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Bangladesh knows how to respond to floods. Years of experience have strengthened
early warnings, evacuation systems, shelters, relief distribution and community-based
responses. These efforts matter, and they have saved lives. But as climate-related
emergencies become more disruptive, Bangladesh must ask a harder question: What
should count as successful disaster recovery? The flash floods that affected Chattogram,
Cox's Bazar, Bandarban and Rangamati in July 2026 provided another urgent reminder
of why this question matters.

The answer cannot be based only on what happens during the first few days of an
emergency. In an ideal situation we have seen that a family may receive food and shelter
and still struggle for months afterward. A damaged road may eventually reopen, but a
student who misses weeks of school may not return. A health facility may resume
operations, yet people who lost access to essential care during the emergency may
continue to experience its consequences. A household that loses its income may make
decisions under pressure that permanently alter the future of its children.

The July floods also reminded us that protecting vulnerable people requires resources
and partnerships that allow local organizations to respond when needs are greatest.
With assistance from the Australian Government through IPPF, PSTC had the
opportunity to support vulnerable girls and other affected populations in flood-affected
communities, including Banshkhali in Chattogram and Chakaria in Cox's Bazar. Such
support demonstrates how international assistance can enable locally grounded
organizations to respond to needs that may otherwise receive less attention during an
emergency.

This is especially important when considering adolescent girls. Disasters do not affect
everyone in the same way. Existing social and economic disadvantages influence who
recovers quickly and who continues to carry the burden of an emergency long after
public attention has moved elsewhere. For girls, interruptions in education, healthcare,
personal safety and family income can combine in ways that narrow future
opportunities.

Bangladesh therefore needs to think about disaster preparedness as continuity, not
simply response. We need to ask, can schools continue serving displaced students? Can
essential healthcare remain accessible when normal transportation fails? Can families
facing sudden economic losses receive enough support to avoid making irreversible
decisions about their children’s education? Can temporary shelters provide an
environment where women and girls feel safe? And are young people themselves
included when communities plan for emergencies?

These questions should become part of how we evaluate disaster preparedness.
Government agencies, schools, healthcare institutions and humanitarian organizations
also need stronger coordination before emergencies occur. Planning should identify
which services are most likely to be interrupted, which groups are most likely to be
excluded and how those services can continue under difficult conditions. Recovery plans
should also follow affected communities after the immediate crisis rather than ending
when relief operations wind down.

We think that this requires a change in mindset. A successful flood response is not simply
one in which people are moved to safety and basic necessities are distributed efficiently.
Success should also mean that children return to classrooms, families regain access to
healthcare and young people do not lose years of opportunity because of a few weeks of
disaster.

As Bangladesh cannot prevent every flood, but it can do more to prevent a temporary

emergency from becoming a permanent setback in someone’s life. As climate risks grow,
that should become one of the country’s most important measures of resilience.

Editor



Bangladesh’s Floods and the Humanitarian Imperative

Bangladesh has always lived
with water. Rivers, monsoon
rains and seasonal flooding
are part of the country's
geography, economy and
culture. Yet the floods and
landslides that struck large
parts of Bangladesh in July

2026 offered another stark
reminder: when extreme
weather combines with

vulnerability, a natural hazard
can rapidly become a
humanitarian crisis.

disaster  was
severe in the
region.

The recent
particularly
south-eastern
Torrential  monsoon rainfall,
flash floods and landslides
affected communities across

Chattogram, Cox's Bazar,
Bandarban, Khagrachhari
and other districts.
Chattogram reportedly

experienced an extraordinary
412 millimeters of rainfall in a

single day, friggering
widespread flooding and
landslides.

According to the United
Nations' 23 July 2026 situation
report, approximately 1.28
million people had been
affected across seven districts,
including more than 15,500
people with disabilities.
Around 436,000 people were
estimated fo require
humanitarian assistance,
while 59 deaths had been
reported. The physical
damage was equally
alarming: 74,479 houses were
damaged or destroyed, more
than 29,000 water points and

36,550 lafrines were
damaged, and
approximately 27,000

hectares of cropland were
affected. More than 266,000
livestock were also impacted,
with  combined losses to
livestock and fisheries
estimated at US$17.3 million.

These numbers tell only part of
the story.

Behind every damaged house
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is a family frying to find
temporary shelter. Behind
every destroyed water point is
a community facing
heightened risks of disease.
Behind every flooded health
facility or inaccessible road
are women, children, older
people and persons with
disabilities whose access to
essential services becomes
more difficult precisely when
their needs may be greatest.

From a natural hazard to a
humanitarian crisis

Flood response ftraditionally
focuses on immediate survival:
rescue, food, safe drinking
water, temporary shelter,
sanitation, medicines and
restoration of roads and
communications. These are
indispensable.

Bangladesh's government
and humanitarian partners
responded rapidly.
Evacuation shelters were




opened, relief materials
distributed and rescue, health,
WASH, cash and protection
interventions scaled up. By
early July, more than 1,000
shelters had been opened in
the affected districts, while
government agencies, local
administrations, humanitarian
organizations, volunteers and
communifies worked together
to reach people in need.

But humanitarian response
must go beyond keeping
people alive in the immediate
aftermath. It must also protect
their health, dignity, safety
and rights.

This is particularly important for
sexual and  reproductive
health and rights (SRHR).

The needs that do not
disappear when disaster
strikes

Pregnancy does not stop
because a flood has
occurred. Neither do
childbirth, menstruation,

contraception needs, sexually
transmiftted infections,

gender-based violence or the
need for emergency obstetric
and newborn care.

In fact, disasters can increase
these vulnerabilities.

