read a Newsweek article
mentioning countries that were best in
educating children and youth. The article
said that Japan was best in teaching children
mathematics; the USA in undergraduate
teaching; Great Britain in graduate teaching;
China in memorising; and finally New
Zealand in developing reading skills. At
that time, BRAC's Non-Formal Primary
Education (NFPE) programme was going
through several innovative interventions. As
the leader of that organisation, | was asked
by Abed Bhai to go to the closest embassy of
New Zealand (then in New Delhi), and see
if we could get some teachers/experts to help
BRAC improve the reading skills of the BRAC
school children. We were able to get two New
Zealanders who worked with the children'’s
education programme of BRAC, and helped
them introduce innovative language learning
methodologies. This is only one example of
how Abed Bhai used practical lessons that he
learned from other places in the world, and
used them to enhance his organisation, never
fearing that anything was impossible.

I also remember another innovation in
the method of maintaining the cold chain
of poultry vaccines in the villages. Fridges
were only available at the Upazila levels.

It was a challenge to take those vaccines to
the villages. Abed Bhai told us to go and
learn from the villagers. We found out that
the villagers took those vaccines inside ripe
bananas. So we adopted the local method
and used it to transport the vaccines on

the vaccination day, and the potency of the
vaccines remained.

One learning experience with Abed Bhai
was that he always looked for opportunities
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to build the future managers and leaders
in the organisation. He sought funds to
send young staff members for training in
management and technical skills, both within
and outside the country. A large number of
BRAC staff were sent abroad for professional
degree and non-degree programmes in
management and technical skills, who then
came back and served the people. His theory
of “the best working for the poorest” was
implemented.

Abed Bhai never believed that one could
solve the enormous problems of Bangladesh
society with small efforts here and there. It
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You, Abed Bhai

increased to over 7 million female borrowers
all over the country. Abed Bhai was extremely
confident that BRAC's managers and staff
could accomplish his big, audacious goals.
He ensured that there was timely training
and capacity-building of the staff members.
He had a winning formula: through training
and experience, the organisation would have
the right skills, and each new office area
would be assigned a senior leader, along with
new staff members to set up operations. It
worked incredibly well, despite some initial
hesitation from the staff and managers. He
inspired, motivated, trained and believed in

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed spending time with children. Since the early 1980s, BRAC’s education

programme has been scaled up to 50,000 schools.

needed large efforts. He believed in the saying

that “small is beautiful, but big is necessary”.

He saw the big picture, found small and

local ways to pilot ideas and innovate, and

then scale what the organisation learned

throughout the country. The first programme

which was scaled up nationally was the Oral

Rehydration Education programme. It started

as a pilot in Sulla in 1979, and was scaled

up to the nation over a period of ten years.

It gave BRAC management the confidence

to manage national programmes and the

courage to undertake other programmes.
BRAC's education programme is a case

in point, It was started in the early 1980s

with 22 schools and, over the next ten vears,

scaled up to 50,000 pre-primary and primary

schools. The expansion of the microfinance

programme was another endeavour. It started

small with a few hundred people and then
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us to move forward, and we did.

BRAC Bank and BRAC University were
off-shoot ideas that Abed Bhai thoughtfully
generated and executed. He understood
that there would be a need for a bank for
those who graduated from microfinance
programmes. He saw universities as long-
sustaining institutions, and recognised
the need that Bangladesh would have for
qualified leaders and managers for the future
development of the country. The BRAC
University was born to facilitate that.

There were numerous other examples
of Abed Bhai's innovative approaches. As
an accountant, he understood numbers;
as a manager, he understood the value of
developing others. As a leader, he envisioned
big ideas, and inspired those around him to
execute these. If we were thinking in 3-year
terms, he would think in 25-year terms.
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I justify the

' discriminatory
stance of the
Citizenship
Amendment Act
2019, something
odd is happening—
Bangladesh is
being painted by
elements within
India as a violent
state from which Hindus are fleeing away;,
into India.

