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Sharique
1
 - Story of empowerment and engagement in 

local governance in Bangladesh  

Key messages for the editor 

• Building capacity of local government bodies, both at 

individual and at institutional level) in combination with 

using and adhering to local governance rules and 

procedures, have a positive impact on the attitude of persons 

in the local government and on public service delivery in 

general. 

• Focus on inclusion of the poor and especially the poorest 

(most excluded) is not easy but through instruments like co-

financing of local government budgets and specific labeling 

of this money for excluded groups, it is possible to work 

towards pro-poor service delivery (e.g. social protection 

services). More systematic attention is required to better 

understand power relations and to improve inclusiveness of 

the poorest, but also to work on different tools and 

instruments. 

• Through support to communities and community based 

groups, poor people can be empowered to not only be 

beneficiaries of growth and service delivery, but also to 

become more active agents. Most of the women in this story 

started being involved in community based development 

activities and slowly grew towards playing more active roles 

in local governance; e.g. participating in working committees 

at UP level, speaking up at different platforms, use their 

voice for benefit of other women. Some even became local 

leaders and are examples for their community members. 

Introduction 

This story is based on talks with different people involved in 

governance and decentralisation processes at local level in 

Bangladesh. These processes are supported by the Swiss Agency 

for Development Cooperation (SDC). Most of these talks were 

held in Bangla , recorded and afterwards translated in English by a 

local translator, who gave them a certain Bangla flavour. The 

storyteller and the different persons spoken with are more or less 

all linked to the same SDC supported project Sharique. As is no 

more than natural, this story has its own colours. 

                                                
1
 Sharique: This Bangla term of Persian/Arabic origin, meaning 

'partner', is the working title of the SDC funded Local Governance 

Programme in Rashahi and Sunamganj, Bangladesh. 

 

 

Context 

With the emergence of Bangladesh as a nation, the importance 

of local governance got enshrined in articles of its constitution. 

More recently the Government of Bangladesh has given 

increased importance to local governance. This finds expression 

in its National Rural Development Policy (2000) and the Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Paper (2005), which highlights the key role 

of local governments. The Local Governance Programme in 

Rashahi and Sunamganj (Sharique) is a response of SDC to the 

importance of local governance in Bangladesh in contributing to 

poverty reduction and equitable local development. In a country 

known for its perceived weak governance and feeble 

institutions this is a major challenge. The story tells how SDS in 

Bangladesh got involved in supporting local governance and 

how different actors experienced these efforts and the changes 

that occurred. 

It all started with SDC’s involvement in different infrastructure 

programmes, for example with water and sanitation and rural 

infrastructure and with the support to different projects in 

community mobilisation. While working with communities, it 

was realised that there was a need to work with the local 

government.  

“It is their task to ensure access to public services and you can’t 

only mobilise communities without enabling the government to 

respond to them. One example was the experience we made 

with the Livelihoods, Empowerment and Agro-Forestry project 

(LEAF), which works with local communities, supporting them in 

their own planning and in implementing their plans. Here SDC 

realised there would be a need to interact with the local 

government. These communities would benefit if their local 

government would respond to them; line agencies to provide 

services, local administration to provide access to social 

programmes, etc.” (Corinne Huser, SDC) 

This growing understanding of the need to involve the local 

government in answer to empowered communities and the 

learning from previous approaches, made SDC decide to look 

into support to local governance processes. In September 2006 
the Sharique project was initiated, which aims at increasing the 

capacity of local government authorities in managing public 
affairs and being accountable to their community, especially the 



 

2 

poor, women and marginalised. Sharique's works with Union 

Parishad (UP) representatives and with UP committees (which 

include representatives of the community) in strengthening 

their functioning. On the side of the community, Sharique builds 

on the work done by other SDC funded projects and started 

working with already existing community based organisations 

(CBOs) that had been established earlier.  

“We wanted to use the already existing dynamics that were in 

place and so to benefit from the planning done by CBOs. 

Avoiding duplication is already a challenge and we did not want 

to promote establishment of new groups in the region” (Corinne 

Huser, SDC).  

