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People trapped in a cycle of destitution often do not realise their lives can be changed for the better 
through their own activities. Once they understand that, it is like a light gets turned on.

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed
Founder, BRAC
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Poverty and inequality are human-made, so they can be unmade.
Birth need not be destiny.

We believe everyone has potential.
All people need is the opportunity to realise it.

But just knowing this is not enough.
Change happens only when vision meets action.

The world’s most urgent challenges deserve the world’s most effective solutions.
The most audacious goals demand the most practical delivery.

There is no injustice on earth that cannot be solved by compassion and courage. 

We believe there is always a way, if we work together, no matter how difficult things are.

We do not know every solution, but we are always on the ground, 
Listening, learning, doing and evolving. 

We are not just dreaming of a better world, we are building it.    

UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL 
OF PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES

HOLISTIC APPROACH SCALING UP FOR IMPACT FRONTLINE PRAGMATISM

DELIVERING WITH SPEED AND 
RIGOUR 

LEARNING BY DOING WOMEN AS THE CATALYSTS OF 
CHANGE

FRUGAL INNOVATION

TOGETHER, THE 8 ELEMENTS OF OUR DNA 
EXPLAIN HOW WE MAKE CHANGE HAPPEN:

More details see page 16
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Selected quotes from Luminaries
Abed was one of the foremost leaders of thought as well as action of our time. Not only did he transform 
Bangladesh, and indeed a lot of the world, by his radical initiatives, he proceeded to his actions through 
identifying what our deprived world needed, using remarkably penetrating analysis and social scrutiny. An 
astonishing combination of clear-headed thinking and sure-footed execution made Abed the great leader that 
he was. We have had very few like him in the history of the world.

Amartya Sen
Recipient of the 1998 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences

It's an honour to join the entire BRAC community in celebrating 50 years of incredible work on behalf of  others. 
Over the past �ve decades BRAC has changed the way the world thinks about health, education, and 
development. It has improved the lives of millions of people in Bangladesh and around the world. I am grateful 
for all you have accomplished and that the legacy of my friend and BRAC's founder Fazle Abed, lives on through 
your remarkable e�orts. I miss him, we all do. But he will be so pleased by what you are doing. All my best wishes 
for much success today, tomorrow, for another 50 years and beyond.

Bill Clinton
Former President, United States of America

On the 31st of January, Australia celebrated the 5oth anniversary of bilateral relations with Bangladesh. So, it is 
�tting today that I have the great pleasure to congratulate BRAC on its 5oth anniversary. Over the last 50 years 
BRAC has grown from small grassroots relief operation to a huge organisation world renowned for its 
e�ectiveness and innovation. Today, at 50, BRAC is carrying on the legacy of its visionary founder Sir Fazle Hasan 
Abed.

Australia is a long-term supporter of BRAC and its work in Bangladesh. Australia and BRAC share a strong 
commitment to poverty alleviation, gender equality, women's empowerment, and to equip the youth of 
Bangladesh with the skills they need for a prosperous future. This year we are also celebrating a decade of the 
Strategic Partnership Arrangement between Australia and BRAC. Over the last decade, Australia has provided 
over 300 million dollars to BRAC through the partnership. That has helped BRAC support millions of the poorest 
and most vulnerable so that they can build better lives and contribute to their communities and to this wonderful 
country. We're delighted to be continuing our support to BRAC and to our strong relationship through the third 
phase of the partnership.

BRAC's story shows how determination, innovation and commitment to continualleaming can achieve truly 
impressive results and �nd new ways to address even the most entrenched social and development challenges. 
From its humble beginnings, BRAC has now ranked 1st on the Global Journal's top NGO list. It has its own bank, 
its own dairy and its own university. But BRAC is most visible in the communities and villages of Bangladesh, 
creating opportunities for people living in poverty to realise their potential.

BRAC has achieved a great deal over the last 50 years, but as always, much remains to be done. The world 
continues to face challenges, especially how to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. But I'm con�dent that BRAC 
will continue to rise to these challenges. Through our Strategic Partnership Arrangement, Australia will be there 
to work with BRAC and the people of Bangladesh. On behalf of Australia, I would again like to congratulate BRAC 
on its extraordinary journey and on 50 years of making a di�erence.

Jeremy Bruer
High Commissioner of Australia to Bangladesh

Sir Fazle Abed was one of the world’s most amazing human beings and defender of the poor. He was an 
inspiration to so many - and his message of hope resonates now more than ever. He showed us all that human 
kindness and love can overcome great challenges. BRAC is a re�ection of this message and has grown into an 
amazing institution.

Gordon Brown
Former UK Prime Minister
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Back in the early 1970s, Bangladesh was a very di�erent country. Emerging from the War of Liberation, facing 
famine, and with a GDP per capita of just USD 134, the challenges were manifold.

Sir Fazle Abed, a visionary leader and determined reformist, realised he needed to act in order to improve the lives 
of the rural poor. He went on to founding what has become the world’s largest NGO that has changed the lives of 
millions of Bangladeshis and others around the world for the better. On the basis of Sir Fazle’s vision and through 
the leadership of his family and countless other experts and advisers, BRAC now operates in all 64 districts of 
Bangladesh delivering improvements in education, healthcare, micro�nance, skills, human rights, agriculture, 
and enterprise development. And it has since exported its approach and its ultra-poor graduation model to other 
countries sharing not just expertise but also the values and ambition on which BRAC was founded. The UK and 
BRAC have had a long-standing relationship, both here in Bangladesh and elsewhere; a relationship built on 
much more than just programme delivery, but also knowledge sharing and lesson learning; and on inclusion and 
collaboration. BRAC’s leadership in framing the challenges and also how to use the evidence of what works to 
build our response has been inspirational. The UK had a ten-year Strategic Partnership Arrangement with BRAC 
which allowed us to collaborate on the ultra-poor graduation programme, health, education, water and 
sanitation and humanitarian response. We could not have asked for a better partnership. Going out in my �rst 
month here to see the impact on the extremely poor families north of Dhaka; hearing about how the transfer of 
a cow, or two goats, or a pool of ducks could transform lives was among my most moving days in Bangladesh. The 
pride on the women’s faces was self-evident as they showed me round their homes–with electricity, fridges, fans; 
and the sheet showing how much progress they were making with the mentoring support provided by BRAC 
sta�. And their happiness at being included in village celebrations, with their own invitations to parties as fully 
recognised members of their community, will always remain with me. This is the di�erence that BRAC makes to 
lives across Bangladesh. Countless millions of lives improved as they moved out of extreme poverty and onto a 
sustainable path to a better future. 

