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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This study aims to collate and analyze some of the learning of the APARAJITA program which for the last
five years worked with the aspiration of ensuring the poor and underprivileged women (mostly rural) to
attain positions of political leadership as peoples representative at the local level by providing them with
information as well as local services. The program is the innovation and implementation of four nongovernmental organizations active at the national level – Steps towards Development, Democracy
Watch, PRIP TRUST and Khan Foundation acting with the support of the Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (SDC). The activities carried out under the program are listed below:
 Enhancement of leadership capabilities of APARAJITA in the field of politics through various
trainings and mobilization
 Alliances and establishment of synergies with local government organizations and service
providers such as the agriculture and village court, educational bodies, water and sanitation and
community health centers.
 Scheduling, execution and supervision of varied activities at the policy and practice level
 Development of a plan by APARAJITA to build skills or capacities, which is divided into number of
days or months.
 Allocation of resources amongst personnel and organizations through cooperation.
 Methodical collection of information, statistics and cases directly from the field for the analysis
and classification of Most Significant Changes (MSC) and challenges,
 Categorization of advocacy complications established on the basis of MSCs and challenges for
developing policies and action plan.
The methodology adopted in the study is to review secondary literature which includes project
documents, policy literature, and relevant articles in journals and other texts. Primary data has been
gathered through field work in 8 different APARAJITA sites through Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)
with mixed group of Elected Women’s representatives, potential elected women’s representatives
and volunteers, with beneficiaries and some non-beneficiaries. Case histories of women
representatives as well as interviews with project staff were taken wherever possible.
The project sites were chosen on the basis of the alliance partnerships (two sites belonging to each
alliance partner) and keeping in mind a rough geographical distribution in north, south, east and
western parts of the country.
The findings below showed that APARAJITA had impacted on both individual women who were
elected as peoples representative in local government institutions as well as created an enabling
atmosphere for women through ensuring quality services for women at the local level as well as
supporting pro-women environment at the level of policies and practice. In this they had
contributed enormously to the national capacity building, to national and international women’s
policies such as CEDAW, country strategy of Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC)
as well as prepared the ground towards the goals of the 7th Five Year Plan and the Sustainable
Development Goals. Some of the gains of APARAJITA can be summarized below:
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(1) At all level of local elections, (a) women who were participants of the APARAJITA program
performed better than those who were non-participants. (b) The APARAJITA program has also
been able to create a critical mass of women leaders at the local level which has been one of the
prime targets in our National Action Plans and policies.
(2) The achievements of the APARAJITA program in terms of getting more women from rural and
remote parts of the country to contest and win elections is quite visible especially in the
electoral outcomes of elections at the Union Council, Upazila and District levels.
(3) APARAJITA focused on the poor and marginalized not only in terms of the women contestants
but also in terms of training them to serve the neediest people in the community. The number
of EWR participating in village courts in the site areas have increased drastically from the
baseline from 4% in the baseline to 65% of all village court hearings in the 4 th year, where
participation in salishes (arbitration) too have risen (from 6% in baseline to 33% in the 4th year).
(4) APARAJITA’s success stories were not only limited to electoral wins. The program had a deep
impact on gender and governance since women in this program is not only trained to win
elections but also to be capable and effective representatives of the people and to ensure
accountability and transparency in local governance.
(5) A striking impact is seen through the lives of women themselves. In various documentations of
cases, they speak of the increase in the level of their articulation and voice, their courage and
strength to meet the challenges they face both within their family and outside in the community
and institutions.

(6) APARAJITA participants overcame many of the challenges they faced in their daily lives through
depending on social capital and social networking whether this meant depending on family
support, or developing their own community networks and alliances and by being proactive in
creating an enabling environment where their work would be valued.
(7) APARAJITA played a particularly important role in strengthening governance as a transversal
theme that implies promoting gender equality. Through the different programs for building the
capacity of women at the grassroots to contest and win elections and in turn making them
agents of change by helping them to push forward an agenda of change both within the local
governance institutions as well as the services they gave to community at large APARAJITA was
peerless in fulfilling the theory of change ensconced in the Swiss Country Strategy for Bangladesh
rd
2013-2017 for the 3 domain of local governance. (SDC, 2013)
(8) Participants of APARAJITA followed the two approaches to attain the objectives mentioned in
the National Development Policy. These were: (1) To work for making changes in the
community and institutions and (2) Use the changes as ‘evidence’ to advocate and lobbying for
policy revisions from gender perspective.
(9) APARAJITA’s advocacy strategies consisted of the following: (1) Advocacy for reformulating of
existing policies; (2) Advocacy for effectively implementing existing favorable policies; and (3)
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Advocacy for formulation of new policies for the interest of the EWRs and P-EWRs. Through
such methods they could influence both policy and practice at the national and local level.
(10) The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) s and the 7th five Year Plan have ushered in a new era
of women’s political empowerment by foregrounding and centralizing the issue of women’s
political leadership. The focus of the SDGs is to address inequalities that had remained even
after the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) had been implemented. Gender inequality has
been considered to be a core barrier to economic growth, poverty reduction and family wellbeing and hence a crucial factor to be resolved in the transformation of society. One of the ways
in which to do this is to enhance women’s leadership and political empowerment. This
precludes overlapping areas such as women’s enhanced voice and agency, women’s improved
capabilities, women’s increased economic gains and an enabling environment for women’s
advancement. All these are incorporated in the design of the APARAJITA program. APARAJITA
can therefore be both replicated and disseminated to all parts of the country to help contribute
to and materialize the goals of 7th FYP and the Sustainable Development Goals.
The grounds and justification for replication has been set by the implementation of the APARAJITA
project. These can be summarized as follows:
1. The model and approach of APARAJITA has been accepted by the local government.
2. The representatives of local government institutions, government officials and NGOs have come
to rely and trust APARAJITA women.
3. The training in accounting and auditing that was given to APARAJITA participants have raised the
number of tax payers in that particular Union, much to the satisfaction of the Union Council.
(PRIP, 2016)
4. It has been proven that women have huge potential for political leadership and advocacy at
both local and national levels. The increase of the number of women in LGIs have inspired prowomen policies at the Union Council Level ( PRIP, 2016)
5. It lays a ground for strengthening accountable and transparent local level institutionalization.
Their presence in supervision of service giving institutions such as schools, and health clinics
have raised the quality of services to community. ( PRIP, 2017)
6. The women members believe APARAJITA to be a source of knowledge and information.
7. Many incidents of violence against women and children have been prevented by the APARAJITA
Hotline Program. 9 PRIP, 2017)
Whereas the above points indicate that the basis for replication of APARAJITA is strong, there is also
ample scope to develop the program further to enhance its effectiveness and relevance to current
day problems. Some recommendations are made below from our field observations.
(1) It has been observed by many of our respondents that the strength of APARAJITA is to be found
in its primary focus on reserved seats. But many women after winning for reserve seats
expressed their desire to contest direct elections. Some of them put it in strong words saying
that it kept them tied down and they needed to break away from this bondage. Yet it was not
easy for them to take this leap (although some participants had taken that step within the
project period) due to patriarchal values. This is where a second phase of APARAJITA would be
useful and also relevant under the aegis of implementing the SDGs and 7th FYP.
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(2) There is also a need to address the difficulties which some women face in the context of making
the post of the Chairman party-based. We have seen how this has also put pressure on the
common women’s struggle for political empowerment. It is suggested that a second phase of
APARAJITA take cognizance of this factor and generate a common stand for reform of this clause
as well as strategize to give adequate support to women on this account. Simultaneous support
may also be given to women to help her gain party affiliation if she so desires.
(3) The financial independence of women have been considered to be an uppermost concern to
those women who have already been elected. It is true she is given training in fund raising in the
pre-election phase, but long term financial control of resources is also a factor which restrains
her from performing her role effectively. It has been suggested by some women members that
provision be made by the government for easy loans for entrepreneurship and simultaneous
training in business and trade by virtue of which she can become truly independent.
(4) It is also suggested that a more balanced strategy be taken up to address gender issues among
male family members of the representatives as well as men in general so that confrontations are
minimalized.
(5) In conclusion a future program like APARAJITA would also be very timely as women leaders who
can transit into a more representational form of leadership from the more traditional
patronage-based kind, can more effectively address problems of terrorism which in recent times
have been plaguing our young generation. In fact it would be an ideal way to demonstrate how
the nurturing and pedagogic attitude that best describes the common women’s approach to
local level politics can be translated into a new political approach adapted for a new generation
living in a society undergoing drastic transformations.
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A Study on Gender and Political Governance: learning from
APARAJITA
Objective and Methodology
The objective of the study is to explore the governance dimension in relation with gender issue
with respect to the APARAJITA project. Specific objectives are as follows:
 To analyze the Bangladesh situation on gender and political governance as per policy
interventions and global commitment (CEDAW, SDG) of the government and identify
progress and challenges
 Study the impact of APARAJITA in relation with gender and political governance
 Examine the contribution of APARAJITA to the existing women’s political empowerment
process of the of local government in Bangladesh to achieve gender responsive political
governance and services
 Identify the contribution of APARAJITA to the framework of Gender and political
Governance , National Capacity Development and Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG)
 Examine the changes (socio-political and economic, cultural aspects) that occurred in
women lives through THE APARAJITA intervention
 Explore the learning issues for replicating and policy intervention
The methodology adopted in the study is to review secondary literature which includes project
documents, policy literature, and relevant articles in journals and other texts. Primary data has been
gathered through field work in 8 different APARAJITA sites through Focus group Discussions (FGDs) with
mixed group of Elected Women’s representatives, potential elected women’s representatives and
volunteers, with beneficiaries and some non-beneficiaries. Case histories of women representatives as
well as interviews with project staff were taken wherever possible.
The project sites were chosen on the basis of the alliance partnerships (two sites belonging to each
alliance partner) and keeping in mind a rough geographical distribution in north, south, east and
western parts of the country. The following project sites were chosen.
Name of Alliance Partner
Democracy watch
Democracy watch
Khan foundation
Khan foundation
Prip Trust
Prip Trust
Steps Towards Development
Steps Towards Development

Name of Upazila
Narail
Nilphamari
Natore
Brahmanbaria
Chapai Nawabganj
Habiganj
Thakurgaon
Narsinghdi