Sharique also collaborates directly with other projects that 

support community based organisations. The management of 

the 1
st

 phase of the project (2006-2009) was entrusted to a 

consortium of Intercooperation and CARE Bangladesh and a 2
nd

 

phase was designed and started in 2009, this time only by 

Intercooperation. Sharique works with 100 UPs in the Rashahi 

and Sunamganj regions and has 3 regional offices with small 

project teams, 2 in Rashahi and 1 in Sunamganj. 

In 2006 the Bangladesh government did not yet have many 

guidelines on how to operate at UP level. This made the initial 

work with UPs not easy. In the cause of 2007 and 2008, changes 

in the Bangladesh government policy made a considerable 

difference. “We faced problems in the beginning because for 

many things the government had no specific rules like for 

example for the standing committees
2
. We wanted to activate 

some standing committees but it was difficult. When the 

government came with these new rules and responsibilities little 

more than 1 year ago, it made work much easier (Sharique 

Rashahiproject team).”  

 

Actors, their motivation and their relations 

Different actors have different entry points and different 

motivation for their role. Actors at community level all started 

initially being involved in different activities of CBOs, like for 

example joining savings activities and getting involved in income 

generating activities. Their main aim was to be involved in 

activities that would contribute to their family income. Through 

activities of the CBOs they also got gained confidence and got 

involved in more community based activities.  

“Before joining the CBO I didn’t earn anything. I was a house 

wife but now I have started to earn and my family is very happy 

that I am not only contributing to my family but also playing an 

important role in community activities. I have savings worth TK 

18’000 (≈ 200 Euro) in my account. My knowledge has increased 

after attending so many training and meetings at different 

levels. I received a sewing machine and am earning TK 1800 (≈ 

20 Euro) per month on an average. I also have chicken and 

ducks. My husband is a farmer. He used to have difficulty in 

managing for the family but now he is pretty happy that I’m also 

contributing and helping others in many ways. People take me 

with honour and acknowledge my contribution to the 

community. Things have changed significantly since we first 

started our CBO, early marriage and polygamy has reduced. So 

life has changed a lot. (Nasima Begum, Leader CBO)” 

                                                
2 Standing committee: Project committee under Union Parishad 

responsible for a specific field e.g. water & sanitation, education, 

infrastructure 

 

 

The women involved at local government level gained their 

confidence and motivation at first as a member of these 

community organisations and/or benefitted from the support 

they received from their community, family or the local NGO. 

Begum Sufia Hassan (Upazilla Vice-Chairwoman) narrated  

“Anowar Bhai of Sachetan NGO is the one who gave me moral 

support and told me to stay firm and believe in myself and 

ignore what people were saying. That helped me building my 

confidence and to decide that I would participate in the 

election.” For Afroza Begum (UP member) “it was the inspiration 

of the people, which made it possible for me to become a female 

member of the Union Parishad (UP). They said, you don’t need 

money, we will support you.”  

During the period of designing and trying out different support 

activities at UP level, the Sharique staff got a lot of motivation 

and confidence.   

The key actors 

Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, SDC, 

Cooperation Office Dhaka - funding agency and 

member of the steering committee of Sharique, 

responsible persons; Corinne Huser, Assistant 

Coordinator Cooperation Office SDC Dhaka, Sohel Ibn 

Ali, Senior Programme Officer Local Governance, 

Cooperation Office SDC Dhaka 

Intercooperation (Swiss Foundation for Development 

and Cooperation) – implementing agency and member 

of the steering committee of the project, head office 

based in Bern Switzerland, local delegation based in 

Dhaka Bangladesh. 

Care Bangladesh –implementing agency and member of 

steering committee of the project during phase 1 (2006-

2009), Care Bangladesh is an international NGO based 

and operational in Bangladesh 

Local partner NGOs – local non-government 

organisations that act as local service providers to 

Sharique and that are mandated with different tasks 

related to facilitation and support to the local 

government and the communities 

Union Parishads in Rashahi district - Union Parishad is 

the lowest tier of local government in Bangladesh, 

comprising of a number of villages 

Upazilla Parishads (or Upazillas in the text) in Rashahi 

district – Upazilla is a 'sub-district' or administrative unit 

between district and union levels 

Community Based Organisations (CBOs) in Rashahi 

region– existing local organisations at community level 

that have been established and receiving support in the 

past under the SDC programme.  

