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Bangladesh stands today at a unique crossroads. On one hand, the wave of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution—driven by Artificial Intelligence (Al)—is opening new
doors of possibility. On the other, the commitment to achieving Universal Health
Coverage reminds us that development is not only about technology, but about
people. Though these may appear to be two different domains, they are in fact
intertwined by a common thread: the question of building the future.

Let us first turn to the timely use of Al for an innovative Bangladesh. In a youth-driven
country like Bangladesh, Al does not simply mean automation. With more than 40
million students and a vast working-age population, the country possesses a
powerful demographic advantage. If this demographic strength can be transformed
into relevant, future-oriented skills, Al will not eliminate jobs; rather, it can create
new, advanced, and creative opportunities. There is no alternative but to strengthen
our national capacity to make this transformation possible.

However, despite the potential, several challenges remain. Access to quality data is
still limited, and digital inequality between urban and rural areas remains stark. To
equip an educated population with Al skills, we believe strong political commitment,
collaboration among government, private sector, and educational institutions, and
human-centered governance are essential. Al must not replace people; it must
enhance human capability. This principle should guide policymakers. For that, sound
policies and sustained investment in skills development are crucial.

Turning now to Universal Health Coverage, Bangladesh has made remarkable
progress over the past decade. Significant achievements have been recorded in child
immunization, tuberculosis treatment, and maternal health. Child immunization
coverage stands at nearly 98 percent, and the success rate in tuberculosis treatment
is around 95 percent. These accomplishments demonstrate that with planned
initiatives and strong grassroots networks, Bangladesh can achieve meaningful
results.

Yet Bangladesh'’s score of 54 on the UHC service coverage index shows that progress
has not been uniform. In particular, the management of non-communicable
diseases, shortages in healthcare human resources, and the lack of integrated
service delivery remain major challenges.

The most concerning issue is the burden of out-of-pocket expenditure.
Lower-income populations receive comparatively less access to services. In rural and
remote areas, infrastructure is limited and skilled health personnel are insufficient.
Women and adolescent girls often cannot access timely healthcare due to social and
economic barriers. Marginalized communities face multiple layers of deprivation. In
short, equity in healthcare has yet to be fully realized.

Moreover, the large-scale withdrawal of funding by the United States last year
created additional challenges for health organizations. Although gradual policy
adjustments are helping the sector recover, much ground still remains to be covered.

The current experience in healthcare reminds us that development without inclusion
and financial protection is incomplete. We firmly believe that whether it is achieving
Universal Health Coverage or building an innovative Bangladesh, both require
coordinated reforms, sustainable investment, and strong political commitment.

The young generation of Bangladesh stands at the center of this transformation. If
their innovative energy and sense of social responsibility move in the same direction,
we can build a Bangladesh where technology serves as a tool for progress, and
where health and human dignity form the foundation of development.

Editor
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Bangladesh has entered a
decisive phase of its digital
journey. Building on the
achievements of  “Digital
Bangladesh”, the Government
has articulated a National
Strategy for Artificial
Intelligence (Al) to accelerate
economic growth, improve
public services, and prepare
the nation for the Fourth
Industrial Revolution (4IR).
This strategy positions Alnot as a
luxury technology, but as a
development  accelerator
essential for achieving the
Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), enhancing
productivity, and securing
Bangladesh's future
competitiveness.

Why Artificial Intelligence
Matters for Bangladesh

Artificial Intelligence refers to
machines’ ability to perform

Artificial Intelligence

for an Innovative Bangladesh
A Strategic Vision for National Transformation

tasks that typically require
human intelligence such as
learning,reasoning,
decision-making, and pattern
recognition. Globally, Al is
reshaping economies by
automating repetitive tasks,
enhancing efficiency, and
enabling data-driven
decisions. Studies suggest
that Al can significantly
increase productivity and
potentially double economic
growth rates in some
economies by transforming
how humans and machines
work together.

