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What a piece of work is a man!
How noble in reason,

how infinite in faculties,

In form and moving,

how express and admirable! ,

William Shakespeare, Hamlet
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The passion of my lifetime has been to work
with people living in poverty and to see them,
with the right resources and opportunities,
transform into agents of change in their own

lives, families and communities.
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We must strive to continuously
find solutions to new social
challenges. \We must reach out to
those In need.
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From left to right (seated): Sir Fazle Hasan Abed’s father Siddique Hasan, his maternal uncle Nawab Justice Sir Syed Shamsul Huda
KCIE and his paternal uncle Atiqul Hasan.



Birth and parentage

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed was born on 27 April 1936 in Baniachang
village of Habiganj district. His father was Siddique Hasan and
mother was Syeda Sufia Khatun. Siddiqgue Hasan was the sub-
registrar of Habigan;.

Sir Fazle hailed from a distinguished and educated lineage of
policy makers and academicians. His paternal grandfather was
Khanbahadur Rafiqul Islam and his maternal grandfather was
Khanbahadur Syed Moazzem Uddin Hossain, who hailed from
Austagram in Kishoreganj district. Syed Moazzem Uddin Hossain
was a provincial minister, first for agriculture and later for education,
during the end of the British rule. Sir Fazle’s other paternal
grandfather Nawab Justice Sir Syed Shamsul Huda served the
executive committee of the Bengal Presidency Governor as its
member. He was among the chief initiators of the University of
Dhaka.

Fazle Hasan Abed’s mother Syeda Sufia Khatun
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Don't ever lose sight of the mission
to extend a hand to those who
need it the most.
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Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG
Founder, BRAC
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Education

Sir Fazle went to several schools, firstly Habiganj Government High
School, then Cumilla Zilla School, and finally Pabna Zilla School,
from where he passed his matriculation in 1952. He passed higher
secondary exams from Dhaka College in 1954. He moved to

England to study naval architecture at the University of Glasgow
in Scotland, but later left the department to study accountancy in
London. He qualified as a cost management accountant in 1962.
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Cyclone of 1970

Sir Fazle returned to the then East Pakistan in 1968. He joined Shell travelled to Monpura, one of the worst hit remote islands, to
QOil in 1970 as the head of finance and was posted in Chattogram. distribute relief. Later they formed an organisation called HELP to
After a deadly cyclone hit the coast on 12 November 1970, claiming continue the relief operations.

at least 300,000 lives, Sir Fazle, along with friends and colleagues,




The liberation war of Bangladesh

When the liberation war started in 1971, Sir Fazle resigned from
his job at Shell Oil and moved back to London, travelling through
Islamabad and Kabul. Upon reaching London in May 1971, he
worked to support the liberation war. With a few like-minded friends,
he established two organisations called Help Bangladesh and
Action Bangladesh.

Action Bangladesh focused mainly on garnering global political
backing for the liberation war, to earn public support for Bangladesh'’s
independence and urged governments of European countries to
help stop the atrocities and human rights violations of the Pakistan
Army in Bangladesh.










Founding and leading BRAC to become world’s
number one NGO

Early in 1972, after the war was over, Sir Fazle returned to the
newly-independent Bangladesh, finding the economy in ruins.
The return of 10 million refugees, who had sought shelter in
India during the war, called for urgent relief and rehabilitation
efforts. He established BRAC with proceeds from selling his
flat in London. He wanted to address the needs of refugees in
a remote area of north-eastern Bangladesh. He was guided
by a desire to help the poor develop their own capacity to
better manage their lives.




Today BRAC is one of the largest NGOs in the world, operating across 11
countries in Africa and Asia. BRAC's vision is a world free from all forms
of exploitation and discrimination where everyone has the opportunity
to realise their potential. In 2019, for the fourth consecutive year, BRAC
was ranked first among the world’s top 500 NGOs by Geneva-based
independent media organisation, NGO Advisor, in terms of impact,
innovation and sustainability.

Founding and leading BRAC University and BRAC Bank

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed founded BRAC University in 2001. He served as the
chairperson of its board of trustees from its founding year till 2019, retiring
on 24 July 2019.

Sir Fazle founded BRAC Bank in 2001. He served as the chairperson from
2001-2008, and from 2013-2019.




BRAC TIMELINE

The organisation then known as Bangladesh Rehabilitation
Assistance Committee (BRAC) begins relief and rehabilitation

operations in Sulla, Sylhet in northern Bangladesh, following the

end of the country’s liberation war.

Activities transform from relief and rehabilitation to long-term
community development.

BRAC is renamed Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee.

Relief work is started among famine and flood victims of
Roumari, Kurigram.

BRAC begins microfinance activities.

BRAC’s Research and Evaluation Division is established.

The Jamalpur Women’s Project commences.

The Manikganj Integrated Project is initiated.

Targeted development approach commences through the
formation of village organisations.

Emphasis is placed on staff training through the first Training
and Resource Centre (TARC) in Savar.

The sericulture programme is started to generate employment
for women in Manikganj.

Aarong is established.

The Rural Outreach programme is initiated.

The Rural Credit and Training Programme is launched.

The Oral Therapy Extension Programme is launched to combat
diarrhea.

The Poultry Vaccination Programme is initiated.

BRAC’s Non-formal Primary Education Programme (NFPE) is
started.

The Livestock Programme is initiated.
The Rural Enterprise Project is launched.

The Income Generation for Vulnerable Group Development
(IGVGD) commences.

The Rural Development Programme is formed by merging
the Rural Credit and Training Programme and the outreach
Programme.

The Child Survival Programme commences.

The Human Rights and Legal Services programme is
introduced.

BRAC’s Monitoring department is set up.

Phase Il of the Rural Development Programme commences.
The Sustainable Rural Credit Programme is initiated.

A Management Development Programme is set up.

The Women’s Health Development Programme commences.

A Women’s Advisory Committee is set up.

Centre for Development Management (CDM) is established.

Phase Il of the Rural Development Programme commences.

Adolescent Reading Centres are opened.



BRAC’s Non-formal Primary Education (NFPE) Programme is
replicated in Africa.

BRAC Adult Literacy Centres are opened.

A Gender Quality Action Learning (GQAL) and a Gender
Resource Centre (GRC) are set up.

The Continuing Education (CE) programme is started.

BRAC Health Centres (Shushasthyas) are established.

Phase IV of the Rural Development Programme commences.

The Micro Enterprise Lending and Assistance (MELA)
programme is launched.

Development Programme initiated in urban areas.

BRAC’s Gender Policy is launched.

Malaria Prevention and Control Programme piloted.
BRAC Legal Aid Clinics are established.
The BRAC Dairy and Food Project is commissioned.

BRAC'’s Chittagong Hill Tracts Development Programme is
started.

The BRAC Information Technology Institute is launched.

The Adolescent Peer Organised Network (APON) courses are
created.

BRAC’s Limb and Brace Fitting Centre is established.

BRAC University is established.
BRAC Bank is launched.

The Post-primary Basic Education (PBEn) programme is set up.

The Adolescent Development Programme (ADP) is initiated.

The Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction - Targeting
the Ultra Poor (CFPR-TUP) programme is launched.

BRAC commences development work in Afghanistan.

BRAC Advocacy and Human Rights Unit is set up.

BRAC Tea Estate is established.

The Continuing Education and Post-primary Basic Education
programmes are integrated into a single programme called Post
Primary Basic and Continuing Education (PACE) programme.

The Employment and Livelihood for Adolescent (ELA)
programme is launched.

BRAC’s TB programme coverage is expanded nationally.

An office of the Ombudsperson is established.

A microfinance programme for commercial sex workers is
initiated.

BRAC University establishes the James P. Grant School of
Public Health and the Institute of Educational Development.

The Centre for Governance Studies is established by BRAC
University.

BRAC commences programmes in Sri Lanka following the
Asian Tsunami.

Maternal, Neonatal and Child Health (MNCH) programme
launched in Nilphamari.

Development Programmes in Tanzania and Uganda commence.



BRAC establishes BRAC UK and BRAC USA as resource
mobilisation organisations.

Phase | of the Targeting the Ultra Poor (TUP) programme is
completed.

Replication of the TUP programme in Haiti and India is started.

The Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) programme is
launched.

A pilot project to distribute reading glasses is started.

The Leadership for Advancing Development (LeAD) programme
is launched.

Launched microfinance programme in Pakistan, Tanzania and
South Sudan.

Commenced technical assistance to Indonesian NGO for post-
Tsunami rehabilitation and microfinance.

Launched a massive relief effort for communities affected by
cyclone SIDR.

Sir Fazle awarded the David Rockefeller Bridging Leadership
Award.

BRAC’s microfinance programme in Uganda was incorporated
as a separate entity.

BRAC registered in Sierra Leone and Liberia.

Launched the Disaster, Management and Climate Change
programme.

Started to provide technical assistance for adaptation of the
Graduation approach in Haiti, India, Pakistan and Yemen.

BRAC Agriculture and Food Security Programme developed
three new varieties of hybrid rice — HB 9, Shakti 2 and Aloron 2.

Vision Bangladesh, a partnership project between BRAC
and Sightsavers, launched to eradicate blindness across
Bangladesh by 2020.

BRAC Health, Nutrition and Population Programme
implemented a mobile-based platform that allowed community
health workers to store patient data and assess medical risks
among other things.

BRAC Education Programme initiated community learning
centres, locally known as gonokendro, which operate in
secondary schools across rural areas.

Birthing huts found acceptance as safe childbirth places with
necessary resources for mothers in urban slums.

Radio Pollikontho, among the very first community-driven radio
stations, launched in Moulvibazar, Sylhet to ensure access

to information and right to exposure for semi-urban and rural
people.

Boat schools introduced to provide primary education to
children living in seasonally submerged areas.

BRAC Health, Nutrition and Population Programme initiated a
mass screening for TB case detection and treatment using a
new diagnostic technology called GeneXpert.

BRAC Intergrated Development Programme introduced a new
service delivery channel in the form of boat clinics for pregnant
women residing in the wetland (haor) regions.

Ranked #1 NGO in the Global Journal’s list of the 100 best
NGOs. The only NGO from Asia in the top 10, BRAC exceeded
its previous rank of fourth place in 2012, surpassing other global
NGOs such as Oxfam, CARE and Save the Children.



Responding to the Rana Plaza tragedy, BRAC initiated a host

of emergency support activities through multiple medical and
psychosocial counselling teams. BRAC’s medical teams worked
as first responders during the rescue operations.

Aligning itself with the Bangladeshi government’s national
goal of eliminating avoidable blindness by 2020, BRAC, in
collaboration with the government, started the second phase of
the eye care project, Vision Bangladesh, in 10 city corporations.

Sir Fazle received Leo Tolstoy International Gold Medal, and an
honorary Doctor of Law degree from Princeton University.

The success rate in BRAC’s primary school certificate
examination during the period 2010-2014 rose to 99.97%,
compared to the national rate of 97.92%.

Awarded ‘AAA’ by the credit rating agency of Bangladesh Ltd
(CRAB).

Achieved first position in the Institute of Chartered Accountants
of Bangladesh (ICAB) National Award under the category of
NGOs for the year 2013.

Two new Aarong retail outlets launched in Dhaka.

Aarong awarded the best brand in Fashion Boutique category
by Bangladesh Brand Forum 1st position in ICMAB, Best
Corporate Award in NGO sector for the year 2014.

Sir Fazle received the World Food Prize for his outstanding
contribution to enhancing the world’s production and
distribution of food to those most in need.

Awarded the most female-friendly organisation in Bangladesh.

Ranked the world’s #1 NGO as a part of 2016 Top 500 NGOs
World Rankings by Geneva-based NGO Advisor.

Sir Fazle received Thomas Francis, Jr. Medal in Global Public
Health.

Established the five-year strategic plan (2016-2020) and
developed mechanisms to bring entire BRAC family together
through a global strategy.

Digitised the monitoring systems and introduced technology
services to speed up data collection and rapid decision-
making.

Became the first Bangladeshi organisation to achieve Smart
Certification — signifying our commitment to client welfare in
microfinance, by meeting internationally agreed standards on
client protection.

Retained the position as the #1 NGO, for the third consecutive
year.

Became one of the leading responders to the Rohingya crisis in
Cox’s Bazar, launching humanitarian support at scale including
health, WASH and child protection.

LEGO Prize for extensive contribution to early childhood
development.

Retained the position as the #1 NGO, for the fourth consecutive
year.

Sir Fazle received the prestigious Yidan Prize in 2019 for his
unwavering contribution in the education sector. The prize was
announced by the Hong Kong-based Yidan Prize Foundation.






On 7 April 1973, Sir Fazle married Ayesha Abed who was actively involved in BRAC’s interventions since the early days of the organisation.
She was the managing editor of BRAC’s monthly newsletter ‘Ganakendra’ from 1976 to 1981 and held the position of chief executive of
Aarong. Sir Fazle and Ayesha Abed are survived by a daughter, Tamara Hasan Abed and a son, Shameran Abed. Ayesha Abed passed away
on 11 July 1981.
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Leadership roles in other institutions:

Chairperson, Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) (1982-1986)
Senior Fellow, Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS) (1982-1986)
Chairperson, NGO Forum for Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation (1990-2009)
Chairperson, Ain O Salish Kendra (1993-1994 and 2007-2009)

Member, Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD)

Chairperson, Gono Shakkhorota Abhijan (1990-2009)

Member, NGO Committee of the World Bank in Geneva (1986-1991)

Chairperson, South Asia Partnership (SAP) from (1987-1990)

Member, International Commission on Health Research for Development under Harvard University
(1987-1990)

Member, SAARC’s South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation (1992-1993)
Member, Board of Governors, Institute of Development Studies, Sussex University, UK (1998-2004)

Member, Policy Advisory Group of The Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP), World
Bank, Washington(1998-2005)

Member, Board of Governors, International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), Philippines (1999-2005)
Global Chairperson, International Network of Alternative Financial Institution (2002-2008)
Founding Member, Ashoka’s Global Academy for Social Entrepreneurship

Member, UN Secretary-General’s Lead Group of the Scaling Up Nutrition Movement (2012)
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BRAC has never been apout me
or any one person. Our strong
foundation and reputation are built
on the commitment, hard work and
dedication of our staff.
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Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG
Founder, BRAC
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Harvard Business School's Creating Emerging Markets Project

Interview of Sir Fazle Hasan Abed

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG, founder of BRAC, was interviewed by Jorge Paulo Lemann Professor Tarun Khanna for the Harvard Business
School’s Creating Emerging Markets project on 24 April 2014. The following is the interview transcript.

Tarun Khanna (TK): | thought, if | may start at the beginning in some
sense, and ask you to reminisce a little bit about the reason you began
this journey, which | recall reading was a little bit serendipitous. But
perhaps if you could reflect on that, it would be helpful.

Fazle Hasan Abed (FHA): | used to work for Shell Oil Company, at
that time, in Bangladesh, based in Chittagong, the port city. Shell’s
headquarters used to be in Chittagong. And Shell’'s main business was
gas exploration and distribution. | was their Head of Finance. Things
went on quite well. | was getting one of the highest salaries anybody
could get in East Pakistan at that time, so | lived quite well.