BRAC has been both a thought leader and an outstanding delivery partner throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic–always focused on the poorest and most marginalised, and how best to deliverprotection and 
improvements for them. BRAC was always my �rst port of call when we needed advice on emerging trends, what 
was most needed by the Government of Bangladesh, and how we could work together to raise awareness, 
improve mask-wearing, provide water and sanitation facilities, and ultimately save lives.

Working with BRAC is always about working with friends. The BRAC family has such strong values and from the 
leaders to the technical experts to the programme managers, there is an unfailing courtesy, passion, and 
determination to get stu� done. To say they have been a partner of choice would be to seriously understate their 
position in the former DFID and now FCDO architecture. They get out ahead on evidence, data, understanding 
the reality on the ground and then bring this back to others to build the case for action, and for funding. They 
know what needs doing; they know how to do what needs doing; and they do it. And they know what success 
looks like.

It has been an honour and a privilege to work with BRAC over the years and we look forward to many more years 
of partnership on education, health, and support to the Rohingya, to name one of the few priorities we share. 
Happy 50th BRAC – and welcome to the next half century. Please keep doing what you do so well. 

Judith Herbertson
Development Director
Foreign Commonwealth and Development O�ce

As BRAC celebrates 50 remarkable years and having become the world’s largest NGO, with operations not only in 
Bangladesh but across the world, I need not look further than its birthplace to tell you of its formidable impact in 
empowering communities in need.

Through key interventions in micro�nance, access to health services and education, agriculture, livestock, and 
youth empowerment, BRAC works alongside UNHCR in countries hosting the largest numbers of refugees, like 
Bangladesh and Uganda, or countries with large internally displaced populations, including Afghanistan, 
Myanmar or South Sudan. A foundational member of UNHCR’s “Poverty Alleviation Coalition”, BRAC makes a 
di�erence and brings hope to those forced to �ee and the communities generously hosting them.

We thank you BRAC for your close partnership here in Bangladesh, and in the many other countries where you 
have set up operations. On behalf of your friends at UNHCR, we wish you a very happy 50th anniversary.

Johannes Van Der Klaauw                                                                                
Representative Bangladesh
UNHCR
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Hello BRAC colleagues! First of, Ijust want to o�er a big congratulations on your 5oth anniversary. What an 
achievement, and �lled with such important milestones. At this time, we're re�ecting on BRAG's important 
contribution to the economic and social transformation of Bangladesh since its inception. With this journey of 
yours, Canada is so proud to be a partner, working hand in hand for more than two decades. To mark this 
important milestone, we are rea�rming our commitment to be a true partner and collaborator with BRAC. We 
want to tackle the causes of poverty and focus on alleviation together. We want to focus our e�orts on where the 
need is greatest, not just where its most visible. Not only saving lives, because that's a bare minimum but 
transforming the lives of millions by lifting them out of great poverty or rather supporting them to lift themselves 
out of poverty.

As we know, BRAC has championed that individuals know the way to be able to support themselves. They just 
need the access, opportunities and tools. And so, we remain here as your partner to work on that, whether it be 
education, healthcare, other basic services, and giving them a chance for their voices to be heard and in�uence 
how they receive their services and how their communities are developed. Over the past few years, I have been 
truly fortunate enough to witness BRAG's incredible development programmes and remarkable achievements, as 
well as methodology and pedagogy that I do see epitomised by people on the frontline. I have had the honour to 
meet the volunteers who work in communities outside of what people normally see and their tireless e�orts to 
bring people together to raise those of the ultra-poor out of poverty. In the initial months of COVID-19 pandemic, 
watching the volunteers enter slums, other areas at risk to give information on how to improve hygiene and save 
lives-was one of the most inspirational times of my entire career. They did that at true risk of their own safety and 
the safety of their own families. That is what epitomises BRAC for me. What is exciting is to see the new generation 
make BRAC its own with new strategies, look at new opportunities and how they can move forward to make sure 
BRAC is still relevant. Your visions are shifting BRAC and how we support the next generation in making 
Bangladesh a whole di�erent idea of a development success story, driven by Bangladeshis themselves.

Make no mistake, the face of poverty, inequality and justice is changing with time and not always for the better. 
But I believe that BRAC, armed with the strength it derives from the people it serves and its sta�, will be an 
unbending determination of passion that tackles challenges as they emerge. And its an honour and a privilege 
for Canada to be apart of that. As a representative of the government of Canada and as the Head of Development 
Cooperation, I am extremely pleased to be here, at a time where we can recognise your golden jubilee and the 
contribution of BRAC to the success of Bangladesh as well as to the Canadian and Bangladesh relationship. I look 
forward to us continuing to advancing our shared values and being part of an arc that will move towards justice 
and improvements for the citizens of Bangladesh.

Thank you ever so much.

Phedra Moon Morris
Head of Aid
High Commission of Canada Bangladesh

Happy anniversary BRAC. As a journalist I’ve met presidents and prime ministers, inventors and tycoons. However, 
I’ve seen few people change the world as much as my old friend Abed. That was because he showed that global 
poverty is not intrinsic, it is something that we can overcome. People often think that poverty, disease and 
illiteracy are depressing but Abed and BRAC showed these are things we can overcome and that we can make a 
di�erence. He was in the business of investing in our shared humanity and trying to make a better world. And so, 
congratulations BRAC. And never think BRAC is in the poverty business, it is in the business of empowering people, 
of educating people, of lifting people, of making a di�erence all around the world. It is in the business of hope. 

Nicholas Kristof
Journalist and two-time Pulitzer Prize winner

On behalf of the Kingdom of the Netherlands I would like to extend my warmest congratulations to BRAC on its 
50th Anniversary! 

We encourage BRAC to keep reaching out to the millions of people, including women and children, in 
Bangladesh and elsewhere, to help them build a better future. Know that you are not alone on this journey. We, 
the Netherlands, will stay a supportive partner to BRAC, and to Bangladesh.

Warm wishes,
Anne van Leeuwen
Ambassador of the Kingdom of the Netherlands to Bangladesh
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MANAGING DEVELOPMENT
THE APPROACH IN BRAC

t is indeed a great pleasure for me to come here and 
speak before you. I am a development practitioner, 

and whatever I say about management today will 
obviously be related to our own work at BRAC, our 
own experience and visions.

Perhaps I should start with a few introductory words 
about Bangladesh and BRAC. As you know, 
Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries in the 
world with an average per capita GNP of USD 160. 
Nearly 80% of our population live below the poverty 
line and are also illiterate. Infant and maternal 
mortality are amongst the highest in the world and 
60% are malnourished. The density of population per 
square kilometre is four times higher than that here in 
the Philippines. It is in this context that various rural 
development programme targetted to the rural poor 
are being organised by both government and 
non-governmental organisations. Our own e�ort is 
along this course.