Citizens from rural Rashahi – different actors at 

community level, who are involved in local government 

and democratisation processes. 
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“It was a time we learned a lot, also because at the start we did 

not yet work with partner NGOs. We had to go ourselves to the 

field. I found out that woman members in the UP were not 

having a say and were always deprived from participation by the 

men. I was very shocked because the women members openly 

spoke to me about all the problems they faced. They told me 

that if I want to work with them, they wanted equal 

opportunities like the males. Also the chairmen shared with us 

what they did do and the problems they faced.” (Sharique 

regional team) Tirtha, their Regional Coordinator expressed his 

motivation: “Previously these UPs were deserted 

administrations. Now people visit them because they receive 

services. I love this sort of indicators.” And also Shirin (Field 

Facilitator, partner NGO) expressed that it really makes her feel 

great that people are practising so many things and she can see 

their life change.  

For Corinne Huser (SDC) the project was very much a learning 

experience. “When I started working on local governance in 

Bangladesh I did not have a specific experience with such 

programs though as a historian with some political science 

background I had some knowledge and I was genuinely 

interested in the topic. I learned local governance by doing that’s 

why observing in the fields was very important to me and I had 

quite close interaction with the ones implementing. It was also 

important for me to know ground realities for my work at the 

policy level, in discussions with the central government and 

other development partners.” Her colleague Sohel (SDC) has 

dedicated his career to social development and issues like 

political empowerment, rights of the landless poor, challenging 

societal structures. He believes he is more of an activist but 

when he received the offer to work for SDC to work in the field 

of local governance, he thought this could be one way to learn 

more but also to contribute actually to something that reflects 

the people’s demand. 

A key actor that was not motivated to continue the 

collaboration was CARE Bangladesh. They decided to step out of 

Sharique towards the end of the first phase. SDC and CARE 

Bangladesh had a basic disagreement on the approach to 

support local governance. “CARE really wanted to formulate a 

next phase in which the project would work exclusively for the 

extreme poor. We were of the opinion that this doesn’t work in a 

local governance project. You have to take others on board as 

they also have to change their thinking. And for this, all need to 

see some benefit. Otherwise it doesn’t work.” (Corinne Huser, 

SDC) At the end both partners decided that CARE Bangladesh 

would not continue its involvement. Unfortunately the voice of 

CARE Bangladesh was not heard in this story, but in retrospect 

of some of the self-criticism that will follow in this story, their 

point of view asks for respect.  

Relations between UP members and people of the respective 

communities were slowly changing. “Earlier, when a project was 

implemented at UP level nothing was known to the people and 

they had a misconception that the chairman and associates 

were misappropriating money. (Shirin, Field Facilitator NGO)” 

Mohammed Abdul Jalil (UP Chairman) mentioned that “Earlier 

people had the misconception that chairmen don’t work and 

that they have a tendency to misuse money. Nowadays we do 

things with the people and everything is open to them so they 

don’t have any objections against us. We now work at the 

grassroots level and designs projects according to the demands 

that came from the people. I like it very much.”  

“I have good communication with the UP chairman and 

members. I always try to make sure that the right person gets 

the opportunity to services available from the UP. If I feel that 

the right person is missed out on a list, we immediately call a 

meeting and force the UP member to include the name in the 

list. I also work on settlement between husband and wife, 

vulnerable group development and I participate in open budget 

sessions and attend in different meetings. In the past I didn’t feel 

I could express my opinion, but now I speak freely anywhere on 

any issue. I don’t feel shy now.” (Rokeya Begum, CBO leader) 

The following 2 citations show how also relations between male 

and female UP members are gradually changing. “In future, I 

want to become a UP member like Afroza Begum and I want to 

work for the people. The male UP member is encouraging me to 

take part in the elections and my CBO members have agreed to 

give full support during the elections”. (Nasima Begum, Leader 

CBO)  

Marjina Begum (UP member) explained: “As a woman member I 

didn’t have any importance in the Union, but now I am 

attending different meetings. I became aware of our rights and 

know now what is happening in the Union Parishad.  I used to 

come at 1 in the afternoon and sometimes even later. Now, I get 

up early in the morning, I cook my food and by 10am, I am at the 

Union.”. 