For Bangladesh a country of
about 180 million people,
with a large youth population
and over 40 million students,
Al presents both an opportunity
and a challenge. While there
are concerns about job
displacement due to
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automation, global evidence
shows that Al is likely to
create more jobs than it
eliminates, provided the
workforce is properly
reskilled and upskilled. The
national strategy, therefore,
emphasizes human capital
development, ensuring that
technological progress leads
to inclusive growth rather
than inequality.

Al as the Next Phase of
Digital Bangladesh

Over the past decade,
Bangladesh has made
remarkable progress in
digitization. Initiatives such
as Union Digital Centers, the
National Web Portal, e-filing
systems, and EkSheba
platforms have brought
government services closer
to citizens. The ICT sector



has grown from an export
earning of USD 26 million in
2008 to nearly USD 1 billion,
supported by investments in
Hi-Tech Parks, IT Training
Centers, and a Tier-IV Data
Center. The launch of
Bangabandhu-1 satellite and
plans for 5G connectivity
further  strengthen the
digital foundation Al is
envisioned as the next
logical step using data,
automation, and intelligent
systems to make these
digital services smarter,
faster, and more responsive.
The national slogan, “Al for
Innovative Bangladesh,”
reflects this ambition.

Al for Social and Economic
Development

Economic Growth and
Productivity

Al can enhance GDP growth
by:

+  Automating routine tasks

*  Improving labor productivity

+  Enabling product customization
and innovation

+  Strengthening competitiveness
in global markets

For Bangladesh, Al can
support the transition from a
labor-intensive economy to a
knowledge-intensive,
innovation-driven economy,
particularly in manufacturing,
agriculture, and services.

Al and the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)

Bangladesh has already
integrated the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development
into national planning. Al can

play a transformative role
across all 17 SDGs especially
in health, education, poverty
reduction, food security,
disaster management, and

climate resilience. Global
studies identify over 160 Al
use cases that directly

support SDG targets, many of
which are highly relevant to
Bangladesh’'s development
priorities

Seven National Priority
Sectors for Al

The strategy identifies seven
priority sectors where Al can
deliver high impact:

1. Public Service Delivery

Al can improve governance
through:

« Intelligent digital
assistants for citizens

+ Al-based recruitment and
performance evaluation

80%

Transformation

COVER STORY
* Predictive monitoring
systems

+ Life-event-based service
delivery platforms

These applications can
reduce administrative
burden, increase
transparency, and enhance
citizen satisfaction.

2. Manufacturing

Asmanufacturing contributes
nearly 30% of GDP, Al can
drive:
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*  Predictive maintenance and
quality control

*  Human-robot collaboration
+  Supply chain optimization
+ Data-driven decision-making

This  supports industrial
competitiveness and job
creation in  higher-skill
categories.

3. Agriculture

With agriculture supporting
the livelihoods of most rural
households, Al can enable:

* Precisionfarming
+ Crop and soil monitoring

+ Disease prediction and
early warning systems

*  Smartirrigation and yield
forecasting

These tools can increase
productivity, reduce losses,
and improve  farmers’
incomes.

4. Smart Mobility and
Transportation

Al-driven traffic management,
road safety analytics, and
intelligent transport systems
can help address congestion,
accidents,and inefficiencies -
especially in rapidly urbanizing
cities.

5. Skills and Education

Al can personalize learning,
automate assessments, and
support teacher effectiveness.
Most importantly, it can
support reskilling and lifelong
learning, preparing youth for
future jobs.

6. Finance and Trade

Al applications in fraud
detection, credit scoring,
customer service, and trade
logistics can  strengthen
financial inclusion and
improve market efficiency.

7. Health

Al can improve diagnostics,
disease surveillance,
telemedicine, and health
system management
particularly  benefiting
underserved and remote
populations.

Six Strategic Pillars for
Building an Al Ecosystem

To support sectoral
transformation, the strategy
outlines six foundational
pillars:

1.Research and
Development (R&D)

Strengthening local innovation,
global collaboration,and
applied research.

2. Skilling and Reskilling
the Workforce

Investing in STEM education
and continuous skills
upgrading.

3. Data and Digital
Infrastructure

Ensuring data availability,
quality, interoperability, and
secure platforms.