BRAC is now one of the largest national 
nongovemmental organisations in Bangladesh. It was 
set up in early 1972, and the �rst task we did was to 
rehabilitate thousands of refugees who were coming 
back to their homes from India following the 
liberation war. Since then we have designed and 
implemented large number of programmes such as: 
institution and organisation building to serve the 
interest of the rural poor, functional and primary 
education, income and employment generation, 

savings and credit, health and family planning, skill 
and human development training etc. Alleviation of 
poverty and empowerment of the poor and other 
disadvantaged sections such as women have been 
the cornerstone of our activities.

Role of management in development: Creation of an 
'enabling environment'

I shall now turn to the main theme of my talk 
development management. To me, development 
management is a little di�erent from other kinds of 
management. It has to do something more than what 
others do. This will be clear if we try to understand 
how development takes place and what role a 
manager can play in promoting development. 

Development quintessentially is action by the people. 
It is something that the people themselves do, or it 
does not take place at all. Capital, physical resources 
or infrastructures are obviously necessary for 
development, but these are secondary. The 
predominant factor is the people. This is particularly 
true for rural development. Rural development is 
basically an issue of individual and societal 
change–change in the attitude, values, skills, 
perceptions, institutions and ways of life of the rural 
poor. These changes are complex and time 
consuming. To expedite this change through action 
by the people we need what we call an 'enabling 
environment’. Such an environment enables the 
people to participate in planning, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation of their own actions. 
Creating this enabling environment is the 
responsibility of a development manager. His prime 
concern is–how to elicit and ensure participation.

Commercial management, on the other hand, has 
somewhat a di�erent role. Its prime objective is pro�t. 
Take the case of a commercial bank. Mobilising public 
funds for pro�table lending and recovery is their 
primary goal. In contrast, our bank through which we 
provide credit to our target people has to take care of 
many other issues. For instance, in providing credit for 
a poultry raising project to a target group, the BRAC 
manager �rst of all must ensure that the capacity of 
loanees for proper utilisation of the loan has 
developed. The manager will also see that the group 
has generated through saving their own share of the 
required funds which is usually 10% of the credit 
sought. Vaccination service will have to be arranged 
so that poultry mortality is checked. When all these 
are taken care of adequately then only the group can 
use their credit pro�tably and make poultry raising a 
sustainable project. Ensuring this is the responsibility 
of the development manager.

Participatory management

We in BRAC believe that participatory and 
decentralised management is essential for success in 
development. It is all the more necessary for an 
expanding organisation like ours which is involved in 
rural mobilisation, and envisions social 
transformation. We believe that every sta� member 
irrespective of his/her seniority must take part in the 
management process and we ensure it that those at 
the grasroots level have a say, a role in the decision 
making process which is done through regular 
exchanges and meetings. The management of BRAC 
has thus been participatory so that the learning and 
experience of the workers in di�erent levels can be 
used as ingredients in programme planning and 
policy making. I will add a few words to illustrate how 
we try to promote participatory management in 
BRAC. We have a number of programmes extending to 
all parts of the country, involving nearly four thousand 
sta�. Although we use a vertical organogram to 
structure the organisation and its management, 
enough scope has been created for participation of 
the sta� in the management process. To do that we 
have deliberately kept the unit of operation small. For 
a BRAC programme the unit of operation is the Area 
O�ce which has six to eight sta� members. We give 
them freedom to take all operational decisions within 
a given framework which they themselves determine. 
Although BRAC is a big organisation, it is essentially a 
management of small units.

Creation of shared values

We believe that shared values play an important role 
in development management. Creation and 
sustenance of certain values has thus been a 
continuous process in our system. One of the 
important values which we have been transmitting 
among our sta� as well as the members of our target 
groups is the creative potentials of human beings. We 
believe that every individual, irrespective of his/her 

position in the society, has the capacity to contribute 
in the development process. In late seventies when 
most including the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
were sceptical about the capability of mothers in 
treating their children’s diarrhoea with oral 
rehydration solution (ORS), we decided to teach 
mothers how to make this solution using home 
ingredients. History has shown that we were right. All 
mothers in Bangladesh now know how to make ORS 
at home.

BRAC also promotes work ethic. We try to create a 
caring environment where the workers feel that work 
is important and that through hard work, each of 
them is contributing something that goes to bene�t 
the people. These institutional values add some 
distinctiveness to our management system.

Continuous learning: Role of research

A development manager has to continuously learn 
from his �eld programmes progress and shortfalls, 
strengths and weaknesses, e�ectiveness of his sta�, 
impact of the programme and so on. There are various 
means of learning and remaining informed. A most 
dependable source is objective research and 
evaluation. We have, therefore, set up our own 
research and evaluation unit. Our research is not a 
one-shot thing; it is rather a continuous activity. Out 
of our research activities we have been able to 
rede�ne our goals and increase the scope and 
sustainability of our programmes. It is our experience 
that a successful development manager is the one 
who learns from his own failures and his decisions are 
backed by information generated through objective 
research.

Before I conclude, I wish to re-emphasise that 
development is a complicated job and its 
management is much more complex than is usually 
conceived. Rural development is no longer a job for an 
amateur. It is a professional activity, and specialised 
skills and competence are essential for achieving 
success. Development managers must have the 
interest and capability to understand the political 
economy and other dynamics of development, and 
for this they need professional training and 
continuous learning. We are developing our 
prospective managers accordingly to take up future 
responsibilities with seriousness and to conduct 
development action with necessary professional 
e�ciency. There is no alterative to professionalism in 
development.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am sure the MDM course has been a success. I hope it 
is useful for you in discharging your future 
responsibilities with humanist zeal and utmost 
professional competence. I wish you godspeed!

Let me again thank the Asian Institute of Management 
(AIM) for inviting me to address you this evening. We 
trust, the AIM will continue its endeavour to train 
people in the complex task of development 
management.

Thank you all.

Asian Institute of Management, Manila, Philippines, 7 July 1990.
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Bangladesh Rehabilitation 
Assistance Committee (BRAC) 
begins relief and rehabilitation work 
in Sulla, northeastern Bangladesh.

People in communities recruited to make 
change in their own communities, and get 
services to doorsteps at the last mile. First 
village organisations mobilised.

Non-formal primary education programme 
starts, taking schools to the last mile. This 
heralds the beginning of BRAC’s work in 
education, which has now graduated 15 
million students across Asia and Africa.

Research and evaluation division established. Monitoring, 
reporting and learning �nd a central role in all BRAC’s work.

Manikganj integrated project starts, the �rst BRAC 
project that provides multi-faceted support to 
people using a holistic approach. 

Oral therapy extension programme 
launched, BRAC’s �rst nationwide 
door-to-door campaign. This turning point 
could be termed the real birth of BRAC.
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Rural development programme 
formed; beginning of merging 
awareness building with 
economic activities. 