Women and girls may be
forced to stay in overcrowded
shelters with limited privacy.
Pregnant women may face
difficulties reaching health
facilities because roads are
submerged or transportation is

unavailable. Menstrual
hygiene becomes
challenging when  water,
sanitation facilities and
essential supplies are
disrupted. Survivors of

gender-based violence may
find it even more difficult to
access confidential support.
Adolescents may be exposed
to increased protection risks.

People requiring
contfraception or other SRH
services may experience

interruptions precisely when
confinuity is most important.

These are not secondary
needs. They are essential
components of humanitarian

COVER STORY

healthcare.

The Minimum Initial Service
Package (MISP) for Sexual
and Reproductive Health in
Crisis Situations provides an
internationally recognized
framework for ensuring that
essential SRH inferventions are
initiated from the beginning of
a humanitarian emergency.
IPPF describes the MISP as a
set of life-saving activities to
be implemented at the onset
of every humanitarian crisis.

The principle is simple: SRH
cannot be postponed until
the emergency is over.

Bringing MISP to communities
affected by the 2026 floods

It is against this backdrop that
the Population Services and
Training Center (PSTC), with
support from the Australian
Government through IPPF, has
initiated the provision of MISP
services for flood-affected
communities in  Banshkhali,
Chattogram, and Chakaria,
Cox's Bazar.

wgraph

[o%
el
]
[]
o=
—C
(7
i
3
I
E
~
o
a
=

=)
=
<
o

f:tﬁedailystar,ne

? -
. 3

: P
e

v
-




COVER STORY

This initiative reflects an
important shift in humanitarian
thinking—from responding
only fo visible damage
tfowards responding to the full
spectrum of human needs.

For PSTC, the infervention is
not simply about adding
another service to a relief
package. It is about ensuring
that women, girls,
adolescents, pregnant
women, newborns and other
vulnerable populations are
not forgoften during an
emergency.

Through MISP, humanitarian
actors can help ensure access
to  essential  reproductive
health information and
services, support the
contfinuation of
contraception, facilitate
appropriate  maternal and
newborn care, strengthen
referral mechanisms, address
risks associated with
gender-based violence and
help maintain infection
prevention and other crifical
SRH interventions.

The initiative also
demonstrates the value of
locally led humanitarian
actfion. Local organizations
understand communifies,
local service networks and
cultural realities. They can
offen move faster, identify
underserved populations and
establish trust more effectively
than external actors arriving
after a crisis has already
unfolded.

Why Banshkhali and Chakaria
matter

The choice of Banshkhali and
Chakaria is particularly
significant. Both are highly
exposed to climate-related

hazards, while communities in

these areas face
socioeconomic and
geographic barriers fo

accessing essential services.

The July floods demonstrated
how quickly these
vulnerabilities can compound.
In Chattogram division alone,

reports documented
extensive damage to homes,
roads, bridges and

educational institutions, with
Cox's Bazar among the worst
affected areas.

In such circumstances,
restoring a health service is not
simply a matter of reopening
a building. It requires bringing
services closer fo
communities, ensuring
essential supplies, establishing
referral pathways and
reaching people who may be
unable or unwilling to travel.

For a woman in an isolated or
temporary  settlement, a
functioning referral
mechanism may determine
whether she receives timely
obstetric  care. For an
adolescent girl, access to
menstrual  hygiene supplies
and accurate information
may be critical fo maintaining
dignity and wellbeing. For a
survivor of violence,
confidentiality and a safe
pathway to care may be life
changing.

This is why humanitarian health

must be people-centered,
gender-responsive and
inclusive.

The climate crisis is changing
the humanitarian equation

Bangladesh has accumulated
considerable experience in
disaster preparedness and
response. Cyclone shelters,
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early-warning systems,
community volunteers and
government-led emergency
coordination have saved
countless lives.

But climate change s
changing the risk landscape.

Extreme rainfall events, flash
floods, landslides and
prolonged waterlogging can
overwhelm local infrastructure
and disrupt health and social
systems within hours. The July
2026 experience, particularly
in southeastern Bangladesh,
illustrates the growing need to
strengthen preparedness
before disaster strikes rather
than relying predominantly on
post-disaster relief.

The humanitarian sector
therefore needs to ask a
broader question:

Are we preparing health
systems for the needs people
will have during disasters—not
merely for the damage
disasters will cause?

Preparedness should include

pre-positioning SRH
commodities, identifying
referral  facilities,  fraining
health  workers in  MISP,
mapping vulnerable

populations, establishing safe
and confidential referral
pathways for GBV survivors,

ensuring menstrual hygiene
supplies and strengthening
coordination between
government, NGOs and

community-based
organizations.

From emergency response to
resilience

Humanitarian
long-term

should  not
separate worlds.

response and
development
operate  as
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Every emergency response
should create an opportunity
to strengthen the resilience of
the health system. Temporary
service points  can be
connected with permanent
facilities. Community
volunteers can be trained not
only for relief distribution but
also for health information
and referrals. Local
organizations can build
emergency preparedness into
routine programs.
Government and
development partners can
use lessons from each disaster
to improve future contingency
planning.

PSTC's experience in
Banshkhali and Chakaria can
contribute to this broader
agenda.

The support provided by the
Australian Government
through IPPF is also an
important example of how
international partnerships can
strengthen locally led
humanitarian action. IPPF's
SPRINT inifiative, funded by the

Australian Government's
Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade, specifically
supports capacity to deliver
MISP for reproductive health in
emergencies and has
supported responses in
Bangladesh and other
countries across the region.

A humanitarian response that
leaves no one behind

The July floods have once
again demonstrated
Bangladesh's extraordinary
capacity for solidarity.
Government agencies, local
administrations, humanitarian
organizations, development
partners,  volunteers  and
ordinary citizens came
together to support affected
communities.

But the next step is to make
that response even more
comprehensive.