4. Ethics, Privacy, Security,
and Regulation

Protecting human rights,
transparency, accountability,
and trust in Alsystems.

5. Funding and
Accelerating Al Start-ups

Supporting entrepreneurship,
venture capital, and
innovation ecosystems.

L ¥
1 Research & Development

Ethics, Data Privacy,
Security and Regulations

Mational Strateqy

For Al, Bangladesh
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6. Industrialization of Al
Technologies

Encouraging local production,
commercialization, and industry
academia collaboration.

A phased five year roadmap
(2020-2024) outlines actions,
stakeholders, and institutional
responsibilities for
implementing these pillars.

Challenges and the Way
Forward

The strategy acknowledges
key challenges:

+Limited access to quality data

*Shortage of skilled Al
professionals

*Digital divide and
connectivity gaps

*Risk of inequality and
technological
unemployment

*Ethical, legal, and
governance concerns

Addressing these requires
strong political commitment,
multi-stakeholder
collaboration, and proactive
policy reform. The
document emphasizes that
Al governance must be
people-centred,  ensuring
technology serves human
dignity, social justice, and
national development goals.

COVER STORY

Conclusion: Shaping an
Innovative Future

Artificial Intelligence  will
inevitably influence
Bangladesh's economy,

workforce, and society. The
National Al Strategy provides
a clear, responsible, and
forward-looking framework
to harness Al for inclusive
growth and sustainable
development.If
implemented with good
governance, ethical safeguards,
and investment in human
potential, Al can help
transform Bangladesh into a
truly innovative and resilient
nation ready to lead among
developing countries in the
age of intelligent
technologies .

M Rayat Noor is the Reseasrch Assistant at the Penn State University and can be reached at rpn5244@psu.edu

FUTURE HAS BEGUN

TRANSFORMATION OF Al BANGLADESH
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Bangladesh’s UHC Journey Faces
Equity and Financing Challenges

Dr. Md. Mahbubul Alam -

Bangladesh has achieved
notable progress in several
public health indicators over
the past decade, particularly
in childhood immunization,
tuberculosis treatment, and
maternal health services.
Despite these gains, experts
warn that the country
remains significantly off-track
in achieving Universal Health
Coverage (UHC) by 2030.
Persistent  inequities  in
access, rising out-of-pocket
expenditures, and weak
financial protection
mechanisms continue to limit
the reach and effectiveness
of essential health services.

These concerns were
strongly echoed at a recent
policy dialogue on
monitoring progress toward
Universal Health Coverage,
where health economists,

former senior government

officials, researchers, and
development partners
reviewed current

performance and identified
priority actions needed to
accelerate progress.

Progress with Gaps
Beneath the Surface

Recent  service  coverage
assessments  show  that
Bangladesh currently scores 54
out of 100 on the UHC service
coverage index. This reflects
measurable success in selected
high-impact areas. Childhood
immunization coverage has
reached approximately 98
percent, while tuberculosis
treatment coverage stands at
around 95 percent — both
considered major  public
health achievements.
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However,
outcomes

these strong
coexist with
weaker performance in
other critical areas.
Management of
non-communicable diseases
(NCDs)-including
hypertension and diabetes -

remains inadequate.
Screening, early detection,
long-term treatment

adherence, and integrated
follow-up systems are still
limited, especially at the
primary healthcare level. At
the same time, shortages
and uneven distribution of
trained healthcare workers
continue to affect service
quality and availability.

Experts  caution that
headline achievements in
selected indicators should
not mask structural
weaknesses across the



broader health system.

The Financial Burden on
Households

One of the most pressing
challenges highlighted in the

dialogue is the heavy
financial burden borne
directly by patients.

Out-of-pocket expenditure
now accounts for roughly 73
percent of total health
spending in Bangladesh one
of the highest proportions in
the region.

This means that most people
pay directly from their own
pockets at the point of
service. Such a financing
pattern exposes households
to financial hardship and, in
many cases, forces families
to delay or avoid seeking
care altogether. For

low-income populations, a
single episode of illness can
translate into catastrophic
expenditure, debt, or asset
loss.