Adolescent reading centres open, the �rst step 
in focusing on young people.

BRAC University established to build 
conscious, empathetic and capable 
leaders. BRAC Bank was established 
to provide banking solutions to the 
‘unbanked’ Small and Medium 
Entrepreneurs. 

BRAC becomes one of the leading responders to the Rohingya crisis in 
Cox’s Bazar, launching humanitarian support at scale. Humanitarian 
Play Labs start.

BRAC is a leading responder in the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Bangladesh and BRAC International countries.

Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty 
Reduction - Targeting the Ultra Poor 
Programme launched, which becomes 
the Ultra-Poor Graduation programme 
and supports over 2 million people out 
of poverty. Development work 
commences in Afghanistan.

Dairy and Food Project launches, marking 
the beginning of BRAC Diary. The social 
enterprise grows to become Bangladesh’s 
third largest milk processor, supporting 
45,000 dairy farmers across Bangladesh.
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hen Sir Fazle Hasan Abed – Abed bhai – took leave 
of this world in the closing month of 2019, recog-

nition, remembrance and appreciation �ooded in from 
homeland abroad. In truth this was his due. Stretching 
way back to the foundational years of newly-independ-
ent Bangladesh, Abed bhai had built up BRAC over �ve 
decades of unremitting e�orts and perceptive 
guidance into a formidable agent of social change and 
derecognized as such by governments, national and 
international agencies and society at large. But what 
stuck in my mind in the sad months after Abed Bhai’s 
passing was the commentary from ordinary citizens 
who had no direct interactions with BRAC. I heard 
many such voices who commented – ‘a good person 
has gone who was always engaged in trying to 
improve the lives of ordinary people’.

As I ponder over BRAC crossing its �fty-year landmark, 
what stands out for me is Abed bhai’s ‘niyaat’ – the 
sense of mission and commitment that was both the 

initial spark forged in the cyclone-devastated waste-
land of Bhola in 1970 and a recurring thread animating 
BRAC’s subsequent programme and institutional 
journeys. The technocratic discourse of development 
often misses the fundamental signi�cance of this 
ingredient of commitment and sense of mission which 
keeps at the forefront the question why we are in the 
‘development’ work in the �rst place and the determi-
nation to persevere and forge ahead to bring out 
worthy results. My direct interactions with Abed bhai 
though stretching back to the early 1990s had been 
relatively few. But the insight I drew most from these 
interactions was the motivation and the sense of duty 
towards those having the potential but were vulnera-
ble and facing institutional and social odds of circum-
stances. Even in the closing months of his life, his focus 
was for sure on BRAC the institution but more so on 
reinforcing the sense of mission that gave meaning to 
the institution. 

BRAC started with relief work in war-ravaged Bangla-
desh. Circumstances change. Needs change. In the 
next forty years, BRAC stamped its footprints in 
multiple programmatic areas. But these were not 
random choices. Abed bhai gave great importance to 
listening to those on the ground. The logic was simple 
but fundamental. If your conversations are not with 
those whose lives you are trying to improve, how will 
you know where and how best to focus your attention 
and energy. The focus on reducing child mortality 
through anti-diarrheal innovation and expanded 
immunisation in the 1980s was for sure a goal in its 
own right but it also addressed a reasoning among 
women to go for six to seven children with the expec-
tation that at least a few would survive. The decline in 
child-bearing burden for women set the stage for their 
opportunities to engage in new social and economic 
roles boosting the potential for women’s empower-
ment. In the 1990s when the state pushed for compul-
sory primary education, village-level discussions 
revealed a problem of ‘left-out’ children who due to 
poverty were failing to access the formal education 
system. This is where BRAC under Abed bhai’s 
guidance triggered a new frontier of non-formal 
education.

Abed bhai was an attentive listener not only to �eld 
voices but also to new, useful research that had poten-
tial for BRAC’s programmatic initiatives. He looked 
both inside BRAC and outside for research insights and 
�ndings that resonated. On multiple occasions, Abed 
bhai told me how he picked up useful insights from th 
poverty research I was leading in the 1990s to open 
new programme fronts on the extreme poor then 
being bypassed by micro-credit and the graduated 
poor who found no entry into institutional �nance. 
Under Abed bhai’s guidance and the dedicated e�orts 
of BRAC teams, the ultra-poor programme and BRAC 
Bank have gone on to become signature achieve-
ments of BRAC addressing these two critical bene�-
ciary groups BRAC’s foray into enterprises too 
emerged out of the intense interactions with another 
vulnerable group – rural artisans – who had skills but 
little access to remunerative markets. There are wider 
and fascinating lessons to be learnt from how BRAC 
navigated market dynamics to not only ensure stable 
market-based livelihood streams for rural artisans but 
also helped to create whole new markets for such 
products and become a market leader in the process.

As we cross the �fty-year milestone, the urgency to 
remain relevant to the needs and priorities of the 
vulnerable in today’s circumstances is as compelling as 
ever. Four new strategic programme challenges loom. 
Urbanisation. Climate change. Youth. Agriculture. 

BRAC is already engaged in experimentation in some 
of these areas. I am sure other challenges will manifest 
themselves. Before his passing, Abed bhai in a 
townhall dialogue – where we both addressed the 
gathering – harped on a whole new emerging 
challenge – mental health. Only a few months later 
COVID-19 hit the world including Bangladesh. After 
over two years of this existential crisis, mental health 
has indeed surfaced as possibly a lasting legacy of the 
pandemic that societies, governments, institutions 
and even individuals have to grapple with. How 
perceptive Abed bhai was.

If commitment and relevance have been two of BRAC’s 
abiding preoccupations, the third in my view was the 
concern for worthy results. The sense of mission that 
Abed bhai ignited was not merely about declarative 
intentions. All creative energies and labour had to be 
deployed to generate bene�cial, measurable and 
sustainable outcomes for the millions of women, men 
and children that BRAC worked with as well as for 
BRAC’s capacity to continue to be a catalyst for bene�-
cial change. We have to approach our work with a 
sense of mission. We have to prioritise listening those 
on the ground to ensure the relevance of what we do. 
And we have to be concerned about impact and 
results. When Abed bhai, out of the blue, asked me in 
mid-July of 2019 to succeed him as the BRAC Bangla-
desh Chairperson, after my initial shock I asked him if 
he had any ‘to-do’ advice for me. He skirted an answer. 
I remember pursuing the query again once or twice in 
the few months he continued to visit the o�ce. There 
was no direct answer again. Later, I re�ected and tried 
to divine what his message might have been to those 
in governance and management entrusted with 
guiding the future of the institution. My reading was 
that the technocratic legacy of a ‘to-do’ list was far 
from his mind. He was reposing his trust in successors 
– governance, management and the institution as a 
whole. And challenging us to gather our collective 
wisdom to craft the ways forward while ensuring 
relevance and results. His greater concern was to 
transmit that sense of mission he himself had forged in 
the wastelands of Bhola �ve odd decades ago. That 
journey of changing the fate of millions of vulnerable 
and disadvantaged people is nowhere near the end 
either in Bangladesh or around the world. Particularly 
so in these post-pandemic realities. We look back. We 
look forward.

