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PREFACE 
The Blue Gold Program (BGP) is a poverty reduction and economic development program in the south-west region 
of Bangladesh with a central focus on water management and agriculture, implemented between 2013 and 2021. 
The program was funded by the governments of Bangladesh and the Netherlands and implemented by the 
Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWDB) and the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE). Blue Gold 
operated across 119,000 ha in 22 polders in the districts of Patuakhali, Barguna, Khulna and Satkhira where an 
estimated 200,000 households benefited directly from its interventions. 

The Blue Gold Program also aimed to contribute to more gender equality and women’s empowerment by integrating 
attention to gender into its interventions (gender mainstreaming) and by implementing selected gender specific 
activities to support and complement gender mainstreaming. By the end of BGP there was ample evidence that 
women had become more empowered:  

 Economic empowerment due to increased production, better market linkages, improved livelihoods and 
increased incomes, as well as more joint decision-making on production and spending incomes;  

 Political empowerment due to more women in leadership positions actually influencing decision-making, 
both in the community-based Water Management Organizations and -as a spin-off- in local government; 

 Social empowerment through increased mobility and social networks as well as more self-confidence and 
respect 

 As a consequence the well-being of many women and their families improved, with also evidence of 
changing gender norms and a reduction in domestic violence. 

Apart from the Blue Gold program contributing to women’s empowerment, it was also found that women’s 
empowerment contributed to the better achievement of the Blue Gold objectives. The Blue Gold wiki, in particular 
the chapter 241, provides in-depth information on BGP’s work and achievements related to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. 

Since 2016 case studies related to women’s empowerment have been collected, mainly telling stories how the lives 
of individual women changed after they had participated in different Blue Gold interventions and/or could benefit 
from improvements in water management and/or agricultural production. This booklet presents such stories on 
women’s empowerment. 

Roksana Begum, senior gender expert in the Blue Gold Program, collected most stories from the portrayed women 
through individual interviews (KIIs) and sometimes through Focus Group Discussion. Blue Gold field and zonal staff 
also contributed to collect certain information. One story (of Peyara) is based on a case study developed by PSTU 
students, collected in 2017, but complemented by recently collected information by Blue Gold’s gender expert. The 
international gender expert contributed to the editing of the presented stories.  
 
The Blue Gold gender team is extremely thankful to all interviewees who gave their valuable time, information and 
energy to share their experience, enabling the elaboration of this booklet documenting success stories achieved 
within the Blue Gold context. The gender team also acknowledges the efforts of the BGP field staff, who increasingly 
became motivated to ensure that both men and women participated in BGP’s interventions, also spreading gender 
messages through gender training and by integrating these into their daily work.  BGP management was crucial to 
achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment results by providing constant and unwavering support.   
 

September 2021 
 

 
1 See: 24 Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment - Blue Gold Program Wiki (bluegoldwiki.com) This link is 
operational once this wiki has been launched, which is foreseen to be end 2021 
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Watermelon: more confidence and more income 
With improved water management in the polders, options for rabi crops such as watermelons increased.  
The cultivation of water melon can be highly profitable, and all work is normally done by the women. But 
after the women have harvested the watermelons, it used to be the men who sold them to the trader and 
put the money into their pockets. The women then had asked Blue Gold staff: “is this fair?”  

This made Blue Gold realize the importance of providing insight in marketing to women combined with 
promoting joint decision-making by husband and wife. Blue Gold therefore conducted a pilot training in 
March 2017 on “Market Linkages Development and Women’s Empowerment” in polder 43/1A of 
Patuakhali to two groups of in total 52 WMG general members: 46 women and 6 men. All participants 
were very enthusiastic 
about the received 
training, showing much 
interest in both the 
marketing and 
empowerment topics. 
After the training, women 
better know how to 
bargain as they are aware 
of the market prices and 
more husbands now 
involve them in decision-
making. The training also 
gave women more self-
confidence, as expressed 
by Helena: “Earlier my 
husband used to threaten 
me with divorce, and I felt very vulnerable because I did not know where to go with my child if divorced. 
But after this training I realize that I am an human being who has the capacity to earn for myself and my 
child. Now I am not afraid anymore of a divorce”.  

More self-confidence led to more income. Layli, a woman farmer of 45 years of age, has a handicapped 
husband. She was already used to do most work on the land, up till 7 hours a day. She was involved in 
some marketing, but her husband took all decisions. At the time of the interview (early April 2018) Layli 
is cultivating watermelon and the harvest is due within two weeks. She expects that her watermelons 
will fetch her 6 lacs of taka, while she spent about 1.2 lacs on inputs, including ploughing. The expected 
profit is nearly 5 lacs, which is more than 4 times the total profit of 1.1 lac of the two rice harvests, Aus 
and Aman.  Layli knows that watermelon is a risky business. Last year the rain affected her watermelon 
production, leaving her with a “meagre” cash profit of 1 lac for all crops of 2017.  

She said that due to the training she is now more confident and takes more responsibilities. Last year she 
cultivated watermelon on 160 decimal of land, 80 of their own and 80 leased, but this year she felt she 
could manage more and cultivated watermelon on 240 decimals, leasing 160 decimals. Before the training 
she just sold the watermelons to a trader accepting the offered price, but now she is bargaining after 
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checking the watermelon price in Khulna, Jessore and Dhaka. The wholesaler is now offering her a higher 
price than before. All this led to a higher income for her and her family. She also inspired her women 
neighbours, who are now seeking advice from her.  

Layli about the changes due to BGP: “I feel more empowered now, as more men in the community 
acknowledge and respect women as farmers after BGP started. That provides me the space to be more 
outspoken and more aware about my rights as a farmer”.  

Data collected in 2018 
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Beauty as an example of fighting for equal rights 
When the Blue Gold Program started its work in 2017 in polder 47/3 in the southern part of Patuakhali, it 
was the first organisation in this remote polder since independence to work on water management, what 
was  much appreciated. At the start of BGP, mainly men were interested to work with BGP as the women 
felt shy and their families did not allow. But this quickly changed. Since women now contribute to 
production and income, they get respect from their husbands and family members. When husbands see 
that women are successful, they are happy and help them. An example of  woman who was empowered 
through BGP is Beauty Begum from Kolapara Upazila.  

Beauty Begum became a fighter for equal rights for men and women, but she was not always like this. 
Beauty stayed home and was busy with children and domestic work. All financial and other responsibilities 
were taken by her husband. They did not 
have enough money but they had a quiet 
life. When her husband got a cardiac 
attack in 2016, she was demoralized and 
shocked, wondering how to raise her 
family on her own, as her husband could 
not work anymore.  

When the Blue Gold Program was 
establishing the Poshim Modukhali 
Sluice Water Management Group in her 
community in in 2017, Beauty attended a Court Yard Session, which raised her interest and she became 
WMG member. When the Gender and Leadership Development (GLD) training started in the polder, 
Beauty also attended these sessions. This training made her realize that she had to work to generate 
income for her family. She then took a loan from BRAC (BDT 10,500) and bought 5 small goats. This goat 
rearing was the start of income generation for Beauty. 

As a WMG member, Beauty day-by-day increased her communication and interaction with other WMG 
members and enhance her knowledge on water management and women empowerment. As a 
consequence she was elected as vice-
president of her WMG and also became 
an active EC member of the WMA in 
polder 47/3.  By this time, she had 
established a good relationship with the 
Union Parishad chairman and Upazila 
Nirbahi Officer (UNO), which was also 
triggered by the GLD training. She 
negotiated with LGED to do 
construction work on a box culvert 
together with 7 other women. When 
she was trying to arrange for this work, many others were fighting with her, including political people, 
because they wanted to do the construction work, either by themselves or as a contractor. Beauty said 
to them that she also has two hands like them, and also a family to take care off, so why shouldn’t she 
do this job. Finally she got the work. She and the other women completed the work in 30 days, whereas 
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45 days were foreseen. She got BDT 60,000 as net income from this work. After completion of the work, 
the UNO and Union chairman were very satisfied with their work. 

Earlier Beauty’s house was too small. She used the income from the construction work to have her 
house expanded. Also the other women involved in the culvert work used their income for house 
improvements, such as house repair, installing solar or improving a kitchen, but also to buy small 
animals, such as rams.  

Beauty also organized that the Upazila donated 5 sewing machines for poor women, including one for 
her, as she is the only income earner from her household. Apart from income from tailoring, she earns 
from poultry and goat rearing, now having 17 goats, 15 ducks and 8 hens. The total value of the goats is 
BDT 65,000 taka. She will sell most of them by Eid ul Azha. After the box culvert, she did some other -
small- construction work for the Union Parishad, which she got easily because of her good reputation. 

BGP was an eye-opener and made women more aware that they can act for themselves. She did not 
participate in a Farmer Field School, but learnt animal rearing skills from her neighbour, who  was an FFS 
participant. She now knows about in-polder water management, increased her leadership capacities and 
both the WMG and WMA became a platform for her to represent others. Beauty is now happier and 
more active than before and people know her now. Her social status in the community has been 
increasing. Her elder son is now in class 9; middle son in class 4 and the younger son in class 1. Now she 
is capable to fulfil all expenditures as education, household spending and housing costs. She is 
economically empowered and became a leader. There is now peace in her family, and they are all 
happy. 

Beauty said that “ if a female can control our country, why not me?”  

In a meeting with other women from her community, all agreed that water management is very 
important for women. They reasoned that if water management is good, then production will increase 
and poverty reduce, then their husbands’ mood will be better and there will be more love!  Beauty gave 
an example why water management is important for life and livelihoods: due to salinity, the rearing of 
goats and poultry was difficult, as they were drinking saline water. Due to the new box culvert they get 
sweet water, thus their animals became healthier and now produce more. Because women now 
contribute to production and have own income, they get respect from their husbands and family 
members. All women present in the meeting benefited from BGP support.  

Data collected in 2019 
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Empowerment through duck rearing 
Alia  Begum is a member of the Sonirvor Water Management Group under polder 47/4. She has a husband, 
a son and a daughter, but it is very unfortunate that after the marriage of her son and daughter they do 
not look after their parents.  Rather, they thought father and mother both are burden for them.  So Alia 
and her husband worked as wage-labourers for other people to fulfil their basic needs of life.  