Financial protection a core
pillar of Universal Health
Coverage therefore remains
weak. Without effective
risk-pooling  mechanisms,
prepayment schemes, and
expanded health financing
coverage, progress in service

delivery  alone cannot
ensure equitable health
outcomes.

Inequality in Access
Remains a Structural
Barrier

The discussion also
underscored persistent
inequalities in healthcare

access based on income

FEATURE
level, geographic location,
and gender. Lower-income
groups who typically carry a
higher disease burd often
face the greatest barriers in
reaching quality services.
Rural populations continue
to experience service
shortages and infrastructure
gaps compared to urban
residents.

Gender dynamics  also
influence access patterns,
with women and adolescent
girls in some settings facing
social,mobility,or
decision-making constraints
that limit timely care
seeking. Vulnerable and
marginalized groups
including displaced
populations and
underserved communities
face compounded
disadvantages.
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Experts emphasized that
UHC cannot be achieved
without directly addressing
these distributional
inequities through targeted
and inclusive strategies.

Regional Comparison
Signals Competitive
Pressure

In  regional comparison,
Bangladesh's UHC service
coverage score of 54 places
it below India (69) and Sri
Lanka (78), while slightly
ahead of Pakistan (48). Sri
Lanka's stronger performance,
in  particular, is often
attributed to  sustained
public investment in primary
healthcare and stronger
financial risk protection models.

This comparative positioning
suggests that while
Bangladesh has  made
progress, the pace of reform
and investment will need to
accelerate to remain
regionally competitive and
socially responsive.

From Dialogue to
Implementation

Participants in the policy
dialogue stressed that the
time for general discussion
has passed; the priority now
is operational strategy and
institutional action. Calls
were made for clearer
implementation roadmaps,
decentralized planning
authority, and stronger
accountability mechanisms
at  sub-national levels.

Former senior health officials
noted that those who need

services most are still the
ones most frequently left
behind a pattern that signals
systemic targeting failures.

Researchers and  policy
leaders urged closer
engagement of  political

leadership to drive health
financing reform and system
restructuring.

There was also strong
consensus around three
immediate priorities:

* Expanding and strengthening
quality primary healthcare

* Increasing national health
budget allocation
* Introducing targeted

initiatives for underserved
populations

The Road to 2030:
A Narrowing Window

With only a few years
remaining until the 2030 UHC
target, Bangladesh faces a

narrowing implementation
window. The  country's
health achievements

demonstrate that progress
is possible when policy
commitment, financing, and
delivery  systems  align.
However, experts warn that
without  stronger financial
protection measures, workforce
expansion, and equity-focused
service delivery, overall UHC
goals will remain out of reach.

Universal Health Coverage is
not only a health sector
objective it is a social and
economic imperative. Ensuring
that all people can access
quality health services without
financial hardship will require
coordinated reform, increased
investment, and sustained
political commitment.

The message from policy
leaders is clear: Bangladesh
has built a foundation, but
the next phase must focus
on equity, affordability, and
system-wide resilience.
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Dr. Md. Mahbubul Alam is the Head of Programs. He can be reached at mahbubul.a@pstc-bgd.org
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Safe Water : A Universal Right

12-Point Khulna Declaration

*
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Adopted at Coastal Water Convention

The 3rd Coastal Water
Convention 2026 concluded
on 26 January in Khulna with
a decisive call to recognize
safe water as a universal
right and to  adopt
integrated, ecosystem based
strategies to  tackle
Bangladesh’'s  mounting
water crisis.

Held over three days (January
24-26) at Khulna CSS Ava
Centre, the convention brought
together  policymakers,
researchers, development
practitioners,and community
representatives to deliberate
on water insecurity, climate
change impacts, and
governance challenges in
coastal and other vulnerable
regions.

The event culminated in the
adoption of the 12-point
Khulna Declaration,
providing a comprehensive
roadmap to address water
scarcity, salinity intrusion,
waterlogging, ecosystem
degradation, and livelihood
insecurity  across  both
coastal and inland areas.