The Citizenship Amendment Act 2019,
which was passed in the Rajya Sabha
last week, will be granting naturalised
citizenship to undocumented immigrants
in India who belong to minority
communities of Bangladesh, Pakistan and
Afghanistan. The bill makes no mention
of Muslims, or even Muslim minority
communities like Shias or Ahmadiyyas,
let alone persecuted groups like the
Rohingyas. The United Nations has called
the bill “fundamentally discriminatory in
nature.”

But this very point is not being
acknowledged by pro-bill advocates in
India as they try to divert the conversation
from the divisive nature of the bill to the
state of minorities in its neighbouring
countries—and to be very specific, the state
of the Hindu community in Bangladesh.

In an interview with India Today,
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh defended
the bill by saying Bangladesh is a
theocratic Islamic state. Meanwhile, Amit
Shah, the current Minister of Home Affairs
who is also the president of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), had been
trying to drum up support for the act by
making it seem like an act of mercy for the
minorities in Bangladesh.

He earlier said in parliament that
Hindus are being tortured in Bangladesh.
He added by saying that in 1947, the
minority community in Bangladesh formed
22 percent of the total population, while
now it is 8 percent. “Were they killed? Were
they forcibly converted? Were they pushed
into India?” he asked. Later he qualified
his statement and said Hindus were not
persecuted during Bangabandhu's rule.

The citing of these figures completely
disregards history, and falsely represents
census data.

There is no denying that Bangladesh
has experienced a steady outflux of Hindus
since partition: while minorities made
up 23.1 percent of the population in
1951, it was found during the last census
in 2011 that they did, in fact, make up
only 9.6 percent. But this argument fails
to recognise that this did not happen
because of any constant persecution by the
state of Bangladesh; the story of human
movement, and indeed persecution too, is
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more nuanced than that.

To begin with, a significant portion of
this drop happened before 1971, when
Bangladesh was a part of Pakistan. By
1974, which is the year of the census for
that decade, the minority population
had been slashed by over a third, to
14.6 percent. This drop, quite clearly, is
due to the fact that over the decade, the
newly-formed nation-states exchanged
populations; and in 1971, the Pakistani
military deliberately executed an ethnic
cleansing campaign against non-Muslims
and Muslims.

Meanwhile, the exodus of non-Muslims
had been supplemented by an influx
of Muslims during the 50's and 60’s
from Bihar and other regions. Census
figures from 1974 state that the Muslim
population doubled from 34 million in
1951 to 65 million in 1961. Did this in

¥ ¢ 1 IS o
V REJECY
| c .

they would have to be demographically
similar.

In a paper titled “Hindu Population
Growth in Bangladesh: A Demographic
Puzzle”, researchers from ICDDR,B's
Health Systems and Population Studies
Division and the University of North
Carolina (Chapel Hill) studied the
population data of 1989-2016 from
the Matlab Health and Demographic
Surveillance System to find out why
Hindus have lower population growth
than Muslims. This database was
established by ICDDR,B in Matlab upazila
of Chandpur to track the health data of
residents in the area, and covers data from
a period of 50 years, making it a holistic
goldmine for studying demographics,

The researchers found that 23 percent
of the low population growth may be
related to international out-migration by

Demonstrators shout slogans during a protest against India’s new citizenship law, in

Ahmedabad, India, on December 19, 2019.

any way skew the proportions?

But back to the present—it is true
that even since 1974, the proportion of
non-Muslims has declined. Calculating
from census data, the non-Muslim
population has steadily declined by an
average of 1.25 percentage points every
decade since the Liberation War. The
highest dip happened between 1981 and
1991, when the proportion of minorities
fell by 1.6 percentage points. The least
amount of decrease surprisingly happened
between 2001 and 2011, which included
years particularly marked by increased
persecution of minorities surrounding the
national elections.

Even if out-migration was not a
defining factor, for the Hindu-Muslim
ratio to remain constant over the years,
they would have had to have equal
population growth, meaning that beyond
just having the same birth and death rates,
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Hindus, but that a much bigger reason was
lower fertility rates. The Hindu community
studied in Matlab married and gave birth
at a later age, used more contraceptives,
and have a lower birth rate. The researchers
concluded that 71 percent of the low
growth rate may be accounted for by the
low rates of fertility.