Food, water and shelter are
essential. So are health,
protection, dignity and
reproductive rights. When a

disaster strikes, a pregnant
woman remains pregnant. A
newborn remains vulnerable.
A girl continues to menstruate.
A couple may still need
contraception. A survivor of
violence sfill needs
confidential care. A person
living with a disability still needs
accessible services.

Their needs do not wait for the
floodwater to recede.

The humanitarian response
must therefore evolve from a
model centered primarily on
survival to one centered on
survival with dignity, health
and righfs.

The experience of the 2026
floods provides an important
lesson for Bangladesh:
resilience is not simply the
ability to withstand water. It is
the ability to protect people,
especially those most
vulnerable—when the water
rises.

And when the water rises,
essential care cannot wait.

M The writer Dr. Noor Mohammad is the Editor of Projanmo Kotha. He could be reached at noor.m@pstc-bgd.org
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A Girl’s Future Is a Society’s Future
The Rights, Potential and Promise of the Girl Child in Bangladesh and South Asia

When a girl holds a book in
her hands, it is not only her
future that begins fo change.
The future of a family, a
generation and, ultimately, a
society begins to change
with her.

When a girl stays in school,
understands her body and
her rights, participates in
decisions about her own life,
grows up in  a safe
environment and acquires
the skills she needs for the
future, her potential extends
far beyond her own life. It
confributes to her family, her
community, the economy
and society aft large.

Conversely, when a girl's
childhood is interrupted by
child marriage, violence,
discrimination, malnutrition,
school dropout or an unsafe
environment, it is not only one

life that is affected. A
country's human capital is
diminished.

For Bangladesh and South
Asia, therefore, the girl child is
not simply a matter of child
rights or women's rights. It is a
question of human capital,
de mographic
fransformation, economic
development and social
justice.

Beyond the Numbers: The Girl
Behind the Statistics

Bangladesh has made
significant progress over the
past several decades in child
survival, education and the
health of girls and women.

Girls' participation in
education has increased,
maternal health has

improved, and many social
indicators have moved in a
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positive direction. Yet
significant inequalities
remain.

According to Bangladesh's
2025 Multiple Indicator
Cluster Survey (MICS), 47.2%
of women aged 20-24 were
married before the age of 18.
Among girls aged 15-19,
38.9% were already married.
Although child marriage has
declined over time, these
figures remain extremely high
and contfinue to affect girls'
education, health, autonomy
and future opportunities.
Even more concerning, 13.4%
of women aged 20-24 were
married before reaching the
age of 15.

South Asia faces a similar
challenge. UNICEF estimates
that approximately 45% of
the world's child brides live in
South Asia. The region
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therefore remains at the
center of the global effort to
end child marriage. But
behind every statistic is @
person.

e A l4-year-old gil who
wanted to remain in
school.

Child Marriage: Turning Points
That Should Not Be Forced

Child marriage is not simply a
social custom. It can
profoundly affect a girl's
education, health, economic
independence and ability to
make decisions about her

FEATURE
face limitations in making

informed decisions about
their reproductive health.

The question, therefore,
should not only be: How
many girls are  getting
married? The deeper
question is: How many girls

own life. are being given the

* A lé-year-old adolescent, opportunity to decide the

who dreamed of It is often associated with course of their own lives?
becoming a nurse, early pregnancy, increased
teacher, architect or maternal health risks, school Education: Not Just Going to
entrepreneur. dropout, economic School, but Building a Future
dependency and greater
e A 17-year-old girl who exposure to gender-based Enroling a girl in school is
wanted to make violence. important. Keeping her in
decisions about her own school is even  more
future. Recent evidence from important. Education does
. Bangladesh shows the much more than teaching a
Statistics must therefore never  continuing  vulnerability of — girl fo read and write. It builds

become detached from the
lives they represent. Behind
every number is a life, a
dream—and often an
opportunity that has been
interrupted.

confidence, decision-making
capacity, social networks,
skills and pathways to future
employment.

adolescent girls. Among girls
aged 15-19, a substantial
proportion report
experiences of violence from
their partners, while many
married adolescent girls still

CHILD MARRIAGE: TURNING POINTS THAT SHOULD NOT BE FORCED

A girl who receives a quality

EDUCATION: NOT JUST GOING TO SCHOOL,
BUT BUILDING A FUTURE

Child marriage is not simply a social custom, It can profoundly affect a girl's
education, health, economic independence and ability to make decisions
about her own life.

Builds confidence and
decision-making capacity

Creates social networks,
skills and pathways to

§ &

future employment
Early pregnancy  Schooldropout | Economic  Greater exposure Helps her understand her
andincreased | andinterrupted | dependency  togender-based health and rights
maternal health education and limited violence
risks opportunities Empowers her to resist
harmful practices and
i build alternatives
The deeper question is not only: How many girls are getting married?
tB:t" Haw m:::rhglrls e ?elng giverithe opmxiity Sighcide Investment in girls' education is an investment in human capital—
Brourss T S e ||I benefiting her family, her children and future generations.

ADOLESCENCE: THE CRITICAL WINDOW

At the same time, she may face multiple risks:

00O000OD

Child Adolescent  Malnutrition  Lackof SRH  Gender-based Online

During this time...

000

The transition from childhood to
adulthood (10-19 years) is one of
‘the most important periods in

a qirl's life.

t
o ARt sl o e ot o Wramens o
defined
Adolescer?tAgirIs need‘aAn integrateq support system, including heglthcare, education, and When girls are supported during adolescence, ]
opportunities, to participate in decision-making that affects their lives. they become strong, healthy and empowered adults, @
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education is better
positioned to understand her
health and rights, make
informed decisions about her
reproductive life, resist
harmful social practices and
build alternatives for her
future.