The declaration underscores
that water should not
merely be treated as a
resource, but as a
fundamental component of
ecosystems.

Key Recommendations:

+ Formulate a distinct national
water policy and action plan
sensitive to Bangladesh’s

diverse agro-ecological zones.

* Promote community based
water and wetland
management, blending
indigenous knowledge with
modern technology to
protect biodiversity,
livelihoods, and cultural
practices.

* Halt human-induced
waterlogging and saline
intrusion in  agricultural
lands, and ban unplanned
saline-water-dependent
shrimp farming.

* Restore river connectivity
by removing encroachments
and reconnecting canals and
wetlands to prevent
prolonged waterlogging.

+ Establish a parliamentary
caucus on water and

!
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ecosystem protection to

strengthen governance and
policy advocacy.

* Protect livelihoods of
fishers and safeguard fish
breeding ecosystems in
rivers, wetlands, estuaries,
and coastal waters.

* Implement ecosystem
centered coastal settlement
planning, reducing pollution
and  conserving  critical
habitats through sustainable
development strategies.

In his closing remarks, Dr Md
Khairul  Islam,  Regional
Director for South Asia at

WaterAid, stressed the
importance  of  political
engagement: “If local

political leaders are engaged
and demands are raised
through them, and if those
demands are presented in
parliament through policy
making processes, some

3 7 2026 | PROJANMO . [ D)

level of resolution will be
possible.”

The Khulna Declaration
reflects a growing consensus
that integrated, ecosystem
focused water management
is essential for ensuring both
environmental sustainability
and equitable livelihoods,
particularly in Bangladesh'’s
highly vulnerable coastal
regions.
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GENEVA: The World Health
Organization (WHO) says the

financial and political
pressures it faced in 2025
including major funding
reductions and the United
States’ move to withdraw
have opened the door for

structural reform and a
more focused institutional
direction.

Speaking at the WHO

Executive Board meeting,
Director-General Dr. Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus
described the past year as
one of the most challenging

periods in the agency's
history. He noted that
several donor countries

reduced their contributions,
forcing the organization to
downsize and reorganize its
workforce.

According to WHO
leadership, more than 1,200
positions have been
eliminated, while over 1,100
staff members have
departed through
retirement, voluntary early
retirement, or job

transitions. Dr. Tedros said
the restructuring and
priority realignment process
is now largely complete, and
the organization has
reached a more stable
operational footing.

He characterized the crisis
as a turning point,
emphasizing that the WHO is
using the moment to
become leaner and more
centered on its core public
health mission. He also
called on member states to
gradually raise their
assessed membership
contributions so that these
mandatory fees eventually
cover about half of the
agency's total budget. This
shift, he said, would
strengthen long-term
stability and reduce reliance
on unpredictable voluntary
donations from a small
group of major donors.

Dr. Tedros stressed that
greater financial balance
would  support  WHO's
independence and scientific
neutrality, enabling it to
provide evidence-based
guidance without donor
pressure.

The Executive Board session
is also reviewing formal
withdrawal notifications

from the United States and

Argentina. The us,
historically = the  WHO's
largest donor, issued a

one-year withdrawal notice
in January 2025. Reports
indicate that outstanding US
dues for 2024 and 2025 total
roughly $260 million.

US officials have criticized
the agency’s performance
and direction, while WHO
representatives have
rejected those claims. The
US flag has been removed
from WHO headquarters in
Geneva, with  American
officials stating it will be
returned home.

During the meeting, some
member states also raised
concerns about the
organization’s future
direction and governance,
calling for broader reflection
and reform as WHO adapts

to the changing global
health and funding
landscape.
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Nuclear vs Joint Family:

N

Being part of a joint family is
often likened to sharing a
busy kitchen full of warmth,
laughter, and support, but
also crowded, noisy, and
occasionally  tense. This
duality captures the essence
of the traditional joint family
system in South Asia, where
multiple generations live
under one roof, sharing life's
joys and responsibilities.