As so many of development agencies and agents, local NGOs 

involved had initially their own interpretation of participation in 

local governance processes. The Sharique team described the 

importance of coming to a more common understanding of 

participation in local level processes beyond simply being 

involved: “It was important for us to have close relations with 

partner NGOs, to accompany them but also going with them to 

the UP. After every session we always sit together and look how 

it went and what could be improved. At the beginning partner 

NGOs thought that if many people participate this is successful. 

Slowly they learned that just numbers are not enough, that it is 

more about the contents, interactions, who speaks, women 

participation, what is discussed, what questions were asked, for 

people to take part in making decisions that affect their lives.” 

Together with the local NGOs, the Sharique team developed, 

adjusted and used different tools and methods to build capacity 

within UPs. This contributed to some of the changes in relations 

that took place. An important tool to mention was explained by 

Shirin (partner NGO Sachetan): “In the Union Parishad there 

were no special programmes for women. Now women are 

coming up with their problems and a Gender Development Plan 

is prepared in each UP describing where women are standing at 

family, community and UP level and where they could stand. I 

have conducted several sessions in participatory gender analysis 

training and I find it a good tool. It makes people think out of the 

box, see their regular lifestyle from a different perspective. This 

helps people to change their mindset.” 

SDC invested in systematically interacting with the 

implementing partners. Corinne Huser explained the regular 

meetings and field visits: “With the steering committee of 

Sharique (involving both SDC and implementing partners), we 

would meet 4 times per year, thereby alternating meetings in 

Dhaka and in the field. The last were always combined with a 
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field visit. I also accompanied quite some visitors into the field. 

So observations made during field visits were important for us to 

discuss issues. We also had a midterm review of the project for 

which we prepared poverty focused questions like how to target 

the poor. We wanted to know is it really working, working pro 

poor. Results of the midterm review were discussed in the 

steering committee meeting and some matters were integrated 

into the planning of phase 2. So we often had long discussions 

during and after field visits in the steering committee and with 

the project team but we had less direct interventions with the 

partner NGOs.” 

 

Spaces that empowered 

As relations between actors changed also power dynamics 

changed. Sharique focused in its implementation primarily on 

‘working with’ individuals and organised groups and building 

their capacity. The spaces where people meet each other are 

the spaces where people operate their power but it are also the 

spaces where relations of power can change.  

“After being nominated as a standing committee member I tried 

to reduce problems regarding water supply by raising issues in 

the meeting. I can raise my voice and contribute to the 

development of people.” (Muslima Begum, member Standing 

Committee Water & Sanitation) “We told straight in the UP 

meeting that if we were not allowed to take these decisions, we 

would not take part in any of the meetings of the UP. Since then 

we have been selecting our beneficiaries and practicing our 

rights.” (Begum Sufia Hassan, Upazilla Vice-Chairwoman) 

The use of different tools created space for people to learn. In 

the beginning, “people at both community and at UP level had 

no idea of local governance. Where to start and what could be 

the basis of local governance? We decided to start with self 

assessments which helped identifying the meaning of good 

governance.” (Shirin, Field Facilitator NGO) 

A local government assessment tool was developed to discuss 

the local governance situation at community and at UP level. 

Corinne Huser explained that “the tool is based on a simple 

straight forward questionnaire with questions such as: Is the 

Union Parishad office open? Is it accessible to you? Is there any 

planning of the UP that you are aware of? Are you involved in 

this? It was meant to first of all launch a process of awareness 

raising with information and education of the people and 

secondly, to start a process of discussion on how to improve 

local governance.” She felt it was a good learning and 

empowering tool. It was also very useful for the project as it 

gave them basic information about where to start with further 

capacity development but also with action planning with the 

people and the local government. Important was also that it 

was not only about awareness on people’s rights but also on 

their responsibilities, for example on paying taxes. Based on the 

assessments, Sharique supported the inclusion of local 

governance improvement actions in the community plans 

stating what they would like to do from their side. Also the UP 

defined in their annual plan special measures to improve local 

governance from their side. Corinne Huser mentioned that this 

was all very new but that it worked well. 