In January 2017, BGP started work in polder 47/3 through WMG formation and Alia became WMG 
member. After joining the WMG she participated in a Farmer Field School training on homestead 
vegetable gardening and on poultry and goat rearing. That training was a turning point of her life. She 
realized that she had a pond adjacent to her 
homestead. She started duck rearing with 60 
small ducklings. As per her learning from FFS 
training, she reared the duck chickens during 
1.5 months. Thereafter she sold the 60 ducks 
at BDT 150 each and she got in total BDT 
9000. Considering all her costs (food and 
vaccine), she got a net profit of BDT 5500 
from raising and selling the 60 ducks. That 
was the first step of Alia to improve her life 
and livelihood. As a second step she bought 
150 ducklings by BDT 3750 and sold them for 
BDT 13,800 and got net profit from them BDT 10,050. As a third step she bought 200 ducklings and sold 
them for BDT 26,600, getting a net profit of BDT 21,600.   She continued like this buying ducklings and 
selling ducks 8 times in a year. At the time of the interview (in 2019) Alia had 75 big ducks and 325 
ducklings chickens which presented the value of BDT 86,250.  

Alia also took initiatives to engage in fish production and in vegetable cultivation at the pond dikes as 
suggested by the BGP polder team. There is no need to buy feed for the fish, rather the fish eat left-over 
duck feed and duck manure.   Now she 
is getting BDT 6000-8000 in a month 
from selling her vegetables; the fish is 
for their own consumption. 

Alia’s husband always helps her to 
rear ducks and to cultivate 
vegetables. He does most of the 
marketing when it is needed to visit 
the markets. When buyers come to 
their house, they jointly sell their 
products. They also jointly make the 
decisions about spending their 
income.  

Before they were very vulnerable and 
did not have enough money for food, clothing and medical treatment; they now earn a monthly gross 
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income of BDT 20,000, well enough for their family needs and for new investments, such as to expand the 
duck house and their own house.  

Alia Begum has become empowered through these developments: her knowledge, mobility and social 
networks increased, she now interacts with Blue Gold staff, market actors and community people, and 
she raises her voice to get a fair price from buyers. Her husband respects her, treating her as equal to 
himself, acknowledging her achievements. Now she is considered as an entrepreneur.  

Now Alia is a role model for other women. Many people come to Alia to learn about the improved 
technology and processes for duck rearing in order to change their life like Alia. Her farm, known as ‘bhai 
bhai duck khamar’, is now recognized as an important duck farm in polder 47/3 area.  

Data collected in 2019 
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Basok leaves: key for improving livelihoods  
Beauty Sultana is general member of Buramara khal WMG in polder 2. She has a husband and two 
children; her family was always facing crisis due to poverty. Beauty Sultana was since long time willing to 
contribute to the income of her family to reduce poverty, but  she did not know how to do this. In 2018 
she learnt from Blue Gold about the economic value of basok leaves, because they are not only leaves, 
but also a medicine. Many reputed companies prepare coughing medicines by using basok leaves. That is 
why these companies buy the leaves from rural areas.  When she heard that companies buy these leaves, 
she wondered whether this was 
true, because there were a lot of 
basok trees at the roadsides and 
embankments in the polder.  
Moreover, these basok leaves are 
not eaten by cows or goats as 
fodder. So how can we sell these? 
Is this maybe a bad dream? Beauty 
had said “as a woman how can I 
manage this kind of business with 
a company?”. She took the 
decision to do this for her family, 
but the big challenge was some 
capital for basok leave collection 
to pay other women. She sought 
help from her husband, but he was 
not able to give the money 
because he was poor. 

Beauty had built up good relationships with EC members of the Burumara Khal WMG, with community 
leaders and with UP representatives due to her interaction, knowledge and intelligence. Beauty shared 
her plan with the president of her WMG, which was to collect basok leaves from different villages and 
communities to sell to the reputed companies. She learnt that she could take a loan from the WMG 
(BDT 2000) for the first payments to the women collectors and for some other costs. As per plan Beauty 
formed different small groups with other poor women to jointly collect leaves. She led all the groups 

and jointly they collected 2000 kg of green basok leaves. They then dried the leaves and sold them at 
BDT 4000 to Square Pharmaceutical company.  

Thereafter, she individually collected from 103 men and women more green leaves. She paid them 6-7 
taka per kg; she dried them and sold them at BDT 40 per kg to Square Company.     
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When it became clear that Beauty Sultana, together with other women, was able to collect substantial 
amounts of basok leaves, Blue Gold took the initiative for an agreement between the WMA and the 
Square Company.  The agreement stipulates that Square company will come every week to this area to 
collect these dried leaves. At the 
moment of the interview Beauty 
Sultana had become key leader to 
supply the dry leaves to Square 
company and she had sold 5837 kg 
dried leaves to Square company at 
BDT 2,33,480. She still had 1000 kg 
dry leaves at stock, with the value 
of BDT 40,000.  Beauty Sultana also 
communicates with other 
companies, like ACI and Renata 
Limited, to collect information 
about their price of basok leaves 
and their conditions and facilities, 
so she can better negotiate with 
the Square company’s 
representative, with whom she 
regularly communicates.  In 2019 Beauty Sultana earned BDT 5000-6000 monthly for her family from this 
business; but as the business is expanding, this income is also increasing.  Her husband now helps her with 
her basok business. The (women) collectors also earn income, which depends on the amount of green 
leaves they collect. 

Beauty Sultana is now well known in the community as “Basok Beauty”. She was capable to reduce 
poverty and improve her family’s conditions, also resulting in more peace and love. Beauty not only 
created opportunities for herself, also for other men and women to increase their income. Many people 
from her community, especially women, are inspired and follow Beauty Sultana. 

Data collected in 2019 
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Parveen: WMG leader and inspirator beyond her community 
Parveen is the name of struggler. She used to struggle to survive with her two sons and husband because 
of extreme poverty. Her husband is a construction worker and did not have the money needed to maintain 
her family. She got the 
opportunity to obtain a sewing 
machine from her father’s 
house and started tailoring to 
increase the income for her 
family.  

Parveen lives at polder 25, 
where BGP started work in 
2017. During the Water 
Management Group formation  
process, Parveen regularly 
attended the meetings. She 
developed own interest in 
joining the Solua WMG as she 
wanted to work for her 
community. She also motivated other male and female community members to join the WMG. Now 
Parveen is a very active Joint Secretary of her WMG, keenly involved in WMG decision-making. She took 
various initiatives to smoothly run the WMG, like increasing the O&M fund by collecting contributions 
from farmers in their community (usually in-kind, such as rice).  Parveen plays an active role in in-polder 
water management, for example, in deciding how to use the O&M fund.  She developed linkages with the 
Union Parishad.  

She also takes special initiatives with and for women, such as using the government budget of the Union 
Parishad for women’s empowerment. Together with women beneficiaries of her Water Management 
Group, she cleared water hyacinth and constructed cross bundhs to control water, thus reducing water 
logging. Earlier women were not interested to do this type of work; now it is happening due to Parveen’s 
motivation.  

She also organized and participated in sluice maintenance and operation. A few days before the interview, 
the Solua sluice gate was not working and then Parveen took the initiative to discuss this with the UP 
Chairman. She convinced the chairman to solve the problem by providing an alternative gate, as otherwise 
the rice production would be destroyed due to over-flowing water.  So in case of any kind of problem, 
Parveen takes the initiative to solve it by communicating with the Blue Gold staff, the Union Parishad, and 
even with the Upazila. She maintains good relations with both the general members of her WMG and the 
elite persons in her community. They all well accept her leadership. 

Earlier Parveen had also participated in a poultry FFS (Farmer Field School) and she had become Resource 
Farmer. Now she also promotes poultry rearing through improved technology, the collective purchase of 
feed for poultry and duck rearing and organizes vaccination campaigns, all as a support to FFS group 
members and the community people, thereby empowering many women. Personally Parveen now earns 
BDT 6000 per month from poultry rearing which is spent on the education of her two sons. They are 
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studying at University and College respectively, and she is now well able to maintain their education 
expenditure. 

Parveen said “BGP is my eye opener and light to see the way of life and livelihood. Now my family and my 
social condition and position have changed due to BGP”. Parveen’s motivation and enthusiasm is now also 
recognized beyond her community and several educational institutes have invited Parveen as a chief guest 
in their annual program to give inspirational speeches. 

Data collected: in 2019 
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Poshari Rani: a strong woman WMA leader 
Poshari Rani is a 45-year-old woman, married and she has two children, a girl and a boy. She joined Bataghi 
Chikarbad WMG in polder 55/2A already in IPSWAM2 time as a general member. During the Blue Gold 
Program she again 
became active as a 
general WMG member 
and since 2019 she is 
president of her WMG. 
She is now also general 
secretary of the WMA 
in her polder as well as 
Union Parishad (UP) 
representative. This 
huge success is due to 
her strong leadership 
and innovative 
initiatives for social 
and community 
development as well as 
for women’s 
empowerment. She is 
excellent in networking and developing linkages. The members of her community tell that they trusts her 
and rely on her. Poshari is candidate for the next elections for UP chairman; without doubt all her 
community members will vote for her.  

During her tenure as WMA and WMG leader she took many initiatives, always in cooperation w 
Management Plans, Poshari took many own initiatives. Examples of development activities which Poshari 
initiated are as follows: 

1) She led a local government earthwork project (Khabikha - cash/food for work) to repair a road, 
ensuring temporary employment of vulnerable women. 

2) In the area of Betagi, which falls under of Poshari’s WMG, people were not able to cultivate three 
crops due to water logging. She organised the construction of two box culverts with the help of the 
Union Parishad. The construction of the box culverts ‘saved’ the farmers as now they can cultivate 
three crops per year. 

3) Poshari organized with the UP and community people the digging of a small drainage canal of 400 
meter to remove water logging, which was done by poor female WMG members, who earned from 
this. 

4) With BGP funding, she organized the digging of another new small drainage canal of 2100 ft (640 m), 
also to reduce water logging and ensuring employment of poor and vulnerable women. 

5) In the Thakurhat and Chikarbad areas people could not cultivate any crops in the rabi season due to 
lack of water and an inactive cross bundh. As WMA leader and catchment committee member 

 
2 IPSWAM is a project implemented between 2003 and 2008, preceding the Blue Gold Program. 
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Proshari Rani, along with some male WMA leaders, had the cross bundh removed and activated the 
sluice gate, which allowed people to now cultivate three crops because irrigation water became better 
available and synchronization is possible. 