Investment in girls' education
should therefore not be
viewed simply as social
spending. It is an investment
in human capital. And its
benefits extend beyond the
individual girl to her family,

her children aond future
generations.
Adolescence: The Ciritical

Window

The transition from childhood
to adulthood, particularly
between the ages of 10 and
19—is one of the most
important periods in a girl's
life.

Her body changes. Her
identity develops. Her
confidence takes shape. Her

aspirations begin to become
more defined. The
foundations of many
decisions that will influence
her adult life are established.
At the same fime, she may
face multiple risks: child
marriage, adolescent
pregnancy, malnutrition, lack
of sexual and reproductive

health information,
gender-based violence,
online harassment and

restrictive social norms.

This is why adolescent girls
need an intfegrated package
of information, education,
healthcare, safety, skills and
opportunities to participate in
decisions that affect their
lives.

Teling girls simply to “be
careful” is not enough.
Families, communities,
institutions and governments
also have a responsibility to
create environments in which
girls can be safe and thrive.

Sexual and Reproductive

«a D'@W I september 2026 |

Health: Replacing Silence
with Knowledge

Talking about sexual and
reproductive  health  with
adolescent  girls  remains
uncomfortable in  many
families and communities. But
silence does not protect girls.

Age-appropriate,
scientifically accurate
information about puberty,
menstruation, nutrition, bodily
changes, consent, safety,
contraception and available
health services can help girls
make informed decisions and
protect their health and
wellbeing.

For girls who marry during
adolescence, access to SRHR
information and  services
becomes even more
important. Early pregnancy,
maternal health risks and
gender-based violence can
have serious consequences
for their lives. Sexual and
reproductive health is not a
luxury. It is a fundamental




component of adolescent
wellbeing and development.

Climate Change and
Disaster: Girls Face Distinct
Risks

No discussion about the
future of girls in Bangladesh
and South Asia can ignore
climate change. Floods,
cyclones, river erosion,
drought, extreme rainfall and
displacement can affect girls
disproportionately.  Schools
may close. Health services
may become inaccessible.
Families may face severe
economic pressure. Girls may
face increased risks to their
safety and protection.

In some economically
vulnerable households,
worsening  hardship  can

increase pressure for early
marriage. Climate resilience
and girls' protection therefore
cannot be freated as
separate agendas. Climate
resilience  must also be
girl-centered.

Disaster preparedness, social
protection, continuity  of
education, safe shelters,
SRHR services and prevention
and response to
gender-based violence must
all take girls' specific needs
into account.

The Digital Age: New

Opportunities, New Risks

Today's adolescent girl is not
only part of her household,
school and local community.
She is also part of a rapidly
expanding digital world. The
internet has opened new
doors for girls—to education,
information, communication,
skills, entrepreneurship and
employment.

A girl in a rural community
can now access knowledge
and opportunities that were
unimaginable fo previous
generations. But digital
access also  brings  risks:
cyberbullying, online sexual
harassment, exploitation,
misuse of personal
information and other forms
of digital abuse.

The answer is not to keep girls
away from technology. The
answer is to make them
digitally capable, informed
and safe. Digital inclusion
must therefore go hand in
hand with digital literacy,
digital citizenship and online
safety.

South Asia: Common
Challenges, Common
Potential

Bangladesh is not alone.
Across India, Pakistan, Nepal,
Afghanistan, Sri Lanka and
other parts of South Asia, girls
continue to face varying
degrees of child marriage,

school dropout, poverty,
malnutrition, violence and
limited access to SRHR

information and services.

Yet South Asia also possesses
an enormous strength: @
large and increasingly
capable young population.
Today's girl child is tomorrow's

worker, entrepreneur,
teacher, scientist, health
professional, public
representative and

policymaker.

The region's demographic
dividend can only be fully
realized if girls are given the
opportunity to develop and
use their full potential.

A region cannot realize the
full benefits of its

FEATURE
demographic transition while
half of its population remains
constrained from reaching its
potential.

Not Just for Girls—With Girls

There is another important
shift that needs to happen.
Too often, programs are
designed for girls without
being designed with girls. We
need to ask them what they
need, what they fear, what
they aspire to become and
what kind of future they
want.

Adolescent girls should have
a voice in decisions related
to education, health,
community development
and policies that affect their
lives. Girls should not be
freated merely as
beneficiaries. They should be
recognized as  partners,
leaders and changemakers.
This shift in perspective is
essential.

What Needs to Change?

Protecting the future of girls
requires action on several
fronts simultaneously.

First, child marriage must end.
Law enforcement is
necessary, but it must be
accompanied by  socidl
norm change, family support
and greater agency for girls
themselves.

Second, girls must remain in
school. We need to reduce
dropout not only at primary
level but also throughout
secondary and higher
secondary education.

Third, adolescent-friendly
health and SRHR services
must be accessible. Girls
need accurate information,

| september 2026 | PROJANMO c.ine D»
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counselling, menstrual health

support and confidential,
appropriate health services.

Fourth, there must be zero
tolerance for violence. Girls
must be safe at home, at
school, in public spaces, at
work and online.

Fifth, girls must be included in
climate and disaster
preparedness. Their specific
vulnerabilities and needs
must be incorporated into
emergency planning and
response.

Sixth, investment in skills and
economic empowerment
must increase. Girls need
pathways from education to
skills, decent work,
entrepreneurship,  financial
inclusion and economic
independence.

And above al— We must
listen to girls.

How Much Is a Girl's Dream
Worth?

If a teenage girl says she
wants to become a doctor,
wil  we give her the
opportunitye If she says she
does not want to marry yet
because she wants to
complete her education, will
we listen?e

If she says she has the right to
make informed decisions
about her own body, health
and future, will we respect
that righte If she dreams of
becoming a scientist,
entrepreneur, teacher,
engineer or public leader, will
we create the pathways that
allow her dream to become
realitye

B The writer Forhana Rahman Noor is the Chief Executive Officer, Society for Betterment

The answers to  these
questions will help determine
what  kind of  society
Bangladesh and South Asia
will become over the coming
decades.