In practice, it was not just an easy exercise according to the 

Sharique team: “At the beginning all UPs where we worked had 

a negative attitude towards citizens’ participation. The first 

meetings with people’s participation were difficult, especially 

opening up the UP budget and showing the projects they 

planned for. But gradually the UPs changed their attitude as 

some issues came up. UP members joined meetings of other UPs 

and started to follow. Now it is no problem but it took time for 

them to open up.” 

 

After the local government assessments, participatory planning 

was promoted. “Participatory planning was never explained. 

The rules set by the government said only citizens at ward level 

have to participate.” (Sharique team) “Earlier we prepared our 

plans sitting back in the UP office and we never went to the 

wards to collect their demands. Today we go to each ward and 

we collect demands from the people and based on this we 

prepare our budget.” (Mohammed Abdul Jalil, Chairman UP)  

“At the beginning I had no idea what was going on in the UP. 

Only the UP chairman and secretary were involved in preparing 

the budget.” (Afroza Begum, UP member) Corinne Huser 

explained the approach to prepare for and invite people to 

participate in the annual planning process of the UP as follows: 

“For this the project organised discussions in different groups 

e.g. separate groups of women and men, so that women could 

talk freely among themselves and then bring it into a plenary. It 

is a challenge for the women to really put their issues forward. I 

once was in a session with a women group and they came up 

with issues but in the main discussion their points disappeared. 

Then the Sharique staff intervened saying it is a requirement of 

our programme that you at least take up a gender issue. The 

issue was brought on the table, which otherwise would just have 

disappeared. Women participation and whether they will be 

heard, will remain challenging. This still needs a lot of 

sensitisation in the local government but also in the groups, 

which need to defend their women. It is empowering for people 

to participate in planning and it helps if they already had own 

plans and ideas on what they wanted to do. There were some 

simple technical problems with timing of planning because CBOs 

prepared plans always in September after the monsoon season 

and after harvesting and the local government planning takes 

place in May. This was adapted later with the CBOs but it is not 

well planned by the government. May-June is harvest period and 

people have no time to go to planning meetings. This issue 

needs to be taken up at a policy reform level where there is a 

national reform programme providing extra money and some 

basic capacity building to the local government.” Despite these 

successes, there are still UPs where its members are reluctant 

and changes come very slowly. It is very frightening for UPs to 

open up to citizens after years of working behind closed doors 

and mistrust on both sides. 

To be able to be in charge of such totally new processes, UP 

members needed support. Tirtha (Regional Coordinator 

Local government assessment tool 

The tool is rather subjective and not standardized, i.e. it 

does not systematically analyse the situation according to 

the different governance principles. It is therefore not a 

tool for systematically comparing the local governance 

situation in different unions but it was a good entry point 

and learning tool for people as they had very little 

knowledge on the issue. It could also be used as an 

assessment tool by the people later on.  

(Corinne Huser, SDC) 
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Sharique) explained that involving all UP actors in capacity 

building exercises was important to work more towards an 

institutional change: “One of the lessons we based our initial 

approach on, is that traditionally most projects are engaged in 

building capacity and giving of infrastructure support. Then after 

a project finishes the entire capacity build would be lost the 

moment office bearers would move on. So we decided to be 

careful not only to train the office bearers but also include other 

actors. So in the first institutional meetings all members were 

present, including those that would contest for next elections. 

Sharique is not worried about the next elections.” 

 

The moment UP members started realising what they gained 

with processes, like open budget planning, expenditures on 

different projects, etc. the attitudes of many started changing. 

The Sharique team explained that: “Citizens at start were also 

very demanding expecting the UP immediately to implement 

projects they suggested and then questioning the UP. This was 

the time UP members faced many problems as government 

funds were not released in time so they could not start the work. 

They learned to prepare revised budgets and present these 

during open review meetings. Those people that attended these 

meetings started to understand how the UP was working and 

were sharing this in their villages. We think it is great how the 

UP members reacted on this and slowly changed their attitudes. 