Historically, joint families
were rooted in agrarian
societies, where extended
households made economic
and social sense. Today,
while increasingly rare, they
remain a cherished cultural
legacy. Grandparents,
uncles, aunts, and cousins
living  together is an
experience unique in many
ways, offering a sense of
belonging often absent in
smaller, nuclear households.

A nuclear family, by contrast,

typically consists of just
parents and children. It
offers privacy, peace, and a
level of personal freedom
that joint families may not.
As many who grew up in
nuclear families recount,
occasional visits to a joint
family reveal both the
warmth and the pressures
of such close knit living.

Sadiqul Haque, a final year
engineering student,
describes the tension of
navigating a joint household.
“You have to be careful
about what you say. One

wrong word can offend
someone,” he says. Even
simple routines, like

studying late at night, can
become stressful. “I can ask
my parents to keep the
volume down, but | cannot
do the same for uncles or
aunts without risking hurt
feelings,” he adds. For
Haque, the freedom he

@& PROJANMO . | February 2026 ||
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enjoys in a nuclear family is
invaluable.

Yet, a joint family offers
undeniable support. Safkat
Zahir, a final year student,
points out that children
need safe spaces to express
their feelings. “In a nuclear
family, if parents do not
spend enough time or create
space for interaction,
children can feel isolated. In
a joint family, there is usually
someone they can turn to a

M By the courtesy of : shutterstock



grandparent,
cousin.”

aunt, or

The built-in support system of
a joint family is also practical.
When a member falls ill,
someone else takes over
household  responsibilities.
During festivals, joint families
make celebrations lively and
memorable. First year
university student Amina
Rahman Aishwarya shares,
“During Eid or New Year,
nuclear family life can feel
lonely. Being with extended
family makes these times

joyful.”

For many who transition
from joint to nuclear
households, the memories
remain vivid. Fardin

Taharim, who grew up in a
joint family before moving to
a nuclear one, recalls, "My
extended family were my
friends. Family nights with
cousins, uncles, and aunts
were the best.” Janifar

Kamal, studying abroad,
adds, “Living in a joint family
taught me to navigate chaos
- it's a life skill you carry
forever.”

In essence, nuclear families
provide freedom and peace,
while joint families foster
connection, resilience, and
belonging. Each has its own

NEWS
value, and the choice often
depends on personal
priorities, lifestyle, and
cultural context. While
nuclear households may
offer calm, joint families
leave an indelible mark on
the heart—a reminder that
love, laughter, and shared
memories can thrive even
amid the chaos.

M A collated version from Minhazur Rahman Alvee’s writing
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YOUTH CORNER

In this issue of Projanmo Katha, we
spoke to Christina Arpa Gomes,
Advocacy & Policy Officer and Member
of the Executive Committee of SARYN.
Here are some excerpts from the
conversation.

PK: Thank you for participatin in
the Projanmo Kotha conversation.
First of all, tell us where you are
currently studying and what else are
you doing?

Chris: | am currently studying at
Eden Mohila College. I am also
associated with ‘Bandhu’, where |
work as a member of the ‘Youth Task
Force’. | am also working on a
youth-led program called ‘Nirbhik -
Your Space, which focuses on
preventing sexual harassment and
gender equality. Along with my
studies, | am also participating in the
‘EAGLE Fellowship’ under the Malala
Fund.

PK: What are you working on in the
Eagle Fellowship?

Chris: This fellowship is mainly based on
‘Girls’ Leadership and
Empowerment.

PK: How did you get involved with
PSTC (Population Services and
Training Center) or the national youth
forum ‘NaYoN’ (National Youth
Network)?

Chris: | am not directly associated
with  PSTC. However, | am
collaborating on a research project.
This research is a South Asia-based
project initiated by IPPF
(International Planned Parenthood
Federation), and the subject is
‘Adolescent Pregnancy Scenario’. The
youth members of SARYN (South
Asia Regional Youth Network) are
working on this project. Since | am
associated with SARYN, | am working
with PSTC through this research

project.