Country Context in Brief
Bangladesh came into being in 1971, when the two parts of Pakistan split after a bitter war. Bangladesh
spent 15 years under military rule and although democracy was restored in 1990 the political scene
remained volatile. Women’s participation featured in the political struggles that brought about historical
8

transformation in the polity of Bangladesh, the most important being the Liberation struggle of 1971
that created the new nation of Bangladesh. Women was therefore recognized in the most important
national documents of the country. The Bangladesh Constitution in Article 10 states – 1 “Participation of
women in national life. Steps shall be taken to ensure participation of women in all spheres of national
life Article 28 – 2 maintained that women shall have equal rights with men in all spheres of the State and
of public life and 28(4) mentions that nothing in this article shall prevent the State from making special
provision in favor of women or children or for the advancement of any backward section of citizens.1The
15th constitutional amendment that was passed in June 2011 increased the number of directly reserved
seats in parliament to 50.
The national development plans of the country have generally been consistent with the international
commitments. The National Women Development Policy of the Government first formulated in 1997
was updated and amended in 2011to establish equal rights of men and women in areas of state and
public life in the light of the constitution of Bangladesh. The Government’s approach towards gender
equality has evolved over time since the Fourth Five Year Plan from a welfare approach to a women’s
rights and efficiency base approach mainstreaming gender and women’s empowerment in the overall
development process. The consecutive five year plans and the poverty reduction strategies have
progressively incorporated strategies and measures in reducing women’s disadvantage, increasing
women’s voice and agency and promoting gender equality. The actions taken have brought about
significant improvements in social development and gender equality indicators.
The Seventh Five Year Plan (SFYP) was developed within the framework of the Government’s Vision 21
where it mentions, “Gender Equality is assured”. The vision of SFYP declared, “The vision for women's
advancement and rights is to create a society where men and women will have equal opportunities and
will enjoy all fundamental rights on an equal basis. To achieve this vision, the mission is to ensure
women’s advancement and rights in activities of all sectors of the economy”.
The Bangladesh government has also adhered to the UN Declaration of Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) under the title “Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals,
where Goal Five explicitly states that women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities
for leadership at all levels of decision-making at political, economic and public life should be ensured. It
was also maintained that realizing gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls will make
a crucial contribution to progress across all the goals and targets. The theme of women’s leadership is
therefore highlighted in the process of transformation of the world that this important document
envisages and hence foregrounds women’s political participation in the transforming economy of
Bangladesh.
Bangladesh ranks as the 8th largest populated country in the world and the second largest in density of
population. The largest religious groups are the Muslims (89.5%) and the Hindus (9.6%) according to
2004 census.1 Bengali speaking people are the majority constituting 98% of the population while
indigenous groups and other linguistic groups constitute 2% of the population. As per the latest literacy
survey report of Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), the country's literacy rate of the population aged
above 15 reached 59.82 per cent while the illiteracy rate is 40.18 and the literacy of women is 55.71 per
cent.2
http://www.indexmundi.com/bangladesh/demographics_profile.html
Assessment Survey of the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics cited in the Financial Express, Feb.6,
2013.
1

2Literacy
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The economy of Bangladesh is a rapidly developing market-based economy. Its per capita income in
2012 was estimated to be US$2,100. The economy has grown at the rate of 6-7% per annum over the
past few years. More than half of the GDP is generated by the service sector; while nearly half of
Bangladeshis are employed in the agriculture sector. Labour force participation of women (excluding
subsistence agriculture) is 39% compared to 84.3% of men. Exports of textiles and garments are the
largest source of foreign exchange earnings. Women are the large majority of workers in the readymade garment industry (over 80% - exact number depending on source) and ready-made garment is the
largest export for the country – 19 billion USD. However migration may be the largest source of foreign
exchange. In 2013, 275,000 Bangladeshi women (11% of the nation’s migrant workforce) were officially
working abroad.3
In recent years Bangladesh has reduced population growth and improved health and education. The
major employer is agriculture. The country is trying to diversify its economy, and aiming to be a middle
income country by 2020. Overseas investors have pumped money into manufacturing and the energy
sector and onshore and offshore gas reserves hold out some chance of future prosperity.

Women in Bangladesh
Bangladesh ranks 140 out of 177 on the UNDP World Gender Empowerment Measure, a lower rank than
India (128) and Pakistan (136) but higher than Nepal (142).4
Women in Bangladesh have made gains since the country gained its independence in 1971. These
positive changes are the outcome of the sustained activism of the women’s movement, working in
conjunction with a progressive judiciary, to transform longstanding demands into reality. The past four
decades have seen increased political empowerment for women, better job prospects, improved
education and the adoption of new laws to protect their rights. Bangladesh has achieved its Millennium
Development Education Goal ahead of time. Indirect benefits of this include delays in the age of
marriage and reduced fertility rates, better nutrition, and more females employed with higher incomes.
60% of government and registered primary school teachers are now women. Women’s participation in
wage employment in the non-agricultural sector rose from 40.7% in 1992 to 58.6% in 2003. 5
Nearly two million women work in ready-made garment (RMG) factories - the country’s top export
earning sector. RMG exports exceed US$2 billion a year. Even though many of these women are in
dangerous working conditions well below internationally accepted standards this work has empowered
many of the financially poorest women. Another empowering factor for women has been access to
credit through schemes such as Grameen Bank.
However the other part of the picture is that Bangladesh has a patriarchal socio/economic structure
with fairly rigid hierarchies. Domestic violence, acid burning and rape still persist. Bangladesh has the
worst maternal mortality rate (MMR) in South Asia at 570 per 100,000 live births. Just 13% of all

3The

Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET),
http://khabarsouthasia.com/en_GB/articles/apwi/articles/features/2014/04/01/feature-01
4

http://hdr.undp.org/en/Media/HDR_20072008_GEM.pdf
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deliveries in Bangladesh are attended by a skilled birth attendant, with 21,000 dying annually of
pregnancy and childbirth-related.
In the light of our current topic it is important to look at the country closer through a more gendered
lens. We will therefore consider where women feature in the development scene in Bangladesh in
general and then more specifically on issues of gender and governance.

Women and National Development Plans
The Government’s approach towards gender equality has evolved over time since the Fourth Five Year
Plan from welfare approach to a women’s rights and efficiency base approach, mainstreaming gender
and women’s empowerment in the overall development process. The consecutive five year plans and
the poverty reduction strategies have progressively incorporated strategies and measures in reducing
women’s disadvantage, increasing women’s voice and agency and promoting gender equality. The
actions taken have brought about significant improvements in social development and gender equality
indicators. The Country adopted its Sixth Five Year Plan (SFYP), 2011-2015 to accelerate growth and
reduce poverty, which was formulated within the framework of the Perspective Plan of Bangladesh
2010-2021. The Government formulated it first Women’s Development Policy (WDP) in 1997, updated it
in 2011 and formulated two National Action Plans (NAP) in 1997 and in 2013 for its implementation.
These National Plans recognized the different priorities of women and needs to address women’s
interests while planning development interventions. It followed a two-pronged approach in addressing
gender based discrimination, firstly, integration of gender into sectoral interventions and secondly giving
specific attention to remove all policy and social biases against women. Such developments have had
particular relevance for motivating women’s political empowerment and particularly their participation
in the Parliament and local elected bodies where much of the APARAJITA program has been located.

Women’s Participation in Parliament
Since 2004, significant initiatives have been taken for legal reform and policies to advance women’s
rights in partial compliance with Bangladesh’s international obligations such as Convention for the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). The 15th constitutional amendment passed in
June 2011 increased the number of directly reserved seats for women to 50. As in the past, these seats
are filled through indirect elections, with women having no constituencies of their own. The
representation is divided among the parties on a proportional basis – proportion to each political party’s
strength in Parliament. Provisions for reserve seats do not, however, preclude women from contesting
in regular seats.
Mandatory political party registration was introduced for the first time in Bangladesh as per the 2008
Ordinance which amended Representation of Peoples Order, 1972. The Representation of People’s
(Amendment) Ordinance 2009 sets out the requirement for 33% representation of women at all levels
of political parties makes it mandatory for a woman to be elected to one out of two posts of vicechairpersons in each Upazila.
In the 10th Parliament after the election of 2014, there are 69 women parliamentarians of whom 50 are
on the reserved seats and 20 have been elected directly, bringing the percentage of women MPs to
about 20%. There are 50 Standing Committees with a total number of 50921 members of whom 428 are
male and 81 are female22
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Women in Local Elected Bodies
Women were first elected to local bodies in 1973. The Union Parishad Election of 1997 is considered a
milestone in the history of political empowerment of women in Bangladesh by some
scholars.6Constitutionally, women in Bangladesh have been given the right of equal participation in all
public spheres. However, this did not make for a sufficient number of women participating in elections
hence special laws had to be enacted to further the cause of women’s participation.
In 1997, the government instituted a system of reservation for women in local government bodies,
namely the Union Parishad, Upazila Parishad, Zila Parishad, Paurashavas (small municipalities) and City
Corporations. In Union Parishad, Paurashavas and City Corporations, provisions were made for women
to be directly elected for reserved seats. Three general seats constitute a constituency for reserved seats
for women – that is, women’s constituencies are roughly three times larger than the constituencies for
regular seats.7Apart from the reserved seats, women are of course able to contest for any of the general
seats. During the last Caretaker Government (2007-08), a Committee was set up to recommend reforms
for strengthening and revitalizing local governance. The Committee recommended and drafted laws
requiring 40% reservation for women on a rotational basis which ensured direct elections for reserved
seats and constituencies of similar sizes. However, this recommendation was not implemented. The
same reservation system introduced in 1997 for Union Parishad, Paurashava (Municipalities) and City
Corporation continues. However, for Upazilas, a position for a woman Vice-Chairperson, along with a
Vice-Chairperson for regular seats, was introduced. A third of the women elected from reserved seats
from Union Parishads are also members of the Upazila Parishad.
Previously, the process of selection of the women representatives was on the basis of nominations
and/or indirect election. In1976 only two female members were nominated in addition to nine elected
members and one chairperson in each Union Parishad. The number of nominated women members was
increased to three in 1983. The situation was similar in the Upazila, Zila, and Pourashava Parishads
where there were three nominated women members. Then the number of women members in city
corporations depended on the size of population. The nomination system in the local government
changed in 1993 to indirect election and accordingly three women members were elected by the
chairperson and other elected members. In addition to seven standing committees, five more standing
committees were constituted to ensure effective participation of women as members or chairs of those
committees. Activities of these committees relate to water and sanitation, identification of the poorest
of the poor for safety net programs, and primary and mass literacy programs. Women members also
chair the social development committees, which undertake activities related to education, health,
water, sanitation and environmental protection, employment growth, and law and order.8 In the 1997
local level elections 12,828 women were elected as members, and a total of 23 and 110 women
respectively were elected as chairpersons and members for general seats. However in 2003 it was seen
that 12,684 women were elected as members and a total of 22 and 79 respectively were elected as
chairpersons and members for general seats only, thus reflecting a lacunae in the process of women’s
participation hence indicating structural impediments that needs to be addressed.