But then suddenly, an incident occurred which changed my life in a
way, and that was the evening of 11th of November, 1970. There was
a cyclone, accompanied by twenty-foot-high tidal waves. And it is
estimated that some 300,000 people died that night after being washed
away to the sea. We didn’t realise the extent of the damage the cyclone
had caused. The next morning, as | went out to the office, | saw trees
uprooted and so on. But we never realised the extent of damage in the
offshore islands of Bangladesh and the shore areas. Within two days,
news started coming in from outside, and we thought we needed to
do something about it. So | mobilised a speedboat from Shell Oil, and
some oil, some kerosene and matches and utensils, food and so on,
which we took to remote offshore islands where they lost everything.
We loaded up a ship and went out to see what was happening.

The scene was just horrendous—bodies strewn everywhere— humans,
animals, everything. That shocked me to an extent that | felt that the
kind of life | led hardly had any meaning in a kind of context in which
these people lived—the fragility of life of poor people.

So, the immediate reaction was to start a relief programme as fast as
we could. With the support of our friends, we raised money. Some
organizations from abroad came in to try and help. The Germans came
in with helicopters to drop food. My house became the centre of all

these activities—of packing food, taking it to the German helicopters,
dropping it, and things like that. | was a bachelor at the time, so
everybody could come in and do things.

Then we started an organisation called HELP to try and do relief and
rehabilitation in these areas. We chose one island called Manpura,
which had a population of 56,000 before the cyclone. We did a census
afterwards: only 16,800 people survived; more than two-thirds had died
or vanished. We started working in that area to try and build houses;
build life again. We didn’t know anything about trauma counseling in
those days, but they needed help of all kinds.

And then, two months later, there was a general election in Pakistan,
and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, a Bengali leader, became victorious.

TK: This is for all of Pakistan. This is East and West Pakistan.

FHA: All of Pakistan. In East Pakistan he really swept; half the
parliamentary seats were in East Pakistan and he got two or three
seats in West Pakistan as well. He would have been the natural Prime
Minister. Mr. Bhutto came second, with less than one quarter of the
seats.

But then what happened is that President Yahya Khan was the military
ruler of Pakistan in those days. He went to China, and he was doing
diplomacy between Nixon and Mao. He didn't even stop in East
Pakistan, where 300,000 people had died. You would think that the
president of a country would come to where so many people of his
country had died, but he didn’t even stop. He went back to West
Pakistan. So that kind of gave the feeling to East Pakistanis that West
Pakistanis didn’t really care about them. And so Sheikh Muijib swept
through the election. And then, of course, from the election to March
of next year, which was from December to March, in just four months,
West Pakistanis were trying to stop Sheikh Muijib from becoming Prime
Minister. All kinds of negotiations started happening between East and




West Pakistan. But, ultimately, it was clear that Sheikh Mujib would
never be the Prime Minister, and they would like to keep the power
among West Pakistanis.

And so what happened was that on the 25th of March—Sheikh
Mujib started a noncooperation movement from the 7th of March.
Civil servants came out for him in East Pakistan. Basically, the
government was being run by Sheikh Mujib in East Pakistan. [Zulfikar
Ali] Bhutto came to East Pakistan, to Dhaka, and tried to negotiate. But
meanwhile, they were getting their army to East Pakistan by ship and
so on. They were preparing for a showdown. And on the 25th of March,
that happened. The army came out from the Dhaka cantonment, killed
everybody in sight, went to Dhaka University, the police barracks, and
killed all the Bangladeshi police. The East Pakistan Rifles, which was
mostly East Pakistani Bengalis, were decimated. In Dhaka University,
all the Hindu professors were identified. All our best Hindu professors
were killed that night.

And so that was the end of Pakistan, in a way. Everybody realised that
this could not go on. Sheikh Mujib, of course, was arrested that night
and taken to West Pakistan. The entire leadership of East Pakistan
had already left Dhaka for India. While they were doing that, they also
formed a government called government in exile, and that was done in
one liberated area in East Pakistan called Mujibnagar in Kushtia district.
And then they went as a provisional government, as a guest of India, to
Kolkata. That's what happened.

Kolkata’s life started with the government there. They formed two
groups, Mujib Bahini was one—the Awami Leaguers joined the Muijib
Bahini. The rest of the Bangladeshi population—Hindu, Muslims,
peasants, students—joined the Mukti Bahini. And so the freedom
struggle started.

I was with Shell Oil Company and | was appointed within five days of
the army takeover as the head of the Army Liaison Department. | was
the army liaison with the oil companies, because they wanted to keep
the oil and gas flowing. And then, within two days, | decided that |
could not really work with those army masters any more.

TK: I was going to ask, it must have been a very conflicted time.

FHA: It was a very, very difficult time. But then, as an officer within the
military government, | had a pass with which | could go anywhere. That
pass helped me to go to West Pakistan, and then to Kabul, and then
| left for London, because | decided that | had a base in London. The
headquarters of Shell was London. | left for London, and | thought that |
might be able to mobilise resources and public opinion for Bangladesh.

TK: Meanwhile, HELP still existed.

FHA: HELP still existed, and they had three million deutsch marks
raised from a German organisation called Bread for the World. But
then, before | left, | left it with a new board to keep working on that.

TK: So how did HELP transition into BRAC?
FHA: HELP didn’t transition into BRAC.
TK: Did not, OK.

FHA: HELP remained there, and from what | understand, during the
liberation movement, some of the people who took over HELP left
Bangladesh. But the people who stayed back were trying to make more
money out of it. There were three million deutsch marks there, and
some people had become corrupted, and so on. When nine months
later Bangladesh became independent and | came back home, | didn’t
even try to take over HELP. | decided | might as well start a whole new
organization, rather than work at HELP, which | had created after the
cyclone, because | didn’t want the infighting to get rid of people who
were corrupt.

TK: So that’s an interesting vignette itself; as an entrepreneur you had
your first taste of building a relief organisation, and then you chose to
start a parallel one.

FHA: A separate organisation, because that organisation became
corrupted, and | would have had to fight a lot of battles before | took
over. And that, to me, seemed not worth doing. | thought | might as
well start afresh.

So | didn’t have much money. | had a small flat in London, which | sold,
got £6,000 after paying off all the mortgage, and this £6,000 was my
stock in trade which | returned to Bangladesh with, in January 1972.

Two of us were working together at the time, one was a lawyer, who
was a close friend of mine—we had been roommates in London in
1950s. He and | worked together during the interregnum of this nine
months from March to December. He was sent to Kolkata to try and
work with the refugees, and in the areas of Bangladesh which were not
under the Pakistani army. There were some areas that still remained
outside the Pakistani army’s command, but they were not part of India,
either. They were the liberated areas, as we used to call them. And
there was an article in Newsweek saying that these liberated areas
were going to be starved by Pakistan, because Pakistan would just
stop going into that area, and unless India helped, or somebody tried
to channel food, these areas would have real problems. So we decided




that we'd try and do that, raise money, and build food warehouses, and
see whether you could feed them in the liberated areas.

We worked with the government of India. | sent my friend—his name
was V. I. Chowdhury—he went to Kolkata, worked with the Indian
government to try and set up these food warehouses in liberated
areas. And | stayed back in London trying to raise money, and also
public opinion for the Bangladesh liberation movement. The two of
us were working in the same organisation. We called ourselves Help
Bangladesh—not HELP, but Help Bangladesh.

It didn't last very long and liberation came in December. India
recognised us on the 6th of December, 1971. | remember on the 6th
of December, 1971, | was in Copenhagen and | was interviewed by
Copenhagen television. | said, we got recognition from India. How
about Denmark recognising us? Then the next morning | went to see
the Foreign Minister of Denmark. | went to the Foreign Ministry and
gave my name as a Bangladesh liberation fighter who wanted to see
the Foreign Minister. Surprisingly, he said yes, come and see me. | got
an appointment immediately. The reason was that he had seen the
television programme the night before and he said, | might as well find
out what'’s going on. We briefed him about what was going on, and we

said that we'd like Denmark to recognise us, now that India had done
that. He said, “I can’'t quite do that yet. You need to be completely
independent of Pakistan, but then, | can assure you that we'll be the
first country to recognise you as soon as Bangladesh became”—

TK: Legally separate.
FHA: Yes.

TK: So tell me—it's clear that there were a variety of formative
experiences, of course, in the crucible of the cyclone and the war.

FHA: And the liberation war.

TK: But when you started BRAC finally, how much of a vision did you
have? Can you articulate what was in your mind at the time?

FHA: | didn’t have much of a vision at that time. It just was a survival
question. How does Bangladesh survive in a country which is
devastated, ruined by bombing? Some of the Mukti Bahinis, the
freedom fighters themselves, had blown up bridges because they
didn’t want Pakistan to have access. We did some of the destruction
ourselves, in the liberation struggle. But then everything was in ruins.
There was no school running, there were no health facilities. Nothing
was going on. And large numbers of people were going to India. Ten
million refugees went to India. There were large tracts of uncultivated
land. There were no seeds available. Cows were slaughtered by the
Pakistan army, so there was no draft animal to plow your field.

Fazle Hasan Abed and V. I. Chowdhury

When | went back on 17th of January, 1972, my friend the barrister also
came back from India, from Shillong, into the Sylhet area. And he came
with a group of people, mostly Hindus, into an area which was majority
Hindu, and it was devastated by the Pakistan army. They had a special
thing about getting rid of Hindus as well, because in Pakistan, you
don’t want any other religion. That had happened in West Pakistan,
and they were trying to do it here. But of course, we had other kind of
opinions. In Bangladesh, Hindus and Muslims had lived for centuries,
essentially together. It was not something that we had wanted.

So anyway, there were some Hindu majority areas, and these were the
areas which were hit most badly. My friend went with the refugees to
their homes in Sylhet—in northern Sylhet, and found in one area, village
after village, completely destroyed. And these people were just sitting
under the shade of trees trying to think what kind of shelters they were
going to build, what kind of life they were going to rebuild. That’s the
area that we took up to work in—200 villages in Sylhet.

| decided that the first thing to do was to do a survey of how many
households had been destroyed and what was the minimum essential
shelter need of people. If the family had four members, there was one
type of house we were trying to build for them, if a family had seven
members, then another slightly larger house, things like that. Basically,
the shelters we were trying to build had a galvanised iron roof and




bamboo walls. My £6000 was not going to do much. But that helped
me in doing a survey. We took about half a dozen people from Dhaka
University who were local youths, who were educated. We got about
40 of them to go and do a survey of the entire area first. The survey was
done within a month, and then all the data came to my office in Dhaka,
and we analysed that: how many houses were destroyed, how many
livestock killed, how many children were there. With that, | developed
a project proposal.

TK: So it sounds like your Shell experience is very much informing the
creation of this organisation.

FHA: Absolutely. Because the question is, how do you go to a donor
and say, look, give me money? I'll have to do it with a proposal, and tell
them exactly what we are going to do.

[ told them, the first year, we'll just build homes, keep the children alive,
if we can, by distributing high-protein food, and help the farmers till their
land. So limported some power tillers to till their land, gave them seeds,
collected seeds from India, took them to Bangladesh. | was traveling
between India and Bangladesh all the time. Every month two or three
times, | had to go to India, collect things, bring them back, things like

that. And the bamboos had to come from Assam. | went to see the
chief minister of Assam to get permission to take bamboos through
the river into that area. In nine months, from February to October, we
imported galvanised iron sheets from Japan, brought them into our
project area, got millions of bamboos in rafts three miles long through
the Kushiara River into our project area. And we built 16,000 houses.

TK: And this was all done by volunteers, in effect?

FHA: No, they were being paid. By that time, by March, Oxfam came
to Bangladesh, and they said, we'll finance your project. So the project
was £189,000, and they financed that. And then the government gave
us some extra galvanised iron sheets, so we could do more than
what we wanted. We estimated that we needed 10,400 houses, and
ultimately we finished about 15,000 houses with extra iron sheets.

TK: So you managed to overdeliver what you promised Oxfam.

FHA: By the time we finished, there were still 500,000 taka left. | asked
Oxfam, “Would you like to have your money back? There is surplus.”
They said, “No, no, keep it, and if you have a next phase, then this
will be the first installment of that new phase which we’'ll try to fund.”
Meanwhile, of course, | went to London, and | was told that ours was
one of the best among 700 projects that they had funded all over the
world. We were quite happy that we were thought well of. We were
trying to do the best we could.

Then, of course, the time came for us to decide, should we continue—

TK: As an organisation?

FHA: Yes. It was called the Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance
Committee. The rehabilitation was done in that area. As it was a remote
area, the government would never come there, so we decided to work
on that.

And then, we had a strategy session after we finished the rehabilitation
work, and | thought, the people are still so poor, if we just go away,
leaving them to their own devices, poverty will remain just as intense as
it used to be. We had been able to provide a little bit of help by building
shelters for them, and keeping their children alive. But then they would,
again, need to build up their savings, buy their cows. Next year’s crop
had to be planted, and so on. So we decided since poverty was so
endemic that we might as well commit ourselves for the long haul and
try to do something about poverty in Bangladesh. And that was the real
decision-making time for me.

TK: So what year is this, or what month is this?

FHA: That was in January 1973. That’s the time we decided that,
let’s try and develop project proposals to do poverty alleviation. We
looked at poverty from many different angles. It is not just income, or
opportunities, or agricultural productivity, or health alone, or lack of
education. All kinds of things constitute poverty. It’s a multidimensional
syndrome which causes people to be less productive, to be less
efficient, to be miserable.

TK: So you had a holistic view of poverty.

FHA: Holistic view. We needed to work on many different areas.
Agricultural productivity was very low. Of course, India, at that time
had the green revolution, and they were already producing a lot more
food. But Bangladesh hadn’t really had a green revolution at that
time. They were just starting. So, we started working on all kinds of
things on agriculture: irrigation, fertilizer use, line sowing of rice. We
also started working on fisheries, livestock, poultry, cows, goats. We
started working on water, sanitation, and hygiene, as well.

TK: But you were addressing all these problems simultaneously in one
geography, or how were approaching them?

FHA: It was an integrated programme that we started in one
geography—in the same area we started with. We expanded it a
little bit, not 200 villages but 350 villages, and we started doing an
integrated development programme. Along with water, sanitation, and
hygiene, family planning became another very important area, because
we thought that, in Bangladesh, if women were going to produce six
children, then Bangladesh would never come out of poverty. Three
percent growth of population and 3% GDP rise meant that you would




remain poor throughout. So we put a lot of emphasis on family planning,
on growth and on productivity. Microfinance was started. But initially,
our microfinance was started as a collective: five, six, or 10 people
collectively buying a big boat so that they could fish together, like that.
It was a collective financing rather than individual financing at that time,
in 1973.