They see more opportunities to reach the citizens.” 

This also contributed to the aspiration of different people in 

their lives and shows how they step by step feel more able to 

engage in something new. Begum Sufia Hassan started as a 

school teacher. After being involved in social activities she then 

became UP member and is now an Upazila Vice Chairperson. 

She has hopes to become a district leader in the future. Marjina 

Begum and Afroza Begum both started as member and 

chairperson of a local CBO and then became an elected UP 

members. Muslima Begum became first a member of the CBO, 

then after being involved in CBO activities, she started her own 

organisation and is now elected in one of the standing 

committees in her UP. 

 

Linking to practical local development 

A situation in which UP members have more capacity and 

understanding of their roles is a step in the right direction. 

However, if the UP resources are limited it remains difficult to 

use this capacity in practice and properly deliver services, 

especially to the poor. Following the current decentralisation 

processes in Bangladesh, local bodies are responsible of holding 

taxes (like property tax and other taxes), which is an important 

source of own income. “The sources of income in the UP are 

very low and this was always a concern for taking up projects. 

They depended heavily on central allocation or donor agencies. 

After receiving training on resource mobilization, people started 

thinking of mobilizing their own resources. They started tax 

assessments with major involvement of the people in the 

process. With the increase in income the UP can take on more 

projects.” (Shirin, NGO Sachetan) UPs were supported in 

learning how to comply with the procedures designed by the 

Local Government Support Project
3
 (LGSP). LGSP developed 

basic criteria that a UP must follow, which include a.o. open 

                                                
3
 LGSP is a national reform programme financed by the central 

government and a group of donors 

budgeting, participatory planning, government-NGO meeting, 

transparency and accountability. Based on these criteria a UP 

can get access to additional block grants. Mohammed Abdul Jalil 

illustrated what his UP did with this support: “We were 

encouraged to follow our UP development fund manual which 

gives us some liberty to choose concrete projects. For example 

there was no programme for marginalized women in the 

government allocation schemes, but now we are giving them 

sewing training and a machine which helps them to earn 

income. We also have given goats to poor women members. 

Another example is a programme for landless poor families. We 

have given them land so that they can have a regular income 

from that. All these activities, which we never thought we could 

do with government support, we now know how to organise.” 

The vulnerability of the poor to risk and the lack of social 

protection reduce the pace of pro-poor growth.
4
 “The poor and 

especially poor women are vulnerable and often in need of social 

protection.  It was not only training them but also providing 

additional budget so they could deal with some pro poor issues.” 

(Corinne Huser, SDC) “Whenever I attend a meeting I talk about 

people’s rights and how important it is that marginalized people 

understand their rights and raise their voices. I learned how I can 

influence the process of people getting access to public services. 

For example, according to the act 1/3 under the safety net 

program, the work has to be done by the women members. In 

case of allowance for widow under safety net program, women 

members are responsible for selecting beneficiaries and they 

don’t need approval of the chairman for that. But in the past it 

was the chairman and members who decides whom to include in 

the list. Since we know this, it never happened again. We now 

select the people who really need it and submit the list to the 

woman affairs officer.” (Begum Sufia Hassan, Upazila Vice-

Chairwoman) “I have given “Elderly Citizen Allowance” through 

CBOs” (Afroza Begum, UP member). Co-financing the local 

government was used as an instrument, to enable more 

benefits going to the poor and to reach out to poor women. Co-

financing the local government appeared a good instrument to 

reach the poor, but it was not always easy in practice and 

Sharique learned by doing. Tirtha, the Regional Coordinator of 

the Rashahi team was clear about the fact that the performance 

of UPs varied quite a bit and that, for example, the UPs with a 

high profile chairman were sometimes the lowest performers. 

“They lacked in transparency. This performance ranking was 

also shared with the UPs. We even have an example of a 

chairman, who was highly recognised by the government and 

who was send on big study tours, but he was paying taxes in 

name of citizens. In this case we needed to explain that one of 

the criteria is tax assessment and not tax collection. The first 

year, we signed agreements with all UPs for the same budget. In 

the 2
nd

 year we made agreements based on these performances 

and this meant that the budget varied accordingly. What 

happened then? Some UP chairmen started to mobilise other 

chairmen not to sign the agreement. We faced quite some 

difficulties. Then we had to explain individually about the use of 

performance indicators and that the first amount is low but if 

you perform better the next will be higher.” 