6Zarina

Rahman Khan, expert on gender policies and local government reform, personal interview.
elections for Upazila and ZilaPaishads are held and hence the reservation system means nothing.
8See study by Nazmunessa Mahtab: Gender, Poverty and Governance Nexus: Challenges and Strategies in
Lives in Meghna Guhathakurta and Ayesha Begum (Ed) Lives, Livelihood and Leadership: transformation of
Gendered Roles in Bangladesh, Dhaka: UPL, 2017.
7No
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On last October 12, 2015 the present cabinet approved the drafts of five laws on local governments
which allowed registered political parties to nominate candidates in the local body elections. It also
permitted candidates to use party symbols and even the portrait of their party leaders while
campaigning. (http://www.observerbd.com/2016/05/17/151797.php.) This has left a negative impact in
the participation of women in local government elections and may affect the positive trends in women’s
participation we have seen thus far. Though it is only the Chairman’s post which needs to be nominated
by the party, the effect on the local elections has served to undermine women’s spontaneous
participation. First it has affected women who aspired to stand in the post of the Chairman but cannot
get party affiliation because they do not have the money or muscle to “buy” nomination tickets as men
do. Second the Chairman in many constituencies have been known to form their own team of
candidates which are backed by party goons during campaigns. This puts any women candidates seeking
to contest on an independent post at a disadvantage. But despite all these challenges some women
participants of APARAJITA have continued to win elections on an independent ticket (see Cases Studies
in Annex) .

Women and International Development
The Alternative CEDAW Bangladesh Report July 2010 indicates the inequality that remains in power
relation in the political arena.‘The participation of women in Parliament could have been more effective
if they had been elected by direct vote from specific constituencies. Their nomination by Parties in
Parliament does not hold them accountable to a women’s constituency. The political Parties also failed
to observe the Election Commission’s recommendation for nominating 33% women to contest elections
to the Parliament.’
Women constitute slightly more than half of the world population. Their contribution to the
development of societies is also more than half as compared to that of men by virtue of their dual roles
in the productive and reproductive spheres. Yet their participation in formal political structures and
processes, where decisions regarding the use of societal resources generated by both men and women
are made, remains insignificant. Presently, women's representation in the legislatures of the world is
around 22 percent. Out of 45,008 MPs, there are 9,830 women MPs (www.ipu.org).Despite the
pronounced commitment of the international community to the bridging of the gender gap in the
formal political arena, fortified by the Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform of Action, as of1st September 2014, there are only sixteen
countries where women hold 33% or more seats in the parliaments. (www.ipu.org).
It is no surprise therefore that the Sustainable Development Goals have chosen to address the
continuing inequalities that pervade the world especially in terms of gender and why it is equally
important to focus on programs like APARAJITA in Bangladesh and to take lessons on from its
achievements as well as the impediments towards fulfillment of the goals that still needs to be achieved.

Contribution of APARAJITA to women’s political empowerment at the local level
The non-governmental development sector in Bangladesh consisting of both international and national
NGOs have been very pro-active in taking up the issue of women’s political empowerment process at
the lowest tier of local government ever since the introduction of a system of reservation for women in
local government bodies in 1997. Some of these are noted below (Abdela et. al, 2014). It may be
mentioned that APARAJITA was the only program which differed from these individual interventions in
13

the sense it was built on the long term (5 years) intervention on the basis of an alliance with four
partner organization and hence had the breadth and depth of coverage which other interventions
lacked and was also could claim a wide outreach being grounded in the grassroots activism and
networks built by each partner organizations.

Democracy International (DI) works mainly on Democratic Participation and Reform and to
increase participation at grassroots level – mainly women, as candidates/voters/political party activists.
DI help party-specific groups of women leaders to advocate within their parties for the right to have at
least 33% women on all Party committees.

Asia Foundation promotes gender equity and women’s rights within an Islamist framework in
South Asia.. Wives of Imams were also trained. Training has focused on the right of women to vote,
work, and women’s right to political participation.

Women’s Democracy Network (WDN) Bangladesh chapter – International Republican Institute
(IRI) Project. WDN trained women for leadership positions. IRI, based in Washington DC, funded the
training.

Bangladesh Academy of Women’s Leadership (BDAWL)trains female party activists for
leadership positions.

Sufia Kamal women’s political leadership program of Steps towards Development (STEPS)
promotes women’s political leadership participation. They undertook mapping to identify potential
women candidates for the 2014 election. A group of women was selected to identify other women who
become Sufia Kamal Fellows.

National Democratic Institute (NDI)uses the ACE electoral cycle approach. The institute is
planning for Election Observation.

IFES are working with the Election Commission on election systems, and assessing electoral
arbitration methods and security forces managing elections. IFES has also conducted a study on the
problems related to reserved seats of women at the Union Parishad level as well as engaging with
indigenous women’s representations at the local government level in the Chittagong Hill Tracts.

Helvetas Swiss Inter-Cooperation manages the program Women in Union Parishads of the
Sharique area. The SHARIQUE program’s second phase has been implemented during 2009-2013. The
aim has been to empower women in the Union Parishads of the Sharique area. This was funded by the
Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC). But the flagship program of the SDC was APARAJITA which unlike
SHARIQUE, they directly administered and piloted in Bangladesh to be replicated throughout the
country as well as the world over.
In addition to this there are also talent directories of women candidates.

DI has compiled a talent list of female aspirants for Parliamentary and Local elections. 250 are
aspirants for reserved seats and 120 are aspirants for the general seats. DI training courses include
handling of media, preparing bios, portfolios, petitioning, campaign arguments, and campaign
management.
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In response to the common refrain that there were not any qualified women to fill key
leadership positions, the Bangladesh Alliance for Women Leadership (BDAWL) released “Who’s Who:
Women Leaders at a Glance”. The directory contains biographies of 134 women who have key roles in
Bangladesh; in politics, the judiciary, academia, the Civil Service, business, law enforcement and the
Media.9

The Swiss Development Strategy of 2012-2017
In outlining the priorities and strategic objectives of the Swiss Development Strategy in Bangladesh
from 2012 to 2017it concentrated on the facilitation of systemic change in the specified fields of
intervention market development; skills development and negotiating roles and responsibilities and
clever solutions between elected councils, the administration and citizens in local governance. The
projects and programs in core domains of interventions were therefore to contribute to systemic change
through facilitation, capacity building, advocacy and policy dialogue in the fields of Market
Development, Skills Development and Local Governance. For the project of APARAJITA it was the third
domain of Local governance that was the main focus.
The goal of Swiss-funded interventions in the domain Local Governance was to contribute to the
improvement of poor and disadvantaged peoples’ well-being by fostering increased participation and
voice and satisfaction with local government performance. The expected outcomes for this portfolio
were: Bangladeshi citizens, in particular poor people, would make use of more and better public
services; local government institute a more inclusive manner the national government would further
increase decentralization of funds, functions and functionaries to Local Government Institutions (LGIs).

Gender and governance transversals in the partnership of SDC and APARAJITA
Governance is deeply embedded in the enhanced equality of opportunity between men and women.
Therefore, strengthening governance as a transversal theme also implies promoting gender equality. It is
from this intersectional or transversal reality that the objectives of APARAJITA were shaped. The
partnership between the SDC and APARAJITA gave priority to interventions most likely to have a
sustainable impact on mechanisms responsible for gender inequality. SDC and its partners / projects
formulated programs and projects that have a clear objective to help both poor and disadvantaged
women and men to reach a more equal access to and control over resources in the household and
society at large, and, as much as possible, to reduce inequalities between women and men. Particularly
in the case of APARAJITA, the SDC and its partners / projects promoted and apply the integration of
governance as a transversal theme based on the five principles of accountability, transparency,
participation, non-discrimination, and efficiency. Moreover the SDC and its partners / projects ensured
that women and men are able to plan, implement and evaluate their actions with target groups in a
gender-aware way.

9http://www.ndi.org/win-with-women-fall-2013
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APARAJITA
The APARAJITA (meaning the unbeatable one) program carried some of the legacies of the above
programs but also set the pace for a distinctive trend in the political empowerment of women in
Bangladesh. APARAJITA works with the aspiration of ensuring the poor and underprivileged people
(mostly rural) to attain positions of political leadership as peoples representative at the local level and
provides them with information as well as local services that is improved, accessible and swift. The
program is the innovation and implementation of four non-governmental organizations active at the
national level – Steps towards Development, Democracywatch, PRIP TRUST and Khan Foundation acting
with the support of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC).
The main intention of the APARAJITA program is to build the confidence, knowledge and capacity of
elected women representatives and to encourage networks of mutual support so that they can fulfil
their obligations to their electorate and contribute to making local government and local service
provision more responsive, especially to the needs of women.
Some of the more distinctive characteristics of the project are listed below:
(1) The modality of the project entailed bringing together four organizations (Democracywatch,
Khan Foundation, PRIP Trust and Steps towards Development) each with a constituency of
partner organizations. The expectation was that the bringing together of these organizations
and volunteer networks with experience in different geographic areas of Bangladesh will
encourage synergy, joint action and will result in combining expertise towards the possibility of
attaining critical mass to lobby for lasting change.
(2) Since the new Local Government Act (2009) a number of opportunities for enhancing women's
political participation have emerged in particular in the efforts to re-activate Upazilas in order to
encourage vertical linkage between UP level and with MPs. There are three main reasons to
strengthen these vertical links; i) to create opportunities for enhanced grassroots-driven policy
dialogue and better understanding of the real needs of women and, in particular, those living in
poverty ii) to establish mutual support mechanisms between tiers of government for women to
achieve their potential and iii) to build opportunities for increased participation or women in
politics.
(3) It is also expected that the APARAJITA program will contribute towards benefitting the rural and
urban poor (especially women) to get information and enhanced , responsive and prompt local
services which in turn will be expected to have significant impact on poverty.
(4) This program would contribute to this development goal by focusing on women's political
empowerment in particular on the role played by elected women representatives (EWR). The
intervention logic suggests that building confidence, capacities and collective action among EWR
and providing them with networks of support, advice and information will result in more
attention being given to the concerns and issues of women and girls, as well as the poor in
general, in policy and practice in public service delivery.
(5) This program takes a specific stance on building an alternative view of local governance
highlighting representational politics over traditional patronage politics and widening the scope
to include oversight of all service provision rather than narrow mandates of local government.
For example from an emphasis on infrastructure and welfare benefits the shift will be towards
better quality service, from a mandate of the central government the shift will be towards
mandate from the electorate, from designated functions, the shift will be towards action
demanded by citizens, from resource control to resource leverage and from relying on money
and muscle as a power base to being valued for making change happen.
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To help materialize the above, the following training or capacity building courses were offered:
1) Role and Responsibilities of Elected Women Representatives and service monitoring
2) Leadership, Communication Skills and Advocacy Network
3) Women Empowerment and Gender Equality: Participatory development planning and budgeting
4) Skills development of EWRs for ensuring service to community people
5) Basic Training on APARAJITA
6) Training on Election law and campaign
7) Functions of Union Parishad and Roles and Responsibilities of Elected Representatives
8) Training of Trainers (TOT)
The three outcomes of the project was considered to be
1. Elected Women representatives are accountable to their constituencies and together with former
EWR and potential future EWR are collectively requiring gender and poverty sensitive practice in local
service delivery and assuming leadership roles.
2. Provisions (legal framework including ordinance & directives), political commitment and public
opinion conducive for inclusion and participation of EWR (and potential EWR) and for promoting gender
sensitivity in service provision at community level
3. Information, technical and advisory support for EWR valued, used and continuing.
In terms of its approach the program was considered to be innovative in terms of it bring together 4
NGOs with complementary expertise and diverse geographic coverage as well as building on the
digitalization of the development context; added value to capacity –building rather than duplication or
reinventing the wheel; and transformative in its focus on changing practices to change attitudes and
behavior.
APARAJITA is involved in about 40 constituencies, 628 local government establishments including 519
Union Parishads, 44 municipalities and 56 Upazilas of Bangladesh. Till date, the program has managed to
address the needs of a critical mass of 6,499 women, out of which are 1,799 women’s representatives,
4,720 potential elected women’s representative, and 5,190 NA Volunteers in their endeavors to
facilitate their existent capacities in the sphere of politics. A focal point in this mobilization is that these
women have the capabilities of functioning both, individually and in a collective manner.
The activities carried out under the program are listed below:
 Enhancement of leadership capabilities of APARAJITA in the field of politics through various
trainings and mobilization
 Alliances and establishment of synergies with local government organizations and service
providers such as the agriculture and village court, educational bodies, water and sanitation and
community health centers.