6) Last year Poshari helped women who wanted to sell rice by connecting them to trusted traders so 
that they could sell at a 
fair price.  

7) Poshari encourages all 
WMG members in her 
polder to contribute to 
the WMGs’ O&M funds. 
These funds are used to 
pay for the operation of 
the sluice gate, and, 
when needed, for their 
maintenance.  Well-
functioning sluices are 
needed for drainage 
and to get water for 
cultivation. Poshari 
initiated and organized 
the collection of rice 
from everyone’s home 
as contribution to the O&M Fund, personally motivating any farmers who initially were not interested 
to contribute, explaining them the benefits of proper water management. 

8) As she has strong connections with the UP Agriculture Officer, Poshari managed to collect and 
distribute 50,000 local orange shrubs and vegetables seeds among poor WMG members and 
community people. 

9) Poshari, as UP and WMA member, and in cooperation with the Upazila Nirbahi Officer, ensured that 
a fine of BDT 20,000 was imposed and collected from a political leader for misusing the sluice gate.  

10) By contacting the Upazila Fishery Officer, Poshari also arranged that an illegal fishing net was removed 
from the water near the sluice gate, in order to ensure a proper flow of the water for water 
management. 

11) By contacting the Upazila Livestock Officer, she managed to provide vaccination to all poultry and 
ducks in the WMA area. 

12)  On 17th May, 2021, Poshari raised BDT 4200 to improve drainage. Community people and the Union 
Parishad jointly thus reduced water logging from an area of 2000 acre.  

The above examples demonstrate that Poshari, as WMA and WMG leader and UP member, maintains 
good networks with local government (Upazila and Union Parishad), local government institutions (DAE, 
DoL, DoF and BWDB) and the community people. She is strong in motivating other WMO leaders, also the 
men, and ensures good cooperation with them. At the end, this is benefiting farmers and other members 
of the local communities, including vulnerable women.  

Data collected: June 2021 
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Kanchan Nagar WMG: an inspiration for other WMGs 
This WMG is in Dumuria Upazila, Khulna district, polder 29, and it was formed in 2005 during the IPSWAM 
project.  From that time the WMG members started to strengthen their WMG through different training. 
That is why their water management has been improved. But unfortunately, their production did not 
improve as per their expectation. Before Blue Gold, women were member of WMG, but they did not 
actively participate in 
the WMG.  

That was the situation 
in 2013 when Blue 
Gold came. BGP 
started to work with 
their WMG. And 
WMG members got 
various types of 
training from Blue 
Gold, such as FFS, 
GLD, court yard 
sessions, etc. They 
learned many things 
about water 
management, and 
now understand that 
water management 
and agriculture is their asset. This asset created a revolution in their WMG area due to better water 
management, improved technology and women’s empowerment and leadership. During Blue Gold 
women started to actively participate in the WMG for different activities. So Kanchan Nagar WMG is now 
a modern WMG. 

In the EC elections of 2017 women were elected for 10 out of the 12 positions in the executive committee. 
The president is also a woman now, as well as the secretary, vice president and joint secretary. Only the 
cashier and one general member are male.  

They use their merits (brain), labour and spirit to strengthen the WMG. They use improved technologies 
for vegetable cultivation, rice cultivation and take agriculture as a business through collective actions. 
That is why women did not only change their position, but also their condition.  

The reason that 10 of the EC members are women is that there were so many good female candidates 
with leadership capacities. The men in this community are positive towards women leadership, accepting 
women as leaders; thus women got the opportunity to prove themselves as leaders.  

Activities of the WMG after the election when 10 women joined the EC: 

 Regular monthly meetings 
 Regularly collection savings 
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 Developed linkages with local service providers and government and non-government 
organizations. 

 Collective actions for buying and selling 
 Horizontal learning program 
 Operation and regular maintenance of water management structures, such as sluice, outlet and 

inlet. 
 Created an O&M fund 

Kanchan Nagar WMG is functioning well with regard to water management. For example, they are very 
keen on appropriate sluice and outlet operations, also to avoid any illegal operation; they always well 
maintain water management structures, such as the gates. This WMG has ample O&M and saving funds. 
The savings are given out as loans to WMG members, who pay the loan back with some interest, lower 
than for loans from local middle men. The interest is equally distributed among all WMG members.  

This WMG not only sets a good example in terms of women leadership; they also contribute to women’s 
empowerment within the community. The women WMG leaders realized that income and money is 
needed for being empowered. They therefore took many initiatives such as collective actions for joint 
buying or selling, for example, the joint sale of eggs, vegetables and moringa leaves. Poor but capable 
women are selected to go from door to door to collect such produce, which is centrally stored and then 
sold in bulk. The extra money obtained from joint selling as compared to individual selling, is shared 
between the women who collected the produce and the women and men who were selling, thus all are 
benefiting.  

The Kanchan Nagar WMG is a strong example for other WMGs, not only because of their good in-polder 
water management, also because of their financial capacities, economic initiatives and women’s 
empowerment.  

Data collected: end 2019 
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Morjina: role model in water management and UP leadership  
Morjina is now vice-president of Pokhia Para Khal WMG, Patuakhali district, Kolopara Upazila, Baliatoli 
UP, polder 47/4. She also was elected as WMA joint-secretary and as Union Parishad member. Her 
husband is madrassa teacher and farms their land; she has one son and one daughter, both graduated 
from Patuakhali College.   

Earlier Morjina was a housewife and only involved in some homestead production. In 2017 she became 
WMG member and due to her potentials she was elected as vice-president of the WMG. This position was 
a turning point in her life. 
She said that after 
involvement with the WMG, 
she regularly attended the 
monthly WMG meetings 
and participated in various 
activities to increase her 
leadership capacities, such 
as gender court yard 
sessions and the Gender and 
Leadership Development 
training. Local people 
respect her now, and 
consult her in the role of 
local social worker. As a 
result community people 
motivated her to be candidate in the 2018 UP elections of Baliatoli 7-8-9 ward for female UP member. 
She won the elections, and people are happy to see her as their female UP representative. By the time of 
data collection, Morjina had also been elected as joint-secretary of the WMA executive committee. 
Morjina said that “today I am empowered on women’s. rights and enhanced my knowledge due to Blue 
Gold”. Moreover, she was also elected as panel (vice) chairman of the UP, which means that she takes all 
decisions when the UP chairman is absent.  

Morjina well understands that without good water management, agricultural and economic 
improvements are not possible. That is her experience. When she attends meetings of WMG, WMA and 
UP, she always actively participates and promotes good water management, including the operation and 
maintenance of the sluice gate for proper water management. As a leader, she made two box culverts at 
Amtoli khal to improve water management. She is also the main initiator for the construction of a cross-
bundh in front of Pokhiapara sluice khal in order to keep sweet water available for irrigating boro rice and 
other rabi crops. She communicated with the UP chairman who provided BDT 10,000 for this cross-bundh, 
whereas BDT 15,000 was provided by the WMG and the benefiting farmers.  

She learnt from the Krishok Moitree organisation how she can prepare organic fertilizer for homestead 
production and about seed processing. Through the Blue Gold Program she also participated in a Farmer 
Field School and in the Marker Linkage Development and Women’s Development training. She shared all 
the information she got from her training with WMG members and other community people, e.g. about 
the importance of women’s empowerment, the importance of good O&M and on market linkages. She 
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receive an award, a price cup, from the Upazila Parishad for women’s leadership in agriculture. She is an 
active member of the UP Disaster Preparedness Committee. She got the best price, also a price cup, from 
the Prime Minister as an active disaster preparedness volunteer.  

Morjina is grateful to Blue Gold; she got a lot of achievements in her life. She is capable to use her talents 
due to Blue Gold. As a women leader she leads in proper water management in WMG, WMA and Union 
Parishad. She attended many workshops at polder, zonal and national level within the Blue Gold program 
and is now seen as a role model and water hero.  

Data collected: October 2019 
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BGP support made me UP member and helped me touching my 
dream 
Muslima lives in Gogendrapur village, Shahos Union Parishad, Dumuria Upazila in Khulna Division, near 
Kopothako river  in the southwest coastal region of Bangladesh, in polder 29. Most Muslim women are 
housewife in this area. These women are not used to go outside to interact with other people.  Such is the 
story of 29 year old of Muslima Begum, from Gogendrapur Uttar Water Management Group (WMG). 
When she was only 14 years old and in class eight, her parents gave her in marriage to her husband. Now 
she is mother of two 
children.  

When the IPSWAM 
project started in 
2003, preceding the 
Blue Gold Program, 
Muslima was very 
young but already 
married. One day she 
got information from 
her neighbour about 
WMG group 
formation. So she 
became very much 
interested to know 
more about WMG 
activities and, at the 
same time, she liked more interaction with other people. Therefore she became WMG member. At that 
time other WMG members saw her potential and leadership quality and selected her as joint secretary of 
their WMG. She fulfilled that position successfully until the next elections. Thereafter she became general 
member again. 
Since Blue Gold started working with their WMG, Muslima became an active WMG member again, 
attending all WMG meetings and maintaining good relationships with all 211 WMG members. During the 
interview Muslima said that “I have learned many  things from IPSWAM and Blue Gold. I did not know 
how to interact with other people in the past but I got different training and in the monthly and quarterly 
meetings with Blue Gold support I learnt many things. Before I felt shy and did not speak to other men. 
Now I am capable to interact with other people, mobilize other women to attend WMG meetings and to 
solve problems in our community.” 

Muslima said: “the Gogendrapur Uttor Water Management Group is like my heart and parents to me”. 
She added: “In my childhood I had a dream that I wanted to work for people as a leader and keep my door 
always open for all, men and women. My group members inspire and help me to  touch my dream. That’s 
why I am very grateful to all of my group members”.   



18 
 

 “Ten years ago I did not know where our Union Parishad was. The first time that I visited our Union 
Parishad was due to an IPSWAM meeting. I was worried about joining the meeting and even I did not 
sleep well in the night before this meeting. But now this is very different, because in the recent UP 
elections I became elected as a member of this Union Parishad.”  

“All 211 WMG members, both men and women, were helping me to win the election. Before the election 
all members together attended a meeting to discuss in detail their role and responsibility during the UP 
election. As decided in the meeting, we have developed a plan for my election and implemented it in our 
own way. For example, we had  meetings with people, rallies, discussions and seeking votes. All WMG 
group members strongly supported me to  win the election.” Muslima also mentioned that the WMG 
group supported her mentally, physically and 
financially.  