That did quite well, and | think our donors were quite happy to see the
results that we had obtained and with our family planning in that area.
Bangladesh used to have less than 5% family planning acceptance rate,
but in our project area, by 1975, we had reached a 20% acceptance
rate. | remember, in those days, Bangladesh used to have a meeting
with the donors, called donor consortium meeting. It used to be held
in Paris. One finance minister said that we had achieved a 20% family
planning acceptance rate in one area of Bangladesh. And he said that,
if it could happen in one area of Bangladesh, it could happen in other
areas of Bangladesh as well.

TK: So in that sense, the rest of Bangladesh was also using this as an
exemplar already, even in the early days.

FHA: Yes, it was said if BRAC could do it in that area, why not in other
areas?

TK: When you look at the evolution of BRAC, anybody who reads
the public record will see that it has had an ever-expanding scope of
activities. In some ways, at least in the minds of an observer, it seems
like it’s compensating for things that the state perhaps might have
done but was unable to do for whatever reasons. | wondered if you
could maybe just pick one of these—my favorite is the oral rehydration
therapy—and reflect a little bit on how that was launched.

FHA: What happened, you see—I| also decided that, if we wanted
to change Bangladesh, or develop Bangladesh, we needed to
understand the dynamics of poverty; the dynamics of power relations
in our villages. So we set up a research department. And for the first
series of research undertaken by the research department, we hired
some anthropologists, sociologists, and economists, who would go
in groups of three into a village and stay there for a whole month and
interview people to try to understand how resources flow into the
villages. That was something which was not done by many NGOs.

TK: When did you do that?

FHA: In 1975 we set up this research department. We called it RED,
the Research and Evaluation Department. And we did a series of
monographs on who gets what and why, how resource flows through
Bangladeshi villages, and how it is captured by groups who are
powerful, and never gets into the hands of the poor.

That was one series of monographs done. Another monograph series
was done on peasants’ perception on famine and other subjects. What
happens during famine? Relationships break down. And there was
a very interesting monograph written on what people feel and think
about famine.

TK: What were some of the findings?

FHA: All the men go away. When the men leave, women have to look
after the malnourished children. The men leave because there’s nothing
to doin that area to earn money. They leave for the towns. But in towns
also there are too many people trying to find jobs, and as they don't find
jobs they can’t send any money home, and the women have to fend for
the malnourished children. So women and children are the emaciated
lot that survives, or tries to survive, and children are the ones who die
in large numbers. First they sell goats and livestock, then they sell their
utensils, then they sell their bedding in order to survive. So you have a
whole lot of understanding of what happens during famine.

TK: So you can see deprivation setting in.

FHA: Deprivation is in different stages. [We saw] peasants’ perception
of famine; peasants’ perception on law. You say that you can’t marry
your daughter off at the age of 13; she must be 18. But what do they




think about this law? They don’t think it has any value at all, that law.
They say, they’re my daughters—is the law going to look after my
daughter? Is she going to be protected by law? | have to marry her
off because | want to give her to somebody who will look after her,
because | can’t look after her... something like that... so [we learned]
peasants’ perception on law, peasants’ perception on sanitation,
hygiene, all kinds of things. We did that in many different areas of the
country. And then another very important publication came out of
BRAC, which became world famous because Robert Chambers wrote
about it. The Net is about how resources are captured at the top, and
never allowed to go down.

TK: But how did this translate into particular solutions?

FHA: We were much more aware of what needs to be done there. A
direct result of that work was that we decided that there’s no such
thing as community. We started community development. And in India
at that time, you had community development going on. One of the
union ministers of India who was a Bengali, Mr. S. K. Dey, came to
Bangladesh to help as a UNDP consultant. He became a good friend
of mine. And he was the community development minister in the Nehru
government.

But then the whole idea of community changed with us. We said,
there’s no such thing as community. Poor people are poor, and they’re
a different kind of people. And the not-so-poor people, those who are
landholders and landless, their interests are in conflict, so you can’t
really hold them [together] as communities. So we started organising
the target group, which was the landless people, or virtually landless
people—people who sell their labour to third parties. They became our
target group. We started working with the poorer half of the population.
It was almost 50% of the people who were virtually landless and very
poor.

In Bangladesh in those days people living under the poverty line was
over 70% in 1975, '76. We said, we will work with the poorest 50% of
the people. We'll organise the poor. The poor individually are powerless.
The poor collectively could have some power, and could improve [their
condition] if they came together.

And then there was a book written by Paulo Freire called The Pedagogy
of the Oppressed, and that book also influenced our thinking about
organising the poor and giving them literacy on the basis of key words
which were very important for them. When you say hunger, poor people
understand hunger in a very different way than people who never have
been hungry before, or never been through deprivation of hunger for
days. So it’s a different kind of perception. With that methodology,
we started organising people for power, giving them an idea why

deprivation happens in society, why power relations are important to
understand, and how you can also challenge certain power groups to
get your rights established.

TK: Was there not pushback from the powerful segments?

FHA: There was. There was a lot of pushback. A lot of people wanted
us to be eliminated. | decided at that point that | could not remain
small and beautiful. The thing to do was to become large and powerful
enough to be reckoned with. So | deliberately started expanding our
programme, going to donors, and so on. By 1979 we had a staff of
400. As an organisation it's substantial but not big.

Then came the idea that we needed to do something for changing
Bangladesh’s face a little bit. For example, we found that in family
planning—we probably reached the limit by achieving 20% acceptance
rate. If we wanted to go further, we had to do many other things. One,
we needed to cut down infant mortality. That is important, because as
soon as a child dies, the mother has another child. So infant mortality
was very important. And | looked at infant mortality rates. It was 135
per 1000 births, and under-five mortality was 250. So a quarter of our
children died before their fifth birthday. Mothers wanted to have more
children in order that some of them survive to their old age. But that’s
the only savings they’re doing: Children surviving them in their old age
who will look after them.

So 1979 was the International Year of the Child. Then | thought, what
could we do to get child survival in such a way that infant mortality
could be cut down dramatically? And we looked at a number of
different options. One was immunisation. | went to see the president
at that time. His name was Ziaur Rahman, Khaleda Zia’s husband. He
was my classmate at one point. We were born in 1936—and so | went
to see him. He said that, yes, | think it’s a good idea, but don’t do it
right now, because I'm trying to electrify all the—[what they] used to
call the sub-districts, thana headquarters they used to call them. Once
we have done that, then you'll be able to do it, because vaccines for
immunisation require cold chain maintenance, and you need fridges
and flasks and things like that. So do something else, but immunisation,
hold it for five years, let me electrify all the sub-districts.

Then | decided that we should do something about diarrhea. Diarrhea
was the biggest killer of children. And, of course, at that time, Marty’s
[Professor Martha Chen] husband Lincoln used to work for ICDDR,B,
which is the International Center for Diarrheal Disease Research,
Bangladesh.

TK: This is Lincoln Chen?

FHA: Lincoln Chen. Lincoln was, at that time, in ICDDR,B, and so |




asked Lincoln, “What should we do?” He said, “Well, the best thing
BRAC can do—BRAC is very good at working in the villages, so maybe
you could just train women, and tell them exactly how to make oral
rehydration fluid at home, and see whether they use it and whether it
cuts down diarrheal mortality. That might be the best.” So | decided,
if we are good at this, we can go to every house in the country—that
means 16 million households—and teach mothers how to make oral
rehydration fluid at home.

TK: This is—just to clarify—to replenish fluids and salts?

FHA: Fluids and salts in the body, so the child doesn’t die. Diarrhea is
a self-limiting disease anyway, so it’ll go away in three to five days. But
if you can keep on rehydrating the body, diarrhea doesn’t kill. So that
was the idea. We went from house to house teaching mothers how to
make oral rehydration fluid at home.

Let me tell you one thing. The first 30,000 households we went to, we
trained one woman in every household. [Later] | sent out a group of
monitors to go in and check what percentage of those households
actually used oral rehydration when there was diarrhea in the household.
And the results came out that only 6% did.

TK: | see. This is after you trained them?

FHA: After we trained them, yes, only 6% of those who had diarrhea in
the household actually used oral rehydration. It was so disappointing.
We very quickly found out the real reason was that the oral rehydration
workers themselves did not believe in the efficacy of oral rehydration. If
they had diarrhea, they would go and buy a pill which stopped diarrhea
rather than use oral rehydration. We had to bring all of them —at that
time, | think 180 oral rehydration workers, we brought them into Dhaka,
took them to ICDDR,B, showed them exactly how children are revived
with oral rehydration being administered through the mouth, and also
told them exactly how the glucose in the sugar helps to transport saline
water through the stomach wall. This was measured by [Professor]
Richard Cash in 1968 at the Cholera Research Lab. So we taught the
theoretical part of it as well as practically demonstrating what happens
to a child if [ne/she] is rehydrated through the mouth. And so they went
back, convinced that was the most efficacious way of dealing with
diarrhea.

Then another 30,000 households were done, and we sent out another
group of monitors to check what percentage of women actually used
oral rehydration. It went up to 19%.

TK: Nineteen.

FHA: Nineteen. So 81% of the household didn’t use oral rehydration,

and we were very disappointed and didn’t know what to do about it.

| decided that | would hire a dozen anthropologists from Dhaka
University, students, go to those households which didn’t use oral
rehydration and ask them why. It was a longer interview: Not why didn’t
you use it—but what was happening, what time did the diarrhea take
place in your household, what happened, who did you ask whether
to make oral rehydration, or did you try to make it and somebody
stopped you from doing it. We found, almost universally, it was the
men in the household who said, no, no, don't worry about this, I'll
go get something, or it’ll be OK, don’t worry. So that meant that our
programme design was wrong. We completely ignored the men, and
the decision-making role that the men exercised in the household.

So we went back to the drawing board again, and said, it won’'t do
to just have oral rehydration workers, who were women, going to the
women, and teaching mothers.

TK: So you have to look at the power dynamic in the house as well.

FHA: Yes, yes, the power dynamic in the house, the decision making
was done by men. So you can’t really ignore men while designing a
project. We then redesigned the project. So every time we went to a
village, before our workers would go to a village, to a household, we
would gather all the men together, and we explained to them exactly
what we were going to teach their women, how oral rehydration
actually works. We would teach them also: If your wife forgets, teach
her that this is how it’s done. And then we went to mosques, told the
imams to talk about oral rehydration. We went to temples, we went to
bazaars, haaths, everywhere where men congregate. And we followed
it up with radio and television spots. And then it started moving up the
acceptance rate and the user rate of oral rehydration.

And then, of course, we had other things. We paid our workers, not on
the basis of monthly salary, but on the basis of retention of knowledge
by the mother six weeks later, and whether or not she could make the
oral rehydration fluid correctly within the recommended range. So we
had field laboratories set up. For every woman [worker], if she covered
200 households during the month, 20 households would be chosen
randomly, and a monitor would go in and check these 20 households:
how many of the 10 points to remember were remembered by the
woman, and whether she could make the oral rehydration fluid correctly.
She would collect these samples, send it to the lab to see whether or
not it was within the recommended range. And if all the samples were
good, and she could remember more than seven points, each worker
got 10 taka for every household. So like that. Incentive was given for
results.




TK: So what’s so interesting about this is, there’s a lot of iterations of
effort as you try to find a model that works.

FHA: Yes.

TK: And there’s an understanding of the psyche of the individuals that
you’re dealing with, the mothers and then the rest of the family. There’s
a community element in terms of outreach. And | was just struck by a
lot of basic principles that | assume are coming from some of your own
background and the way that you’ve tried to, over the years, build BRAC
up in many ways.

FHA: Right, right. So one thing was, | always thought that, whatever we
do, we need to be effective. There’s no point in doing work if it is not
having the right kind of effects. And the second element is, once you
are effective, you try to be efficient. So cut out those things which are
not essential, and routinise those which are absolutely essential. That
was my theory that we implemented on the ground.

TK: And were you able to cut things off that weren’t working?

FHA: Yes, yes. This was the first year, so we did that. Then we cut out—
we used to do 10% sampling to pay our workers. We decided that 5%
sampling will do just as well. Instead of 30 households, we did 15. We
cut that down.

The other efficiency elements that we brought in were, instead of going
from house to house, and in each house, one woman spending 45
minutes to an hour, we said, get three or four of them together, and
then spend double the time. That would cut down time also. These
were efficiency elements.

TK: So | want to switch gears a little bit, because I'm conscious of time.
So | want to switch gears a little bit away from that effort. And if you
could reflect a little bit, after many decades of BRAC, on other attributes
of the organisation that you have tried to create, [whether they have]
been successful or less so in your estimation?

FHA: One thing that people tell me—I don’t know from inside, why we
are so different from others, people tell me that they find BRAC people
very mission-driven. If you go to the field, you will be impressed by
the dedication of the staff. How do | transmit that to them? That’s the
question I'm always asked. And | tell them that, look, | want the staff
to feel that it is their work. It is not BRAC’s work, owned by Mr. Abed,
who is asking me to do things. It is my work. I'm helping my country
to do this. I'm trying to achieve that. That is transmitted to them as
fast as possible, as soon as they come. And while working in the field,
working with the poor, they also develop that. So an ethos is created in
such a way that everybody feels, it is my work. If | succeed, I'm helping
my people. That’s what | consider is very important as a leader of a
nonprofit organisation, where you can’t really measure your work in




terms of profits. All you can measure is what kind of impact you have
had on your society.

TK: But it is interesting that many parts—that | think of BRAC, anyway,
as an organisation that has obviously learned to sustain itself on its own
dime, in some ways. And so parts of your entity must be generating
surplus to fund the rest of the enterprise.

FHA: It does. It does, because I've never thought that you can do
good only through non-profit activities. You can do good also by doing
business. Let me give you a couple of examples. One is that | remember
in the early '90s, we were lending money to about 30,000 to 40,000
women who were engaged in vegetable gardening. They would grow
okra, they would grow brinjal, and other kinds of vegetables that they
had put in the plot, about half an acre or so they had leased, and then
sell their vegetables. And we found that—I looked at the data on loan
recovery from vegetable cultivators. It was 96%. | said, everywhere
else it is 98%, 99%, why is it that they have 96%7? So their productivity
must be low. | then sent out a group of agronomists to try and find out
their problem. Very quickly they found out that the seeds were the main
problem. Seeds. Vegetable seeds. They could not find high-quality
vegetable seeds. | thought, why not go into the business of vegetable
seed multiplication? Because there are no high-quality seeds available
in the market. So BRAC went into the vegetable seed business. | got,
from Holland, seed companies to come and help us in plant breeding
to improve the quality of seeds.

TK: Now, did these Holland companies do it as an act of chatrity, or is it
a business proposition?

FHA: No, no, we paid for them. Our donors paid for them. Then we
went to India, looked at some of the Indian farms, got collaboration
with them, so they also helped us. It’s on a royalty basis. If we took their
vegetables, we bought them. Some of them, we tried to produce in our
own country and gave them a royalty. So all kinds of arrangements were
done through various kinds of entities that we work with throughout the
world.

Once vegetable seeds were done, | thought, why not maize, rice, and
other kinds of seeds? China was producing 30% of its rice as hybrid,
and we were doing less than 1%. India was just moving up in the scale.
So we got into a joint venture with China, and started producing Chinese
varieties of rice in Bangladesh. We had to first have two years. We had
to get the seed first certified by the Bangladeshi government, to show
that it worked in all ecological zones and productivity was higher. After
two years, they were certified, and then we started production. Initially

we imported, but later on we started producing ourselves in a joint
venture with a Chinese company. Then we started producing our own
seeds. We started plant breeding, the science, the labs. We started
creating agricultural science labs.