Scheduling, execution and supervision of varied activities at the policy and practice level
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A



Development of a plan by APARAJITA to build skills or capacities, which is divided into number of
days or months.



Allocation of resources amongst personnel and organizations through cooperation.



Methodical collection of information, statistics and cases directly from the field for the analysis
and classification of Most Significant Changes (MSC) and challenges,



Categorization of advocacy complications established on the basis of MSCs and challenges for
developing policies and action plan.

detailed

list

of

activities

of

APARAJITA

is

available

in

the

following

website:

http://204.93.159.78/~grotspser/last/images/Aparajita/29.09.14/brochure-aparajita-29.09.14.pdf

Outcome of APARAJITA in gender and political governance:
Political Empowerment through Participation in Elections
Some of the more visible outcome of the APARAJITA project can be gleaned from the recent election
scenario. In the 11th Parliament Election 2014 a total of 03 (02 PEWRs) of the candidates got nominated
& elected for reserve seat at 11th parliament.
In the 4th UZP Election 2014 a total 121 (47 EWRs, 74 PEWRs) contested, only 03 participated for the
position of the Chair position while 47 got elected as reserve seat members.
In the 1st UZP Reserve Seat Election 2014 a total of 402 EWRs participated in UZP reserve seat election
for the 1st time, against 205 seats; where 195 of the seats occupied by APARAJITA EWRs.
In the Municipality Election 2015 a total of 660 candidates (APARAJITA 272 and non-APARAJITA 388)
participated from 54 Municipalities out of which a total of 93 EWRs and PEWRs, (46EWRs and 47
PEWRs) won in the election.
In the recently concluded UP Election 2016, a total of 5216 (10.5 women candidates per UP) women
candidates contested in UP election for different seats; (in total 495 UP were covered in 2016 UP
election). 20 women candidates contested for UP Chair position (APARAJITA 15; Non-APARAJITA 05), 48
of the women candidates contested for general member (APARAJITA 42; Non-APARAJITA 06); 5148 (3.4
women per reserve seat) women contested for reserve seats, (APARAJITA 4102; Non-APARAJITA 1046).
Among 20 women who contested for the post of the Chairman, 04 of them got elected (03 APARAJITA;
01 Non-APARAJITA) .48 women contestants for general seats 04 were been elected, all are affiliated
with APARAJITA (02 EWRs, 02 NAVs. Out of the 5148 contestants for reserve seats 1485 got elected
(1173 APARAJITA, 242 Non-APARAJITA).It may be noted that a total 85% EWRs were newly elected and
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15% re-elected. The table below demonstrates the dominance of APARAJITA participants in the UP
elections of 2016.

Performance of APARAJITA participants in the Union Parishad Elections 2016
Post

Total no. of APARAJITA
women
participants
contestants

NonAPARAJITA
women

UP Chair
General
Member

20
48

15
42

05
06

Reserve
seats

5148

4102

1046

Total No. APARAJITA Nonof Women participants APARAJITA
Elected
elected
women
elected
4
3
1
4
4 (2 EWRs 0
and
2
NAVs)
1485
1173
242

The above data clearly confirms that at all level of local elections, (a) women who were participants of
the APARAJITA program performed better than those who were non-participants. (b) The APARAJITA
program has also been able to create a critical mass of women leaders at the local level which has been
one of the prime targets in our National Action Plans and policies.

APARAJITA’S Focus on the Poor and the Marginalized
APARAJITA’s success stories were not only limited to electoral wins. The program had a deep impact on
gender and governance since women in this program is not only trained to win elections but also to be
capable and effective representatives of the people and to ensure accountability and transparency in
local governance. Some of these can be gleaned through the following representations. It may be
mentioned that APARAJITA focused on the poor and marginalized not only in terms of the women
contestants but also in terms of training them to serve the neediest people in the community.
The cooperation strategy of SDC also focused on changing the situation of poor and disadvantaged with
its programs. APARAJITA focuses on Women’s Political Empowerment for expanding space of women in
the political arena, targeting a gender responsive and equitable power structure. The ultimate goal was
to enhance accessibility of the community people to the public services by the EWRs to empower grass
roots and disadvantaged women for gaining access to the public services. (e.g. Health Center &
Community Clinics, Primary Schools, Agriculture, Safety Net Services etc.) in accordance to SDC strategy.
In the figure below we see APARAJITA participants that the ratio of projects implemented by the elected
women representatives slowly and steadily rising from the Baseline assessment period.
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Source: APARAJITA, 2016

APARAJITA’S Role in Influencing Women’s Acess to Justice
The number of EWR participating in village courts in the site areas have increased drastically from the
baseline from 4% in the baseline to 65% of all village court hearings in the 4th year, where participation
in salishes too have risen (from 6% in baseline to 33% in the 4th year) but not as much. This could be
because the number of salishes has increased almost 77% where the village court hearings have
increased only 1.17% in 4 years.
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Source: APARAJITA, 2016
Besides the above data APARAJITA has had multi-faceted positive consequences as a result of its
strategies at the local government level.
(1) The participation of women in leadership positions within the political arena has had an upsurge. (2)
Increase in the figure of poverty-stricken and marginalized women in the positions of elected or citizen’s
members. (3) Elected women representatives have been advocated for gender equality and rights of the
disadvantaged and discriminated. (5) A general improvement in the responsiveness of local governance
has been noticed in project areas. (6) It has helped improve women’s contribution and duties in politics
as they commence with base line studies and empirical trainings, followed by planning at the field level.
(7) Building collaborative alliances and establishing co-operations are a key component of the
comprehensive action plan of APARAJITA and the program has been pivotal in causing the complete
omission of the need of Tax Identification Numbers (TINs) while filing for electoral nominations. It can
be considered to be a milestone in the achievement of the program as its impact has enabled women
who do not have an income and hence cannot possess TINS, to contest in elections. (8) The social
acceptance of the program both at the national and district level has made it possible to set up key
county-wide connections between governmental and non-governmental entities, media, women
associations and political bodies. (9) To enhance certain essential changes in electoral laws, APARAJITA
has successfully impacted in encouraging policymakers to advocate policy reforms. (10) The amendment
to the Village Courts Act is another feat achieved by the program and it has also been integrated in
under the National Capacity Building Framework in the country. (11) APARAJITA has enabled steady
communication between the elected women representatives which in turn has enabled EWRs to
intensify and expand the already existent networks into a platform for social change.

Impact of APARAJITA: The changes (socio-political and economic, cultural
aspects) occurring in women lives
The impact of APARAJITA is to be mostly felt in the transformation of the lives of women themselves.
This can be understood from socio-economic and cultural spaces that women occupy in their contexts.
These dynamics are illustrated through the following case studies.
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The role played by families has always been the foremost influence in the participation of women in
elections. It is still the family members who take it upon themselves to decide if the women of the
household should participate in politics or not; even if the women are allowed participation, then it is
still the family who gets to decide which position the female should contend for. But just as there are
negative aspects of control, there are also cases where family support has proved to the base in which a
woman has been able to contest elections despite all odds. The following cases consecutively illustrate
family as hindrance and family as support base for woman’s political career.
Family vs. political career: Jubaida Kolpana ( PRIP Trust)
Jubaida Kolpana was one such woman who had to renounce her candidacy to offer the opportunity to
other family members. Hailing from the Fulcocha Union Parishad, Jamalpur, and Kolpana felt pressurized
to take out her name from the nomination list. As soon as the elections were announced in 2011, the
local people of her community had insisted on her participation and, as in the case of majority of
women, Kolpona had to encounter confrontations from her kin in this regard and especially her
husband, who forbid her from contesting for any position due to the family suffering from acute
financial crisis at that time.
Kolpana, was quite determined at her decision to participate in the elections and adopted a varied
mechanism to persuade her husband – she had the people from her community who had wished for her
to contest, visit her home and successfully convinced her husband to allow Kolpana to put her name in
the nominations.
Even before, she had submitted her papers, Kolpona had started to interact with the people within her
constituency and made arrangements for discussions sessions. The local people were felt dearly for the
economic crisis suffered by Kolpona and hence they even financed and bore a significant part of her
election costs. The respect and affection which they had felt for her was clearly visible in the final result
where, she had clearly been declared winner of her constituency with 2596 votes to her name.
During the initial phase, she did not come across difficulties while working in the Union Parishad but
after the lapse of a year, things got much harder. She realized that her tribulations were only because of
not being affiliated with any political associations. Later on, she joined Awami League and took control
of the chairman position of the Union Mohila Jubo League.
As Kolpona had managed to reach a significant position within the party, she took her decision of
contesting in the Upazila Parishad Reserve Seat Election held in the year 2015 but, she could not
manage to win there as the question of money was involved. She did not lose her conviction though and
decided to participate in the Union Parishad elections held in 2016 for which she had even submitted
her nomination papers.
But, there was another member from her family who was equally interested to contest in the elections
under the gender-based reserve system and her kins were also in favor of that particular member. As a
result, she was put under immense pressure from her household to forgo her candidacy which, she
finally did in order to give chance to that other member to contest. Kolpona’s story therefore tells of
the social limitations that still exists for women seeking a political career in a patriarchal society. (From
the Annual report of Prip Trust)