The Smartest Investment We
Can Make

It is fime to stop viewing
investment in girls as a cost. It
is a strategic investment—in
human capital, the
economy, public health and
the future of society. Keeping
a gl in school means
building the workforce of
tfomorrow.

Protecting a girl from child
marriage means protecting
her agency and her right to
make choices. Providing an
adolescent girl  with  SRHR
information and  services
means protecting her health
and expanding her future
options.

Giving a girl access to
technology means
connecting her to the
opportunities of the new
economy. Giving her a voice
in leadership means helping

build a more inclusive
society.
Bangladesh is enfering a

period in which the strength
of its young population can
help create new economic
and social possibilities. But
those possibilities cannot be

through Research (SOBER). She could be reached at forhana.rn@gmail.com
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fully readlized unless the
potential of girls is unlocked
as well.

Because—A girl's future s
never only her own future. It is
connected to the future of
her family, the future of the
next generation and,
ultimately, the future of her
country.

Our goal, therefore, should
not simply be to keep girls
alive. It should be to ensure
that every girl has the
opportunity to grow, learn,
decide, lead and dream.

South Asia's future will be
brighter when every girl in the
region can say: “l have the
right to decide about my life.
No one else will define the
limits of my dreames.”

Invest in a girl's
future—because within every
girl's future lies the future of
society.




‘The Population Never Slept:
Policy Leadership Did

The most important question
about Bangladesh’s
population today may no
longer be simply “"How many
people do we have?” but
rather, “How prepared are we
to invest in and manage this
population?” The fact that the
National Population Council
(NPC)—the country’s
highest-level body responsible
for guiding population policy,
coordinating implementation
and recommending policy
revisions—has not met for
nearly 16 years brings this
question sharply into focus.
The Council last met in
September 2010. Since then,
Bangladesh has adopted two
population policies, its
demographic readlities have
changed considerably, and
new population-related
challenges have
emerged—yet the Council
has remained largely silent.

The significance of  this
prolonged silence has
become even greater in light
of arecent demographic shift.
According to the Bangladesh

Bureau of Statistics
(BBS)-UNICEF Multiple
Indicator Cluster Survey

(MICS) 2025, Bangladesh’s

=9 \

total  fertility rate  (TFR)
increased from 2.3 children
per woman in 2019 to 2.4 in
2025. The increase may
appear small, but its
significance is considerable.
After nearly five decades of
sustained decline, this is the
first notable rise in
Bangladesh's fertility rate. In
1975, the average woman
had 6.3 children. Driven
largely by the country’s family
planning programme, along

with improvements in
education, women’'s
empowerment, urbanisation

and broader socio-economic
fransformation,  fertility  fell
steadily to around 2.3 by 2012.
It then remained relatively
stable for more than a
decade. The latest increase
suggests that this
long-standing trend may be
changing.

This should not be viewed
merely as a demographic
statistic. Changes in fertility
have implications for family
planning, maternal and child
health, nutrition, education,
health-system capacity and
future employment needs. At
the same time, Bangladesh is
undergoing rapid urbanisation

Wi/

and facing the

growing
impacts of climate change,

migration, poverty and
inequality, while a large youth
population continues to seek
education, skills and decent
employment. Population
management, therefore, is no
longer simply about reducing
fertility. It is increasingly about
managing demographic
change and investing
strategically in people.

Professor Aminul Haque of the
Department of Population
Sciences at the University of
Dhaka, and a member of the
reconstituted National
Population Council, has
argued that population has
not received the cenftral
place it deserves in national
planning. In his view,
Bangladesh needed stronger
strategic direction not merely
to control population growth,
but fo manage its population
effectively, develop people
as productive human
resources and maximise the
benefits of the country’s
demographic potential. An
active Population Council, he
suggests, could have
provided an important
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platform for such strategic
direction.

The policy record itself
highlights  the  challenge.
Bangladesh  adopted  its
second comprehensive
Population Policy in 2012,

sefting a target of reducing
the TFR to 2.1 and increasing
contraceptive prevalence to
72 percent by 2015. Neither
target was achieved. In fact,
according fo MICS 2025,
confraceptive use among
married women aged 15-49
declined from 62.7 percent in
2019 to 58.2 percent in 2025.
The rate stood atf 61.8 percent
in 2012-13. These figures raise
a fundamental question: while
policies and tfargets have
been developed, how
effectively have they been
franslated into
implementation, coordination
and accountability?

Bangladesh adopted its third
national Population Policy in
2025, giving the NPC an even

more important role. The
policy assigns the Council
responsibility for

inter-ministerial coordination,
oversight of implementation,

monitoring progress,
evaluating impact and
recommending necessary

revisions. The Health Ministry,
as the Council’'s secretariat, is
also expected to convene
meetings regularly, at least
once a year. Yet even after
the adoption of the new
policy, the Council has not
held a formal meeting.

The NPC was reconstituted in
April 2025 under the interim
government, with the then
Chief Adyviser as its
Chairperson. The
reconstitution order required
the Council fo meet at least

twice a year. However, the
Council itself has yet to
become operational. The
Directorate General of Family
Planning has indicated that
the process of reconstituting
the Council again has begun
and that, once completed,
steps will be taken to convene
its meeting.

There is a broader lesson here
for Bangladesh. Population is
not a fixed number; it is @
constantly changing social,
economic and human reality.
Bangladesh now stands at a
critical demographic
crossroads. On one side is the
recent warning signal of a
rising fertility rate. On the other
is a large working-age and
youth population offering a
historic opportunity to reap
the benefits of the
demographic dividend.
Turning that opportunity into
economic and social progress
will require much more than
population conftrol. It will

require investment in healthy,
educated, skilled and
productive people, supported
by quality healthcare, sexual
and reproductive health and
rights (SRHR), family planning,
women's empowerment,
youth employment, skills
development and  social
protection.