At the time of the interview, Muslima attended 
several meetings at the Union Parishad as a 
female member. There are 13 Standing 
Committees and Muslima holds a president 
position in one of the committees. In this position 
she has plans like: 

1. Women empowerment through income 
generating activity using the UP budget; 

2. Increase child education by counselling 
parents who are not interested in their children’s education; 

3. Stop early marriage through awareness and administrative action; and 
4. Jointly work with UP and her WMG to help her WMG to become a model. 

Muslima’s last message was: “This achievement (i.e. UP membership) is not only mine but it is also of all 
group members and Blue Gold. After five years I want to see that our WMG is a model for strong unity in 
Bangladesh for improved water management and changed livelihood. We work together to achieve this 
dream.” 

Data collection: September 2016 
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Women’s leadership is very important for community 
development 
Sabina Yesmin Moyna is a famous name for the Gulshakhali community people at polder 43/2F. Moyna is 
now accepted as a leader. When she attends a meeting, people easily accept her decision as they trust 
her. When she came from Dhaka to the remote village of Gulshakhali with her husband she was only 15 
years old. As a young girl she faced many difficult situations with family members and community people, 
who did not readily accept her as a family member.  Now she is the vice-president of Gulishakhali Water 
Management Group and female 
representative of Gulishakhali Union 
Parishad.  

During the IPSWAM project (2003-2008) 
Moyna had become general member of the 
Gulashakhali Water Management Group 
(WMG). After Blue Gold activities started in 
her polder in 2014, she joined her WMG as an 
executive member, currently in the position 
of vice-president. Moyna had realized that 
women in her polder are more vulnerable 
than men because of the many limitations 
that are only faced by women. For example, 
most women never went outside their 
homesteads during daylight, which was due 
to social or religious constraints.  In Moyna’s 
opinion all women –and not only herself- 
need to know the importance of mobility, 
access to information, enhanced knowledge 
and skills. This was her motivation to take 
initiatives to communicate with various 
organizations and development programs, in 
particular the Blue Gold Program. She 
motivated other women to attend training like FFS, GLD, CYS, and O&M training.  

This led to many changes for women, including their increased engagement in productive work to change 
their economic position and condition. Now women are doing homestead gardening, poultry rearing, 
channel excavation, LCS work and work as wage labourer. Even though this means they have hardly any 
leisure time now, the women are happy with these changes.  

Day by day women’s awareness and mobility increased due to BGP training and the motivation of Moyna. 
For example, women are now more capable to raise their voice for fair prices and women even sell their 
production in the market. Moyna said “Earlier women in this village didn’t come outside even in sunlight, 
now they are working as a seller in market. That’s a revolution done by BGP.” They learned about women 
empowerment. Now women are self-employed and self-confident. Moyna is the best example of women 
empowerment in their community. The community people realized that Moyna always works for the 
empowerment of women, thus contributing to the development of the community. Therefore, they all 
worked together for Moyna to win the elections as female UP member.  
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Now Moyna is a woman representative of Gulishakhali UP, working towards the improvement of child 
education, livelihoods and poverty reduction. Moyna is also panel chairman, meaning that in the absence 
of the UP chairman she can take decisions.  Moyna and many other women in the area are now able to 
stop early marriage and mandatory dowry. Women have overcome many challenges. Increased 
awareness about gender equality, increased knowledge and self-confidence brought revolutionary 
change in their community. Women are now able to make important decisions.  

 Data collected in 2018 
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Binita: key role in successful collective actions for entire 
community 
Binita Roy is a role model for women and inspiring her whole community. At the start of Blue Gold, she 
became a general member of the Kanchan Nagar Water Management Group in polder 29. When she was 
a participant in a Farmer Field School in 2014 she 
became Resource Farmer at the end of the 
training due to her intelligence and innovative 
ideas in agriculture. Since 2014 she has 
participated in various other Blue Gold training 
like FFS, on Value chain and business 
management, Resource Person training and 
Gender and Leadership Development.  

Due to the training she increased her capacities, 
skills, knowledge, networking and mobility. 
Especially she built strong linkages and networks 
with many market actors. Binita is now 
considered as a successful business woman. Her 
thought is always fresh and fair for other women 
on how they can increase their skills and 
knowledge to change their social and economic 
position and condition. As a result, in 2017 Binita 
won the election for the position of WMG 
president. At the same time another 9 women 
won other positions as Executive Committee 
members of the Kanchan Nagar WMG. Due to 
Binita and the other women  Khanchan Nagar 
WMG became a stronger WMG in several ways.  

Binita realized that collective action to purchase sesame seed would be very helpful for all WMG 
members. She started by purchasing 575 kg sesame seeds for 140 farmers at a fair prize. She bought the 
seeds at 65 BDT per kg and sold at 75 BDT for per kg. The difference (BDT 5750) minus the transportation 
costs (BDT 1075) was the profit for the WMG, ie BDT 4675.  There was also benefit for the farmers, as 
they got the seeds at a lower price than when they would have if the seeds would  have been purchased 
individually.  

Thereafter she organized collective action with WMG members, also for other community people. In 
addition, she started a shop as her own business, selling groceries and agricultural inputs.  For example 
she communicated with the Messers Krishi Vander (warehouse), organizing the purchase of 730 kg aman 
rice seed and sold it to 55 farmers in the community, who otherwise did not have access to quality seed, 
thereby keeping some profit for the WMG.  So the community people were very happy with Binita due to 
the high yielding variety (HYV) quality seed with fair price.  

Another example is that Binita organized a group of 35 women for the collective sales of moringa leaves, 
collected from the moringa trees along roadsides and at homesteads. She selected two women who are 
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capable to bring the collected moringa leaves to the Sonadanga and Dumuria markets. They collect the 
leaves twice a week; the amount is increasing over time. The moringa leaves fetch a price of BDT 12 to 14 
per kg if fresh, or 40-45 if dried. This money is for the women involved in the moringa collection, with 
some money for the WMG. Binita does not get any personal profit from the moringa sales, rather she is 
very happy that the total profit can be distributed to the women who collected the moringa, who are 
landless and poor. 

At present most of the members of Kanchan Nagar WMG, both women and men, cultivate vegetables.  
The purchase of inputs and the sales of the produce is now all collectively, which gives them a good profit 
and income.  At the time of the data collection, Binita organizing the constructing of a building for the 
WMG in Kanchan Nagar bazar for WMG activities and for business purpose, such as collection point for 
produce.  

Data collected in 2019 
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Collective vegetable cultivation empowering Akhibaria women’s 
groups during Covid-19 crisis 
The Hanskhali Khal under Akhibaria-Bahermauja WMG of Polder 55/2A was re-excavated by the Blue Gold 
Program (BGP) in early 2020. This khal now enables better water management for arable land whereas 
the improved banks created 
opportunities for vegetable 
cultivation. The WMG has 480 
general members in total, of whom 
143 are women.  

When in March 2020 the Covid-19 
measures came into effect, many 
things changed in the Blue Gold 
polders. Transport limitations led to 
reduced farm gate prices and 
incomes, whereas the return of male 
migrant workers to their villages 
increased the local supply of wage 
labour, resulting in less work for 
women wage labourers, thus less 
income. Lockdown and hygiene 
measures also led to increased domestic work for women; domestic violence reportedly increased. 
Reduced incomes led to less food available, especially in the poorer households, with women sacrificing 
food by skipping meals more often than male household members.  

This meant that women from low income and landless households came in a very stressful situation. To 
alleviate their sufferings, collective vegetable cultivation by two women’s groups was started in November 
2020. This initiative was also 
inspired by existing examples of 
women’s collective actions under 
contributed to increased income 
and empowerment of the involved 
women.  

A list of 50 distressed but interested 
women members was jointly 
prepared by BGP and the WMG, 
forming two groups. As per plan, 
the two women’s groups started 
joint winter vegetable cultivation 
on the banks of the khal, each 
group cultivating on 15 decimals of leased land; the group members paying for the lease from their own 
pockets. They received the seeds from BGP, as well as technical support on vegetable production. By the 
end of November 2020 the women had jointly planted a variety of winter vegetables on the banks of the 
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khal, such as cucumber, bottle gourd, sweet gourd, string bean, ladies finger and bitter gourd. This 
resulted in a bumper vegetable production, enabling the women to have plenty of vegetables for family 
consumption during harvest period.  Surplus produce was sold at the local market.   

To make this initiative more sustainable -also after the Blue Gold Program-, the Upazila Agriculture Office 
in Patuakhali was involved, providing support to the women for their second crop, i.e. summer vegetables. 
The concerned extension officer (SAAO) took over the support to the two groups, also providing the 
women with seeds and fertilizers. In the meantime, the SAAO also supported the formation of a third 
group of WMG women interested in collective vegetable cultivation, following the same approach.  

The two original women groups had leased an additional 15 decimal land each to expand the cultivation 
of summer vegetable. They again produced for own consumption, which is their priority, and also for 
sales. By June 2021 the two groups had a net profit from the sales of vegetables of BDT 51,000 in total 
(i.e. with their costs deducted), thus each farmer had earned an average of BDT 1000.  

The members of the Akhibaria women’s groups said that they will continue this joint vegetable cultivation 
in the future, even if they have to pay for the seeds themselves. They plan to lease more land. In June 
2021 they still had bottle gourd, sweet gourd, ladies finger and bitter gourd on their land and they could 
fulfill the needs of their families and they were selling the remaining vegetables in the local market and 
earning money. This meant that during the second covid-19 wave and lockdown measures, which had 
started in April 2021, they were not facing such big problems anymore as during the first covid-19 wave 
in 2020. Now they could consume the vegetables they had grown themselves, whereas during the second 
lockdown the vegetables in the market had become very expensive again.  

Everyone is very happy to have extra income and they said in a happy voice that in the future their 
activities will be expanded and sustainable. The women feel empowered because of having own 
production and income; they get more respect from their husbands and other family members, and they 
are more self-confident, to raise their voice when needed.  

Data collection: November 2020 – June 2021 
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Woman leader playing a vital role to reduce water logging and 
increase crop diversity 
Noyantara is 50 years old. She has 7 family members. She lives in Golakachia in Golachipa upazila, 
Patuakhali district, polder 55/2C. She works as a midwife, for which she had received proper training.  