They also found that since 2006, more
Hindus have been opting for countries
other than India for out-migration. Only 36
percent of the migrating Hindus of Matlab
went to India between 2005 and 2012.

Having said this, discrimination
against minority communities is a reality,
and one would be accused of being in
denial if one doesn’t acknowledge that.
The discrimination ranges from the kind
of access members of this community
get to power structures, to how they
are religiously profiled in everyday
circumstances like renting a house.

Derogatory slurs and crimes against the
community like the vandalism of temples
mostly go unpunished. Meanwhile, laws
regarding vested property have stripped
the community of the dynastic wealth that
could have factored into their economic
well-being over the decades. Dr Abul
Barkat, in his book “Deprivation of Hindu
Minority in Bangladesh: Living with Vested
Property”, found that the community had
lost 2.6 million acres of land.

December 26, 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami

Thus, BRAC grew from a 300-employee
organisation, when I joined in 1979, to a
200,000+ organisation in 2019. In 1972, at
the inception of BRAC, it was a very small,
one-dimensional organisation, implementing
relief and rehabilitation programmes.

Linder Abed Bhai's leadership, it became

a multifaceted development and social
business institution with major development
programmes including microfinance,
children’s primary and non-primary
education, primary healthcare, training and
human rights. These programmes, built in
national scope over a period of 15-20 years,
focused on the bottom fifty percent of the
population of Bangladesh, and put BRAC on
the world map as a highly successful non-
profit organisation.

Abed Bhai not only thought at a national
level for Bangladesh, but also about how
to scale BRAC internationally, BRAC
now has a presence in African countries,
Myanmar, Pakistan, Afghanistan and the
Philippines. He put tremendous emphasis
on education for developing countries. He
believed that empowerment of the general
populace, especially the poor, could be
achieved through awareness and income.
From this foundational belief, and always
acting on behalf of the poor, he created
social businesses backed by BRAC, including
poultry and fish hatcheries, dairy and poultry
programmes, Aarong, BRAC Bank, BRAC
University and others. These endeavours
connected the rural poor women and men
to a market that their small businesses
would otherwise never have found access to
(particularly through the creation of Aarong
and BRAC Dairy). That marketplace alone
Is an outstanding innovation that stemmed
from Abed Bhai's brilliance and careful
attention to the problems facing the rural
poor.

Abed Bhai was a far-sighted visionary, and
founded a world-renowned development
organisation that is currently 75 percent
self-financed, and has touched more than 110
million lives to date. The present leadership
team of BRAC has a big challenge at hand to
sustain the dynamic activities in the years to
come. His are enormous shoes to fill. The
world will remain indebted to Sir Fazle Hasan
Abed.

Thank you, Abed Bhai. You will always be
with us.

Dr Salehuddin Ahmed is the former Deputy Executive
Director of BRAC, former Pro-Vice Chancellor of BRAC Uni-
versity, and former Managing Director of The Daily Star.
He is currently an adjunct professor at BRACU, IUB and
UIU. Email: sahmed46@gmail.com

ONTHIS DAY
IN HISTORY

On this day in 2004,
a large earthquake
shook the Indian
Ocean floor west
of the island of
Sumatra, triggering a
devastating tsunami
that swamped coastal
areas from Thailand to
Africa and killed more
than 200,000 people.
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protesting is distinctly different from that
of the rest of the country. The protesters
are singing the same tune that a lot of
border states all over the world do—and it
1S an anti-immigrant one.

The state made matters worse, by
cracking down violently on the protests
on December 12, leaving six killed, one
of whom was a minor. Paramilitary
battalions like the Central Reserve Police
Force have been stationed in Guwahati.
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Ethnic contentions between Bangalis =
and the indigenous Assamese stretch back
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to the days of partition. Being border
states surrounded by both Bengal and
Bangladesh, Assam has been the recipient
state for a lot of the refugees pushed out
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and without evidence being painted as

a country that discriminates against its AJLIPIS RIEIS

minorities, especially Hindus.

Zyma Islam is a reporter for The Daify Star.
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