TK: These labs are all over Bangladesh, or in some particular... ?

FHA: In three locations. Yes. So we became the largest seed producer
in Bangladesh. So it’s not just poor people getting their seeds from us
now, everybody’s getting their seeds from us.

TK: So that’s a good transition to ask you about, again, with the benefit
of hindsight and many decades, how would you characterise the effect
of BRAC on Bangladesh as a society, either on the attitudes of perhaps
young people or as a role model or exemplar for organisations, any
aspect of it that you care to comment on, maybe?

FHA: | don’t know whether we have been able to influence a great deal in
terms of Bangladeshi ethos in a significant way. But | would say that our
impact has been more on poverty and development, education—many
children, seven million children who would otherwise not have been
educated, now are literate. Many of them are now becoming doctors in
China and so on—very poorest of children who have done well in life.
So we have had a big influence, | think, in agricultural productivity, in
child survival, in poverty reduction. Microfinance has had tremendous
impact in getting the poorest people access to money. Not everybody
has done well, but many people have done well. So | will say that there
has been—I think, as a single organisation, if any organisation had a
impact on a country’s macrostatistics, we probably had more than any
other organizsation.

TK: Yes, it’s incredibly impressive. Can | ask you a slightly difficult
question about the relations with the state and the government? As
an outsider and observer, it seems an incredibly convoluted political
process, and you, as an entrepreneur and builder of an organisation,
have had to navigate that, presumably. What can you share about that
experience?

FHA: One thing about Bangladesh is that the Bangladesh government
was not very strong when we inherited a government in East Pakistan.
The power elite were the West Pakistanis. So we had a very weak
government. And that meant that the government didn't have the
resources to provide services to all, and so they said, all right, you
people do whatever you can. So the space was given to us to do the
things that we wanted to do. During the first eight years of BRAC’s work,
there was no permission needed from anybody to go anywhere and do




work. In 1978, the first legislation came, and it was called the Foreign
Donations Ordinance. And immediately | went to see the President of
Bangladesh, who was Ziaur Rahman. | said, “Why are you trying to
stop us from getting money from foreign countries?” He said, “This
is not for you; this is for President Gaddafi trying to create madrasas
in Bangladesh which I'm trying to stop.” But then he couldn’t stop
President Gaddafi sending money to create madrasas in Bangladesh.
He stopped us from getting money without government permission.

What was intended and what actually happened was quite different.
We became a little more restricted—every time we received money
from abroad, we had to go to the government saying that this money
was for this. A bureaucracy was added to our operations. We had
to spend a little more for having one officer who would just go from
one government office to another government office and wait to get
permissions, and that wouldn’t have been required if he hadn’t [brought
in this Ordinance].

So this was one. And then, of course, as we became larger and larger,
some politicians became very jealous as to why these people were
becoming so powerful and even controlled some of the votes. They
thought that if | told our group members to vote for someone, he would
get all the votes. So every time an election started coming, | started
getting phone calls: Please ask your people to vote for me. | said, |
can’t do that. I'm neither for the BNP, nor for the Communist Party, nor
for any of these parties, and our group members are not selected on
the basis of which party they support in BRAC. We had this 30,000
staff, at the time. | never asked them which party they belonged to. It
could be BNP, it could be anybody. How could | ask people to vote for
a particular person or party? It was very difficult.

TK: So you’ve managed to stay politically neutral.

FHA: Managed to stay politically neutral. And | also try to do one other
thing. Whenever | went to see the Prime Minister, | also tried to visit the
leader of the opposition within a few days, so that people can’t say that
I’'m closer to the Prime Minister.

TK: I have time for one last question. BRAC, obviously, is doing incredible
work in Africa and Afghanistan, in Haiti, in Burma. | wish | had more time
to discuss that with you. But what are a couple of the key challenges
that you see in expanding that?

FHA: The challenges of working abroad—we are the only organisation
in the South, or poor country organisation, let’s say, which has gone
global. And in our home base we can’t raise money for Africa, so CARE,

having a home base in the United States, can raise money here and
send it to Africa, but we can’t do that from Bangladesh to Africa. Firstly,
even if BRAC were to raise some money in Bangladesh, the foreign
exchange regulations wouldn’t allow me to transfer money abroad. So
we have to raise money abroad, we have set up a BRAC USA, a BRAC
UK. And BRAC International is registered in the Netherlands. So we'll
be setting up more of these entities or affiliates in the north, to be able
to raise more money.

But nowadays, of course, money in development is mostly disbursed
from within the country itself. If you work in Uganda, you might be able
to find DFID [Department for International Development] in Uganda
will fund you, because they know you here in Bangladesh. We have a
reputation of being able to deliver whatever we promise, and that helps
us in also finding money in Africa to try and develop programmes. As
soon as we went to Afghanistan in 2001, everybody flocked to fund
BRAC, because we had the reputation. And so we started getting
funding from sources that we didn’t know, we didn’t want, so all kinds
of money started flowing in. We became very quickly the largest NGO
in Afghanistan. There are pluses and there are minuses. Minus is that
we are not known there. The donors know us, but we have to establish
our legitimacy with that country’s government.

TK: | would assume that the basic principles that you’ve effectively
espoused in BRAC, which is getting access to the relevant information,
going back to your very first surveys of needs and so on, to incentives,
to understanding social structure, those sorts of principles should
transfer fairly well.

FHA: Yes, and | think—the other thing that I've noted is that poor
people, their dreams, aspirations, and struggles are almost the same
everywhere. Whether it is in Africa or Bangladesh or Pakistan or Nepal,
it will be more or less the same. They are the neglected, disenfranchised
people who need help, and they welcome any help that they can get.

TK: Sir Abed, it’s been a very great pleasure for me, and an honour, and
| thank you very much for taking time to speak with me.

FHA: Thank you very much.




The idea behind BRAC is to change systems of inequity

Jean-Christophe Nothias

With the announcement of the 2017 edition of the Top 500 NGOs, NGO Advisor decided to launch a series of interviews with
executives of organisations that are part of the rankings, ‘the Ivy League of the “for-good” world.” Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, Founder
and Chairperson of BRAC, opened the series as ‘the most influential and impactful for-good organisation worldwide.” An excerpt

from the interview by Jean-Christophe Nothias is published here.

Jean-Christophe Nothias (JCN): Being ranked #1 again in 2017 is an
achievement and a fantastic recognition, but it is also challenging. Is
there a “too big to fail” risk associated with BRAC?

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed (Sir Fazle): First, on behalf of the entire BRAC
family, allow me to express my deepest gratitude for NGO Advisor’s
recognition. There are many civil society organisations in the world
today working diligently to bring about change in their societies. For
BRAC to be placed at or near the top of such a list is a great honour
indeed.

[ would not say BRAC could ever be “too big to fail.” In Bangladesh, many
of the functions that previously only BRAC and other nongovernmental
organisations were able to provide are increasingly performed by the
state. Successive governments in Bangladesh have been able to reach
many more communities through state primary schools, for instance.
We see this as a sign of great success.

| would add that “failure” is not seen as a bad thing at BRAC. | have
always encouraged our staff to view failure as an opportunity to
improve the services we provide. During our child survival campaign of
the 1980s, our earliest pilots were actually a disaster. This was BRAC’s
first attempt to go to a nationwide scale, with a training programme
that taught rural women how to mix and administer their own oral
rehydration solution for children’s diarrhoea using locally available
water, sugar and salt. At first, fewer than 10% of the mothers we had
trained actually used the solution. We revised the training again and
again until we achieved a 100% success rate, and then scaled it up to
reach every mother in Bangladesh.

JCN: As we explore the non-profit world looking for excellence,
it seems like successful organisations are designed more like
‘systems’ than specialised ventures. BRAC addresses a diversity of

concerns and embeds many different types of entities to act, some
being non-profit, some for-profit corporations. Do you believe this is
the future, in order to have a lasting impact and be sustainable? Will
social enterprise revolutionise a non-profit sector that is still sticking
to the charity approach?

Sir Fazle: The idea behind BRAC is to change systems of inequity, that
is true. There are some BRAC programmes, however, such as our Ultra-
Poor Graduation programme, which are always likely to require some
level of subsidy. | would not call this a “charity approach”, however, since
the aim is always to graduate the poorest into sustainable livelihoods,
instead of remaining reliant on others.

There are many ways to change the basic conditions of society. One
is the social enterprise approach. To use one example—BRAC built
a dairy company called Aarong Dairy, which purchases milk from
women farmers, many of whom took microloans to buy cows. It is now
the largest private dairy company in Bangladesh. This represents one
way to create greater opportunities for the poor efficiently and at scale.

But government, civil society organisations, social enterprises, and for-
profit corporations all have a role to play. There is no one-size-fits-all
model.

I've always recognised that donor funding wouldn’t always be there
for us. In order to provide long-term solutions at scale—to create
significant change in a country like Bangladesh, or in any of the other
10 countries where we work—we have sought a degree of sustainability
by developing our own sources of income. | believed we should try
never to be too reliant on donors.

With microloans, for instance, we recover our costs through service
fees charged to clients. We also run social enterprises that serve the
poor while generating a surplus for BRAC, in sectors as varied as




dairy, textile and seeds. This surplus is used to fund programmes like
education and health.

We even have a commercial bank, BRAC Bank, which operates bKash,
a mobile money platform. By some measures, including the number
of regular clients—about 25 million—bKash is now the largest mobile
money platform in the world.

Yet it is important to stress that many of our most successful
programmes, including most of our operations outside Bangladesh,
still rely on donor contributions. Our operations in Bangladesh are close
to 80% self-financed and, with support from our partners, | anticipate
that this proportion will rise in the coming years.

JCN: With an organisation of over 118,000 employees being so
impactful, do you think that BRAC has become a poster boy for
management schools? Has the Harvard Business School included
BRAC in its curriculum?

Sir Fazle: Harvard Business School has indeed prepared several case
studies on BRAC which are included in its curriculum. In development
circles, one of the things we are best known for is the “science of
delivery”—the efficient delivery of services to people in need. This is
something businesses can learn from as well.

| agree with Jim Kim, the World Bank president and a proponent of the
science of delivery, who says it’s no longer so much a question of what
to deliver, but how to deliver it. Perfecting the science of delivery, even



for very simple ideas such as the oral rehydration therapy mentioned
earlier, can help us uproot even the most deeply entrenched poverty.

If BRAC is emblematic of anything, however, | would like to hope it is a
concerted, long-term effort to transform the basic conditions of one’s
society.

JCN: Would you say that young citizens with a fresh diploma should
join an organisation such as BRAC or look for a job in the banking
industry?

Sir Fazle: When young people approach me about starting a career
in development, | often suggest they spend a couple of years working
in the private sector first. When | worked at Shell Oil, | learned how to
manage large operations efficiently, something | think served me well
when | started BRAC.

That said, for those with a desire to serve others, especially people
born with few advantages and opportunities, a career in this field
is extremely satisfying. At BRAC, | have always tried to give people
substantial responsibility coupled with an appropriate level of authority
so they have the space to learn, develop and even make mistakes!

JCN: BRAC’s assumption is that poverty is a system and its
underlying causes are manifold and interlinked. Is BRAC a challenge
to politicians, or to put it a little differently, do politicians see BRAC
as representing some sort of a challenging or competing power to
their public duties and power?

Sir Fazle: Certainly not, although perhaps we are a challenge to corrupt
politicians. There are many functions, such as education and health
care, which can and should be performed by a well-functioning state.
As mentioned earlier, the Bangladeshi government has recently done
a much better job of making sure that people from poorer areas and
backgrounds have access to primary schools. In situations like this,
BRAC has very willingly stepped back to let the government do its job.

Politicians tend to see BRAC as a resource, not as a competing power.
We provide teacher training to improve state school systems, for
example. Through BRAC University, we are educating a new generation
of civil servants in Bangladesh. Our community health programmes
work alongside formal health systems, not in competition with them—
linking the poor with government clinics, for example, or guiding
a pregnant woman to a hospital when complications occur, so that
she may have a safe birth surrounded by trained medical personnel.

Wherever we work, we seek to help governments function better, not
to replace the government.

JCN: Over the next five years, BRAC aims at creating a more inclusive
society in Bangladesh, one where inequalities would not rise. Can
anyone stop such a tide?

Sir Fazle: Having witnessed such change since Bangladesh’s
independence in 1971, | am an optimist. Life expectancy was just 47
years in 1971, due largely to the high rate of child mortality. About a
quarter of children did not live to the age of 5. Now life expectancy
exceeds 70, and the under-5 mortality rate is less than 40 per 1,000
per live births. Maternal mortality has decreased by 75% since 1980;
infant mortality has more than halved since 1990. We have also
brought down fertility rates from about seven children per woman to
replacement level. It has been said that such rapid changes in public
health have almost no historical precedent, save perhaps for Japan
following the Meiji Restoration.

| believe these changes have taken place in large part because we
have developed a more inclusive society—one in which women are
empowered to make their own decisions, such as to educate their
daughters, instead of being oppressed by patriarchal traditions.
Although Bangladesh is still a very conservative society, we have not
only met but exceeded gender parity in education, meaning there are
now more girls in school than boys. This is a tremendous achievement.

Yes, there are forces that can stop the tide, including the instability
of our institutions and threats to law and order. These are challenges
faced the world over. We have faced them in the past and come through
them, so | remain an optimist.

JCN: As regards its international expansion, where do you see
BRAC'’s next battles?

Sir Fazle: We are developing a strategy to broaden our international
outreach, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where the basic conditions
of many people’s lives remain much the same as when we started in
Bangladesh. | would like to see BRAC launch operations in several
more countries there in the coming years.

Jean-Christophe Nothias is Editor-in-chief, NGO Advisor.
The full interview can be viewed on ngoadvisor.com




In Conversation with BRAC’s Sir Fazle Hasan Abed

This week, development pioneer Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, founder of BRAC, the largest nongovernmental development organisation in the
world, is in Washington, D.C., where he concludes his visit to the US as an Asia Foundation Chang-Lin Tien Distinguished Visiting Fellow. At
the end of last week, in between meetings and speaking engagements arranged by the Foundation in San Francisco and Silicon Valley, In
Asia blog editor Alma Freeman sat down with Sir Fazle for a face-to-face, exclusive interview on Bangladesh’s remarkable transformation
over the last 40 years, criticisms over microcredit, his biggest idea that failed, his most rewarding area of work, and more.

Alma Freeman (AF): Forty years ago when you first started BRAC,
Bangladesh was the world’s second poorest country. Can you talk a
bit about some of the remarkable changes that you have witnessed
in your country?