Hossain Zillur Rahman is the Chairperson of BRAC Bangladesh.

BRAC at 50: A mission of 
commitment, relevance 

and results
Hossain Zillur Rahman
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was for sure on BRAC the institution but more so on 
reinforcing the sense of mission that gave meaning to 
the institution. 

BRAC started with relief work in war-ravaged Bangla-
desh. Circumstances change. Needs change. In the 
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multiple programmatic areas. But these were not 
random choices. Abed bhai gave great importance to 
listening to those on the ground. The logic was simple 
but fundamental. If your conversations are not with 
those whose lives you are trying to improve, how will 
you know where and how best to focus your attention 
and energy. The focus on reducing child mortality 
through anti-diarrheal innovation and expanded 
immunisation in the 1980s was for sure a goal in its 
own right but it also addressed a reasoning among 
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tation that at least a few would survive. The decline in 
child-bearing burden for women set the stage for their 
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guidance triggered a new frontier of non-formal 
education.

Abed bhai was an attentive listener not only to �eld 
voices but also to new, useful research that had poten-
tial for BRAC’s programmatic initiatives. He looked 
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remain relevant to the needs and priorities of the 
vulnerable in today’s circumstances is as compelling as 
ever. Four new strategic programme challenges loom. 
Urbanisation. Climate change. Youth. Agriculture. 

BRAC is already engaged in experimentation in some 
of these areas. I am sure other challenges will manifest 
themselves. Before his passing, Abed bhai in a 
townhall dialogue – where we both addressed the 
gathering – harped on a whole new emerging 
challenge – mental health. Only a few months later 
COVID-19 hit the world including Bangladesh. After 
over two years of this existential crisis, mental health 
has indeed surfaced as possibly a lasting legacy of the 
pandemic that societies, governments, institutions 
and even individuals have to grapple with. How 
perceptive Abed bhai was.

If commitment and relevance have been two of BRAC’s 
abiding preoccupations, the third in my view was the 
concern for worthy results. The sense of mission that 
Abed bhai ignited was not merely about declarative 
intentions. All creative energies and labour had to be 
deployed to generate bene�cial, measurable and 
sustainable outcomes for the millions of women, men 
and children that BRAC worked with as well as for 
BRAC’s capacity to continue to be a catalyst for bene�-
cial change. We have to approach our work with a 
sense of mission. We have to prioritise listening those 
on the ground to ensure the relevance of what we do. 
And we have to be concerned about impact and 
results. When Abed bhai, out of the blue, asked me in 
mid-July of 2019 to succeed him as the BRAC Bangla-
desh Chairperson, after my initial shock I asked him if 
he had any ‘to-do’ advice for me. He skirted an answer. 
I remember pursuing the query again once or twice in 
the few months he continued to visit the o�ce. There 
was no direct answer again. Later, I re�ected and tried 
to divine what his message might have been to those 
in governance and management entrusted with 
guiding the future of the institution. My reading was 
that the technocratic legacy of a ‘to-do’ list was far 
from his mind. He was reposing his trust in successors 
– governance, management and the institution as a 
whole. And challenging us to gather our collective 
wisdom to craft the ways forward while ensuring 
relevance and results. His greater concern was to 
transmit that sense of mission he himself had forged in 
the wastelands of Bhola �ve odd decades ago. That 
journey of changing the fate of millions of vulnerable 
and disadvantaged people is nowhere near the end 
either in Bangladesh or around the world. Particularly 
so in these post-pandemic realities. We look back. We 
look forward.

Hossain Zillur Rahman is the Chairperson of BRAC Bangladesh.
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UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL OF PEOPLE AND 
COMMUNITIES

Everyone has the potential to transform their own 
life. What is often missing, for those living in poverty 
and inequality, is the opportunity to realise it. We 
invest in building hope, and people’s belief in their 
own capacity to change. We ensure access to 
knowledge and resources, and ignite the power of 
communities.

Our goal is for people to become self-reliant, and 
their own agents of change.

TOGETHER, THE 8 ELEMENTS OF OUR DNA 
EXPLAIN HOW WE MAKE CHANGE HAPPEN:

HOLISTIC APPROACH

Poverty and inequality are complex, so solutions have 
to be multidimensional. We take ownership of the 
entire problem, and persist until we �nd an answer. 
Our approaches are designed to ensure holistic 
wellbeing. We do not just tackle single issues in 
isolation, we consider how challenges correlate and 
solutions intersect–we build and strengthen 
ecosystems. Our approach combines development 
thinking with business acumen. We catalyse the 
entrepreneurial spirit of people, equip them with 
skills and high-quality inputs, and link them to 
markets–to become microentrepreneurs, artisans 
and social service providers.

SCALING UP FOR IMPACT

Small is beautiful, but big is necessary for meaningful 
and lasting change. We pilot ideas on a small scale, 
iterate until they are e�cient and e�ective, and then 
scale them up to reach the highest number of people. 
Scale is only possible through collaboration. We 
partner with governments and other stakeholders to 
amplify impact and catalyse large-scale positive 
impact.

FRONTLINE PRAGMATISM

Challenges have to be lived to be understood. Our 
team is from the same communities we work with, 
so we are always connected to the realities on the 
ground. We turn frontline insights into localised 
solutions which are practical and relevant to 
changing needs. We are constantly listening to and 
engaging with communities. Participatory approach 
ensures ownership and sustainability.
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DELIVERING WITH SPEED AND RIGOUR 

People living in situations of poverty, illiteracy, 
disease and social injustice need services fast. At the 
same time, they deserve quality. We act with urgency, 
while always holding ourselves to the highest 
standards. Our execution excellence combines a bias 
for action, a relentless focus on results, and rigorous 
monitoring of quality and impact.

LEARNING BY DOING

Timely action is preferable to delayed perfection. We 
learn on the go, and collect real-time feedback to 
continually improvise. We keep our implementation 
roadmap agile and adaptive. We are always trying to 
�nd the best way forward. If we fail, we never fail to 
improve based on lessons learned.

WOMEN AS THE CATALYSTS OF CHANGE

Investment in women is a force multiplier. When 
women have better access to healthcare, education, 
and livelihoods, the e�ects go far beyond a single 
individual. A woman multiplies the impact by 
creating a better life for herself and the people 
around her.