                                                
4
 “Promoting Pro-Poor Growth – Key Policy Messages”, OECD, 2006 
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In 2008, Marie Gilbrin did a poverty study
5
 for SDC Bangladesh 

which focused on 3 local governance projects, including 

Sharique. She also concluded that the core contribution 

allocated by the project to the UP budget is an effective 

leverage to make the UP more pro-poor and people-oriented. 

 

View points and some lessons learned 

This story has an open end as decentralisation goes on and SDC 

continues its support to empower local communities and build 

capacity of their local government. Still, there are many voices 

that spoke about what they learned thus far as players in this 

process; what worked and what not, what was challenging and 

what would be something to take further for the future. 

Working on empowerment and local governance is challenging 

in a country were local governance was a rather new topic for 

local NGOs. Corinne (SDC) explained that they faced quite a 

challenge with the knowledge and understanding of staff of 

NGOs, those that work directly with communities. “Very often 

the NGOs in Bangladesh have a project driven focus, they take 

on different projects and engage for these projects new staff. 

This does not allow developing expertise and a strong profile, 

often knowledge comes and goes within these organisations.  If 

you work in local governance you need to have at least some 

understanding of the issues and the local situation. The local 

governance topic was rather new for local NGOs. Empowering 

people and promoting interaction between government and 

citizens also requires strong facilitation skills which did not 

match with the traditional NGO approach of acting as a service 

deliverer. Moreover, NGO staff often has a different social 

background than their target group, not really knowing the 

conditions and dynamics in rural communities and 

municipalities. Unfortunately there is not always much choice, 

particularly in a marginalized area like Sunamganj and you have 

to work with the few NGOs that are present.” 

Different actors felt that there are changes in attitudes at the 

level of UP officials, when they become more familiar with their 

roles and responsibilities. The Rashahi team expressed: “We 

think it is great how the UP members reacted on this and slowly 

changed their attitudes. They see more opportunities to reach 

the citizens. So this is quite a change in the attitude and in the 

practices of the UP members. Previously it was the chairperson 

and secretary, who made the budget in just a few hours and 

shared this with some elite persons. Men and women members 

never participated in these preparations. Project committees 

existed only on paper. Presently this process is totally different. 

Now the UP invites ward level citizens to join their meetings. 

We, Sharique, play no role here.” Also Tirtha, their Regional 

Coordinator is of the opinion that there is a shift towards more 

institutional responsibility. “For example, formerly if a person 

needed assistance, the chairman would express sympathy, may 

give even some money. Nowadays, a chairman would say, I have 

to discuss this issue in our body to see what we can do for you 

and then we will inform you. This is a change. It is not that 

people did not know how to do it. No, it is a change in the 

attitude of UP members.” 

Also from within the UP this change in attitude was mentioned. 

Mohammed Abdul Jali (Chairman UP) pointed out: “What 
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happened before? We UP members didn’t have a common 

understanding about our responsibilities. My responsibilities as 

chairman are almost the same as before but Sharique helped us 

to better understand our different responsibilities. They made it 

also easy for us to understand other things through training. We 

never felt it was difficult to adopt new things but always thought 

that we could have started it earlier and that the local 

government should be run like this.” Still there are many UPs 

where change comes very slowly and where local politics form a 

major hindrance. 

Strengthening of local government capacity is an important 

focus. As Sohel (SDC) explained: “Another important 

characteristic of Sharique is that it does not create parallel 

structures, something many NGOs do; let’s start another thing 

because something does not work. Sharique is trying to activate 

and strengthen the existing structures, which is much more 

sustainable.” Sharique also aims at raising awareness and 

knowledge about their rights amongst communities through 

community based organisations and promotion of poor people’s 

participation. As Marie Gilbrin concludes in her poverty study
6
 

“Strengthened interaction between local government and their 

constituencies has ensured better UP functioning that 

contributes to poverty reduction as people progressively benefit 

from better access to existing and extended public services and 

become stronger to raise their voices and negotiate their 

interests.” 