Fazle Hasan Abed (FHA): Back then, the child survivor rate was terrible
— a quarter of our children died before they reached five years old.
Bangladesh'’s per capita income used to be $70, now it's at $850 per
capita. We were a food-deficit country, now we're a food-sufficient
country. Our literacy rate used to be less than 25%, now it's nearly
60%. We had one of the highest birth rates in the world, more than 6.7
children per woman; now that figure is coming down to 2.3. Maternal
mortality rates also used to be very high. If a woman had an obstructive
labour, there were no trained professionals nearby to help save her
life. All kinds of things like this made life so vulnerable for a person in
Bangladesh. Things are not like that anymore. Life for Bangladeshis is
more secure, less fragile, and less uncertain.

But | think the most dramatic change has been with women’s role in
society. Women used to be forced to be housewives, now many are
part of the work force. Large numbers of women have gone into jobs in
the industry and service areas. Women'’s literacy rate used to be almost
30% less than men, now it’s almost equal. Bangladesh is no longer at
the bottom of the gender gap ranking, and we now rank better than
Japan, Pakistan, and many countries which are in the bottom quarter
of the gender gap.

Bangladesh has done well, but that doesn’'t mean that we have attained
all of the things that we still want to do with our country. We are still
a poor country, we need to work more on poverty alleviation, create
more jobs, create more wealth, increase our productivity, and educate
all of our children — not only primary school age, but secondary as well.
All of this remains for the future generation of Bangladeshis to achieve.
But over the last 40 years, Bangladesh is one of the countries that has

probably grown the fastest in the world. Few countries have shown that
kind of promise, and few countries have started as one of the lowest,
poorest countries and come up to that level. From this angle, | feel
happy that [BRAC] has had some role in that progress.

AF: Experts have predicted that if Bangladesh maintains its growth
at the present level, it will achieve its development goals to become
a middle-income country by 2021. What do you see as the major
hurdles that the nation faces to achieve these goals?

FHA: If Bangladesh continues to have the 6-7% growth that we have
been having for the last 5-10 years, we will probably attain middle-
income status by 2021. But middle-income status just means that per
capita income goes up to a particular level. But then, is middle-income
status something worth having by itself? One has to ask: what does
middle-income status do for the poor? China is now worried about the
middle-income trap, so they now want to get out of middle-income
status and into high-income status. To me, middle-income status
would mean that extreme, dehumanising poverty is no longer there.
If a country attains middle-income status, and 10% of the population
is still under extreme poverty, if they can’t feed themselves and their
children, then it doesn’t mean much to me.

I am concerned, though, as this is something that we need to be
continually aware of and fight for. There is a tendency when the economy
grows to say, let them grow first then we can distribute [wealth] later. |
believe in both growth and distribution; but they must go hand in hand.

AF: BRAC was one of the world’s earliest and largest providers of
microcredit. However, the effectiveness of microcredit in alleviating
poverty is being questioned, and some are saying it has lost its way.
What is your reaction to this criticism?

FHA: We have never thought that microcredit is the single solution
to poverty. We've always considered it as one part of a solution, and




must be combined with many other things to improve the lives of
poor people. For example, if a woman gets money to buy a cow, and
then she gets milk but can’t sell it, you haven't really helped her very
much. So you have to create a market for her to sell the milk. This is
microcredit “plus.” The other “plus” you have to provide is healthcare
and education for children, because if children remain uneducated, this
poverty is going to reproduce in the next generation. So you have to do
microcredit “plus-plus” to really address the concerns of poor people.
Many in the development community are not geared toward this. Most
organisations want to do one thing well. | don’t mind that, but then they
aren’t dealing with poverty as a whole.

AF: Bangladesh is one of densest places on earth, and also one of
the most vulnerable countries to climate change. Does this worry
you?

FHA: Bangladesh is of course a very low-lying country and a couple
of meters of sea level rise is going to inundate about a third of the
country. That means that Bangladesh could become even smaller
and the country will become even more densely populated than it is
today — already you can’t go anywhere in Bangladesh without seeing
people. And, Bangladesh’s population is still growing, and | suppose
we'll still go on growing until about 2016, when our population will be




220 million, at which point we are likely to stabilise our population.

In the next few years, Bangladesh will export more of its people abroad.
Right now, there are about 6 million Bangladeshis working abroad in the
Middle East, Korea, Singapore, and other countries. If you look at the
world as a whole, Europe is losing its population. Japan is contracting
in size — Japan’s 90 million people will become 76 million in the next
30 years. That also means that those societies will need people to
provide services to the elderly. Rich countries will need services, and
poor countries will provide these services. Ultimately, | don’t think that
population is going to be a problem for the world as a whole. Right now
we're at 7 billion, and we'll probably stabilise at 10, 11 billion. While 11
billion people consuming at the present rate is probably sustainable, if
we start to consume at the rate of the United States, then there’s going
to be a big problem. So, some adjustments have to be made in terms
of what is legitimately possible to consume per capita to be able to
support this planet so the planet can support us.

AF: What role can the international community play to help mitigate
Bangladesh’s vulnerability ?

FHA: The international community can indeed help, but Bangladesh
also needs to put its own house in order. For example, Bangladesh
needs to more effectively mobilise the climate change facilities and
resources that have already been created and are available now.
Are we going to be ready to utilise the funding [for climate change
initiatives] that is going to be made available? | would say not yet. We
need to have ideas ourselves about how to use these funds effectively,
how to mitigate and adapt our society’s response to climate change.
Bangladesh also has to do a lot of work to prioritise what needs to be
done, and we haven’t done that yet. Right now, BRAC has two climate
change centres that focus on disaster management where we teach
environment as a subject. We also need to develop our capacity to be
able to handle these things.

AF: What do you consider to be your biggest failure and also your
most rewarding area of work?

FHA: One time | decided that | wanted to try and create a half a million
jobs in silk agriculture. So | decided that in order to create half a million
jobs, | would need to plant 25 million mulberry trees. So, we used
13,000 kilometers of roadside land and planted 25 million trees. The
World Food Programme gave us 90 kilograms of wheat per month
to pay 13,800 women who were going to look after these trees. |

thought, once all these trees are grown and the leaves are full, we are
going to have all these silk worms and create so many jobs. It will be
wonderfull But then in 1994, we had a big flood and most of the trees
died. Mulberry trees can’t tolerate being submerged in water. That was
a failure. I'm now getting mulberry trees planted in higher land.

Education has been the most rewarding project for me. It has been
wonderful to see so many children being educated, many of them
going on to university, doing so well in life. | can see that BRAC has
changed people’s lives dramatically, particularly for those children who
have had the advantage of education.

AF: How has your time as a Chang-Lin Tien Distinguished Visiting
Fellow been in San Francisco?

FHA: It has been a wonderful experience. | have been meeting new
people, including faculty and students both at Berkeley and Stanford.
It has been a varied group and it has been very interesting to talk about
BRAC’s work and development as a whole and the areas of innovation
and scaling up that BRAC has been able to do over the years.
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When people ask me now what BRAC
stands for, | like to think that we stand for
an idea — an idea of a world where everyone
has an equal opportunity
to realise their potential.
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On my dear friend Abed

Abed was one of the foremost leaders of thought as

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

Amartya Sen
Recipient of the 1998 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences

©J)

He was a great gift to humanity

Sir Fazle Abed’s life was a great gift to humanity.

His nearly 50 years of visionary leadership at BRAC
transformed millions of lives in Bangladesh and

beyond, and changed the way the world thinks about
development. Driven by an unwavering belief in the
inherent dignity of all people, he empowered those in
extreme poverty to build better futures for themselves and
their families. | will always be grateful for the chance to
see his life-changing programmes in action in Bangladesh
when | was president, for his many years of work with the
Clinton Global Initiative, and for the kindness, friendship,
and inspiration he gave Hillary and me including the grace
and courage of the final months of his life. His legacy will
live on in all the people whose lives are better, healthier

and more secure because of his remarkable service.

Bill Clinton
42nd President of the United States of America




We will forever draw inspiration
from his work

In 1972, after Bangladesh’s war of liberation had left
many homeless, Fazle Abed left his job as a London oil
executive and returned to his home country with £16,000
in his pocket — and the ambitious goal of building
10,400 houses. He ended up raising enough money to
build 16,000 houses for some of the poorest people in
Bangladesh and still had enough left over to start his next
project. That’s who Sir Fazle was as a humanitarian, and
that’s what he helped us learn about development work:
How to build a big, efficient organisation, while never
forgetting who you were doing it for. We were saddened
to hear of his passing and will forever draw inspiration
from his work, as will the rest of the world, which he left so

much better than he found.

Bill and Melinda Gates

Founders, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation

One of the heroes of modern times

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, a Bangladeshi who is one of the
heroes of modern times, helped lift Bangladeshis and
tens of millions around the globe. Abed founded BRAC,
one of the world’s largest aid groups, and targeted the
very poor in Asia and Africa. RIP, Abed. | can think of few
people who have done so much for humanity as Abed. He
was a friend and someone | deeply admired and learned
from. While US aid efforts in Afghanistan often flopped, his
succeeded. Reflecting his humility, no one called him Sir
Fazle. He was simply Abed.

Nicholas Kristof
Journalist and two-time Pulitzer Prize winner










My deepest condolence

My deepest condolences for your loss and | write with a heavy heart though to note
how Sir Fazle will continue to be a source of inspiration for the world. The hundreds
of millions of lives he transformed will remember him as the spark of hope, especially
by those from the most vulnerable and poorest communities now enriched by new
possibilities. It is an admirable spirit to drive significant social changes through
compassion, courage and conviction, and | am certain that the spirit lives on through
you and everyone at BRAC. The Yidan Prize Foundation will continue to work closely
with BRAC to further impactful educational programmes in Asia, Africa and beyond.
Together, we can continue to help young, marginalised children find joy in their
learning and those deprived of resources live happy, productive lives. The loving
memory of Sir Fazle’s tremendous career and achievements in life will keep you
proud and strong. | am particularly struck when | learned about the beautiful way he
described his work as how “he spent his life watching optimism triumph over despair
when the light of self-belief is sparked in people.” It is clear why he could accomplish
so much and this tremendous legacy requires continuing dedication from all of us.
Please take great care and my thoughts are with you.

Dr Charles Chen Yidan
Founder, Chen Yidan Charity Foundation
Founder, Yidan Prize Foundation

All of us are
grieving

It is difficult to describe in
words the impact that Sir Abed
had on the plight of the world’s
most vulnerable in Bangladesh
and globally. He was a genuine
giant. And a wonderful human
being. | had the privilege of
knowing him for the past seven
years. He was a friend and a
mentor to me. And | will never
forget him. As a physician |
knew that his end was near.
But still his passing came as a
huge shock that | am still trying
to absorb. | express my sincere
condolences to his family,

to BRAGC, to the people of
Bangladesh, and to the entire
development community of the
world. All of us are grieving.

John D Clemens
Executive Director, icddr,b




Sincerest condolences from the
WISE team

It is impossible to overstate the contributions of Sir Fazle to the
work of poverty alleviation and development both in his native
Bangladesh and around the world. BRAC, the organisation that
he founded in 1972 with proceeds from the sale of his London
flat, has now grown into one of the world’s largest and most
effective non-governmental organisations with activities across
the full spectrum of social development including education,
healthcare, and microfinance. As recently as 5th September
2019, the Economist reported that “BRAC has about 100,000
full-time staff, 8,000 of whom work outside Bangladesh. In
2018, it lent money to almost eight million people and educated
more than one million children across Bangladesh and 10 other
countries. It is also one of the world’s best charities.”

It is estimated that in the course of its nearly 50 years of
existence, BRAC has benefitted in excess of 100 million people
worldwide. BRAC’s success owes much to the character and
ethos of its founder. As noted by Ms Ameerah Hag, Chair,
BRAC Global Board, “Unfaltering dedication, focus and work

ethic are what we have always experienced in Sir Fazle, or
Abed Bhai, as the BRAC family calls him lovingly. He always
put others before himself and let his work speak for itself. Even
when BRAC attained its global stature, his concern and focus
were on the less fortunate in society and those whose potential
needed nurturing. He embodied the highest level of integrity,
humility and humanity, which continues to be the essential
guiding spirit of BRAC.”

In building BRAC, Sir Fazle was able to attract top talent
from some of the world’s most prestigious private sector
organisations, evidence of his ability to inspire, and instil a
sense of purpose amongst his colleagues. At WISE we were
privileged to have Sir Fazle as our inaugural WISE Prize for
Education Laureate. It is no secret that in accepting the Prize
he set a very high benchmark for us to fulfil during our now
biennial deliberations. In accepting the prize, Sir Fazle spoke
about the centrality of education in addressing issues of
inequity around the world, and issued a call to action to ensure
universal access to quality education.

Notwithstanding considerable personal and professional
success, | always found Sir Fazle to be humble and
approachable, and happy when asked to offer sage advice and
counsel. Although we will miss him, we remain committed to
our shared goal of building the future of education as a means
of achieving a more peaceful, prosperous, healthier, and fairer
world. On behalf of the WISE team, | extend our sincerest
condolences to Lady Abed, his children and grandchildren,
and his extended family at BRAC. May they find solace in their
memories of him and in the knowledge that his was truly a life
well lived.

Stavros N Yiannouka
CEO, World Innovation Summit for Education (WISE)
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Such was his awareness
about development
issues

| am deeply saddened at the news of
the death of Sir Fazle Hasan Abed. |
once had the privilege of sitting beside
him at a dinner event and we were
discussing public health and poverty
issues. At one point, | remarked that
good development ideas in Bangladesh
travel fast because of population density
and he immediately quipped, “So does
diarrhea.” Such was his presence of
mind and awareness of development
issues! Incidentally, one of his important
contributions was to spread the idea

of home-made oral saline through
BRAC's one of the many effective social
campaigns. Today, Bangladesh is a
global leader in reducing child mortality,
which, to a great extent, is due to the
reduction of child deaths from diarrhea
through the widespread adoption of
orally consumable saline. This is just one
example of many of his innovative ideas
for development. May his soul rest in
peace.

Professor Wahid Uddin
Mahmud

Economist and Member of the United
Nations Committee for Development
Policy

He is one of my
all-time heroes

| am extremely saddened to

hear about the passing of Sir
Fazle Hasan Abed, a true giant
and icon of rural development,
and one of my all-time heroes.
Someone who dedicated his

life to help the poor, achieving
extraordinary impact through

his organisation — BRAC. |
remember the first time | met

him in 1992, on my first working
experience in Bangladesh. Since
then, through many unforgettable
interactions, a wonderful
partnership between BRAC and
IFAD developed, with BRAC
acting as an implementation
partner for many of IFAD’s
projects in Bangladesh and other
countries. In spite of countless
international awards, he remained
one of the kindest, most humble
and gentle persons | have ever
known. My sincere condolences
to Tamara and the rest of Abed’s
extended family.

Nigel Brett
Director, Asia Pacific Region,
IFAD

Our deepest
condolences

It is with immense sadness that

we learned about the demise of

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, founder of
BRAC. He will forever remain in

our memories as a visionary leader
and an indomitable humanitarian
who changed the lives of millions

of people across the globe. He did
not wield any magic wand; instead,
he dedicated all his resources into
making them realise their potential
and the inner strength that every
human being possesses. What he
also did along the way is to inspire
thousands of humanitarians to
come under one umbrella, that

is BRAC, and join forces to the
common cause of helping those
who need it the most. Today, we
too have lost a family member. From
2001 to 2006, Sir Fazle served as a
member of IRRI's Board of Trustees
and played an instrumental role

in setting the scientific directions,
policies and strategies to usher in
the new millennium. We will never
be able to fill the void that he has
left behind.