22

Rekha Rani: An Icon of Women’s Empowerment ( Democracywatch)
Rekha Rani is the symbol of a strong willed and dedicated woman who was elected as member of a
reserve seat for four terms from Paranganj Union Parishad, a union of Mymensingh Sadar. Rekha did not
confine her leadership to the UP level only but also took it to the Upazila level as she became the
member of Mymensingh Sadar Upazila Parishad in the last Upazila Reserve Seat Election of 2015. As a
recognition of her social work she got the Joyeeta Award. Rekha who is a vocal leader dreams to
become a member of parliament and to represent her community in the national parliament.
Rekha was born in a poor family in Mymensingh and was married early as a teenager. But she was lucky
to have her husband's kind support in getting education. With the immense support of her husband and
her strong determination to be educated, she was succeeded in completing the Secondary School
Certificate (SSC) Examination. The little knowledge she got from the school enabled her to successfully
spread the message 'working together helps one to be successful' amongst the poor villagers of
Paranganj UP. The indomitable Rekha established a cooperative society in 1997 to help the poor and
marginalized community. Later it was named as Paranganj Mohila Somity. However, the name of Rekha
as a successful entrepreneur and women leader became popular in her village.
The UP Election 1997 was knocking at the door. In the meantime, members of her cooperative society
convey the message to Rekha that she should contest in the upcoming UP election as a member of the
reserve seat. All of the members were of the opinion that, if Rekha becomes a member, citizen will get
better services from UP. Rekha was convinced at the wise proposal of members of cooperative society
and decided to contest from the reserve seat. Rekha's decision and member’s support became a
successful example as she won the election in the first attempt. After the first victory, it was necessary
to understand her roles, responsibilities and authority in the UP. Such thrust of knowledge motivated
Rekha to get training from different non-government organizations. After getting training she could
understand her jurisdiction and roles, responsibilities in a better way than before.
In between 1997 to 2003 Rekha tried her best to serve her community and enhance her skills, networks.
By this time, she joined a political party which was not a bad decision at all as she won the 2003 election
for second time. With her sincerity and dedication she also won in 2011 UP election and set a unique
example of women’s leadership and empowerment.
In February 2016, when the UP election schedule was announced. Rekha was determined to contest
again in the election. But this time the context was different as it was a partisan election. What would
be the implications of a partisan election, whether election cost will increase this year, such were the
kinds of questions that troubled the mind of Rekha. Though she won for the fourth consecutive time and
completed her terms as UP member for almost 20 years in same UP, she was not satisfied at the system
of party-based election. She was particularly unhappy at the election expenditure which had increased
significantly compared to the previous UP election. In 1997, she had to spend the 60,000 taka, 100,000
taka in the 2003, and taka 150,000 in the 2011. But in the current 2016 election expenditure increased
three times compared to the last UP election. To her, the election became a torture. However, working
for the local community, raising her voice against injustice and helping poor people through cooperative
engagement was the key to a long term success for Rekha in all elections. Therefore Rekha was keen to
take her leadership to Upazila level as well. That it is why she prepared herself to contest in the
upcoming Upazilla Reserve Seat Election 2015. She was one of the most promising and potential
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candidates in the election. But a number of Chairmen in the locality became united to keep Rekha away
from contesting in the election and threatened to abduct Rekha’s supporter and proposer while
submitting nomination paper. However, Rekha was successful in avoiding the ill motivated Chairmen’s
conspiracy and submitted her nomination paper. Rekha won the election by a huge margin. She was so
popular amongst the women members of union parishad’s of Upazila Sadar that she got 35 votes out of
43.
Though Rekha sets a unique example of women’s empowerment and leadership, the journey of 20 years
in the UP has not been very smooth and easy going. It was not easy to work at Union Parishad even after
winning the election for four consecutive times 1997, 2003, 2011 and 2016. She never compromised
with her honesty, never signed blank cheques or blank papers and also encouraged other women
members not to assist in any malpractices. She was so vocal that she raised her voice against the corrupt
Chairman and went to local administration to lodge complaint against the Chairman’s malpractices.
However such protest did not bring positive result for Rekha. She was deprived by the Chairman in
allocating development scheme, social safety net cards etc. For instance, from 2011 to 2015 whereas
other elected women representatives successfully implemented development scheme worth of at least
40 lac Rekha only could manage development schemes of 8-10 lac. Such conflict and tension with the UP
Chairman and other UP male and female members continued for the last 20 years. (From the Annual
report of Democracy Watch)
Besides families, social networking or social capital had been strong in the making of strong
personalities. The following cases demonstrate how the culture of social networking has been dually
used by women representatives as a motivational force as well as a force for sustenance of her position
and dignity in the community.
Shahida’s Unending Dream (Steps Towards Development)
Shahida a potential elected woman representative (PEWR) of Narsingdi was born in a political family.
Her father and paternal uncle were both directly involved in politics, as were many relatives on her inlaw’s side. She was also involved in cultural activities from her early life. She was very friendly with her
relatives, neighbors and villagers. Though she came from a political family, she never considered getting
involved in politics before 2011. She became General Secretary of Sallabad UP and UPZ Organizing
Secretary of Bangladesh Awami League in 2011.

Before the 2011 Union Parishad election, the ex-chairman encouraged and requested her to participate
in the UP election (Sallabadh 1,2,3 ward) for the reserved seat and she began to consider the idea. At
that time she was working in a NGO as a development worker. She worked in education, health and
sanitation-related programs which helped her gain close acquaintance with the community people. All
this gave her a strong platform for contesting in the election. She shared her interest with her father and
husband and they gave their consent.
She submitted the nomination paper, eventually winning the election as a UP member with a huge
margin. However, after getting elected the UP chairman made it difficult for her to work effectively by
keeping her away from meetings and regular activities of the UP. This was not very difficult to do,
considering her lack of knowledge of UP’s laws and regulations. However, Shahida was not deterred. She
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filed a written complaint to the district magistrate demanding her proper allocation and rights in the UP.
After the complaint, the UP Chairman incorporated her in all committee activities properly.
In the Union Parishad election of 2016, Shahida decided to contest as a representative for the general
seat. She was hopeful of winning the election since her father and in-laws lived in Ward no. 1 of Sallabad
Union. As the 2016 UP Election political partisan election was mainly for the Chairman candidates, she
tried to communicate with her party leaders but did not get positive response. There were six more
contestants in her ward as general seat contestants. Many of them initiated propaganda against Shahida
by saying that women are not suited to be general seat members. Moreover, her brother was harassed
by being accused of a murder case. She was also harassed by the male contestants at the time of
election campaign. They tore down her posters and made her election campaign very difficult. On the
day of the election, one of her opponents captured the poling center and cast fake votes in favor of
himself. In spite all these difficulties, she was defeated by only 40 votes. She was victimized by the
patriarchal mindset of voters and malicious attitude of male contestants. Shahida said that the Chairman
and male members were helpful to her in 2011 election because she had contested for reserved seat at
the time, but since in 2016 she contested for general seat, the male contestants got angry. Shahida
wants to change the patriarchal mindset of the Chairman and male members.
Shahida is not disheartened for her failure. She started social welfare activities to create positive image
and field for future election. She is preparing herself as a candidate for the post of Chairman for Union
Parishad and Vice Chairman in Upazila Parishad in the future. (From the Annual Report of Steps

towards Development)

Nasima Akhter: From Girls Guide to UP Member (Khan Foundation)
Nasima Akter is one of the courageous women leaders who started their journey to be a member of UP
from the general seat. She was so keen to contest in the UP election that she sold her belongings to buy
nomination papers and also to bear the expense of the election campaign. Though she could not win
from the general seat in 2003, she was succeeded in being a member from the reserve seat in 2011 from
Tebaria Union, one of the UP’s of Natore Sadar. It was unfortunate that despite working hard and
engaging in many development works, Nasima could not win the 2016 election as many of her voters
were intimidated and refrained to cast votes, agents were thrown out of polling station and local
political leaders gave threats. But Nasima did not lose heart and again focused herself on welfare
activities in her locality. Even now, Nasima is the name of dependability to many in her community.
From childhood Nasima had the immense interest to see herself as leader. She was involved with Red
Crescent, Girl’s Guide from the very beginning of her student life which enhanced her leadership
abilities. The experience she got from Red Crescent, Girl’s Guide gave her the confidence to contest
from the general seat in 2003. But her journey towards this election has not been an easy going one. As
a woman, Nasima faced many challenges when she started election preparation. When she approached
her husband for the financial support she was rebuked by him who advised her not to contest in the
election. Finding no other way, Nasima decided to sell her ornaments to meet election expenditure e.g.
buying nomination paper, election campaign.
Most of the male candidates used to mock at her and women of the community were of the opinion
that women should not contest from the general seat. Religious leaders also spread negative
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propaganda against her. However, she was lucky to find a local political leader who inspired her to
continue election campaign and advised her to keep good relations with political leaders. She acted
accordingly.
Her tension rose as Election Day got closer. Finally, the most awaited day came but the day did not bring
good news for Nasima. All her dedication, money from her ornaments, advice of political leader could
not change her fate. Nasima was defeated by only 7 votes. After hearing the result she became ill. But
after some days she overcame the trauma of failure and again started working for the poor and
unprivileged people e.g. taking sick patients to local hospitals and clinics, solving problems of schools.
In between 2003 and 2011 Nasima was engaging in social welfare and development work. After passing
a long time with the people, she felt that this year people will not disappoint her. With this belief, she
started to prepare herself to contest in the 2011 election. But this time she contested from a reserve
seat rather than general seat. This time the villagers of Tebaria did not dishearten her. The long
cherished desire of being a people’s leader finally came true after 8 years. The next five years for Nasima
was a unique opportunity to serve and fulfill the need of the community. In this time she solved
electricity problem of the villages and repaired many roads. with her own effort. But the relationship
with the UP was never good and she had to fight with the Chairman for her rights. She had to pass her
last five years in an unfavorable atmosphere. However she tried her best to address the need of
community despite antagonistic environment in the UP.
The UP election of 2016 was knocking at the door. With much confidence she started preparing for the
election as a reserve seat member. But she was worried and anxious about the impact of the first time
partisan election. She feared that, influence of political parties would be very high in the current
election. Her fear came true as she was threatened by political leaders of ruling party to not contest the
election. But she was successful in getting nomination as a member of Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP). She faced many challenges during the election day. For example she was not allowed to cast her
own vote, many of her voters were intimidated and refrained from casting their votes. She hardly got
any support from local administrations.
Nasima’s dream was broken again. But she did not lose heart and confidence. She continues to engage
in welfare activities and is planning on how to win the next election. (From the Annual Report of Khan
Foundation)