As a midwife she has a good reputation in her community. In 2015 Noyantara became member of the 
Katakhali WMG. The WMG members selected her as WMG president. At that moment, the Doriabat water 
body in their polder 
caused water logging 
for a long period. That 
is why farmers could 
only cultivate aman 
rice. They did not have 
options to cultivate rabi 
crops or other rice 
crops. Noyantara 
realized that this was a 
big problem for the 
community.  

So Noyantara called a 
general meeting with 
the WMG members and other community people to address the water logging problem. She is the 
initiator to motivate people to build seven cross-bundhs. But the executive committee members of her 
WMG did not  have the capability to do this. Then Noyantara took another initiative and communicated 
with the Union Parishad chairman Dulal Chowdhury and the UP representative who is the advisor to the 
WMG to request financial support. Both realised the problem and raised their helping hand to build the 7 
cross-bunds, including drainage pipes.  This was in the form of BDT 8000 for the cross-bunds and BDT 2000 
for the pipes. After the work was done, 200 acres of land are now relieved from water logging. As a result 
100 farmers are now capable to cultivate a second rice crop (high yielding) and a rabi crop, like 
watermelon, mustard or sesame. So farmers improved their economic condition through increased 
agricultural production and crop diversification.  If Noyantara did not take this type of initiatives at that 
moment, farmers would have remained distressed. Now the farmers of the community are grateful for 
her excellent initiative and action.  

Data collected in October 2019 
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Children’s education motivating Piyara for more efficient income 
generation 
Piyara Begum lives in polder 43/2A and she always used to be a house wife.  At the beginning of her 
conjugal life the financial condition of her family was very poor and their living standard was low. She 
always regrets for this misery. She worked hard to improve their financial condition. But her husband was 
not in the same line. He wanted to stop the education of their children, especially of their daughter, 
because of their financial conditions but also because pursuing higher education for girls was not 
acceptable in their community. At that time the girl was in class seven and their son was class five; they 
both wanted to continue their study. Then Piyara Begum decided to do her utmost to support her children 
to continue their 
study. But initially she 
did not know how she 
should do that. 

Piyara worked as 
community worker for 
several NGOs, 
including for BRAC. But 
she only earned a little 
amount which was 
insufficient to 
overcome her 
miserable condition. 
At the same time she 
faced some social 
constraints from 
neighbors and 
community members, 
even from her husband. Various neighbors told her husband “Your wife is becoming more clever day by 
day and that is not good for you”. Piyara Begum became depressed and looked for other ways to continue 
the study of her children. Piyara said that at that time “Blue Gold came to my life as a wonder light”. 

When BGP started its work in her polder in 2014, Piyara joined the Water Management Group in her 
community as a general member. As a participant in a homestead Farmer Field School she received 
training in 2016 on improved technologies for poultry rearing, vegetable cultivation and production of 
small livestock. Moreover she learned on fish pond management from neighbours who had participated 
in a fish FFS.  Hereafter she started cultivating fish in their small pond, and started chicken rearing with a 
few chicks using ‘hajols’ increasing her poultry production. Despite this, she still got relatively little income 
from these activities. She realized that this amount was insufficient for her children’s education and to 
change their socio-economic condition.  
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At that time Piyara could also participate in Blue Gold’s training on Gender and Leadership Development, 
which also addressed women’s empowerment and nutrition. The training learnings increased her 
consciousness and she realised that only 
rearing a few local chicken and some fish 
cultivation would not be sufficient to 
complete the education of her children, 
because they were doing Masters and 
graduation, respectively. She decided to 
discuss her learnings from the gender training 
with her husband, such as the benefit of joint 
income, gender equity, the importance of 
women’s involvement in income generation 
and in decision-making.  

After these discussions both agreed to start 
more ambitious income generating activities. 
For example, Piyara bought an incubator machine to produce ducklings and chicks of various different 
varieties, such as local chicken, china chicken, improved breed chicken and turkeys.  She sold the one day 
ducklings and chicks to community people at 30 taka each, whereas she had bought the eggs at only 10 
taka. At the same time, she started doing beef fattening and different type of fruit cultivation, such as 
dragon fruits, in their homestead. So now she earns BDT 70,000 per month from all those income 
generation activities. Now husband and wife are jointly doing the income generating activities but also 
the domestic work. Community people respect them and are inspired to see their economic 
empowerment. Thanks to Piyara’s persistence both her children have completed their Masters by now 
(i.e. in 2019). 

Piyara said: “Now I get respect from my family and from society due to the Blue Gold Program” 

 

Data collection: end 2017 and 2019 
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Begum, model leader for women through LCS 
‘Begum’ is a name which is famous in polder 43/2D, Auliapur Union Parishad, Patuakhali district. She is 
member of Poschim Pocha Koralia WMG. This popularity is brought to her by her involvement in LCS work 
and her leadership qualities. Many years ago her husband died and the only other person in her family is 
her daughter. Since about 15 years she has lead five groups of women LCS workers, during IPSWAM and 
2 times during the Blue Gold Program. She is exceptionally hard working, trustworthy and effective. As a 
result, all the works that the 
UP gets from the KABIKHA 
project (of GoB) is assigned 
to her as group leader by 
the chairman of Auliapur 
Union without any second 
thought.  

While Begum started doing 
LCS work for the very first 
time during the IPSWAM 
project, she struggled as 
community people, male 
and female members of 
WMG and her relatives,  ill-
spoke of her and treated her 
very badly because she did 
earth work. But she took it 
as a challenge and she 
always said ‘as I am poor and need to earn for my living, I will work and forget about my gender. LCS work 
is not a bad work, so though I am a women, I have the ability to work hard and earn my livelihood’. She 
proved it by her work demonstrating that she and her team are more qualified than male groups for their 
quality of work and punctuality. 

Begum has experience in LCS contracts directly with BWDB and with the WMG. She thinks that contracts 
directly with BWDB are the best. With the WMG involved, the LCS group’s bank account is operated by 
the WMG, however, she herself is Executive Member of her WMG, so she can also have some control. 

One of the more challenging aspects of LCS work is getting the work order timely from BWDB and WMG. 
This leads to a lot of pressure to get the work completed in time. While doing the five LCS assignments, 
Begum also faced much struggle to get the checks each time, but she didn’t took a back step rather she 
worked hard and convinced SO and XEN of BWDB and got the payments without giving any sort of bribe. 
She has the proper leadership quality and never thought about herself. She even organized a loan in her 
own name from community people to give as an advance to the members of her LCS group to solve their 
economic problems while they waited for the payments, which were late due to unavailability of fund. 
She always shared happiness and sorrows with her group members and supported them.  

Currently Begum is the representative of destitute women in the Executive Committees of her WMG and 
WMA. Using income from LCS work, she bought her homestead and adjacent land (25 decimal). She also 
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invested part of her LCS income for running a restaurant where she sells snacks, lunch and dinner. Now 
her monthly profit from this restaurant is BDT 10,000. Community people want her to become UP 
representative so she is planning to get nominated in the next election. She is an remarkable character 
inspiring other women. 

 

Data collected in May 2020  
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Sathi’s story on the impact of sharing of domestic work  
Sathi is general member of Akhoibaria Water Management Group (WMG) in polder 55/2A in Patuakhali. 
Among other women, Sathi is exceptional due to her intelligence, dedication and commitment. She is 35 
years of age, married and her in-laws belong to a conservative, middle level farmer’s family.  Initially, 
when Sathi wished to join the WMG, every one of her in-laws discouraged her and told her that she 
doesn’t need to know and learn all things that are discussed in WMGs. Eventually her in-laws allowed 
her to become 
WMG member 
provided she 
would finish all 
the housework 
before she would 
join any WMG 
activities, such as 
meetings and 
training sessions. 
Sathi agreed to 
this condition and 
joined the 
Akhoibaria WMG 
in 2017.  

Because Sathi is 
extrovert, 
intelligent and 
wants to learn and explore, she made friends with everyone in the WMG, both among the general 
members and the WMG leaders. In 2019, Sathi completed five sessions of the Gender and Leadership 
Training from the Blue Gold Program. Among all the sessions, she mostly appreciated the session named 
‘Redistribution of Domestic Work’, which discussed sharing domestic work among all household 
members, allowing women to use more time for other activities such as income generation and leisure. 
She had cried out loud during the session because she recognized the problems in her own situation. Since 
her childhood she had seen her mother doing all the household tasks like cooking, collecting fuel wood, 
collecting water for all family members and children, washing clothes of everyone, cleaning the house, 
feeding the chickens, cleaning the house of the chicken, feeding the livestock and taking care of them. 
When she got older, all these tasks were handed over to her; the scenario was the same in her in-laws 
house. She did all these tasks on her own and she never got any help from anyone; she had to follow all 
the orders of the male members. So, she got overwhelmed and inspired by the idea of sharing domestic 
work and couldn’t help to express her emotions. She went home and shared the insights of the session 
with her husband. However, her husband warned her not to listen to all these sessions and he strictly told 
her to leave the WMG or else he would divorce her. After this, Sathi felt obliged to stop contacting any 
WMG members.  

Then suddenly her son got sick and they did not have enough money for the treatment. Sathi used her 
WMG contacts to get help from one of the WMG members (she got a loan) so her son could be treated. 
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Since that time, her husband changed his mind and became more open to Sathi’s ideas. He got convinced 
to allow her to generate income by own activities so that she could help the family whenever needed. 
And her husband managed her family to help Sathi in domestic work, especially by her mother-in-law and 
himself, in tasks such as wood and water collection, washing dishes and cleaning, and looking after 
livestock. Sathi, jointly with her husband, started income generating activities like cultivating vegetables 
and producing fish in an unused pond, having learned the skills from neighbours who had participated in 
Blue Gold Farmer Field Schools on these topics. They also opened a grocery shop in their house. Moreover, 
Sathi became engaged in a joint vegetable cultivation group. Sathi now invests most of her time in income 
generating activities rather than domestic work, which allows her to earn money. Her income is 7000-
10,000 taka per month from all the income generation activities. Sathi and her husband now take joint 
decisions about spending the money, with Sathi having a clear say in this. Other women in her community 
got inspired by Sathi and how she is helping her family. Sathi claims that the training session about 
“Redistributing Domestic Work“ was the light of her life.  