Matthew Morell
Director General and CEO, IRRI




We will never forget the
example he set

It was with great sadness that | learned of the passing of
Sir Fazle Hasan Abed. Over the course of three decades,
under Sir Fazle’s inspiring leadership, the humanitarian
organisation he founded, BRAC, has become one of

the world’s leading development organisations. From

its humble beginnings in Bangladesh — the country he
loved so well — to its expansion to 10 countries across
Asia and Africa, BRAC has stood as an inspiring example
of how we can gather people together in common cause
to improve the lives of the most vulnerable. At UNICEF,
we were particularly pleased that Sir Fazle agreed to
become a Global Leader of Generation Unlimited, a new
global public-private partnership to scale education,
skills development and employment opportunities for
young people, to prepare them for the world of work. |
still remember his inspiring words at the Gen-U launch

in September 2018, when he called on world leaders

to join our cause, and invest in the next generation of
global leaders. All of us at UNICEF will miss his ideas
and advice. We will never forget the example he set. On
behalf of everyone at UNICEF, please accept our deepest
condolences to you, his family, and everyone at BRAC.

Henrietta H Fore
Executive Director, UNICEF

Your light will keep guiding us

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, the esteemed founder
of BRAC, was a true visionary. His efforts with
BRAC following the liberation war played a key
role in eradicating extreme poverty faced by
the people of Bangladesh. And he did not just
stop at that. His continued efforts gave BRAC
a global recognition and made it the number

1 NGO in the world. Today, we mourn the

sad demise of one of Bangladesh's greatest
entrepreneurs. Your light will guide our fight
against poverty. Thank you, Sir Fazle Hasan
Abed. You will be dearly missed.

Shakib Al Hasan

Cricketer, Bangladesh national cricket team




Lo tnlf ) The  ShesAalaaan 7WM

ya PR 4 &—-fj
o FRe Fg ) S Fagte Aeedt, tax 75 2
S /SM‘j/w*,WoM&orr“W

M}‘ Z Wy M% 2 ¢ ¢ ez,

Siv Fazle was one of e most Gofluga Tl stuadigaf

beavts® i our Tis i oo bt T aad %ulmlﬂ”}c He
f NGO o=d T
sotiol enlupisesioT ouly i Bogladdesh
[L«{’,z;cc 740{ o [ies e;_

[oss o all

e lf@v‘?iﬂﬁw‘u}« Clﬂwﬁw To fhe CoucepT
b et Tl il

bl o g2

/an”7 ok Fos}Tiuc/
4, ]760[7((«- His &{cpu‘,ﬂ.w 5 0 /4«7;,

ot 1003

()'{’ ns - I PW\7 [/H.S 50‘4’ Lest (wa gfbvhm, /D(aﬁ(,

o

ToMop ~HozuM L
/2‘17“—%1476{ 7~

UNICEF Ba?/,,,dal,

G 2212017

He MM %y/ Vs P 57/4(2454
i ke/f L ded e s F
/‘@‘55"?’ ﬁ/ s ﬁ,g/g /%9,,, /;‘é{.:/ /?,V\
Sider ond e ments o 0hC,
e of fhn hivkd /&/(Af oy e rmeiith !
R L N Lavervemen? oF o
ezt i3 heer? ! ?/,, M"’“ B e
ﬂ‘f”y end  BRAC o % ,
gj;rij;' /g%?:'é’ﬁ”/ 04/5/’( i sk B
vhirs 1

o/ /}47{’/;@%)7&1,%}{/{ % P / 7 ,5’/»7/,, s/,

Aosh Tinhlils ot
H% Lo S5 o Couwd. # fz/z%&

ulso

SZﬂY’Z” T XA (2T N O @]C"

TN (T ONAV20]
P

Mé 4 '),L—(‘)L“ b))




B e, (o
QkD <}\_@‘Q\’\/ A Arde o e w
ST : Uisy Y
Sir Facele Hasan Abeb devoted his (ife 4o comby s Ty S Fale o
and empuwev[nﬁ women, Hig imovafive 1deas ancl wovks
Lronctoymect Lives of millions acvess 4he world . fhe NeAsed o
| e s b < bsjasepue |

n fnspivationak teon of 4he global devilopment ana ) ‘

wilt Vimam o> a U‘a&h# house ot the ”)k'fh‘“— ﬁ&vc(owmw{ Beac is edwed i P RN g OW(M
[Jmtﬁ“rim«ev& A deditated visionavy [emw‘ o doei-

: : PR WA S - =
will be vemembered n ‘Ibaw\tjlac((sh Gond Globally v abg~ ~ele "Xk o ar hormoues
HC was olso o deov fl"v\'thc( ot Many Sw‘ecteg o

& N‘é« e ﬁ"l\/\\ ¢ &; L‘\)é")" ~u = ’“/\k/b‘_/\
i @fma[qdcsk ‘H\W‘Aﬁ the YEars. 155 6 ﬂWL’%W O 5

S fess s al hue

A e e G Borm e

oA Ko censisloy boss om s poaves apd o

'Embassj of Swetken wonld Ll o oxc

Press  Sincyy S
CD"\C‘D‘U\CQS 'J(‘D ki!. f{klmft\.f ook 3”0\"(,\, /B’RA('«\"L }:0\-}_ e G’MS\OJ\A.L/ AN s, ('C/ S ex bf (A
COMW\L‘,WH\J,

MR pver vecee X
Regt in peace Siv Abed © et

We MOWWQLAW, oy N A AV R - T AN
U\_—\‘L\ Qj/ll/[c’ OfJ

%\\MHM‘}OM“’M we Lot Gotmamd oo frin aned_ wlX (¢ [ax
Myf "Afeives -

(- CE - Mtk 02 o ds L ke Ao

Dhaleo,

@ms%

</U~:>\4_\N- Led ehao

D epaikeeidr fo T FlanmlinaA_
doedop et
Datben 2212 ];j

IBPY3(’\ ['\5{’\ QMV\K\ N
Vi Bl Ahed A Jbes writl b bl o 2 b=copcher 10UY
q.%{b{&’bt(ALb ws,\uv.gw Qs o (noot Lraciaron. Q,M?LL
L3 J'*wod% e il Avirmorissternizn ﬁ—v_ RN {.—‘ bl ; 7,
kA druelog watnt . on) o braildacnnd &i cf ,gmjx_& M@L QZM ,g%/

L;_) b de,< Qotedas Stppent c.aw\w..utm*j, e wi

: i é,g ML/K %/W//% ZM//}‘Z pz(‘ﬁw ;‘//ﬂf? P
Contivmr Yo P W 1 ous eowds ol a{;zujx. | N V{j;& ;/)/{%;Mﬁri/é/f,ﬁ
e cprotdtree-to Ly ading ernily o e %f» : %//%W & / e /y,iﬁ/g,/;ﬂ
whale detc me%i }/ﬂf Jure Shinir Fhe AFZ) .

R et M V74 %% / WMZ&Q{/% A S et
‘“L@”“ G Ve way Ve PIOA T4 AG o8 G ¢
H.H. }»\m&ﬁe«im to %%@J%A v .

Moo Clohiptte,
B A § 460, Lpe CX cw

27

ke




a7 WRE A wr@h o zm‘,i?%/r
-ﬁnﬁ faa Ty Uz ! WIS (97 {F-
V”‘mc% aToRls RIGTA Fup 71 VL (;’f’
AReEr 0AsT SH4elvA w,ﬁ? ™

Sp@ - Tz PR 7 -
2’7\"~VZEC}{U oyF s U Niﬁ” (e
an S o s 97 E

\NW[?}}%JJ | ﬁé\‘ﬂ
cﬁr ,Eaj(z 77)-47227?1‘ arg JRAAFE

: . —

rwstar, W7 oy TIC

T TN itk 23 VO

\4;7/5 5 whr AP Nl

Sur e O

C)a( _1/2'_ )2’-{0'-)‘;‘

RITE 3T hA FNRT
ST SBRI AT
FRQMGeT et ) A T

(
—4

L)AL |0 TR T 6B
DG 1SRy

P DAL e A S,
’“‘%—W&G

e




W 27 x?vqf-&/' (M -
SV QnEE pemny s 0 BV

g )
. 'ﬁldv /magl YJ/SF/&M FﬂYSmQ eney  bovan .
St=A — ) )
ST —wER S Avrihons He andl  ~emms o Ho hencks oA irnd
w’%m lal i< e O

DT WK A Y
ﬁ;%&m* T Wi e A4 |
R (wau QAT PO eI T
G wIATT]| 07 T AT

PP LIFER KO oty WA

oI

W

2 —

S 2O
)

(o >




/}[\,& ZO@WMIG\/\ C/OW/WCI D-{: BQ/\«?W
any T wordd powere Ihe P“/)”“V‘j’ﬁ % e
WW O{ Wﬁbw e /63/\«—7%( a~ b

K:k{; ;c\é. 1(&\} VAT 79&{) w/f,,yp/‘(ﬂ;/ c&}F
AT YR
WP R S T

e A 'S \U'@ g / g
(s A 3@2‘ A s
KT JF S, GO g @R e
W PR PEk b (5A0 (BR

’/\/)Q/V\Lppv' -ﬂ’ﬁ\m&&
Pat. Crmtrhia, BRAC WenvansTy” § .
n%- (Do lodef. ¢Cp Nehwode CBEN) MNNE VD4 \L@é’@,ﬁ@/ %\ﬁﬁﬁ"ﬁ?\( Sl
A4 QRN @L(;T-

5O |

Cha
Vicen chann Ca/w}oa«.ﬁhﬁq—pkf}»v[m/ Cleratan CQAMf’E) TR e W &Q(WK
;2; ,@cw 20/9 W7 GRET TF BB BN
’ ?>g€1?§(wzz%m 87 S, A
R

Q. T 7oy R e

s & SN ULl @0 L0 w AT 2 aFeh
SR ¥
Rk 3@»9@55 vt Basoloas W s 200m &W\[QT / 6#@ S

(;%2;6\ 7} &mq(} 3P \zss@r(a)a 2236 VL Q&—

~/ B a—
oY o2 P SN > o= g LR &

get- ol
g@ﬁif%zw ey €
@ (<¥ s ey omt?

. 8 PP
X ~ J
w oxve ¢V 88




Ode to Abed Mama

Anadil Hossain

This is not a letter to say goodbye,

Or a silent cry

This is to say | love you, and you shall always remain
In our hearts and heads, and the public domain
A life lived with such dedication

To not just your dearest, but the entire nation
Whether advice, help or mediating family drama
We always called upon our Abed Mama

The voice of calm and reason

The constant, no matter the season

The lighthouse guiding our journey to shore
The gentle wind that would open a closed door

Our compass when north seems south
Our conviction in the face of doubt

Don’t think your work here is done

You’ll be working harder to keep us laughing under the sun
You’ll have to wake up every day and send us courage
Don’t you know life and death is like a marriage

When life ebbs, death reigns supreme

And in death life becomes a sweet dream

You're just switching sides and flipping roles So I’'m not sad to let you go

From where to continue comforting our souls Because you are going to a place | know

You will see us in the depths of our sorrow Where they serve earl grey tea

And send us the strength for tomorrow And all things sugary

You’ll wrap us in your blanket of memories Where Putul’s laughter can be heard

Of our summer evenings of sweet reverie Like the melody of a bird

On days when we feel lost and alone Where all those you lost will be found again

You’ll show us the way home We shall join you too, not IF but when

And in our darkest hour So rest now, when the evening is spread against the sky

You’ll send us your superpower Until we walk again...You and I.



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



You will remain our companion forever

Muhammad Yunus

Abed has left. But it is not possible to bid
farewell to him. He remains with us as our
companion forever. Since the Liberation War,
he has been in the very grain of our society.
There is no layer and sub-layer of our societal
make up which has not been touched by
Abed’s work. He is the principal architect of
the massive transformation that has taken
place in Bangladesh society since liberation.

Abed made skilful steps to walk through
every dilapidated gully, every sink-hole, and
overturn strange beliefs and norms set by an
age of ignorance, re-worked patiently with
talent and creativity to undo the past and lay
a solid foundation of the future. He helped
Bangladesh to change forever.

It is certainly not an exaggeration to say that
there is hardly anyone among the 170 million
people of Bangladesh who do not benefit
in some way from Abed’s programmes or
enjoy products and services provided by
his organisations. If she is a person living in
poverty or a woman from a small village, then

she has been in contact with Abed’s activities
at every step of her life — in education,
health, income generation, self-awareness
and many more.

How can we say goodbye to Abed, who had
quietly, even without us realising it, become
such an inseparable part of our daily life?

Abed was an extraordinary craftsman of
the social and economic emancipation
of the poor of Bangladesh. He liberated
the common Bangladeshi from economic
misery.

He carried out his variety of enormous and
widespread activities quietly. He did not
wait for anyone’s response to his examples;
he marched forward alone, undeterred and
focused, taking the responsibility of doing
the entire task on his own shoulders, without
complaint.

Abed changed the concept of ‘NGO’ for
the whole world. He provided the example

of an NGO that does not shy away from
national scale responsibility for every single
social and economic issue, with a mission of
completing the task, not just create islands of
successes. Abed gave NGO a new identity —
one that works nationwide, even globally and
multi-dimensionally, without falling victim to
its own bureaucracy.

Abed perfected the management of multi-
dimensional and nationwide NGOs into a
new science. For this alone, he shall be
remembered forever.

Economists and researchers from India,
Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Nepal always pose a
question to me: ‘How is it that in Bangladesh
whatever starts in one location is soon scaled
up as a nationwide programme? Why does it
not happen in our country?’

| give them a standard answer: ‘Because an
Abed is yet to be born in your country.’

Abed has left behind a self-confident
Bangladesh. The story of his immense
courage, vision and creativity will continue to
empower all generations to come. Abed will
remain the image of Bangladesh that inspires
them.

Abed, it will be easy for the coming
generations to take on the responsibility of
building the Bangladesh of their dreams, on
the foundation that you have built.

Abed, the nation will remain indebted to you
forever.

Muhammad Yunus is the recipient of the 2006
Nobel Peace Prize.




A tribute to an innovator and implementer

Rehman Sobhan

| had my first encounter with Sir Fazle Hasan
Abed in 1971 in Oxford. Abed called to inform
me on the efforts by him and his group in
London in support of Bangladesh’s liberation
struggle. He sought my advice on how to
further enhance the impact of their struggle.
He also looked ahead and discussed
what might be done to serve the deprived
masses in post-liberation Bangladesh.
| was impressed by his dedication and
foresightedness. Unlike many who talk of
serving the masses but do little in practice,
in the immediate aftermath of liberation Abed
put his dedication and foresight to work in
the service of the deprived of Bangladesh.