The National Population
Council, therefore, cannot
remain merely another formal
government committee. It has
the potential to become the
country’s highest-level
platform for shaping
Bangladesh’s demographic
future. The issue is not simply
why the Council remained
inactive for 16 years. The more
urgent question is  what
Bangladesh will do now.

The population never slept.
Demographic change never
stopped. What remained
asleep was policy leadership.
It is fime to wake up.

é:% Total Fertility Rate (TFR)

¥ Children per woman

After nearly five decades of steady decline,
Bangladesh's fertility rate has risen for the first time,
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From Family Planning to Family Well-being:

From Family Planning to Family
Well-being: A New Conversation
Takes Shape

Family planning in Bangladesh
may need to move beyond the
narrow objective of limiting births
and embrace a broader vision of
family well-being, reproductive
health and informed choice. This
perspective emerged from a
two-day workshop held at the
head office of Population
Services and Training Center
(PSTC) in Aftabnagar, Dhaka, on
11-12 August, to support the
revision and updating of the book
Family Planning in the Light of
Islam.

Organized by the Information,
Education and Motivation (IEM)
Unit of the Directorate General of
Family Planning (DGFP), with
support from PSTC and UNFPA
Bangladesh, the workshop
brought together representatives
from government, UN agencies,
the Islamic Foundation and other
relevant organizations. The
gathering provided an important
platform for revisiting how family
planning can be discussed in a
way that is both consistent with

A New Gonversation Takes Shape

religious and culfural values and
responsive to  contemporary
public health realities.

Speaking as the Chief Guest, Dr.
Jinnat Rehana, Director General
of DGFP, stressed that family
planning should be promoted
through motivation, counselling
and encouragement rather than
imposed on  individuals  or
couples. She underscored the
importance  of  coordinated
action to accelerate progress in
reducing ferfility as well as
maternal and child mortality by
2030. Her message reflected a
broader shift in the understanding
of family planning—from a
target-driven program fowards
an approach centered on
informed decision-making and
the well-being of families.

The workshop was chaired by Dr.
Noor Mohammad, Executfive
Director of PSTC, who called for
an even broader perspective. He
emphasized that the
conversation should not stop af
family planning alone but should
encompass family welfare and
reproductive health more
broadly. In this confext, he
highlighted the importance of

people with
information that is accurate,

providing

understandable, culturally
acceptable and accessible,
while  building  meaningful
connections between religious
values and  contemporary
public health perspectives.

The revision of Family Planning in
the Light of Islam is therefore
significant beyond the
updating of a publication. It
represents an effort to
sfrengthen communication on
a subject that is deeply
connected with family life,
health, values and social norms.
In a society where religious
beliefs can strongly influence

attitudes and decisions
concerning marriage,
childbearing and family
responsibilities, credible and
contextually appropriate

informatfion can play an
important  role in  helping
individuals and couples make
informed choices.

The initiative also comes at a time
when Bangladesh faces a
changing demographic  and
reproductive health landscape.
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After decades of decline, the
country has recently recorded a
slight increase in its total fertility
rate, while confraceptive use has
also shown signs of stagnation or
decline. At the same time, the
country continues to face
challenges related to maternal
health, child health, adolescent
reproductive  health, gender
equality and access to quality
sexual and reproductive health
and rights (SRHR) services.

These realities make it increasingly
important to ensure that family
planning messages are not
delivered in isolation. Family
planning is closely linked with the
health and well-being of women,
men, adolescents and children;
the spacing and timing of
pregnancies; maternal  and
newborn health; nuftrition;
women's empowerment; and the
ability of families to make
decisions about their future. A
family-welfare  approach can
therefore help place family
plonning  within  the larger
framework of healthy and resilient
families.

The workshop also demonstrated
the value of collaboration among
institutions that bring different
perspectives to the population
and reproductive health
agenda. Government agencies
contribute policy and program
leadership, UN  organizations
bring international evidence and
technical  expertise, religious
institutions provide insight into
faith and community
perspectives, while civil society
organizations such as PSTC
contribute practical experience
from working directly  with
communities. Such collaboration
is particularly important when
addressing issues where public
health, social norms and religious
values intersect. The objective is

not to place these perspectives
against one another, but fo
identify areas where they can
reinforce each other in promoting
responsible decision-making,
healthy families and improved
quality of life.

reflects PSTC's
continuing commitment to
strengthening family planning,
reproductive health and SRHR
through evidence-informed
communication and partnerships.
More importantly, it  poinfs
towards a potentially important
evolution in the national
conversation: from family
planning as a program to family

The initiative

welfare as a broader social vision.

As Bangladesh looks fowards its

—
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2030 development commitments
and beyond, the challenge will
be fo ensure that every woman
and man has access not only to
services, but also tfo reliable
information and the freedom to
make informed decisions.
Bringing together faith, evidence,
public health and community
realities could be an important
step towards making that vision a
reality.

The message emerging from the
workshop is simple but profound:
healthy families are not built by
numbers alone—they are built
through informed choices, shared
responsibility, respect and
well-being.

M PK News Desk



NEWS

PSTC Takes Youth Voices from
National to International Stage

PSTC marks International Youth Day 2026 through national TV and international dialogue

Young people may live in
different social, cultural
and economic contexts,
but their aspirations are
remarkably similar—the
desire for dignity, equality,
good health, education,

opportunity and a
meaningful future.
Reflecting  this  shared
reality, the  Population
Services and Training
Center (PSTC) observed
International  Youth Day
2026 under the theme
“Different Contexts,
Common Aspirations”,
taking the conversation

from a natfional television
platform to an international
dialogue.