The notion of sharing domestic work, instead of only being the responsibility of women, has also been 
picked up by others. When learning about this, the Union Parishad (UP) chairman of Soldanga, a relatively 
young man with modern ideas, had said that “re-distribution of domestic work is the key factor for males 
and females to improve the economic condition in our society by involving women in income generating 
activities”. The Baliathali UP chairman from polder 47/3 also recognized that sharing domestic work is a 
pre-condition for gender equality and women’s economic empowerment. And after participating in the 
ToT on gender training, BGP’s (male) Community Development Facilitator Rashel Mia had said that “earlier 
I could not imagine that  I could help my wife to do domestic work because never I had seen this scenario 
in my family, but now I am helping my wife regularly and our mutual respect and understanding has 
improved and my wife gets leisure time and she is doing more income generating activities.”  

Data collected in 2021 
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Souda: improving water management is important for life 
Souda Begum is popular among the community people in polder 34/2. The people in this polder were very 
conservative and the mobility of the women was very restricted. This attitude can be illustrated by the 
fact that when BGP started its Gender and Leadership Development training in 2016 there was resistance 
from community leaders and male household heads. However, with support of the UP chairman, this 
resistance was overcome.  

Now Souda is the treasurer of the Darar Khal Water Management Group and Vice President of the Water 
Management Association in this polder. How did she become a leader and water hero in this polder?   

Souda had already 
become WMG member 
more than a decade back 
during the IPSWAM 
project. When the Blue 
Gold Program started to 
work on water 
management, Souda 
became very concerned 
about the need for khal 
re-excavation and the 
repair of the culvert on 
one of the khals. This 
motivated Souda to 
become member of the 
executive committee of 
the Darar Khal WMG, 
with the commitment to 
the community that they would make every effort for the re-excavation of the khals and repair of the 
culvert.  

Souda regularly attended the monthly WMG meetings and before every meeting. she identified the 
problems of the members and the water management situation. Then during the meeting, she discussed 
these problems and they took decisions together. The siltation of the Nosta Khali khal remained a big 
problem for rice cultivation and for other crops. However, initially not all community people were 
prepared to give the (little) land required for proper re-excavation of the khal. Souda played a key role in 
motivating the community people to agree with the re-excavation of the Nosta Khali khal, which was  done 
by the Blue Gold Program. She also took the lead in organizing the repair of the wooden culvert on the 
Poyener khal with BGP staff. Now people are seeing the results of improved water management and are 
grateful to her for her excellent initiative and persistence.  

Souda had always been aware about waterlogging problems. She took the initiative together with 
community people – both male and female- to reduce the waterlogging. She has  a good network, 
communicating with different service providers, Government officials and UP. So when WMG members 
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and other community people face problems related to crop production and water management, she 
communicates with the relevant officials and community leader to resolve the problem. 

Souda also played a vital role for the implementation of Blue Gold’s Crop Intensification Initiatives (CII) 
and for the increase of the area under Community-led Agricultural Water Management (CAWM) in their 
polder. During WMA meetings she raises in-polder water management issues. She is also active as 
Catchment O&M Committee member at Darar Khal  WMG.  

Souda identified another khal for re-excavation and other structures for repairs. Souda recognizes that 
agriculture is a business, and if we do good water management, our crop production will be increase; and 
as a result our livelihood will improve: so water management is very important to our life! 

Data collected in 2019 
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Sharing domestic work for women’s economic empowerment  
Seuli Begum is a general member of the Chachuri WMG at polder 25 in Dhamalia UP. Seuli got married 
when she was only 15 years old and still in class seven.  Now she is about 40 years old and has two sons 
of 25 and 18 years old. Her husband is a farmer, who earlier had only 132 decimals of land.   They used to 
live in a very small bamboo house. Seuli always dreamt about a brighter future and was searching for 
opportunities to develop herself. Therefore Seuli joined the Water Management Group in her community 
as a general member when the Blue Gold Program started in her polder in 2017. Initially she attended a 
single gender court yard session in which she learned about different issues, which raised her interest. In 
2019 she had the opportunity to attend the five sessions of the informal Gender and Leadership 
Development training, conducted by a 
Community Development Facilitator of the 
Blue Gold Program. Using gender flipcharts 
with pictures, many gender issues were 
explained and discussed, such as the 
importance of women becoming involved in 
own productive work and about sharing 
domestic work, also with male family members. 
She also learned about the benefit of joint 
decision making by husband and wife.  

Those sessions repeatedly increased her 
awareness, and she began to devise a plan. She 
shared her learnings and realization with her 
husband. Her husband was open to her ideas 
and supported her plan. He also agreed that 
they will take joint decisions in their family in all 
subject matters and  jointly  do the domestic 
work so Seuli could save time to do productive 
work and earn money for their family. Seuli’s 
husband now takes up domestic tasks such as 
collecting water, cutting vegetables, doing 
some cooking and serving the food. Seuli’s  sons 
also took up a share of the domestic work.  

As per plan, Seuli sold a few of her ornaments 
and used the money to purchase one small 
cow, five chickens and five ducks. She had 
learned the improved technologies for poultry rearing and keeping cows from her neighbours, who had 
participated in Farmer Field Schools of Blue Gold. Now that Seuli and her husband share the responsibility 
for domestic work, Seuli could expand her farming activities, without becoming overloaded with work.  

They used part of the earnings to buy 100 decimals more land, so they have 232 decimals now. Most of 
the extra land is used for a fish gher (aquaculture). They cultivate vegetables at the land adjacent to their 
house as well as on the dykes of the gher. Seuli contributes to this work by providing feed for the fish and 
prawns and working in the vegetables at the dykes and in the adjacent land. She spends 1.5 to 2 hours on 
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this per day on average, next to the increased work at their homestead. Before Blue Gold, Seuli hardly 
engaged in any productive work, apart from a little work at their homestead. But because her husband -
and sons- are now sharing the domestic work, her total workload did not increase too much.  

They now have three milk cows, 35 big chicken and 23 ducks, 1 fishpond and a small gher, and a vegetable 
garden. Monthly Seuli earns BDT 10,000 from the sale of milk, eggs, chicken, ducks and vegetables; from 
the fishpond and gher they earn BDT 20,000 – 30,000 per season.  

In October 2020, Seuli and her husband together started a clothes store in Damalie Bazar from their 
savings money. Every day they earn BDT 2500-3000 net from the clothes store, with BDT 10,000 as daily 
turnover.  Nowadays Seuli’s family is stable, and they have built a proper brick house to live in. Their two 
sons are doing their studies at a reputed and expensive university and college, respectively. Their life and 
livelihood improved much.  As Seuli’s husband said “All credit goes to Seuli. If she did not attend the 
training sessions, we could not have realized the benefit of having a joint income and would not have 
shared the domestic work. We changed our life and many people in our community are inspired by Seuli  
to take up more productive work”.  Seuli also became motivated to continue her studies.  Last year she 
completed the SSC exam and now she is preparing for the HSC exam under the open university.   

Data collected: end 2020 
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Poultry business cluster village inspired by Lipi Begum  
The Blue Gold Program conducted a Farmer Field School on poultry with 25 participants from Lokhi Khola 
Water Management Group in polder 34/2 in Khulna district.   

Before the WMG was created, many village people were rearing some ducks and chicken, but they did not 
get any benefit from this, especially because these birds often died from diseases due to lack of 
vaccination. Therefore many people had lost interest in poultry rearing.  During a WMG meeting with 
general members in early 2018, 
the WMG leadership and BGP 
field staff discussed poultry and 
duck rearing as a profitable 
income generating activity using 
improved technologies. The 
option of organizing a FFS on 
poultry in the community was 
presented.  After discussions, 
many WMG members indicated 
to be interested to do poultry and 
duck rearing through improved 
technologies. The poultry FFS 
started in that place in April 2018 
and continued until November 
2018, being part of the 11th cycle 
of Blue Gold FFS.  

In total 25 female participants had 
been selected for this FFS, because they were considered as serious candidates interested and able to 
actually adopt the improved technologies. They learned from the FFS training how to construct or improve 
the chicken or duck house and about improved feed, the use of the hazal and the importance of 
vaccination. At the time of the data collection in 2019 there were 16 improved poultry houses in that 
community, of which 5 were of non-FFS members. Now people in that area people are much more 
interested to do poultry rearing than before. Monirul Islam, secretary of the Loki Khola WMG, regularly 
communicates with the livestock officer of the Upazila. Regularly middlemen come to the village to collect 
eggs and chicken. 

Lipi Begum is one of the FFS participants. Due to the information provided during the FFS, she herself now 
regularly communicates with the livestock officer and has her chickens vaccinated, so her poultry is always 
good, no disease is affecting them. At the moment of the interview, Lipi had 150 chicken and 7 hazals. Lipi 
sells chicken and chicks. She does not sell eggs, instead she has all eggs hatching, and sells the chicks after 
hatching.  She would get BDT 10 for an egg, but after the hatching (21 days) she now gets BDT 50 per chick 
instead.  

Lipi earns monthly BDT 12,000 doing this. She pays the education fee for her children from her income, at 
the same time she invested in two chicken houses. She also leased 15 decimal land from her income. The 
local people became very inspired by Lipi Begum and interested to also do poultry rearing using improved 
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technology. Thus in the meantime Lokhi Khola village has become a poultry rearing ‘business cluster’ due 
to applying the improved technology! 

Data collected in 2019 
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LCS work as the way to earn money 
MD Khalilur Rahman is general member of the Boto Chor Bolai Kathi WMG in polder 55/2a. The Noyoun 
LCS group, with Khalilur Rahman as leader and 50 male members, got LCS work in 2018 to repair a stretch 
of their embankment. As per work order they started work on 25/2/2018 and completed the work by 
30/6/2018. They have completed the work with quality and timely, so they got the full payment through 
three installment, including the 10% security payment. However, they faced some problems to get their 
payments, as they had to go 
several times to the BWDB 
office before they could collect 
their checks; it was especially a 
challenge to get the 10% 
security money.  

Md Khalilur Rahman always 
maintained control over the 
process. After 5% of the 
contract amount was taken as 
service charge for the WMG’s 
O&M fund, the remaining 
money was duly paid to the 
group members as per their 
attendance, in cooperation 
with the WMG President and 
Secretary.  The LCS group 
members worked 43 days on average, earning up to BDT 15,000 from this work. The resulting wages were 
between 300 and 350 taka per day.  