We kept in touch in the post-liberation years
but had little interaction. In 1993, when
| decided to set up the Centre for Policy
Dialogue (CPD), Abed was one of the first
persons | approached to join me as one
of the founding trustees. He remained an
active member of the CPD Board ever since
where he not only gave us sage advice on
issues of governance of the institution, but
encouraged institutional interaction between
CPD and BRAC in a number of programmes
and campaigns. As his end approached, as
part of his disengagement from his many
engagements around the world, he wrote us
a formal letter of resignation from the CPD
Board.

Just as it is painful for me and CPD to say
farewell to one of our most valued colleagues,
it is difficult to imagine a Bangladesh without
Sir Fazle Hasan Abed. He leaves a larger than
life footprint with its imprint visible not just
around the country but across the world. |
can think of few people who have done more

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

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




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

The remarkable growth and reach of BRAC
owes in large measure to the herculean
endeavours of Fazle Hasan Abed, its
founder. Abed combined extraordinary
entrepreneurial and management  skills
with a genuine passion for public service
which began with a commitment to the
dispossessed of his own country, but has
now been extended to the underprivileged
across the world. Abed, who began his
professional life as a highly paid executive
of a multinational company in Bangladesh,
went through the life changing experience
of direct involvement, first during the cyclone

of November 1970, one of history’s most
devastating natural calamities, and then
through his response to the genocide inflicted
on the Bengalis in 1971. Abed’s exposure to
the human consequences of such acts of
violence by man and nature persuaded him
to invest the rest of his life in helping not just
the victims of devastation but those whose
entire life is engaged in coping with the
uncertainties of nature and the injustices of
society.

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

Abed invested 47 years of his life in serving
the deprived at home and abroad. His
humility and understated projection of his
remarkable achievements concealed a quiet
determination to let his actions speak louder
than his words. He was not inclined to self-
promotion but such was the weight of his
achievements as a champion of the deprived
that he and the organisation he built, came to
be recognised across the world by those in
need as well as among global and business
leaders.

At the end of his days on earth, he left the
world he inhabited in a better place with
millions of people whose lives were improved
through his efforts. Few people may depart
with such a sense of satisfaction at their life’s
work. He knew his work was unfinished but
he laid down a path through which it can be
continued by his successors.

His final contribution to posterity was
manifested in the meticulous effort he
invested in preparing for his final departure.
Abed was determined to ensure BRAC would
outlive him and continue the transformative
journey he began 47 years ago in the small
village of Sallna, in Sylhet. His goal was to end
poverty by empowering the deprived and his
soul will not rest in peace until such a day
dawns, at least in Bangladesh, with BRAC

playing a vanguard role in this process.

Rehman Sobhan is Founder and Chairman,
Centre for Policy Dialogue.




He dreamt big and made them come true

Mahfuz Anam

Abed Bhai, as Sir Fazle Hasan Abed was
lovingly called by almost all those who knew
him, was well into his fatal illness when
Cyclone Bulbul struck Bangladesh. As shared
by Lady Abed and daughter Tamara during a
recent conversation, as the cyclone wrought
havoc, Abed, in a semiconscious state, was
constantly rambling about what preparations
have been made to rescue the victims and
how quickly BRAC will have to come to the
aid of the children and rebuild the affected
schools. Such was his attachment with the
poor and the deprived.

During my last few minutes with him while
he could still converse, albeit lying down and
mostly with his eyes closed, he talked about

press freedom, its need for democracy and
for the future of Bangladesh, about how The
Daily Star was doing, about never losing
hope, never giving up and most importantly
about his faith in the bright future of our
people, the last being his article of faith. He
reminisced about the paper’s early days
and felt happy as the paper evolved with its
commitment to pro-people journalism.

As | took slow and measured steps
backwards away from him and out of the
room, stealing last moment glances and
lingering for as many more seconds as
possible, | was overwhelmed by the sudden
realisation that | would never again see him
in his elegantly attired self, hear his calming,

94

reassuring, encouraging and inspiring voice
again, feel that gentle and affectionate touch
that | rushed to receive in moments of my
deepest frustrations, get his wise counsel on
why it was vital to serve the poor, why it was
crucial to reduce poverty, why education
was the key to our future and how not to lose
focus on accomplishing the tasks in hand.
As | walked away, | was acutely aware that
| was leaving behind a legend, the man who
was a fountain of inspiration for all those who
loved Bangladesh and sincerely devoted
themselves to building it.

Along with our founder editor, SM Ali, we
interviewed Abed in the early days of this
paper, sometime in 1992. In the interview he
made a striking comment that has remained
with me till today. He said something to the
effect that ‘Most of us manage various levels
of wealth, but the poor women in Bangladesh
manage poverty, and as such they are, by
experience, far better managers than men’.
Whatever meagre resources they have and
whatever little the men earn, with that the
women feed the family, run the household,
provide education for the children, healthcare
to the extent possible and inject whatever
they can with their own income generating
activities. Our women’s minds are consumed
by the singular thought of keeping the family
afloat with whatever they have and somehow
move forward.

Abed’s absorbing description of women’s
role — as managers, planners and
navigators of poverty-shackled families’
fortune — suddenly made clear to me the
insight of giving priority to women in our
development activities. Managing poverty
makes a woman acutely aware of the bits of




resources they have. This awareness makes
them far more efficient user of that resource.
That is principally why the rate of return of
micro-credit is nearly 99% (compare that
with the NPL of our elite borrowers) as almost
all the borrowers are women — each being
managers par excellence.

Aunique feature of Abed’s vision was its scale.
He dreamt big and made them come true
as if it was the only way of doing it. BRAC’s
becoming the biggest non-governmental
organisation in the world and employing
about 2 lakh people was only but natural
for him. A massive non-formal education
programme which at one point ran 63,000
schools, the biggest immunisation campaign
ever, the most widespread public health
campaign in the form of oral saline project
in collaboration with icddr,b employing
thousands to raise public awareness about
empowerment, especially that of women,
etc. were a part of his big dreams being
realised. The oral saline project was the
first ever door-to-door campaign to reduce
death of children from widespread instances
of diarrhoea, and it gave Abed that crucial
confidence that public health habits could be
changed and that he could do it by massive
awareness campaigns through meticulous
planning and disciplined organisation. This
had a seminal impact on his self-confidence.
He knew he could manage scale and he
could now plan big. This was a turning point
in Abed’s thinking and can be termed the
real birth of BRAC.

Did anybody ever imagine that Bangladesh,
which has been on the receiving end of
global assistance, would end up assisting
other countries? BRAC now operates in

11 countries and has extended technical
and other assistance to many others. The
non-formal education model that BRAC
pioneered is now replicated in several dozen
countries across the globe in various forms.

Since he dreamt big, he knew that without
institutions to sustain and carry them
forward they would not go very far. This led
him to build institutions and what a superb
builder he turned out to be. BRAC Bank,
BRAC Institution of Governance and BRAC
University are but a few examples. Then
there are those he built in partnership with
others, like Delta-BRAC Housing, bKash,
Guardian Insurance. There are numerous
civil society bodies that he helped set by
working behind the scene such as Campe,
Ain-o-Salish Kendra, etc. He assisted many
others in setting up their own organisations.

A natural corollary of institution building is
the need for management with particular
emphasis on its financial aspects. In all the
institutions Abed built, he ensured the highest
level of management with financial discipline
being at its core. BRAC’s microcredit
programme, which gave out loans to the tune
of USD 4.2 billion this year alone, functions
without any blemish. All global donors like
the World Bank, ADB, Soros Foundation,
Melinda and Bill Gates Foundation, and many
others extend resources to institutions set up
by Abed literally without too many questions
simply because they have enormous faith in
Abed’s management standards. UK’s DFID
has a strategic partnership with BRAC which
is unique.

As a highly skilful manager he knew exactly
where to control and where to delegate,

where to be tough and where to be flexible,
where to listen and adopt and where to listen
and ignore.

He was tireless in his efforts to improve the
quality of the things he did and the institutions
he built. | often received teams from global
consulting companies doing research on
how to improve the functioning of various
projects undertaken by BRAC. Almost 20
years ago, | spoke to consultants tasked
with planning Abed’s eventual succession.
| couldn’t help but marvel at the long-term
vision of this man.

It is a testimony to Sir Fazle Hasan Abed’s
versatility of talents that he received global
awards for his contribution in five very crucial
areas — education, agriculture, public
health, financial inclusion and community
empowerment. Any one of the above areas
would consume a life time’s work for any
talented person. But to have attracted the
world’s attention to these critical areas
of development and to be recognised for
extraordinary contribution in each of them
requires a range of extraordinary abilities
that only a few leaders in the history of social
transformation can lay claim to. His level of
vision, courage, and tenacity simultaneous
with originality and managerial ability make
Sir Fazle Hasan Abed a unique leader among
men. We proudly stand in his shadow.

Mahfuz Anam is Editor and Publisher of The
Daily Star.




Sir Fazle Hasan Abed: Master builder

lan Smillie

[t is impossible to overestimate the
importance of BRAC in the global effort to
end poverty. It is equally difficult to separate
its success from the life and work of the man
who created and steered it through almost
five decades, Sir Fazle Hasan Abed —’Abed
Bhai’ to his colleagues, ‘Abed’ to his friends.

BRAC's size and reach are, by any measure,
staggering. Its microfinance lending, mostly
to poor rural women, exceeds a billion dollars
a year. Although BRAC is a leader in the
field of microfinance, touted for a few years
as the miracle remedy for poverty, Abed
never saw it as a cure-all. In his mind, the
key to ending poverty was new, productive
enterprise. Poor people, especially women
and especially in rural areas, had to make
things. And to do that, they had to be better
linked to resources — seeds, fertilizer,
knowledge, finance — and to markets.
BRAC’s social enterprises in dairy, poultry,
silk, handicrafts, seed multiplication, and
a dozen others, have created hundreds of
thousands of livelihoods, and in time they
generated income that has made BRAC
largely self-financing. Microfinance was the
fuel in the tank, but the engine was always
innovative, productive enterprise.

The BRAC Bank, completely separate from
microfinance operations, holds deposits of
more than USD 2 billion and has a Moody’s
long-term credit rating as good as that of
Barclay’s Bank. Facts like these might catch
the eye of a banker. But BRAC was and
remains, an NGO with its primary focus on
social development, ranked for the past four
years by the Geneva-based NGO Advisor as

number 1 on a list of 500 global non-profits.

BRAC pioneered non-formal primary
education, mostly for girls, aiming to give
literacy, dignity and hope to the next
generation of mothers. Its ground-breaking
oral rehydration training programmes in
the 1970s reached nine out of ten rural
households in Bangladesh. That, along with
innovative health, nutrition and sanitation
programmes, contributed to a seven-fold
reduction in the country’s child mortality.
Fewer child deaths, better education and
more economic opportunity, especially for
women, led to a three-fold drop in the fertility
rate, ending worries about unchecked
population growth.

There’s hardly an area of human development
that BRAC hasn’t touched in a meaningful
way, taking some of its best lessons to Africa
and-other parts-of Asia.—Fazle Hasan-Abed
did not accomplish this all on his own. But
he was able to find and motivate others —
individuals, government departments, donor
agencies and some of the world’s most
powerful and influential policy makers. His
ambition was boundless, but it rested on a
quiet charisma that inspired devotion and
made mountains seem scalable. He listened
far more than he spoke.

| first met Abed in 1973, when BRAC was
just a handful of people working out of a
flat in Motijheel. It was an unlikely, almost
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accidental enterprise, created by a man
whose life until then couldn’t possibly have
suggested what was to come. He had lived
comfortably for several years in London, and
then worked as a senior Shell Oil accountant
in Chittagong. There, he took time off to
spearhead relief efforts following the 1970
cyclone and the 1971 War of Independence.
Discovering the deeply entrenched poverty
he had failed to notice during his privileged
youth, he created what he thought would be
a small, time-bound demonstration effort to
show what might be accomplished with a
few farming cooperatives, adult literacy and
health training.

A lesser man would have run from the

resulting failures, but for Abed, they were
lessons to be remembered and applied to
the much bigger voyage on which he then
embarked.

When | was completing research in 2009 for
a book about BRAC, Freedom from Want,
and trying to think about what had made it
so successful, outsiders frequently told me
it was Abed’s experience with the private
sector. | always doubted that. Shell perhaps
gave him useful perspectives on money and
management, but it could not have been the
source of his ingenuity, his compassion and
sense of injustice, his willingness to take risks
and his insistence on learning what works,
what does not, and why. He told me that a lot
ofitwasluck, andlaughed, quoting Napoleon:
“Give me lucky generals.” | investigated the
concept of luck and found a good summary:
“Being ready for the opportunity.” Abed was
always able, better than most, to see and

understand opportunity. By that definition,
‘luck’ may well have played a part.

He suggested | talk with an employee
who had recently returned from doctoral
studies in Britain — she might have a
helpful perspective on BRAC’s success.
She said she had expected to find a saint
or a genius around every corner, but in the
end, that wasn’t the case. The answer was
“‘common sense” — everything BRAC has
achieved came about, she said, through the
application of common sense. | put that in
the book, but in truth, Abed did have the
versatility of genius, a talent for applying
common sense in a world where the concept
is largely unknown and an ability to unlock
doors long closed to innovation, justice and
human development.

Abed never rested on well-deserved laurels;
he always argued that ‘big’ is essential in
confronting poverty. Most ambitious people,
however, leave a trail of wreckage and
animosity behind them. With Abed, it was
quite the opposite, and that too must be part
of BRAC’s success — his unflappability in
the face of tremendous odds and personal
tragedy, his ability to build and to bring
diverse people and resources together in
common cause. Christopher Wren, visiting
the construction site for St Paul’s, is said
to have asked a stonemason what he was
doing. “I'm cutting stone,” the man said.

Farther along, Wren asked another
stonemason what he was doing. He said,
“I'm building a cathedral.”

Abed was both Christopher Wren and the
stonemason, and while BRAC in it many
manifestations will continue to thrive, the
legacy will always be his: Abed, Master
Builder.

lan Smillie is the author of Freedom from Want,
which traces BRAC’s evolution over the last
four decades.




Homage to Abed Bhai

Marty Chen

| had the amazing good fortune of working
with Abed Bhai in the 1970s, co-founding
a cyclone relief agency in 1970 and then
working at BRAC from 1975-1980. | cannot
say how very lucky | feel to have had Abed
as my first boss and my longtime friend.
Working for BRAC — for Abed — shaped
my career, my life, and that of my family. Itis,
therefore, with deep admiration and affection
that | write this brief tribute to him.

A Bengali intellectual with an equal love of
Shakespearean sonnets and Tagore poems,
Abed is at heart a humanist with a deep
commitment to reducing poverty, inequality
and social injustice.

A former corporate executive, Abed has a
unique ability to think big but start small and
local: diagnosing problems, testing solutions,
building models of discrete manageable
interventions that can be taken to scale
through replicating the models. He also has
a gift for seeing the potential and bringing out
the best in all those who work with him and
BRAC.