PSTC marked the occasion
through two
complementary initiatives.

At the national level, it
brought the discussion to a
wider audience through a
special RTV talk show fitled
“Sieeld ¥ fom el wfem
geEE”  (Youth  Aspirations:
Different Contexts,
Common Aspirations). At
the international level, the
second episode of PSTC's
People First Dialogue Series,

held on 10 August,
connected voices from
Bangladesh and other

countries to discuss youth
aspirations, challenges and
rights.

The international dialogue
featured youth and
development leaders from
Bangladesh, Maldives and
Lebanon, with discussion
focusing on youth, sexual
and reproductive health

and rights (SRHR), gender
equality and sustainable
development. The session
was opened by Tomoko
Fukuda and moderated by
Dr.  Noor Mohammad,
Executive Director of PSTC,
and was streamed through
PSTC's digital platforms,
allowing the conversation
to reach audiences
beyond national borders.

A key message emerging
from the dialogue was that
young people should not
be regarded simply as
beneficiaries of
development programs.
They are partners,
advocates and leaders
whose voices should help
shape policies and
programs affecting their
lives. Access to accurate
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information, quality health
services, education,
decent employment and
freedom from
discrimination and violence
are centfral to enabling
young people to realize
their potential.

The national TV program
brought these issues into
the wider public discourse
in Bangladesh. Moderated
by Dr. Noor Mohammad,
the RTV talk show brought
together Md. Motaher
Hossain, Director General
(Additional Secretary),
Department of Youth
Development; Kabita Bose,
Country  Director, Plan
International  Bangladesh;
and Priyata Mondal,
Chairperson, National
Youth Network (NoYoN) to
discuss the dreams,
expectations and
challenges of Bangladesh'’s
young generation.

The two initiatives provided
complementary platforms:
the TV program created a
natfional space for public
engagement, while the
People First Dialogue
opened an international
and regional space for
exchange and solidarity.
Together, they reflected
PSTC's commitment to
placing young people at
the center of conversations
on health, rights, equality
and development.

The observance was
particularly fimely for
Bangladesh, which has a
large youth and
working-age population
and therefore a significant
opportunity to benefit from
its demographic dividend.
Realizing that potential,

however, will require
investment in young
people’s health,
education, skills,
employment, rights and

meaningful participation.

PSTC’s International Youth
Day observance thus went
beyond a one-day
celebration. It created
platforms for young people
and those working with
them to connect local
realities with wider regional
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and global perspectives.

Different contexts may
shape young people’s
experiences, but  their
aspirations remain
common. The task is fo
listen fo those
aspirations—and turn them
into opportunity, rights and
action.

Different contfexts.
Common aspirations. One
shared future.
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A Gonversation with
Youth Leader in South Asia:

MAHALUKMI
SHARMA

For this edition of Projanmo Kotha, we talked to Mahaluxmi Sharma, Co-Vice Chairperson of the South Asia Regional Youth Network (SARYN).
A Gold Medalist in the Master of Social Work program at Panjab University, Mahaluxmi is a passionate social worker dedicated to advancing
the rights of young people through a rights-based and intersectional lens. Her expertise spans youth advocacy, sexual and reproductive health,
and educational research, including international conferences and fieldwork. She is also the Regional Partnership Manager, Teach for India.

Here are the excerpts:

PK: Welcome, Mahaluxmi.

Mahaluxmi: Thank you so much.

PK: At first, | would like to know
what youth leadership means to
you. How can young people have a
stronger voice in decision-making
that affects their lives?

Mahaluxmi: For me, youth
leadership starts with providing
a safe space where young
people can open up, share what
they feel, and voice their
opinions without feeling judged
or pressured. That safe space is
the stepping stone for
conversation. Youth should not
be limited to  program
implementation or execution;
they should also be involved in
designing and planning
programs intended for them.
Decisions and policies affecting
young people need to reflect
their perspectives, and no one
can provide those perspectives
better than young people
themselves. If | had to define
youth leadership in a single line,
I would say it is providing young
people with that opportunity.

PK: What are the biggest sexual and
reproductive health and rights

(SRHR) challenges facing young
people in South Asia today?

Mahaluxmi: | would say the
biggest SRHR challenges begin
with stigma and taboo around
even talking about these issues.
Comprehensive sexuality
education is still not a
mandatory part of schooling in
many South Asian countries.
Even when some teachers try to
discuss it, the stigma
surrounding the conversation
makes it difficult. Information is
often presented from a very
medicalized perspective, which
is not always accessible to
young people. Young people
want to understand what is
happening to their bodies,
whether the changes they are
experiencing are normal, and
whether others experience the
same things. When they do not
receive clear information, they
often turn to the internet or
their peers, which may not
provide accurate information.
Then, when something
happens, the young person is
blamed for not being
responsible  enough, even
though they may never have
been taught what was right or

wrong in  that situation.
Confidentiality is another major
issue when accessing services.
Coming from a small town
myself, | did not feel
comfortable accessing
youth-friendly services because
people knew me, my parents,
and my family, and | worried
that they would find out where |
was going and why. These may
seem like small instances, but
together they become a much
larger problem. | think
addressing SRHR starts with
having  conversations and
normalizing these topics. More
open conversation is essential.

PK: How do religion and cultural
beliefs shape young people's
experiences of SRHR?