The cases above foreground the role of family, social networking and community in the life of a
women’s representative. It also tells of the entry points where a program like APARAJITA have provided
women the necessary information, built capacities and skills to make the most of favorable situations as
well as cope with challenges that confronted them at every twist and turn of their journey. This they did
in the following way.
APARAJITA supported women members at two stages: pre-election and post-election.
Pre- election: At first APARAJITA staff selected potential women leaders, elected women and
volunteers. The staff provided trainings on women empowerment, necessity for women’s political
power, how to do a successful campaign and how to seek votes from public, fill up election nomination
forms correctly, how to build a public relation, rapport building with community and other local
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government institutions, how to handle negative behaviors of the public, messages of banners for
campaign. After gaining enough knowledge and confidence from the APARAJITA staffs the women feel
encourage to contest the election.
Post-election: APARAJITA provided women leadership training, women empowerment, advocacy, local
government institutions and source of local resources, UP members roles and responsibilities and duties
towards the society, women member’s role and responsibilities, linkage between local administrations
such as agriculture office, women empowerment, source of project, budget, local government
leadership, budget and local funds, advocacy, lobby and networking
During our FGDs women participants of APARAJITA said the issue of women’s political participation has
had a resounding effect on them. They have realized that access to key areas of political decision-making
is an unresolved challenge for women. They have to fight with men creating space in formal institutions.
Women need to transfer power to marginalized women. The action and activities taken by the women
through door to door visits, child marriage protection, checking registration card for men and women,
making school visit and taking care of the needs of school, girls, ensuring sanitary pads from NGOs for
them at the school premises, ensuring VGD and VGF cards for appropriate person in community and
looking after the needs of disabled peoples, marginalized, hard core poor, widow and old women all
helped them to touch base with their own community.
The women also learnt how to bargain with male counterparts in UP office. They have activated ward
meetings, developed an action plan to serve the community maintained a diary which was provided by
APARAJITA.
Women UP members of Machihata Union of Brahmanbaria expressed their commitment in the
following way. “We donate our own money from our pockets for community development if it is urgent.
For example, we three women members fought for installing fans for our village schools so that school
going children feel relaxed at school. “
Women of Nilphamari Union of Sadar Upazila said, “We created a delivery room in community clinic for
pregnant women. If any pregnant women get sudden labor pain she can come there and take health
care service from medical attendance on urgent basis.”
Women across the APARAJITA sites we visited said they feel much empowered than before. They got
training on how to deliver a speech in front of the public. They also have come to know that women can
contest in general seats which they didn’t know before. APARAJITA helped them to be part of local
government. Because of APARAJITA they are getting the chance to explore themselves, to serve the
community. They believe they are helping to reduce domestic violence in the community level.
“In APARAJITA we are creating a bonding among ourselves. Previously we didn’t like each other, nor did
we like other women participating in politics. Now all that has changed.”
The women from Nilphamari and Narail area spoke of their connectedness with the community and
described how much they regret to stay at home once they lose an election. The rewards they gain from
peoples appreciation of their work is like an attestation to their self-worth. Thus whether elected or not
they keep themselves busy by continuous engagement with the community. They said their lives are not
only for their family, but for all humankind.
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However many challenges still remain for women representatives and we outline some of them below
as perceived by the women themselves.
FGD participants from Belabo Union of Norshingdi said that if a woman becomes a polling agent or
election related government official, she and her family frequently experience threats and harassment.
Such behavior contributes to the general concern by women and their families about the risks of
women’s engagement in the electoral process.
The women informed that it’s very difficult to come to power in a fair way. If women want to contest as
candidates in political positions in the election they must have the privilege of belonging to a political
party. This is especially true after the amendment of the RPO in 2009 and implemented in the last local
election, where it is held that the Chairman’s post in the Union Council must have party affiliation. Data
of APARAJITA contested revealed the fact that party affiliation over the years have suddenly increased
as a result of this law. See figure below.

Source: APARAJITA, 2016
Women face extra difficulties because of this law and find that they cannot contest even for general
seats because most of the general positions are dominated by political parties. Ordinary women coming
from a rural background have neither power nor money to contest the general seats against a party
nominee. Lack of financial resources, own land and homestead, bank balance, lower rates of literacy
and education, household work including taking care of the children contributed to women’s persistent
underrepresentation in politics. In many Unions, the Chairman contests by declaring his whole team of
party nominees so that voters vote not only for him but for his whole team. This creates a pressure on
women contesting as independents. They get threats from the political party or vested interest group
created by party when women want to contest general seats.
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The party always tells women to lag behind in the contest if they see another man is competing for the
same position. In Chapainowabganj women said “After the UP Chairman position became a political
position, people did not give equal attention to women’s reserve seats anymore. At least 3-4 women are
contesting for one reserve seats under the banner of same symbol of the political party. Hence the
voters are getting confused to cast their votes for the person of their choice.
Religious leaders also proved to be challenges for the local women. Generally, religious leaders did not
like women to come out from their homes. They complained to senior family members in a household
from where the women were contesting. They also help to spread rumor about the women’s character
in order to tarnish her image. If women had other men in same family as a candidate, the family
members pressurized her to withdraw her nomination. The women sometimes had to listen to them
because she has no money to contest. These decisions may have affected her opportunities. This kind of
pressure has also created a lack of confidence in a woman, but many still wait for the right moment to
return to politics. Hindu women face constraint for being a minority woman. They face difficulty in
building trust in a Muslim community.
One of the UP members from Gopaya Union Parishad of Hobiganj Sadar said she could not win election
because she prevented child marriage in her village and religious leaders stood against her. But she does
not want to stop working for her community. It does not matter whether she is elected or not.
The role of the media has been looked at in a negative way by the women. They said media never came
to the women, or listened to them on their own accord. They gave priority to the party. They sometimes
wanted money for publishing news. However APARAJITA had published few case studies in a monthly
newspaper- “SokolerKotha” and also in the electronic media which had direct links with the organization
as in the case in Narail.
Funds for campaign are always a problem that women face more than men. The majority of women are
poor. A standard amount of financial investment is required for political campaigns, thus women are
discouraged from getting involved in politics. As most of the women have no land in their names, they
are mainly economically dependent on either the husband or other male family members women have
less chance to participate in elections or other public life. That’s why family support is very important for
a woman. They often raise funds through independent economic activity like raising poultry of cattle or
even selling ornaments. Women in Narail said that even when they hold office, financial independence
is a factor. They said that they often have to be present in different social ceremonies like weddings and
birthdays by virtue of their office where they have to spend money for gifts. If they do not have an
independent source of income, they cannot maintain their lifestyle as their husband gets fed up being
asked for buying so many gifts!
They believe, candidate’s strength enhances his or her chances of getting nominated by the party for a
winnable seat. They think it is easier for a male candidate than a female candidate to raise funds for
their campaign because they have own money, land and the party helps them to contest election.
But despite the specter of money and muscle looming large over their electioneering strategy, women
who have won elections more than once persist that that it does not always gets them a win. Women
depend on interfacing closely with the community and maintaining good relations with their
constituency by helping them in times of their need and it is this work which often gets them elected
even over money and muscle.
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However psychological, physical and sexual violence have been experienced through harassment and
assault by women candidates, political activists and voters. A woman from Belabo Narshingdi said she
contested for the general seat. But the party did not allow her to go to the vote center. Even when she
moved from one village to another village for her campaign she was constrained by a young group of the
political party. They shouted at her in front of the community people during her campaign.
The Upazila vice chairman of Natore Upazila said her husband told her to vote for his nominee on the
way to vote center. She suddenly stopped the rickshaw and said to her husband please get down from
this vehicle or withdraw your order. Her husband apologized. She realized if women felt empowered
and confident inside no one can force her who to vote! She thinks she has earned her husband’s
respect.
Unmarried women face further barriers to access political power due to the social prejudice against
women. People think if they select an unmarried candidate, she may leave her area after getting
married to a man from another area as a result she may not contribute to their community. Secondly, if
the unmarried woman gets involved in politics, she is seen as being corrupt and hence her eligibility for
marriage would be in question. There is a social perception that unmarried women may be physically
insecure when dealing with their male colleagues in the public spheres. For the above mentioned
reasons, people tended nominate married women who have the experience to maintain conjugal ties.
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The contribution of APARAJITA to national capacity building framework
The National Women Development Policy of 2011 in its objectives outlined the need to establish equal
rights of men and women in state and public life in the light of the constitution of Bangladesh and to
ensure socio-economic political and legal empowerment. They have particularly played a part in the
goals to eliminate women’s abuse, poverty and contributed towards women’s economic empowerment.
Participants of APARAJITA followed the two approaches to attain the objectives mentioned in the
National Development Policy. These were: (1) To work for making changes in the community and
institutions and (2) Use the changes as ‘evidence’ to advocate and lobbying for policy revisions from
gender perspective. Some of the results are included below.
Community people are sensitized on service delivery and discriminatory laws and provisions through
different media interventions. Government officials, service providers as well as constituents were made
aware regarding gender sensitive service mechanisms and related laws and provisions. One of the cases
where the participants with the help of Network of Volunteer Activists (NAVs) took a position on the
Government declared requirement of possessing TIN registration numbers by women contestants of
local elections. Since women who were looking to contest elections at the grassroots hardly owned any
property or earned an income enough to pay taxes, they would not be possessing a TIN registration
certificate and that would have put them at a disadvantage for contesting elections. Therefore during
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the pre-election period, women leaders along with NAVs and civil society members held a series of talks
and processions to withdraw TIN provisions for candidacy in UP Election, 2016. Women leaders also
took pro-active initiatives to reform poll symbols which were indicated as gender insensitive. In this way
they met the provision of national development goals that gender equality and empowerment should
reach the most marginalized and prevail on the disadvantaged.

As alliance partners APARAJITA candidates had ample opportunities to network and upscale and
undertake advocacy at the national level through to take their agenda of change upto relevant
Parliamentary standing committees and ministerial offices.

The contribution of APARAJITA to help materialize goals of SDC
APARAJITA played a particularly important role in strengthening governance as a transversal theme
that implies promoting gender equality. Through the different programs for building the capacity of
women at the grassroots to contest and win elections and in turn making them agents of change by
helping them to push forward an agenda of change both within the local governance institutions as
well as the services they gave to community at large APARAJITA was peerless in fulfilling the theory
of change ensconced in the Swiss Country Strategy for Bangladesh 2013-2017 for the 3rd domain of local
governance. (SDC, 2013)
Receiving training from the APARAJITA programs elected women’s representatives who faced initial
intransigence from their male counterparts in the Union or Upazila councils in treating them equally
particularly in the distribution of services to the community such as grain distribution or safety net
provisions, strategized in multiple ways to attain the goals of gender equality. Some said that when
she found that shouting and protesting did not help, she adopted a more diplomatic approach
rationalizing the reasons for her demand. Others said that the fact that she put an extra effort to
gain more befits for her community brought her constituency to her side and as she rallied together
more support , her male counterparts became more receptive towards her demand. Thus here
were multiple examples how women took up various strategies to make a difference to both her
own situation as women in office and through that create an enabling atmosphere for women in
general to receive benefits on the basis of their equal citizenship.