“Empowering happens when people are able to imagine their 

world differently and are able to realise that vision changing the 

relations and structures of power that have been keeping them 

in poverty.”
7
 

Sharique triggered or further triggered empowering at the level 

of many individuals. Corinne expressed it as follows: “In terms of 

empowerment, Sharique really did empower people. People 

know more and became quite enthusiastic to engage in new 

participatory processes with the local government. There is a big 

potential for new leaders coming up. It showed me also the 

importance of the knowledge and being informed and the 

importance for aperson of being recognized, of being somebody, 

of being a person who has something to say.” 

“The space created for involvement of communities and poor 

people results in dialogue with the local government. These 

types of platforms create opportunity for the poor and for other 

actors to speak out. We can’t say this is a targeted approach to 

empower the poor but it gave the opportunity to the poor to 

participate and to get information. In combination with capacity 

building at UP level, supporting activities and dealing with issues 

by UP at Upazilla level this is a system which empowers.” (Sohel, 

SDC) 

But effects of Sharique also have less positive sides and made 

Sharique and partners look into the big challenge of how to 

better include the excluded. Both Sohel and Corinne (SDC) 

mentioned that CBOs and cluster organisations do not represent 

the entire community and not necessarily the poorest in this 

community.  

                                                
6
 See footnote 5 

7
 Working definition of empowerment, DAC Network on Poverty 

Reduction 



 

7 

“The organised groups at community level are there but they are 

limited. To involve other non-formal groups and to be more 

inclusive will be an important focus of Sharique in the next 

phase.” (Sohel,SDC) “After some time we realised that these 

groups (CBOs working with another SDC funded project) were 

not always that inclusive and representative of the poor. Groups 

themselves are sometimes excluding people. We started 

thinking how to work with a more representative picture of 

people in a village and how to make sure that really the extreme 

poor and disadvantaged groups are also in there. This was a 

start for the phase 2 design, how to target better. And this is a 

challenge for Sharique in phase 2, to include those who were 

excluded and how to be more inclusive. This would require more 

analysis to better understand the situation in a village: 

who/where are those excluded, what are the exclusion 

mechanisms and the power relations.” (Corinne Huser, SDC)  

 

Processes appear successful, but are also the poorest gaining 

opportunity to participate in growth in their area. This is a major 

question to tackle in the future. As long as the poorest remain 

excluded, they will not contribute to better pro-poor growth 

services. Corinne explained that for these reasons they asked 

Marie Gilbrin, a Junior Programme Officer, to do a poverty study 

to learn more about inclusion issues, the poverty situation and 

power relations in the SDC Bangladesh local governance 

programme. The study recommends a more systematic use of 

poverty analysis tools to strengthen awareness of local 

organisations and government on poverty and to better 

understand power relations and so improve inclusiveness of the 

poorest.  

“Co-financing the local government enabled more benefits going 

to the poor and to women and the local government dealt with 

some pro poor issues. It was a good tool to start discussing pro 

poor issues but much more needs to be done. The local 

government didn’t know much about causes of poverty and 

what is their role to overcome them. Awareness building and 

training of local government about this type of issues are 

another challenge in phase 2.” 

As the Tirtha, Regional Coordinator, stated, “We have to work 

with the existing government structures, which all have 

weaknesses in working on the reduction of poverty. Sharique is 

mandated to reduce poverty while UPs do not have this 

mandate. So our main aim is to include the poor in local 

governance processes. So far we reached participation of poor 

people but now we question what is next for us and think about 

better inclusion of the poorest.”  
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“A couple of day’s back, I took 100 women to Bindur Mor, 

Rashahi for a meeting. Many said to them, don’t go with 

her otherwise you will be killed, people might throw 

bombs on you. But after the gathering was over, I asked 

the women who joined to share what they learnt with 

those who were afraid to come with them. I always tell 

my women that they shouldn’t believe what people are 

saying, only believe what you see with your own eyes and 

you will go ahead in life.”  

(Begum Sufia Hassan, Upazilla Parishad Vice Chairperson) 