We work on shifting attitudes and practices to 
expand opportunities available to women. We 
develop and mainstream approaches for them to 
have con�dence, skills and an enabling environment. 
Women are at the heart of all of our work. As teachers, 
community health workers, development 
professionals, programme participants, clients, 
artisans and entrepreneurs, they drive 
intergenerational change and build stronger 
communities and economies.

FRUGAL INNOVATION

We aim to do more, and better, with less. For us, being 
frugal is about designing inclusive solutions, so that 
no one is left behind. When resources are scarce and 
communities are hard to reach, solutions must be 
simple and robust. Our approaches are intuitive, 
making it easy for communities to embrace and scale.

Optimising indigenous resources and capabilities 
enable us to be cost-e�cient and accessible.



t is a year since Sir Fazle Hasan Abed left us. It is di�cult to imagine a Bangladesh 
without him. He left a larger than life footprint with its imprint visible not just around 

the country but across the world. I can think of few people who have done more for the 
world’s deprived population than Abed. His contribution spans Bangladesh where 
BRAC, the organisation founded by him in 1972, serves close to 10 million of the 
country’s underprivileged households. Through Abed’s commitment to serve the 
deprived, BRAC has now extended its reach across the globe. It has invested its 
experience in rehabilitating Sidr victims in Sri Lanka and the war ravaged population in 
Afghanistan where two of its o�cials, working in high risk areas, were once held 
hostage by the Taliban. BRAC has now reached out on a large scale to serve the 
underprivileged of Africa where they have been actively engaged in Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Uganda, South Sudan, Liberia and Sierra Leone. BRAC has even extended its reach to 
Pakistan and across the Atlantic to Haiti.

Abed’s extraordinary engagement with the deprived has transformed BRAC into the 
largest NGO in the world with an annual budget of over a billion dollars and a workforce 
of around 200,000. Abed’s singular contribution to the world for serving its deprived 
communities has been his ability to take BRAC programmes to scale so that they 
graduate from micro-welfare projects to the transformation of entire communities. 
BRAC is today more than an NGO. Its scale of operations would suggest that it is now a 
corporation for the deprived. Abed’s organisational capacity has invested BRAC with a 
market recognition comparable to any of the top international NGOs such as Oxfam 
and his management contribution has been recognised in case studies in the best 
business schools. 

Abed, was a strong believer in ensuring that BRAC should liberate itself from 
dependence on external donor �nancing and should become a self-�nanced facility. To 
this end, he established a number of programmes which could generate �nancial 
surpluses which could be reinvested in other BRAC projects. The biggest of such 
projects was BRAC’s �agship micro-�nance programme which could recycle its 
surpluses and expand its clientele of women borrowers to around 8 million so that 
today it presides over one of the world’s largest micro�nance programmes. Abed 
further drew upon BRAC’s brand name and market reach to invest in a variety of other 
socially oriented income generating investments such as BRAC’s stake in bKash and 
commercially competitive entities such as BRAC Bank which is today one of the best run 
and most pro�table banks in Bangladesh. These investments generate revenues which 
have further enhanced BRAC’s internal income generating capacity and has enabled it 
to expand its programmes to reach even larger numbers of the deprived. 

In responding to the challenge of deprivation Abed demonstrated a renaissance vision 
which equipped him to recognise its holistic nature. He constructed a multi-faceted 
agenda for change which incorporated credit, women’s empowerment, legal literacy, 
health care, education and skill development so as to empower the excluded to stand 
on their own feet. His approach of transforming the excluded from victims into masters 
of their own fate encouraged him to build an organisation which could graduate from 
aid dependence to �scal self-reliance through building up the market competitiveness 
of its income generating programmes. Today BRAC is no longer dependent on the 
generosity of donors. Its internally generated revenues underwrite around 80% of its 
total budget. The growth and transformation of BRAC has made it a role model for other 
NGOs not just in Bangladesh but across the world. These achievements have been 
recognised through a plethora of awards and prizes which have been showered on 
Abed and BRAC. This recognition gave Abed as well as BRAC direct access to global 
political leaders, heads of international institutions and CEO’s of the corporate world. 

Abed invested 47 years of his life in serving the deprived at home and abroad. His �nal 
contribution to posterity was manifested in the meticulous e�ort he invested in 
preparing for his �nal departure. Abed was determined to ensure BRAC would outlive 
him and continue the transformative journey he began 47 years ago in the small village 
of Sulla, in Sylhet. It is a tribute to Abed’s foresightedness and organisational vision that 
his successors have continued the journey so that BRAC grows and further diversi�es its 
activities to extend its reach at home and abroad. 

Rehman Sobhan is the founder and chairman of Centre for Policy Dialogue.

BRAC After Abed: 
The Journey 

Continues 

Rehman Sobhan

18  |  ALWAYS A WAY

I



t is a year since Sir Fazle Hasan Abed left us. It is di�cult to imagine a Bangladesh 
without him. He left a larger than life footprint with its imprint visible not just around 

the country but across the world. I can think of few people who have done more for the 
world’s deprived population than Abed. His contribution spans Bangladesh where 
BRAC, the organisation founded by him in 1972, serves close to 10 million of the 
country’s underprivileged households. Through Abed’s commitment to serve the 
deprived, BRAC has now extended its reach across the globe. It has invested its 
experience in rehabilitating Sidr victims in Sri Lanka and the war ravaged population in 
Afghanistan where two of its o�cials, working in high risk areas, were once held 
hostage by the Taliban. BRAC has now reached out on a large scale to serve the 
underprivileged of Africa where they have been actively engaged in Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Uganda, South Sudan, Liberia and Sierra Leone. BRAC has even extended its reach to 
Pakistan and across the Atlantic to Haiti.

Abed’s extraordinary engagement with the deprived has transformed BRAC into the 
largest NGO in the world with an annual budget of over a billion dollars and a workforce 
of around 200,000. Abed’s singular contribution to the world for serving its deprived 
communities has been his ability to take BRAC programmes to scale so that they 
graduate from micro-welfare projects to the transformation of entire communities. 
BRAC is today more than an NGO. Its scale of operations would suggest that it is now a 
corporation for the deprived. Abed’s organisational capacity has invested BRAC with a 
market recognition comparable to any of the top international NGOs such as Oxfam 
and his management contribution has been recognised in case studies in the best 
business schools. 

Abed, was a strong believer in ensuring that BRAC should liberate itself from 
dependence on external donor �nancing and should become a self-�nanced facility. To 
this end, he established a number of programmes which could generate �nancial 
surpluses which could be reinvested in other BRAC projects. The biggest of such 
projects was BRAC’s �agship micro-�nance programme which could recycle its 
surpluses and expand its clientele of women borrowers to around 8 million so that 
today it presides over one of the world’s largest micro�nance programmes. Abed 
further drew upon BRAC’s brand name and market reach to invest in a variety of other 
socially oriented income generating investments such as BRAC’s stake in bKash and 
commercially competitive entities such as BRAC Bank which is today one of the best run 
and most pro�table banks in Bangladesh. These investments generate revenues which 
have further enhanced BRAC’s internal income generating capacity and has enabled it 
to expand its programmes to reach even larger numbers of the deprived. 