APARAJITA’S role in advocacy
APARAJITA had an elaborate advocacy frame for their elected women’s representatives, potential
elected representatives and network of volunteer activists (NAVs). The advocacy strategies
consisted of the following: (1) Advocacy for reformulating of existing policies; (2) Advocacy for
effectively implementing existing favorable policies; and (3) Advocacy for formulation of new
policies for the interest of the EWRs and PEWRs. The following advocacy were aimed at two
distinct levels, the national and the local. They were organized as follows:
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National level:
- Challenges of women candidates participating in Local Government Elections
- Inclusion of 33% women in decision making position of Political Parties
- Barriers of women members to execute their roles and duties for ensuring effective and
accountable public service
- Discriminatory and marginalized position of Women Representatives in Local Government
Structure
-Partisan Local Government Election: Coping with the Present Context
- Review and findings of Legislative Reforms of Local Government
Local level
- Dialogues with Media at District Levels
- District Level Dialogues with Citizens Groups
The advocacy strategies were carried out variously at policy and practice levels. Advocacy to
specify roles and responsibilities of Women Elected Representatives of UP and Municipality
through amendment circular issued by the LG Ministry, Rotational Electoral Process of UP and
Municipalities, were taken mostly at the policy level. The success was registered by the fact that
the UP and the Municipality specified roles and responsibilities of women through amendment
circular of LG ministry, the Election commission agreed to introduce rotational electoral process
for women.
At the practice level the strategies for advocacy included the initiation of the process for
increasing women’s position to different committee at District, Upazila, Union & Ward levels
according to RPO rules, urging local government to introduce Gender responsive Planning and
Budgeting ( at policy level as well), and demanding election to include women’s members from
reserve seat in UPZ Parishad. LGIs at the local level agreed to take these up at the
implementation stage and much of the challenges faced by women candidates at the local level
especially the Upazila level were overcome.

Contribution of APARAJITA to help materialize goals of the 7th FYP and SDGs
The SDGs and the 7th five Year Plan have ushered in a new era of women’s political empowerment by
foregrounding and centralizing the issue of women’s political leadership. The focus of the SDGs is to
address inequalities that had remained even after the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) had been
implemented. Gender inequality has been considered to be a core barrier to economic growth, poverty
reduction and family well-being and hence a crucial factor to be resolved in the transformation of
society. One of the ways in which to do this is to enhance women’s leadership and political
empowerment. This precludes overlapping areas such as women’s enhanced voice and agency,
women’s improved capabilities, women’s increased economic gains and an enabling environment for
women’s advancement. Insofar as our evidence in the previous sections show all these are incorporated
in the design of the APARAJITA program. APARAJITA can therefore be both replicated and disseminated
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to all parts of the country to help contribute to and materialize the goals of 7th FYP and the Sustainable
Development Goals. This can be demonstrated by considering each area separately.
(1) Women's improved human capabilities deals with women’s and girls’ access to health care, life
expectancy, nutrition, reproductive health, education, information, training, and other services that
enables women to achieve better health and educational outcomes. This also includes women’s
freedom from violence and coercion. APARAJITA through its various trainings have not only sought
to enhance the capabilities of women representatives themselves, but also given them the training
to take care of building the capacities of other women and girls in their community, by enabling
them better public services, in education, healthcare as well as ensuring accountability and
transparency of those institutions responsible for providing such services.
(2) Women's enhanced voice and agency deals with women’s role as decision makers in public and
private spheres including politics and promotion of their leadership is considered here. Changed
attitudes on women’s and girls’ rights, women’s enhanced knowledge of their rights and increasing
their bargaining power are reflected on. APARAJITA has definitely done enough to amplify the
potential that lay within each women’s representative to not only speak on and voice the issues
that they are concerned with n both public and private spheres but have been active in promoting
and actualizing women’s and girl’s rights to the community in general, although in certain cases
they are limited by the overarching patriarchal values that their communities are still embedded in.
(3) Women’s increased economic gains deals with women’s access to or control over productive assets,
resources, services, skills, property, employment, income, information, technology, financial
services, and other economic opportunities including community resources like land, water, forest
etc. Consideration of barriers to women’s economic participation, facilitation of support services
and assets is essential for better planning. Participants of APARAJITA have shown ingenuity and
cleverness in adapting skills and strategies whereby they could overcome the resistance of their UP
Chairmen to hand over the control of resources to women representatives in certain cases.
Although there is still much to do in gaining financial independence and equality of income, they
have come a step further than their original situation.
(4) Enabling environment for women’s advancement mean the socio-political environment, legal and
policy support, and congenial social norms that exist in a polity. Oversight, enforcement of laws,
gender and social analysis skills including the capacity to develop, implement, and monitor gender
strategies, understanding of gender issues in the sector are the key areas. APARAJITA in a limited
way have prepared their participants with the tools of analysis to view their own situation in the
larger patriarchal framework and adopt strategies to engage with such structures, although in the
larger context it goes without saying that they would need to have a stronger support base from
national and institutional institutions and regimes to achieve greater emancipation for themselves
e.g. participate robustly in general seats or engage effectively in the gendered transformation of
society.
The fact that programs like APARAJITA are needed, have been voiced by groups of women
representatives and ordinary women who were non-beneficiaries in APARAJITA project areas. The
elected women representative of the reserved seats in of Haripur union, Poba Upazila of Rajshahi
district and Thakurgaon district respectively said that they did not understand how to perform
responsibilities effectively. They said poor people are waiting for their subsidy but still they could
not get subsidy for the poor while male members took all the subsidies from the Union Parishad.
They met with APARAJITA members and they noticed that the members were very active and vocal.
They dream to be like those members who are involved in bargaining with their male counterparts
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to ensure subsidies. They never discussed or argued with the UP Chairman. They wanted to have an
APARAJITA project in their Upazila.
Voters of APARAJITA women representatives too expressed their appreciation of their elected
representatives. A much deprived women shared her experience: she used to get beaten by her
husband regularly at home without any reasons. She brought a complaint to male members of the
UP. But instead of solving the case the male member asked her why she made her husband so
angry? But when she asked the women member, she hugged me and protested against my husband
and threatened to put him in jail. Her husband became so scared of that he stopped abusing me
from that time on. She continued, “Women members come to our house and ask us about our
lives. They give us information about family planning matter, women’s health, and subsidy,
distribute VGD cards, and encourage to send our girls to school. We believe that women members
are agents of women’s development and empowerment. We want a woman member in each
ward.”

Learning issues for replication and policy intervention
The grounds and justification for replication has been set by the implementation of the APARAJITA
project. These can be summarized as follows:
1. The model and approach of APARAJITA has been accepted by the local government.
2. The representatives of local government institutions, government officials and NGOs have come
to rely and trust APARAJITA women.
3. The training in accounting and auditing that was given to APARAJITA participants have raised the
number of tax payers in that particular Union, much to the satisfaction of the Union Council.
(PRIP, 2016)
4. It has been proven that women have huge potential for political leadership and advocacy at
both local and national levels. The increase of the number of women in LGIs have inspired prowomen policies at the Union Council Level ( PRIP, 2016)
5. It lays a ground for strengthening accountable and transparent local level institutionalization.
Their presence in supervision of service giving institutions such as schools, and health clinics
have raised the quality of services to community. ( PRIP, 2017)
6. The women members believe APARAJITA to be a source of knowledge and information.
7. Many incidents of violence against women and children have been prevented by the APARAJITA
Hotline Program. 9 PRIP, 2017)
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Whereas the above points indicate that the basis for replication of APARAJITA is strong, there is also
ample scope to develop the program further to enhance its effectiveness and relevance to current
day problems. Some recommendations are made below from our field observations.
(1) It has been observed by many of our respondents that the strength of APARAJITA is to be found
in its primary focus on reserved seats. But many women after winning for reserve seats
expressed their desire to contest direct elections. Some of them put it in strong words saying
that it kept them tied down and they needed to break away from this bondage. Yet it was not
easy for them to take this leap (although some participants had taken that step within the
project period) due to patriarchal values. This is where a second phase of APARAJITA would be
useful and also relevant under the aegis of implementing the SDGs and 7th FYP.
(2) There is also a need to address the difficulties which some women face in the context of making
the post of the Chairman party-based. We have seen how this has also put pressure on the
common women’s struggle for political empowerment. It is suggested that a second phase of
APARAJITA take cognizance of this factor and generate a common stand for reform of this clause
as well as strategize to give adequate support to women on this account. Simultaneous support
may also be given to women to help her gain party affiliation if she so desires.
(3) The financial independence of women have been considered to be an uppermost concern to
those women who have already been elected. It is true she is given training in fund raising in the
pre-election phase, but long term financial control of resources is also a factor which restrains
her from performing her role effectively. It has been suggested by some women members that
provision be made by the government for easy loans for entrepreneurship and simultaneous
training in business and trade by virtue of which she can become truly independent.
(4) It is also suggested that a more balanced strategy be taken up to address gender issues among
male family members of the representatives as well as men in general so that confrontations are
minimalized.
(5) In conclusion a future program like APARAJITA would also be very timely as women leaders who
transit to a more representational form of leadership from the more traditional patronage based
kind, can more effectively address problems of terrorism which in recent times have been
plaguing our young generation. In fact it would be an ideal way to demonstrate how the
nurturing and pedagogic attitude that best describes the common women’s approach to local
level politics can be translated into a new political approach adapted for a new generation living
in a society undergoing drastic transformations.
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ANNEX – 1

ShamsunNahar: a true agent of development
Ms Shamshunnar is an elected representative of the reserved ward (1, 2, and 3) of Rajiurra Union
Parishad of Habiganj Sadar Upazila, Habiganj. She grew up in a political family environment because her
Grandfather and Uncle were public representatives at the local level. During her childhood, she was
inspired by her family members to be a future political leader.
She stated that, although she was born in a family with political background, it was her dedication,
commitment and hard work to the people of the community that helped her to win the election. Before
becoming a public representative, she willingly used to help women by taking them to health clinics
when they were in labor. She still keeps herself busy in social development activities. She tries to
respond to community people anytime no matter whether it is midnight or daytime.
Before the APARAJITA project intervention she didn’t know about her roles and responsibilities as an
elected representative. She had no idea about laws and policies related to women’s development.
Shamsunnar stated that she feels empowered now because she has better understanding on laws and
policies to exercise the knowledge in service of her society, especially for the women through
involvement with APARAJITA-Political Empowerment of Women project with Prip Trust.” She received a
series of interpersonal communication and training on different legal rights issues such as women
member’s Roles & Responsibilities’; leadership ,women’s empowerment, advocacy, local government
institutions and service provisions women member’s signatory power, budgeting, advocacy, lobby and
networking
Shamsunnahar said, “Now I understand my role and responsibilities as a woman representative after
attending the trainings. I dedicated my life to the community through development activities.” In
addition, she said, she added a systematic technique to work for people to ensure women rights. She
hopes she will keep up her service for the community people for a long time. In the near future she
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wants to contest as a Chairman of Upazila Parishad. She understands that that without ensuring
women’s development, national development cannot be achieved and or not made sustainable.