PK: When and how did you start
creating awareness about sexual and
reproductive health and rights?

Chris: Actually, there was no specific
plan to work in this sector initially.
However, | have seen since
childhood that in our patriarchal
society, girls are backward in many
aspects. It seems that women’s
empowerment is very necessary.
Since | myself have some biological
changes, | have also experienced
discrimination in my life. My interest
was born from these experiences.
Later, when | identified myself as a
member of the gender diverse
community, | realized that these
issues are deeply related to sexual
and reproductive health and rights.
The lack of these rights affects girls,
gender diverse communities, and
other gender minorities. As a result, |
realized that working on this issue is
very important. Through the
organization 'Bandhu’, | got a
platform from where | started
working on this issue and gradually
became more deeply involved.

PK: You are working on gender
equality. In your experience, what
kind of differences have you noticed
at home and at workplace
environment for girls and gender
diverse people?

Chris: There are still many social
barriers for girls, such as various
misconceptions about
menstruation. Now, awareness has
increased somewhat in cities, but
prejudice is still rampant in rural
areas. For example, | recently saw in
one area that a girl during her period
was not allowed to sit on a rice sack
because she was considered
‘unclean’. Such restrictions are still
prevalent, such as being restricted
from entering the house, not being
allowed to go to the kitchen, etc.
Even during maternity, although
there are some rights in the labor
law, in reality, women do not get
them in many cases. Especially
women working in the informal
sector are deprived of most of the
benefits. And when it comes to the
gender diverse community, their
situation is even more complicated.
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They have not yet been given the
necessary recognition in the
constitution or law. At one time, the
government took an initiative to
bring a bill in Parliament to protect
their rights, but due to threats from
some extremist groups, it was not
implemented. As a result, they are
still deprived of legal recognition and
rights. Ensuring a minimum safe,
dignified environment for them is
still a long way off.

PK: How do you think NGOs in
Bangladesh are working to raise
awareness  about  sexual and
reproductive health and rights?

Chris: If we talk about women's
health, then | have to say that there
have been quite positive changes in
this regard in the last few years. The
prejudices  that  were once
associated with periods have now
reduced to a great extent, especially
among educated and modern young
women.They are now developing an
aware and positive  attitude.
Similarly, misconceptions about
sexual and reproductive health and
rights—such as family planning,
birth control—have also reduced to
a great extent compared to before.
In the research project | am currently
working on, | have spoken to some
teenage mothers. Many of them are
quite aware of this issue and think
positively about family planning.
Earlier, this awareness was largely
absent. However, the picture is
different in the case of gender
diverse communities. Since they
have not yet been recognized by the
state (legally), it is quite difficult to
conduct any awareness activities
directly about them. Nevertheless,
'‘Bandhu’ and some other
organizations are indirectly working
to raise awareness among identified
members of this community. For
example, after the Colombo
conference in November 2024, |
conducted a few sessions to raise
awareness about SRHR among
people from the SOGIESC (Sexual
Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender
Expression, and Sex Characteristics)
community. These activities are
mainly done on closed or
community-based platforms, not
publicly. Because raising awareness
about this community in the country



is still risky, socially and in security
aspect.

PK: In your view, what is the role of
social media in raising awareness
about sexual and reproductive health
and rights in Bangladesh?

Chris: Social media is now a very
influential medium. Almost everyone
has a smartphone, has access to the
internet, and everyone is connected
to some social media. So, there is no
way to deny the role of social media
in creating awareness. When
positive content is shared about
sexual and reproductive health -
especially about women'’s
menstruation, maternal health, birth
control, etc. - it helps to build a
positive outlook among people. But
unfortunately, very little work is
done on these platforms about the
SOGIESC community, or what is
done is often met with negative
reactions. Many a time, if someone
dares to write or share something on
this topic, they have to endure
trolling, bullying, and even death
threats. They also have to face
psychological abuse. This is why
community-based organizations
cannot directly carry out awareness
activities on these topics on social
media because it poses a threat to
the safety and mental well-being of
their members.

PK: Do you think more awareness
should be created on social media to
ensure this safety?