In responding to the challenge of deprivation Abed demonstrated a renaissance vision 
which equipped him to recognise its holistic nature. He constructed a multi-faceted 
agenda for change which incorporated credit, women’s empowerment, legal literacy, 
health care, education and skill development so as to empower the excluded to stand 
on their own feet. His approach of transforming the excluded from victims into masters 
of their own fate encouraged him to build an organisation which could graduate from 
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of its income generating programmes. Today BRAC is no longer dependent on the 
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Rehman Sobhan is the founder and chairman of Centre for Policy Dialogue.
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RAC has been a huge force for many things that 
have happened in the upliftment of the 

disadvantaged in Bangladesh. Looking back at the last 
50 years, I see many things that would not be here 
today without BRAC. 

Bangladesh’s story would be di�erent without BRAC. 
For BRAC every village mattered. It did not 
compromise its mission by token actions. BRAC 
created a whole sector in Bangladesh–the NGO sector, 
quite di�erent from those in any other country. It even 
set a trend in naming of NGOs in Bangladesh. They 
named themselves by converting an acronym into a 
pronounceable word – often meaningful. Although 
BRAC itself remained di�erent. The word ‘BRAC’ did not 
need any meaning. It created its own meaning with its 
legacy of the last 50 years. 

BRAC stood for the courage of one man Fazle Hasan 
Abed, who took every di�cult bull by its horns and 

tamed it ultimately. His courage became the courage 
of the many thousands of BRAC workers. BRAC 
changed the way common villagers could look for any 
assistance in their daily struggles in life. Traditionally 
they would be looking for some kind of government 
assistance; or hope for a little help by the courtesy of 
kind-hearted men and women. BRAC o�ered them 
huge alternatives, things which none in the village 
could miss, because they are so insistently inviting. The 
destiny of a child from a poor family was to grow up 
without ever going to school. BRAC proved it wrong. 
“Berrack school” –as they called them, became the fun 
place for all these boys and girls. For the �rst time in 
the family history, they held their books close to their 
chests, with pride, and marched towards a life of hope. 
These schools were everywhere. The Apa (female 
teacher) opened the door for a new world for them. 
Nobody ever heard of a school like that. The same Apa 
took the same cohort of children from the beginning 
to the end of primary education. 
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Salute to BRAC 
Muhammad Yunus
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BRAC schools looked simple but Abed poured out his 
heart to make sure that children get quality education. 
He was continuously searching for the best strategies 
to teach language, math, environmental education, 
etc to all these children. He was determined on his 
basic objective–the  students may come from 
disadvantaged families, but the education they 
receive should in no way be disadvantaged. 

BRAC was never afraid of innovations. BRAC thrived on 
innovations. Introducing oral saline was nothing less 
than a miracle. It was a nationwide operation within a 
time frame to reach every family in the country! A 
daring thought. BRAC went for it. 

Innovations continued from learning how to make oral 
saline, to getting quality chicks for helping create 
family farms, or for inoculating newly hatched chicks. 
The list got longer and longer as BRAC’s programmes 
continued.

BRAC has always been focused on the poor and 
marginalised. They would join a BRAC group or form a 
new one, to work for their empowerment of every 
kind. It may be to receive microcredit, or the skills 
training, or for the inspirations for a future they started 
believing in. BRAC inspired young people to create 
their own NGOs or take up a career in NGOs. 

BRAC was always moving on to diverse areas of 
activities. There were so many needs waiting around. 
Some were being addressed by smaller NGOs with 
their own innovative ideas and initiatives. But BRAC 
could do things which others could not; it could scale 
up quickly to reach any height. Abed believed in doing 
big. He picked up successful small initiatives and 
turned them into national programmes.  

BRAC did not want to miss anything that needed to be 
done. It applied its own research and development on 
any subject that came along. It used its world-wide 
connections for consultations to make sure it went in 
the  right direction. In everything from girls’ 
empowerment to handicrafts, appropriate business 
models were researched out – nothing was spared. 

The common denominator in all these was to do it 
good and do it big. Even the look of a BRAC o�ce or a 
BRAC training centre in the middle of a remote village 
bazaar would have the hallmark of BRAC quality – 

something eye-catching, even if simple. Of course to 
be big and to maintain the quality at the same time, is 
a tall order. Something may function well within the 
direct supervision of its creator, but when it is 
replicated everywhere in the country and even 
beyond (through BRAC International) things may get 
loosened. There came the feat of the legendary BRAC 
workers and BRAC discipline. Who were the rank and 
�le of these BRAC workers? The answer is – almost 
anybody.

Joining BRAC became a standard option to a 
hard-working school-leaver or a university graduate, 
wherever he or she was. The organisation was a great 
recruiter, always inviting young people to join in. 
Some training, some instructions and inspirations 
would make them ready to plunge into actions in 
some remote villages. Often they would work in teams 
and live communally in teams. It would be the start of 
the �re-test in community work for young men and 
women molding their lives for accomplishing an 
objective. This was a completely new kind of life for the 
youth, a phenomenon unknown to anybody. The 
types of training, inspirations and the discipline 
involved were also unknown. This new option gave 
many young people a new way forward and a new 
meaning of life. 

BRAC triggered an NGO movement 50 years ago. New 
opportunities were created for the youth by a wider 
NGO sector. As a combined force these youths 
achieved so much for the poor, the women, and the 
other marginalised sections of the society. At this 50th 
anniversary of BRAC I look at its history as a proud 
history of Bangladeshi youth, their dedication to 
change the fate of the people, and the tenacity of the 
poor people to lift themselves up given the 
appropriate opportunity. 

Abed masterfully made all these happen during the 
most di�cult days of Bangladesh by creating BRAC. 
For this the nation will remain ever grateful to Abed 
and BRAC. On this day of the 50th anniversary of BRAC, 
we thank you Abed for your work, and your gift to the 
nation - BRAC.

Muhammad Yunus is the founder of Grameen Bank and a 
recipient of the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize.
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Bending the arc of development 
towards gender equality

Irene Khan

This article was �rst published in The Daily Star on 9 
March 2021

RAC’s approach has been to put power in the hands 
of the poor, especially poor women and girls," said 

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed.

We were sitting in his o�ce on the 19th �oor of the 
BRAC head o�ce in Dhaka. Abed bhai was describing 
BRAC’s pioneering work with women and girls. 
Although I had heard him recount these anecdotes 
many times and had also seen some of the 
programmes on the ground, it was always inspiring to 
listen to him.