Most of the people in their community are struggling to run the family. To fulfill the basic needs of the 
family, they used to take loans with high interest rates. At the same time, they used to lack money to 
invest in agricultural activities. 2018 was the remarkable year for Noyoun LCS group members because 
that year they did not need to take a loan to run the family or for agricultural expenses, rather they could 
fulfill the needs of their family and for agricultural activities with the income they earned from their LCS 
work. Thus in 2018 the LCS work came as a blessing to them. However, most members of the Noyoun LCS 
group had to take loans again in 2019, because the LCS work was temporary and they did not have other 
opportunities for income generation. This means that the LCS work was very helpful for them in 2018, but 
it did not bring them out of poverty in a more permanent way. However, this is not a very common 
scenario, because many members of other LCS groups used to save some of their LCS income to invest in 
productive resources for income generation.   

Md Khalilur Rahman is well aware that LCS work is also benefiting other WMG members: because the 
Noyoun group repaired the embankment, 1500 farmers now save their land from water logging, which 
allows them to use their land for crop synchronization and diversification. So their economic conditions 
and their livelihoods are being improved.     

Data collected: May 2020 
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Successful women’s LCS group in Jialtola WMG in Polder 26 
In April 2018 a meeting was held with 13 women who had been members of the female LCS group of 
Jialtola WMG, one of the better performing and more vocal LCS groups within the Blue Gold Program. 
Their group was involved in 200 m khal excavation during the construction season of 2016. The women 
said this assignment had been difficult for them as it was not an easy task and the work was very hard; 
they even sometimes got sick. 
After one week, they gradually 
got better used to the work, and 
by working hard, they could 
finish it in time. At the start of 
the work, some men of their 
community had demoralized 
them by discouraging them to 
do this work, as they argued 
that such earth work is men’s 
work and not for women. The 
women had replied “we can do 
it like you” and they were even 
more determined to complete 
the work.  

The group has received all 
payments for their work. The 
collection of the first instalment 
was no problem, getting the other installments was more difficult. They were satisfied how the WMG 
dealt with them as LCS group, in particular with the money. The president of their LCS group (she was also 
present in the meeting) had built up strong linkages with BWDB, which facilitated the release of BWDB’s 
payments. The LCS members were very positive about her: she is honest and has good capacities and she 
gives her time and support; they have easy access to her. 

During the LCS work, this group had a toilet, a facility for breastfeeding and drinking water available. As 
LCS group they had provided these facilities by themselves.  

The women present in the meeting told how they spent the income they received from the LCS work. 
Apart from spending on food, most women also used LCS income for children’s education and invested in 
productive resources. Six of the 13 LCS women had also participated in a Farmer Field School cycle, gaining 
agricultural skills, mostly on homestead production, such as poultry, vegetable cultivation and/or beef 
fattening, which apparently guided their choice for productive resources.  

 Rada Rani bought  a pig, sold it and used the money (BDT 30,000) to buy 37.5 decimals of land. 
 Another woman bought a television set (BDT 6000) as dowry for her daughter, spent on the 

education of her children and bought poultry. She has 25 chicken now, which she is now rearing 
in an organized way, applying improved technologies¸ whereas before she used to have only 1 or 
2 chicken. 

 Sika Rani invested BDT 15,000 for her poultry farm and BDT 10,000 for her son’s education. 
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 Bitika spent most LCS income for her son’s MA in Dhaka (!), but also invested in the kitchen for 
the tea stall she is running with her husband, also selling cigarettes. She estimates that this brings 
them BDT 2000 income per week.  

 Josoda invested in a “rice hotel” (small restaurant) together with her husband. 
 Jorna bought 68 chicken and 7 ducks, which, together with her home garden and rice hotel, give 

a good monthly earning. She was also FFS participant.  
 Another woman invested in 5 cows and a pond, she chose this because of the FFS. She has already 

earned BDT 80,000 from this.  

Several of the present women also reported that they are now regularly asked to do earth work for the 
local government, earning wages of BDT 200/day. Due to their LCS experience, there is now demand for 
them.  

Asked about the attitude of their husbands, they all agreed that since they started earning, they receive 
more respect. Also the community respects them more than before. Earlier, their opinion was never 
asked, but now their husbands take their opinion; decision-making in their households is now more jointly. 
One of the women explained that as her husband has a shop, she now could take responsibility for all 
agricultural work, for which she is proud, even though she has to combine this with doing most of the 
domestic work.  

For these women the LCS work was a turning point in their lives, realizing that as women they can also 
earn money through productive activities. As the LCS president says: “we are now all busy”.  

 

Data collected in April 2018 
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Shebika Biswas: a successful and trustworthy input supplier 
Shebika Biswas is a general member of Mirjapur WMG in polder 27/1. She has become a successful and 
trustworthy input supplier.  

As a child, she had a dream to do something for society. She is from a poor family and did not get the 
opportunity to attend school. When she was an adolescent girl, her father arranged her marriage with a 
man who was good for nothing. After 
marriage she was shocked to find out 
about her husband and his poor 
financial condition. Shebika took the 
responsibility to run the family on her 
own shoulder by homestead vegetable 
production, selling the surplus in the 
market. She got in contact with the 
Upazila Agricultural Office and other 
organizations and got some training.  

In 2016 Shebika Biswas received IPM 
training (FFS) from UZ Agricultural 
office (DAE), which probably was a Blue 
Gold DAE FFS. At the same time 
Shebika participated in a training for 
agricultural input suppliers which was organized by Blue Gold. She learnt about the different kind of 
inputs, gaining knowledge and skills on these inputs, includ ing on their safe use.  

In 2017 Blue Gold supported Shebika to join a network of input suppliers and private sector 
representatives. She then established 
a shop and got easily access to getting 
all kind of inputs. Local people now 
buy there inputs, such as fertilizers, 
agrochemicals, feed and seeds, easily 
from Shebika’s shop at a fair price. 
Then Shebika’s husband started 
helping her. Blue Gold also gave him 
the opportunity to participate in a 
same training for input suppliers, 
where after he could better support 
his wife in her shop.   

Shebika Biswas observed that local 
people do not use quality seeds for 
vegetables, that is why they do not 
get much benefit from vegetable cultivation. Then Shebika began to cultivate vegetables using quality 
seeds, thereby inspiring her neighbours to also use quality seeds.  
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She had 10,000 taka as savings and together with a loan of BDT 50,000 she invested BDT 60,000 to 
establish a proper input shop.  She needed a licence for this shop, which the Upazila agricultural office 
easily gave her. Then her business started to expand, and she is now a woman entrepreneur at heart. 
After one year the value of her inputs in stock had increased to BDT 4 lakh. Daily she sells for BDT 4,000-
5,000, getting a profit of BDT 600-700. Per month her sales are for about BDT 1,00,000, corresponding 
with a monthly profit of BDT 15,000 – 16,000. However, such sales and profits are seasonal. She saved 
some money from the profit, which she used to establish another input shop for her husband next to her 
shop. The above turnover and sales exclude those of her husband’s shop.  

She uses her income for child education and household expenditure. People now know them as a happy 
family, and people now respect them. She has a good reputation now, and people come to her when 
they have queries about pests, etc. People now recognize her as a woman entrepreneur and she proved 
that women can do everything like men if they get the opportunity. She is a role model for all village 
women.  

 

Data collected in 2019 
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Lucky Begum: a champion in growing climbing vegetables 
Lucky Begum is a general member of Darikha Khal WMG, in polder 2, Satkhira. Earlier Lucky did not know 
any proper technologies for growing vegetables. She participated in the 11th Farmer Field School cycle of 
the Blue Gold Program (early 2018), where she learned improved technologies for homestead vegetable 
cultivation, including about marketing.  
 
Lucky translated the FFS learnings into climbing vegetable cultivation. She has small piece of homestead 
land where she used to grow some vegetables such as red amaranth, ladies finger and Indian spinach, but 
for climbing vegetables she has chosen the bank of Amodkhali Khal (canal), which recently has been re-
excavated with the 
support from BGP. She 
started in July, 2018, 
establishing one trellis 
at the bank of canal 
which is located in 
front of her house, and 
grew bottle gourd. 
With this experience 
she expanded her area 
in September by 
establishing another 
trellis at the same 
location, growing also 
sweet gourd and local 
beans. The area for 
two trellis is about 2 
decimals and from the production in the last 3 months she earned about BDT 3200 from the sale of surplus 
vegetables, after their own consumption and giving free vegetables to their relatives, neighbours and the 
religious leader (imam) in their mosque.  
 
Based on Lucky’s experience, her sister-in-law (locally call ‘Ja’) started doing the same climbing vegetables 
cultivation, adopting the same technology. Later BGP organized an informal ‘horizontal learning’ program 
inviting other women who mostly resided close the Amodkhali Khal so they could learn about this 
technology. As a result, by 25 March, 2019, a total of 44 female WMG members -37 from Darikha Khal 
WMG and 7 from Amodkhali Khal WMG- are engaged in growing climbing vegetables on trellis.  
 
Two private sector companies, Lal Teer and Syngenta, have come forward with their support for providing 
capacity and inputs. The seed companies have visited the spots, had meeting with the women and 
provided an orientation which was organized at the bank of the Amodkhali Khal. After the orientation 
they provided seeds for bottle gourd and sweet gourd for all women free of cost. The seed companies 
regularly attend meetings of Darikha Khal and Amodkhali Khal WMGs to provide them technical support 
including technical know-how of growing climbing vegetables and how to manage pests etc. The 
respective Sub Assistant Agriculture Officers (SAAO) from DAE, Irin Sultana for Darikha Khal WMG and 
Biswajit Das for Amodkhali Khal WMG, are also extending their support regularly to scale up this 
technology. The bank of re-excavated canal is very fertile for growing such vegetable and easy to manage 
by the female members because it is located besides their homestead areas. The groups are applying this 



44 
 

technology without damaging the slope of the canals, so Blue Gold Program facilitated the mobilization 
of the group, the scaling-up and the linkages between WMGs, private sector companies and DAE. 
 

Data collected in 2019 
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General member of Water Management Group becomes a UP 
representative 
Hosneara Rina is the Secretary of Amkhola Water Management Group in polder 43/2B under union 
Amkhola,  Upazila Golachipa and district Patuakhali.  