Trained as a chartered accountant, Abed can

manage large sums of money — in the early
days, before BRAC had grown significantly,
he once told me that he could see all of
BRAC'’s spreadsheets in his head.

Most central to the success of BRAC
though has been Abed’s moral compass,

his humanity that keeps him focused on the
problems of the poor and disadvantaged.

Marty Chen is an academic and social worker,
presently a lecturer at the Harvard Kennedy
School and senior advisor of the global
research-policy-action network, WIEGQO.




Remembering Sir Fazle Hasan Abed

Bill Drayton

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed was my and Ashoka’s
dear, lifelong friend.

It is very hard to imagine our world, let alone
our field, without him setting the standard
for us of values-based service and of big
change for the good. However, that standard
and his example will long guide the world, the
field, and all of us he has touched.

When Ashoka and | came to Bangladesh
in the 1980s with the then-little-understood
idea of building social entrepreneurship,
Fazle welcomed us. He nominated the first
Bangladeshi Ashoka Fellow, lbrahim Sobhan.
He served on the early selection panels. He
guided us in many ways.

We have looked to his story and to Fazle as a

partner and friend ever since — in good times
and in challenging moments. And certainly
whenever we imagined and experimented
our way onto new ground.

The global Ashoka community and | also
steadily learned from Fazle’s flow of new,
big ideas and how he turned them into the
new reality, one after another. And also how
he spread his work across continents; and,
even more, how he made his ideas take hold
globally.

He was a founder member of both Ashoka’s
World Council and of its Global Academy of
the world’s leading social entrepreneurs.

The new collaboration we are just launching
with him, Sarwat, and others in BRAC to

bring cognitive empathy to all Bangladeshis
and also to help all young people be
changemakers is work that we will continue.
| hope and believe that many of the young
people so tempered will follow in his
footsteps.

| find it hard to think about my own very deep
loss. That will take time.

All of us at Ashoka, indeed all social
entrepreneurs  everywhere, have lost
something entirely unique and deeply
precious.

| offer my congratulations to him on a life for
generations, and a deep and very personal
embrace.

Bill Drayton is Founder and CEQO, Ashoka.




Remembering a giant

Reeta Roy

When | met Sir Fazle Abed more than a
decade ago, | sensed | was in the presence
of a giant. He is the founder of BRAC, one
of the world’s largest non-governmental
organisations, which has touched the lives of
125 million people.

Abed Bhai, as | addressed him, presented
that unique and rare combination of qualities
possessed by great leaders. Vision. Wisdom.
Boldness. Grit. Empathy. Humility. He has
been a lion of courage throughout his life
— from the time he returned to Bangladesh
in 1971 to rebuild the country after
independence until the moment he faced a
terminal illness.

In 2008, he invited me to visit BRAC. My
trip to Bangladesh was more than a first-
hand education about how an organisation
changes the lives of millions of people and
contributes to the economy of a country.
It was also a journey to reconnect with my
heritage. Abed Bhai had arranged for me to
visit Lahunda, the village of my paternal great
grandparents and grandparents where BRAC
had a microfinance programme. Listening to
the women speak with such dignity about
their lives left a deep impression on me.

Learning from BRAC and from rural
communities in Uganda over the years
influenced my views about how the
Mastercard Foundation could create positive
in people’s lives. Working with Abed Bhai was
akin to taking a master class on how to scale
efforts to serve millions of people, yet keep in
mind the dignity of each human being. One of
his lessons was about imagining possibilities.
For example, where some people may look
past an empty field lying fallow by the road,
he would see fertile land producing multiple
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harvests to feed hundreds of thousands of
people.

Abed Bhai never encountered a challenge
he didn’t like. He would observe, listen and
size a situation, and envision how it could be
improved. Then, he would get to work. Abed
and BRAC were resolute about achieving
and quantifying results. They are deeply
disciplined when it comes to setting targets
and tracking progress.

His enormous drive and determination to
improve the human condition were also
matched by his kindness, wit and humour. He
loved to tell stories and to listen to people’s
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stories. These personal traits endeared him
to many.

Not surprisingly, Abed Bhai faced his illness
with his characteristic wisdom, pragmatism,
and courage. Once again, he took charge
about how he intended to live his life with the
time he had. The lessons that he imparted
will continue on in BRAC and other leaders
he influenced. As | reflect on his life and its
influence on mine, | am grateful to have been
in the presence of a giant.

Reeta Roy is President and CEO, Mastercard
Foundation




Purpose, vision, integrity: The legacy of Sir Fazle Abed

Laurie J Spengler

In a time of extraordinary egos, negotiated
truth, and unbridled pursuit of self-interest,
one person has quietly and tirelessly worked
to meet the needs of poor people around
the world. Sir Fazle Abed founded BRAC in
1972. For more than 40 years, he has led the
world’s largest development organisation.
BRAC designs and delivers services that
help the poor meet basic needs with integrity,
respect and humility.

BRAC’s holistic approach to meeting the
needs of poor people, and particularly
women, now operates in more than a half
dozen countries beyond Bangladesh. From
microfinance to education, health services to
sanitation, agricultural support to enterprise
development, BRAC is dedicated to building
a world that works for all of us. A man of
breath-taking action without self-promotion,
how is it possible that this man has touched
one in 55 lives on the planet and you do not
know his name?

When actions speak louder than
words

| first met Abed (as he invited people to
call him) in the summer of 2005 on my first
visit to Dhaka. He asked whether | had ever
been to Bangladesh. When | responded
that this was my first visit, he instructed
me to go to the ‘field” and visit BRAC’s
operations outside Dhaka and then return
to continue our discussion. | spent the next
week visiting BRAC’s microfinance, legal
education, healthcare and social enterprise
programmes, seeing first-hand how BRAC’s
products and services are designed and
delivered to meet the real needs of low-
income people in rural Bangladesh. The
volume, scale, efficiency and reach of the
programmes were impressive. But what |

remember most about this initial exposure to
BRAC was the clear and respectful focus on
the people BRAC serves and not on BRAC.

| have had the privilege of working with
BRAC continuously since 2005. | have
traveled with Abed, raising funds for BRAC
across the globe. | have visited BRAC’s
operations from South Sudan to Uganda,
Pakistan to Afghanistan. | have watched
Abed host dignitaries, receive awards and
greet BRAC clients. In every conversation, he
was the same human being. With the rising
hype around terms such as sustainable and
resilient, here is a person who defines these
terms through his behaviour — a person who
makes the world sustainable by his vision,
action and unswerving commitment to
improve the lives of others.

When | would ask Abed how BRAC has
achieved so much so quietly compared to
organisations with much louder voices and
global recognition, he would talk about
ambition. At first, | did not understand what
he meant. But as | worked with Abed and
BRAC over the years, | learned. He explained
— and demonstrated through action — that
ambition is about having purpose with a
vision; it is about serving a need bigger than
oneself; it is about understanding the needs
of communities and driving to meet those
needs at scale.

North and south

Abed would sometimes muse that people
from the Global South are better equipped
to build and operate organisations delivering
solutions for the Global South. In Abed’s
view, players from the Global South look
for ways to deliver now, drawing upon

their understanding of local needs and
responding to a sense of urgency that comes
from proximity. Actors from the Global North,
he would comment, spend too much time
commissioning risk reports and analyses,
looking for reasons not to act. He cautioned
that risks need to be considered but used as
guideposts for adapting a response, not as
excuses to defer or refuse action.

In the coming weeks, many will come forth
to share their stories of Abed. His broad
and loving reach yields a rich repository of
stories and lessons. A few that | will carry
forth include: Lesson of purpose — our
resources, whether they be money, time or
skill, are in service of something more than
our individual needs and desires; we should
push beyond our comfort zone to live a life
that touches a collective need; Lesson of
integrity — consistency, reliability and honesty
over a lifetime matter far more than a single
heroic act or effort; and Lesson of humility —
our acts of purpose are never about us, but
about the outcomes we may have helped
realise.

[, together with those privileged to have
known Abed, have lost a colleague, partner,
mentor and friend. The world has lost a
rare and beautiful person, a quiet hero who
has touched one in 55 of us with clarity of
purpose and unshakeable integrity. Abed’s
legacy is an invitation for the rest of us to
touch the remaining 45.

Thank you, Abed.

CEO, Enclude Capital UK, Impact investment
banker
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BRAC has never been about me
or any one person. Our strong
foundation and reputation are built
on the commitment, hard work and
dedication of our staft,
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Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG
Founder, BRAC
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Sir Fazle’s final letter to BRAC family

Abed Bhai wrote this letter after he retired from the position of chairperson of BRAC and BRAC International. He sent the letter to

all staff members on 7 August 2019.

My dear colleagues,

| am writing to share with you an important life decision.
However, before that, let me take the opportunity to tell you
how BRAC became my story.

| started BRAC when | was 36. Growing up, starting an
NGO and working in the remote villages of Bangladesh were
never in my plans. With my privileged upbringing, 14 years in
London, first as a student, then as a Chartered Management
Accountant, having a comfortable lifestyle as a multinational
company’s executive — my life was on an entirely different
trajectory.

Then things changed.

The devastating Bhola cyclone of 1970 was a turning point
in my life. More than 300,000 people lost their lives. Seeing
the death and destruction with my own eyes made me realise
how disconnected | was. My house became the headquarter
of a small relief operation. Experiencing the fragility of human
life, especially the vulnerability of the people living in poverty,
shook me to the depth of my being. | decided to try to change
this.

The War of Liberation of Bangladesh, which began soon
thereafter, completely transformed me. In May of 1971, |
moved to London to mobilise resources and support from the
European and UK governments to get Bangladesh recognised
and to denounce the genocide. Along with a few friends, |
set up Action Bangladesh. We collected funds and sent relief
materials home and vigorously lobbied to get Bangladesh
recognised.

| sold my flat in London for 16,000 pounds and returned home
in January 1972. With that money and some funds from a few
close friends, | set up a relief and rehabilitation project in the
remote area of Sulla. The Sulla project covered three unions
in the Sunamganj and Habiganj districts in northeastern
Bangladesh. That is how BRAC was born.

There was no turning back from that point. Over the next
47 years, we have grown to be one of the most effective
development organisations in the world. In 2002, BRAC
started its first international operation by venturing into
Afghanistan. Since then, we have expanded our international
operations into 10 countries in Asia and Africa. BRAC is a
unique, holistic development ecosystem comprising social
enterprises, microfinance, tertiary education, investments and
development programmes, all driven by the same mission.

Of course, none of these were done alone by BRAC. We
are fortunate to partner with Governments, mission-aligned
donors, partners and peer organisations along the way.

Forthe past few years, | have put alot of thought and preparation
into planning my succession at BRAC. As you know, | handed
over my management responsibilities as the Executive Director
of BRAC at the age of 65 in 2001 and remained on the Board as
Founder and Chairperson. Transitioning from the governance
role of BRAC and BRAC International Boards has also been on
my mind for quite some time. Now, at the age of 83, | feel it is
the right time for me to step down from my role as Chairperson
and focus my time on guiding the future strategy of BRAC.




Hence, | am retiring from my role as the Chairperson of BRAC
Bangladesh and Stichting BRAC International Governing
Bodies. | am honoured that the Governing Body of BRAC has
elected me as Chair Emeritus of BRAC. | will continue to come
to office. However, in the coming months, | will focus my time
on shaping the global strategy and governance structure of
BRAC.

Over the past year, a process has been underway to develop
BRAC’s global strategy. | would like to invest time in ensuring
that the leadership succession and governance structures
are in place to strengthen our ability to progress as a unified,
‘One BRAC’ team globally. A sustainable and cohesive global
operating structure is much needed as we aim to expand our
impact to milions of more people worldwide in the next 10
years. While remaining as Chair Emeritus of BRAC, | will also
work closely with respective leadership teams to ensure a
smooth and successful transition.

| am taking this decision with immense pride and confidence.
Pride because of what we have been able to accomplish
together for the past 47 years. Confidence because of the
strength of the team who will take my legacy ahead. This
transition demonstrates the strength of BRAC that we are
able to implement the succession plan in an orderly and
professional manner. At the same time, | feel blessed to have
this opportunity to retire and focus on BRAC’s future.

Having the right people to carry forward my vision was an
essential part of my decision. Dr Muhammad Musa joined as

the Executive Director of BRAC International in May 2019 and
Asif Saleh has been appointed as the Executive Director of
BRAC Bangladesh in August 2019. | am confident in their ability
to lead BRAC. Together, they will ensure that we continue to
build an equal world.

BRAChasalwaysbeenprivilegedtoattracteminentpersonalities
to its Boards over the years. | am very pleased to share that Dr
Hossain Zillur Rahman is joining the Governing Body of BRAC
Bangladesh and Ms Ameerah Haq is joining Stichting BRAC
International Supervisory Board as Chairpersons respectively.
| believe BRAC will benefit immensely from their depth of
experience.

BRAC beganits journey as the ‘Bangladesh Rural Advancement
Committee’. Since then, we have grown beyond being an
acronym. When people ask me now what BRAC stands for, |
like to say that we stand for an idea — an idea of a world where
everyone has an equal opportunity to realise their potential.
The passion of my lifetime has been to work with people
living in poverty and to see them, with the right resources and
opportunities, transform into agents of change in their own
lives, families and communities.

BRAC has always believed that change is human-made. At the
heart of everything we do is the conviction that everyone can
be actors in history, and that no one should ever be a passive
recipient of charity.

The inequalities that create divisions among rich and poor,




powerful and powerless, are made by humans.
So change is also possible through human acts of
compassion, courage and conviction. Giving people
hope, investing in confidence and reminding them
of their own self-worth have been a consistent ethos
across all of BRAC’s work. | have spent my life watching
optimism triumph over despair when the light of self-
belief is sparked in people. As a team, | want us to
keep lighting these sparks. Our work should always
reflect our faith in human spirit and our respect for their
inherent power.

Thank you cannot capture my gratitude for the lifetime of
trust, friendship, partnership, support and commitment
that you have given me. | am sure you will show the
same respect and commitment to our new leadership.
| have complete confidence in our next generation of
leaders.

BRAC has never been about me or any one person.
| may have been the founder, however, our strong
foundation and reputation are built on your commitment,
hard work and sacrifice. It may have been my vision, but
vision is nothing without the perseverance to make it
real. You have always stepped up to bring my vision to
life with boundless courage. You have made BRAC a
global leader in every sense, in every sector we have
branched into. In my eyes, YOU ARE BRAC!
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We will not say ‘rest’ in peace.

Thank you, Abed bhai.

Thank you for showing us how meaningful
one’s life can be.

Thank you for instilling the courage in us to take on
the impossible.

Thank you for showing us how to listen and learn,
to fail and to get up again in the service of others.

Thank you for making us see that no one is ordinary
and to seek potential in everyone.

We will not say ‘rest’ in peace.

The Abed bhai we know would not rest
until we build an equal world.

We know you would not want us to
lament your loss for long.

You would want us to tirelessly fight poverty and
inequality, like you did the last 47 years.

We promise to rise to that responsibility.

We promise to be worthy of
your legacy.

A message from the BRAC Family

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG
1936 - 2019
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