She is concerned about women’s rights. She prevented many child marriages, dowry, and other forms of
domestic violence against women. At first, her male counterparts could not trust her. But when she was
able to prevent a few child marriages, the male colleagues relied on her and then helped her to work
against such illegal practices. She became much more determined to do these types of actions and tasks
time after time.
She remembered one day she was walking around the village, and heard a man beating his wife brutally.
She became very angry and shouted to the man. She saw a scared face of that man, and she confidently
believes that men are scared of empowered women while being very aggressive to weak women!
She said- there are many challenges for women to hold a political position and successfully articulating
their political agenda. She said although the UP structure in Bangladesh includes three seats as reserved
for female candidates at the grassroots level, there are gaps in provisions of access to political
participation for women in different tiers of local government. The reserved seats for women are not
enough. At least one woman member is needed in each ward. The common challenges to political
participation of women include lack of education, patriarchy, and not enough reserve seats for women
at all levels of the government, imbalance in the exercise of power at Union Parishad office, lack of
political will from the parties to contest for general seats, marginalization and poverty of women.
According to her in order to overcome the situation, women have to do something positive for the wellbeing of the society. She thinks she is very strategic in dealing with her male colleagues in order to
remain in power. They have to analyze and discuss the reasons why discrimination occurs, a process that
helps them to free themselves from the sense of guilt.
She personally didn’t face social or religious pressures in public life but she helped many women who
were struggling from social and religious pressures at local levels to overcome the situation. She
challenged the religious leaders when they limited women’s movement during election. She said,
holding political power is necessary for women either at home or public spheres to bring peace to
society because men alone cannot be the agent of peace. She believes that due to having political power
her dignity, honor and respect have increased to the community. “Community people trust that I am the
agent of development.” She believes she will be able to solve difficult problems in the near future for
her community.

40

An Inspirational Woman: Bhakti Rani Sorkar
Bhakti Rani Sorkar (44) was an elected representative of the reserved ward (1, 2, 3) of Salandar Union,
Salandor upazila, Thakurgaon in 2011. From her childhood she noticed that women did not have access
to justice in society. Women are often underrepresented in the public domain, including the
government, community councils, and civil society organizations. For example, they regularly face
barriers in accessing justice against persistent sexual violence. Women’s perspectives and needs are
imperceptible and widely unknown. We have to increase political power for women as influential in
having access to the justice system.
With a view to increasing women’s political participation at different levels, after completing her
graduation, she started her political journey with Bangladesh Awami League in 2009. Currently she is
the president of Salandar Mohila Awami League, and also holding the post of Secretary in the Upazila
Mohila Awami League committee.
After being elected in 2011, she was not fully aware about her responsibilities as an elected
representative. For this reason, she didn’t feel confident about her future work in Union Parishad.
Luckily, she got the chance to involve herself with APARAJITA-Political Empowerment of Women
project’s orientation program in 2011. She was informed about her responsibilities and duties under the
Union Parishad Act which she got to know after joining APARAJITA. She felt encouraged and thrilled to
serve her community as per written clauses of the Act. She wanted to concentrate on women’s
development activities at the beginning. She thought women members are responsible for 3 wards
while male counterpart is responsible for only 1 ward, hence she was taking on more responsibilities
than a male ward member. She also thought she should get priority in action in women friendly
development activities but she also realized that there were gaps between the written law and practices
at the Union Parishad.
After receiving training she came to know too that she could also contest for a general seat. According
to her observation, only women leaders could give special attention on issues related to women
including violence against women and gender mainstreaming. The insufficient number of women as
public representatives was leading to a massive neglect of such issues of violence against women which
was a rampant problem in Bangladesh. She identified some of the main obstacles and challenges to
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women’s participation in formal institutions. According to her, patriarchy leads women to be more
marginalized in social and political positions.
She stated – she fought with male members and the UP Chairman to ensure subsidies and allocations
for the poor. But no one heard her demand. She complained several times to the UP Chairman for
special attention. Finally she disclosed the issue to the Deputy Commissioner that she was not being
given the responsibility to serve the poor. She realized that the local people started supporting her in
her protest and loved her straight forward behavior. She created opportunity for other APARAJITA
women to attend different meetings and seminars so that they too can share and express women’s
challenging issue in political participation.
She contested for the post of the Chairman in 2016. The Government of Bangladesh declared that Union
Parishad Election in Bangladesh will be held on the basis of affiliation of political parties. Bhakti faced
constraint in securing nominations and getting elected to general seats from her political party. Party
people discouraged her from seeking general seats like a man. Finally she could not contest the general
seat because the party control exercised over the polling center led to the election of their nominated
candidate.
Bhakti she felt sad in not winning the election. But she understood that days are changing, and it’s a
positive sign towards women development. Women started protesting against immoral things. Women
are challenging men, protesting on the street. Bhakti commented - no risk no gain. Women have to be
brave. Bhakti believes that they have a platform after getting APARAJITA besides them. They took a vow
to keep APARAJITA beside them all the time.
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And Icon of empowerment- Mahmuda Begum.

Mahmuda Begum is the elected representative of the reserved ward (7,8,9) of Machihata Union
Parishad of Brahmanbaria Sadar Upazila in 2016. Before involvement with APARAJITA project, she could
not understand how to perform her duties, roles and responsibilities. Mahmuda Begum stated, she
became involved with APARAJITA-Political Empowerment of Women project in 2011 through Khan
Foundation’s orientation program in Brahmanbaria. She came to know about her responsibilities and
duties, local government institution’s mandate, allocation for the hardcore poor and other funds of local
government towards the society, especially for the women.
She received training from APARAJITA on the women member’s specific roles and responsibilities. After
a series of capacity building training, Mahmuda Begum came to know about budget of Union Parishad,
Upazila Parishad and the 13 standing committees in her Union Parishad. This sense of knowledge and
information about policies and local resources made her more responsible to work for women friendly
development activities and services. She mentioned, before APARAJITA intervention she faced
difficulties from her colleagues to get allocations of VGD card, blankets etc. but nowadays she is not
facing obstructions to work in the UP. In the past, she used to get only 3-4 VGD cards from Union
Parishad, but recently she gets the equal amount as her male counterparts. This understanding of
responsibility encouraged her to work for the people. Regarding the allocation of work she said she gets
her work properly but in that case she does not have any role to implement the project in most cases.

43

Since she is concerned about women’s rights, she prevented many child marriages, dowry, and other
forms of domestic violence against women. At first, the behavior of her male colleagues was very rude
because they thought she interfered in someone’s family matter when she went to prevent a child
marriage. But she continued her action against sexual violence against girls and women. She wanted to
further continue her service to community people.
She regularly visited community schools and health clinics. One day she saw students taking classes in
the heat. She instantly donated two fans for that school so that students did not have to stop their
education in school. She also noticed school teachers had no utensils to make tea and snacks at school.
She managed to buy utensils for the schools. She believes, school teachers should be refreshed after
having a cup of tea and snacks during school time.
The School Management Committee gave her special thanks for her great initiatives. Mamuda Begum
said, “I can help the community with my own money within my capacity. I do not need to wait for
allocation and subsidies for the local government. I want to keep up my service for the people through
development activities as long as I live“. Moreover she expects Khan Foundation will continue its
supports to women members through the APARAJITA project.
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Family as social capital: Nazma Begum
Nazma Begum of Shekhahati Norail, had the experience of winning the reserved seats of her Union
Parishad three times running. She was born in the same area and also married into a family some
villages away in her teens. Being from the same area, everyone practically knew her and treated her
more as the daughter of the soil than a new bride. Her husband was considerably older to her and was a
writer of legal documents. Their house was therefore visited regularly by his clients that became a way
in which the whole community and the neighbors became familiar with them. Her own brother and a
brother in law were already contesting elections for the general seat so when the reserved seats for
women were declared people started hinting to her that she too should stand for elections. She was not
at all confident at first and said she had no knowledge of public speaking. But surprisingly it was her
husband who had urged her on and gave her confidence to stand. When her husband Abul Bashar was
asked why he had done that, he gave a fascinating story. He said when the law for reserve seats was first
declared his cousin had contested and won the elections, but the Chairman of the Union Parishad had
not allowed her to even enter the premises of the Parishad. He had felt slighted along with his cousin
and this had led him to give all out support to his wife to contest on the very same seat.
Nazma gaining this advantage from her family had therefore gone all out to win the elections by winning
the heart of the people. Like many women contestants she depended on the goodwill of the people,
which she earned by her own acts of responsibility towards them. According to her constituency she was
also congenial in her behavior and possessed an innately helpful nature, always willing to help them in
trouble. She thought women were better people’s representatives than men because they could go the
core of sensitive issues and would respond to them easily. For example if some neighbors called her at
the middle of night because a husband would be abusing his wife, she would feel the seriousness of the
situation and would rush to it immediately, where as a man would perhaps not take it as something that
needed immediate response. Nazma would also rush to the Thana if in passing she saw sandals outside
the door of the Thana. She would inquire as to who has been held by the police and if so whether he
was justly taken in and charged.
After winning two consecutive elections, she had wanted to contest in the post of the Chairperson in the
last elections. But the Government had declared through the amendment of the RPO that the
Chairman’s post was to be contested on the basis of party affiliation. This has dissuaded her somewhat
as she would not have been able to get a party nomination as it meant spending a lot of money, nor was
she confident enough to contest as an independent candidate. She would not contest for general seat as
two male family members were already occupying those seats and contesting for it again. She said her
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constituency urged her to contest the reserved this seat again this year, although she was not at all
confident this time (a) because she had won it two years running, and voters may want to see some
change, and (b) another party nominee was contesting for the same seat. But after winning the seat
again, she feels confident enough now to contest for the Chairman’s post as an independent candidate
in the next election.
She mentions that if it was not for APARAJITA, she would not have gained this capacity to sustain herself
in the race through all the ups and down, Through the various training sessions she attended, she learnt
how to inform herself and cope with the inequalities of power that she faced both personally and
through the services she tried to give to her constituency. She learnt how to negotiate her position with
the Chairman of the Upazila, even though she did not come in through a party ticket. It was very
rewarding for her when the Chairman sometimes asked her for advice instead of the other way around.
She stated that if it was not for the APARAJITA program, she would not have gained such skills.
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