Twelve million mothers learned to make oral rehydra-
tion therapy so that children would no longer die from 
diarrhoea. Thousands of rural women became poultry 
micro-entrepreneurs, rearing and vaccinating 
chickens and spurring the growth of a new sector in 
the rural economy. Hundreds of thousands of house-
wives trained as para-professional teachers and even 
larger numbers as community health workers so that 
elementary education and primary healthcare could 
be available in every village. Millions of women pulled 
themselves and their families out of poverty with 
BRAC's support, improving their lives materially and 
also gaining voice and respect in their households and 
communities.

As dusk fell over the slums and rooftops of Dhaka that 
evening, Abed bhai turned from talking about what 
BRAC had achieved for women and girls in Bangladesh 

to what still remains to be done elsewhere, about 
where and how it must scale up, innovate, break 
barriers and set new records. His plans were as 
audacious as ever, his energy seemingly abundant. But 
we both knew time was running out for him and the 
baton must pass on to others. When we next met a few 
months later, it was to say goodbye as he lay in bed, his 
eyes closed. Weeks later, on 20 December 2019, Sir 
Fazle Hasan Abed passed away.

Of all the remarkable contributions for which Abed 
bhai is remembered today, I believe none has been 
more ambitious in scale, nor more impactful in conse-
quence, than his work to empower women and girls. 
His groundbreaking approaches to development 
turned perceived wisdom on its head and transformed 
the lives of millions of women and girls in Bangladesh 
and beyond.

“Small is beautiful but big is necessary,” he said 
frequently—and with good reason. Scale matters if 
you want to end poverty, and there is so much of it, 
especially among women.

He often spoke of poor women as the best managers 
he had ever seen because with little income or assets, 
they fed the family, looked after the children and ran 
their households. “If poor women can manage poverty 
well, why should they not manage development?” he 
would say, packing in that one statement tomes of 
wisdom about women’s agency. 

Watching women toil in the villages and small towns 
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of Bangladesh, he saw in their thrift, ingenuity and 
resilience the promising talent of would-be entrepre-
neurs. Women became the key resource as well as the 
subject of BRAC’s poverty eradication strategies.

With astute business sense, Abed bhai invested 
heavily in women and girls through education, health, 
legal services and micro�nance programmes, income 
generation opportunities, community development 
and social mobilisation. BRAC’s approach of working 
directly with communities to develop solutions and of 
testing, monitoring and modifying programmes 
constantly to make them more responsive gave new 
meaning to women’s empowerment.

Women’s agency was explicit in what is one of 
BRAC’s— and Bangladesh’s—great success stories: the 
Oral Rehydration Therapy (ORT) programme. Over a 
decade, starting from 1979, BRAC visited around 11.8 
million homes, covering 98 percent of the total rural 
households,

to teach at least one woman in each household to 
make oral rehydration therapy with a three-�nger 
pinch of salt, a handful of gur (molasses) and half a litre 
of boiled water. With no particular skills needed, 
ingredients available in every home and a simple 
technique for measuring, mothers produced oral 
rehydration solutions to treat diarrhoea and reduce 
infant mortality. Today, Bangladesh has one of the 
lowest death rates from diarrhoea and one of the 
highest user rates for ORT in Asia.

In the early 1980s, BRAC created income generation 
opportunities for women in poultry rearing and 
trained women to vaccinate chickens for a fee. The 
government provided free vaccines but there was no 
cold chain to carry the vaccines from the o�ce of the 
sub-district livestock o�cer to the villages. So, BRAC 
devised a simple system by which the vaccines were 
packed inside ripe bananas to preserve the tempera-
ture and provide protection against damage during 
transport.

These are just a few examples of Abed bhai’s 
down-toearth approach to development and his 
relentless drive for scaling up. He was thrifty, creative 
and persevering, just like the poor women he admired 
so much. Today, frugal innovation on scale is a badge 
that BRAC wears with great pride.

With his characteristic audacity, Abed bhai carried 
BRAC’s development models to other geographies. 
From adolescent girls in BRAC’s schools in Helmand, 
Afghanistan to the BRAC community health microen-
trepreneurs in small towns in Uganda, thousands of 
woman and girls broke barriers to take control of their 
own destiny.

One of BRAC’s most transformative programmes is the 
Graduation approach, which focuses on the poorest 
and most marginalised families, usually women-head-

ed households, who are unable to a�ord even one full 
meal a day, live on the fringes of society and are 
caught in the inter-generational trap of extreme 
poverty. For two years, the women are given an 
income generating “asset” (such as a cow or chickens), 
a stipend, healthcare, and education for their children, 
alongside training and counselling to build their 
�nancial capabilities, a sense of self-worth and 
become integrated into the community. Results show 
that over 95 percent of the almost 1.5 million women 
and their families bene�tting from this programme 
have “graduated” out of ultra-poverty, and even more 
remarkably, have continued to improve their lives. 
Many have become successful micro�nance savers 
and borrowers.

As always, Abed bhai was keen to scale up and readily 
shared BRAC’s experiences with others. Today, the 
Ultra Poor Graduation Initiative is being replicated in 
45 countries with impressive results.

Abed bhai knew that development cannot be 
sustained if it does not change the social and cultural 
norms that hold back the progress of women and girls, 
but to be successful, the change itself must take into 
account the cultural context of the community. So, to 
make girls’ education culturally acceptable to 
tradition-bound families and communities in Afghani-
stan, BRAC trained thousands of female teachers and 
engaged hundreds of older women to chaperone the 
girls from home to school and back. In Bangladesh, 
where the social context is di�erent, popular theatre 
and public campaigns are used to transmit messages 
on gender equality, women’s groups are mobilised at 
the village level to advocate for social change and 
thousands of paralegals are trained to resolve family 
disputes in ways that respect women’s human rights.

Whether in Afghanistan, Bangladesh or many other 
countries, the major barrier to women’s empower-
ment and gender equality remains patriarchal values. 
“Patriarchy is an enemy to both men and women,” 
Abed bhai declared on International Women’s Day in 
2018, acknowledging that gender equality was his 
“un�nished agenda”.

Ultimately, the poor woman’s struggle is not only a 
struggle to increase material assets but a struggle for 
equality, justice and dignity. Much remains to be done 
to make the world a safer, more equal place for women 
and girls. The pandemic has made that task harder, 
and also more urgent and vital. But when I think back 
to that evening in Abed bhai’s o�ce and how he not 
only made the impossible possible but also sustain-
able and scalable, I feel optimistic. The arc of develop-
ment is long but it bends towards gender equality.

Irene Khan is an international thought leader and advocate on 
human rights, gender and social justice issues. She is the Chair of 
BRAC International Supervisory Board
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