Chris: Yes, | definitely think more
awareness should be created on
social media. But we have to be
careful that itis through constructive
debate. We want debate to happen,
but it should not be a cause of safety
risk for anyone. A platform can be
created where anyone can express
their opinion without revealing their
name or identity. Anyone can
participate in it safely without being
threatened or  subjected to
psychological abuse. There should
be debate, but safety should be of
utmost importance.

PK: How do you evaluate the work of
‘Bandhu’ and ‘PSTC"?

Chris: | think that ‘PSTC’ and
‘Bandhu’—both organizations are
doing extraordinary work in the field
of sexual and reproductive health
and rights. ‘PSTC' is working tirelessly
to increase health awareness of

women, especially in remote areas.
As a result of their activities, rural
women now know a lot—such as
birth control, reproductive health,
maternity services, etc. It is very
commendable. ‘Bandhu’ mainly
works for the SOGIESC community.
They have their own health center,
where gender diverse members can
safely seek health advice, get
necessary health supplies for free,
and even get check-ups. They
organize regular awareness sessions
and also work on mental health.
‘Bandhu’ has truly become a friend
to this community. Since it is not
possible to get government
recognition or services, such private
initiatives are the only hope.

PK: Do you think that our government
is as active as NGOs are on sexual
and reproductive health and rights?

Chris: The government has always
been very reluctant on these issues.
As far as | have seen, the
government usually prefers to
remain silent on these issues. Many
a time, they do not take any action
unless there is foreign pressure. The
government does do some work on
family planning or maternal health
for women—for example, there are
some activities of the Department of
Social Welfare or the Ministry of
Women and Child Affairs. But they
are practically silent on the issue of
gender diverse communities. There
was once an attempt to bring a bill
for the recognition and rights of this
community. But it was also canceled
due to pressure from the
fundamentalists. The way it was
opposed in the name of religion, the
government backed down. Through
this, it became clear that they do not
have enough interest in ensuring the
rights of this community. Only when
international pressure comes, they
are a little active—but there is no
sincerity in implementation.

PK: In your opinion, what should the
social media campaign be like for the
SOGIESC community?

Chris: The campaign should be
different in terms of awareness,
keeping in mind women's health,
family planning, and the safety of the
SOGIESC community. There is still a
huge gap in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts or other remote areas when it
comes to campaigning on women's
menstruation and sanitation. There

are still no proper toilets or
washrooms there, and girls have
limited knowledge of sanitary
napkins or menstrual health.
Therefore, it is important to
campaign in this area. A positive
narrative should also be created in
the field of family planning, because
the negative statements of religious
groups still affect people's views.
Instead, it is important to present
religion in a way that is rational and
relevant to people’s lives, free from
misinterpretation. That should be
the goal so that people don't feel
guilty about seeking healthcare.
Safety is the first consideration when
promoting the SOGIESC community.
We need a platform where rational
debate is possible, but without
revealing anyone's identity. There
should also be logical content
against those who misuse religion to
spread hatred  against  this
community—where it is made clear
that religion never condones
violence.

PK: Tell us about the work of SARYN.

Chris: | joined SARYN recently. Itis a
wonderful  platform for youth
representatives  from

different. ‘

.
-~

countries in South Asia to exchange 4

cultures, embrace identities, a
raise awareness about sexual and
reproductive  health. In y
experience, the environment at

SARYN is very inclusive
welcoming. | can proudly express |
own identity here, which s

possible in many places in
hometown. All cultures, ethnicities,
and identities are respected here,
and everyone works equally. SARYN
is the youth wing of IPPF, and they
are very committed to youth
participation  in  sexual  and
reproductive health. Their newly
formed committee is actively
working on future plans. | am proud
and hopeful to be associated with
this organization.

PK: Chris, thank you so much for
giving your time to ‘Projanmo Kotha'.

Chris: Thank you too.

This conversation is reprinted at the interviewee’s
request to ensure clarity and accuracy for readers.

youthcorner@pstc-bgd.org;
projanmo@pstc-bgd.org
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