Mahaluxmi: | would look more
at the historical and cultural
dimensions. In India, for
example, during menstruation |
may be told not to visit religious
places or participate in certain
rituals or cultural practices. Yet
in the same religion, there is
Kamakhya Devi in Assam,
where the reproductive aspect
of the Goddess is worshipped
and menstruation is celebrated
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as part of a festival. That creates
a contradiction for me: is
religion really stopping us, or is
it a cultural or colonial mindset
that has been passed from
generation to generation? From
what | have read about ancient

history, there was greater
openness in talking about
bodies, sexuality, gender

identities, and homosexuality.
Today, many of these topics
have become hush-hush
matters. Even menstruation,
periods, and abortion are often
referred to through indirect or
sometimes derogatory terms in
local languages. That makes
these issues feel more taboo
and can distance us from
aspects of our own cultural
history. So, for me, religion
comes into play through the
ways cultural interpretations
have changed and been passed
down across generations.

PK: Gender-based violence remains
a serious concern in our region.
What can young people do to help
prevent gender-based violence and
promote respect and equity in
society?

Mahaluxmi: To address
gender-based violence, | think
we first need better
identification, data, and
research about  who is
experiencing it and in what
forms. We also need to know
whether people are aware of
the possible solutions and
services available to them.
Patriarchy and power dynamics
are central to gender-based
violence, so young people need
to create more conversations
around these issues and
encourage more open-minded
approaches. Gender is not
simply binary; people with
LGBTQI identities also
experience gender-based
violence. We need to ask
whether women, LGBTQI
people, and others with diverse
identities have opportunities to

voice their experiences, discuss
these issues, and access
appropriate services. Laws and
policies may exist, but people
working within those systems
may still carry assumptions or
may not always be welcoming
toward particular identities. We
therefore need platforms where
people can be themselves, raise
their voices, and say clearly that
being looked down upon or
ignored is not acceptable.

PK: How is climate change affecting
young people, particularly their
health and SRHR needs?

Mahaluxmi: As a young person, |
have personally experienced
the effects of climate change,
and | also see strong
intersections with SRHR needs.
Coming from a small town, |
have seen jobs disappear from
my city and communities
affected by continuous
pollution. | have seen concerns
about children being born with
health problems, difficulties for
children going to school, and a
lack of safe drinking water. |
have also seen women in the
workforce and women doing
labor avoid drinking water
because appropriate public
restrooms are not available.
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That can lead to UTIs and other

health problems. In
climate-related or
humanitarian crises,
government responses often

focus on basic essential needs
such as food and shelter, and |
agree that these are primary
needs. But support should not
stop there, because basic needs
also involve dignity. If, as a
young woman, | do not feel safe
using a public restroom, that
affects my well-being. If | avoid
drinking water or lack access to
sanitary pads or clean cloth,
that can make menstrual
management more difficult.
Climate change and SRHR have
a deeper relationship; they do
not operate in silos. Many of
these effects remain invisible
because people do not talk
about  them. We need
conversations with affected
communities so that these
connections become visible and
can be addressed.

PK: Is gender equality important for
young people? What changes
would you like to see in families,
communities, and society?

Mahaluxmi: For me, gender

equality means providing equal
opportunities to everyone,




regardless of the gender they
identify with. But equal
opportunity also depends on
whether  the  surrounding
infrastructure and environment
allow people to use those
opportunities. For example,
someone may receive an equal
job opportunity, but if they
need to move for that job, do
they have access to safe and
affordable accommodation? As
a single young woman, will | be
able to find housing? This is
something | have faced where |
currently work. We also need
accessible public restrooms,
counseling services, and other
forms of support. Gender
equality cannot exist only on
paper; environments need to be
conducive to it in practice. At
the grassroots level, this begins
with basic things such as
opportunities, shelter,
accommodation, food, and
access to services without
judgment based on gender
identity. If we address these
everyday details, we can move
closer to genuine gender
equality.

PK: How can governments, NGOs,
and other organizations engage
young people more meaningfully,
not just as participants but as
leaders and  decision-makers?
What do you think?

Mahaluxmi: For a long time, |
did not fully understand what
meaningful youth participation
looked or felt Ilike. s
participation  simply  being
present so an organization can
say that 20 percent of a
conference is made up of young
people? | eventually realized
that meaningful participation
means having young people sit
with the people who are making
decisions on their behalf.
Whenever an issue or
circumstance affects young
people, young people need to
be represented in that process.
Youth are not a monolith; they

have diverse and intersecting
identities. Meaningful
participation therefore requires
representation from  rural
areas, vulnerable communities,

and different social
backgrounds. Governments,
NGOs, civil society
organizations, and

policymakers can also create
more consultations where
young people can directly meet
and question lawmakers,
policymakers, and
organizational leaders about
what they do, how they do it,
and why. Young people may
voice their opinions, but those
opinions need to be heard by
people who actually hold power
and influence. Participation
should also lead to concrete
outcomes. Decision-making
bodies that develop policies
affecting young people should
include young people who have
both a seat and a say.
Meaningful participation is
ultimately about ensuring
diverse youth representation
across sectors and giving young
people real influence in
decisions.

PK: Looking ahead, what is your
hope for the young people of South
Asia, or what message would you
like to share with them?

Mahaluxmi: | think we are living
in a time when our voices can be
heard, but we still need to keep
pushing. In Hindi, we say ‘shor
machana’, to make noise. If
people are not hearing us, we
need to make enough noise for
them to listen. Young people

are struggling with climate
change, stigma, judgmental
attitudes, and many other

challenges in their day-to-day
lives. My message to young
people is that if people are not
listening, give them some time,
but if they still do not listen,
make noise collectively. Create
enough momentum that
decision-makers are compelled

YOUTH CORNER

to listen and think about young
people before making
decisions. It may sound radical,
but if young people are given a
seat, they also need to fight for
their say. If that is considered
outside social norms, then we
may need to challenge those
norms, while respecting other
people's rights and staying
within the law. We should think
of young people collectively as a
source of power. We are often
told that youth are the future,
but | would say youth are not
only the future; youth are the
present, and we need to listen
to them now.

PK: Thank you so much for talking
with Projanmo Kotha.

Mahaluxmi: Thank you.
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