After Blue Gold started in her area, Rina attended a court yard session on gender equality and WMG 
membership, which motivated her to become WMG member.  During this session she actively 
participated in the discussions due her own interest, because she realized that women’s leadership, and 
joint decision-making in the family and the WMG are all very important for all women. She always liked 
to interact and communicate with other people of her community, so all WMG members liked her and 
she was selected as the Secretary without competition in the election of WMG EC committee members 
in 2016.  

At that time she also participated in the Gender and Leadership Development training. Through the 
training her awareness and knowledge on women’s economic empowerment was increased, for example, 
about how to reduce domestic work and increase involvement in productive work, about improving 
women’s leadership and 
involvement in the decision 
making processes in her 
family, community and 
society, and why it is very 
important. She shared her 
knowledge with her 
husband, who supports her 
in this, with other family 
members and neighbours, 
and also in her WMG work.  

For Rina being the WMG 
Secretary was the turning 
point of her life as it 
enabled her to take up a 
leadership role. Based on 
her learnings in the Water 
Management Group, she 
actively participated in every WMG decision, such as about water management, earthwork by LCS groups, 
holding general and special meetings, selection of CAWM group members, etc. All WMG members now 
respect her leadership and decisions. When they face any problem, they come to Rina to solve the 
problems. 

In 2017 the WMG Members realized that Rina has the quality to take leadership in the Union Parishad. 
They inspired and motivated Rina to participate in the UP election of that year. Rina thought that as a 
secretary of the WMG the community people now knew her and by this time she had built a good 
relationship with community people and the other executive WMG members.  So Rina participated in the 
UP Election and she won, getting 4500 more votes than her competitor. Now she is a UP Representative.  
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Rina said “This win is not my individual achievement; this achievement came to me through BGP, so BGP 
is the turning point in my life”.  Now Rina plays a vital role as a female UP member. The male UP members 
respect her due to her leadership qualities. By now Rina got the role of Panel chairman, which means she 
can take decisions when the UP chairman is absent.  

  Data collected: in 2019 
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WMG President Rehena as an icon in promoting better water 
management 
“I am Rehena Akter (28), wife of Babul Akter Chowkider in Beula, Assassuni, Satkhira under Polder-2. I got 
married when I studied in class-IX when I was 14 years old, after which I stopped my education. Now I am 
mother of one elder son and younger daughter.  

In August 2014 the Blue Gold Program started to work in our area. At that time I attended an awareness 
campaign and dissemination meeting with male and female villagers. During that session I learnt about 
BGP and Water Management Organizations. I shared this information with neighbors and my husband. 
This information was relevant for us because our core problem in our unprivileged area is water logging 

and water pollution. This is a problem that is day by day decreasing our production in agriculture, fish 
culture and homesteads and it effects our total livelihoods. I felt that there is great scope for me to do 
something to work for our community to improve our water management situation. Then I became 
member of the Beula Nayeber Khal Water Management Group. When the formation process of the 
Executive Committee started, my family and villagers nominated my name for the position of President 
of this WMG. I competed with the other candidate, a man, for the same position and I won a large number 
of the votes.  

After winning the election and taking responsibilities, I always try to bring positive change towards women 
empowerment. After I became WMG president, we increased the enrollment of WMG membership to 
375 out of 550 households; we established linkages with the Union Parishad, Upazilla Parishad, various 
government offices, such as DC office, BWDB, DAE, DoF, UNO & AC-Land office, and with local NGOs.  We 
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applied for re-excavation of the Beula khal by BWDB under BGP and we also appealed to GoB offices (DC, 
ADC, UNO, AC-Land) to stop illegal lease by persons who had captured our main Beula khal to do fish 
culture which blocked the water flow. On behalf of our WMG I also initiated some activities related to 
early marriage, dowry, sanitation, women’s hygiene, developed homestead gardening, poultry and 
nutrition. I hope that in the future we can contribute even more to better water management in our area.”                                          

 

  Data collected in 2016 
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Gender specific impact of Covid-19 in BGP polders 
In Bangladesh two main covid-19 ‘waves’ are distinguished: the first one in March-June 2020 and the 
second one from April 2021 onwards, each ‘wave’ accompanied by covid-19 control measures, including 
lock-down. Due to the delta variant, more people were affected in the second wave and the mortality 
rate was higher. This also applies to the Blue Gold polders, where many more people, both polder 
inhabitants and Blue Gold staff, were affected than in 2020.  

In 2020 the impact of Covid-19 was enormous for most beneficiaries in the Blue Gold polders; in several 
polders this was aggravated by the impact of the Amphan cyclone of May 2020. Though all household 
members, especially of the relatively poorer households, were affected, women and girls were often 
affected more. Various achievements by the Blue Gold Program, such as production and income increases, 
were negated by the impact of the Covid-19 crisis, at least, temporarily. This also applies to the situation 
of women, who had become more empowered due to the Blue Gold interventions, but the Covid-19 crisis 
caused a setback. The impact of the 2021 Covid-19 wave was very similar, but with a higher rate of 
affected persons and mortality. 

The impact of Covid-19, especially on women, can be described as:  

 For women the access to information on Covid-19 was mostly indirectly, e.g. through male family 
members; 

 Women played a key role in ensuring that all family members could comply with the hygiene 
measures, such as ensuring that water and soap were available; 

 The workload of women on care and domestic work increased because of the need to maintain 
hygiene (e.g. fetching more water) and because family members, especially husbands, were at 
home, who required attention (tea, food, etc); 

 Agricultural production and marketing were affected, as there was less transport available and 
only few traders, affecting all families depending on agriculture. Access to agricultural inputs was 
difficult or impossible; farm gate prices dropped, and/or fresh produce (such as vegetables) was 
spoiled and hence unsaleable. Wage labour options became absent. Thus, household incomes 
were seriously reduced. 

 Reduced incomes affected the food consumption, whereby women often sacrificed themselves 
by skipping meals. 

 Both men and women were affected by the increased mental pressure due to Covid-19, but 
differently: men because they had to stay home and did not have work or income; women 
because they felt responsible to manage the supply of food for their families with much less 
money available. 

 Domestic and other gender based violence, both verbal harassment and physical abuse, including 
rape, increased, which mainly affected women. The rate of separation, divorce and payment of 
dowry was increased.   

 Children and young people were affected because all educational institutions were closed and 
their schooling stopped. Although the schools were closed for both boys and girls, boys got more 
often tutoring, if parents could afford, and at least they could roam through the village, whereas 
girls became confined to their homes. The still ongoing school closure is causing a high rate of 
permanent school dropout, leading to uncertain futures for many youngsters, both boys and girls, 
though often worse for girls.  
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 Adolescents missed the contacts with their peers, instead maintaining contacts using their mobile 
phones. It was not uncommon that adolescent girls developed love relations with boys, though 
often ‘fake’, leading to unhealthy situations, especially for these girls. This increased the rate of 
early marriage, which anyway was increasing again due to increased poverty.  

 Access to health was seriously affected, this includes access to medical support in case of 
deliveries (more home deliveries). Also access to hygiene items, such as sanitary napkins, became 
more difficult, because shops were closed and/or because of lack of money to buy these.  

 During the second Covid-19 wave there was a greater shortage of medical care, including for 
Covid-19 patients, with shortage of beds, insufficient tests, insufficient doctors and lack of oxygen, 
leading to unnecessarily high mortality rates. 

 Women’s social networks and contacts diminished, both due to the Covid-19 measures, but also 
because when husbands stayed home, they did not allow their wives to go out to meet others, 
thus limiting women’s freedom to see others.  

Women who were WMG member were in many respects similarly affected by the covid-19 crisis than 
women who were not WMG member, though often to a lesser extent. A main reason was the fact that 
many women WMG members had been exposed to some gender awareness raising, e.g. due to the 
Gender and Leadership Development Training, and were more able to raise their voice, for example, in 
case of domestic violence or in case of an increased domestic workload. And women, who had increased 
their knowledge and skills (e.g. through participation in FFS), had contributed to increased production and 
had become more involved in household decision-making, now were better able to take initiatives and 
decisions to withstand the negative impact of covid-19. Thus there were signs that the Blue Gold program 
had increased the resilience of its beneficiaries.  

The Covid-19 crisis also demonstrated that it was useful to have women (WMG) leaders, both for taking 
initiatives (together with male leaders) and for reaching out to women community members; the latter 
the women leaders did better than male leaders. Women especially played a role in going from door to 
door to raise awareness about Covid-19 and motivating people to stick to the covid measures. Some 
women leaders said: “In this crisis we, as human beings, are more responsible than men to increase 
awareness in the community through motivation and counselling”. 

Time will tell to which extent the Blue Gold achievements as they were in place just before the outbreak 
of the Covid-19 pandemic will be back once the situation has returned to normal. At the time of writing 
this case study (August 2021) Covid-19 is still a threat, but people in the Blue Gold polders have less fear 
and try to continue regular work as much as possible despite lock down measures. For example, private 
transport continues, whereas markets are largely closed.  

It is still unsure, to which extent and how soon the detrimental effects of Covid-19 situation on women 
and children can be undone. Some negative impact, such as increased poverty and food shortage, 
increased domestic violence, and extra domestic work, may be reversed once the situation is back to 
normal again. However, some other impacts, such as a degree of permanent school drop-out among 
children (especially girls), early marriage of adolescent girls as well as divorces and separations, seem 
irreversible.  

 

Data collection: July 2020 (on first wave) and August 2021 (additional data on second wave) 
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ACRONYMS 
 
AC-Land Assistant Commissioner – Land 
BDT  Bangladesh Taka 
BGP  Blue Gold Program 
BWDB  Bangladesh Water Development Board 
CAWM  Community-led Agricultural Water Management 
CII  Crop Diversification Initiative 
CYS  Courtyard Session (here: usually on gender awareness raising) 
DAE  Department of Agricultural Extension 
DoF  Department of Fisheries 
DoL  Department of Livestock 
EC  Executive Committee (here: usually of WMG or WMA) 
FFS  Farmer Field School 
GLD  Gender and Leadership Development (training) 
GoB  Government of Bangladesh 
HSC  Higher School Certificate 
IPM  Integrated Pest Management 
IPSWAM Integrated Planning for Sustainable Water Resources Management Project 
LCS  Labour Contracting Society 
LGED  Local Government Engineering Department 
O&M  Operation & Management (here: of water infrastructure) 
SAAO  Sub-Assistant Agricultural Officer (DAE) 
SO  Section Officer (BWDB) 
SSC  Secondary School Certificate 
UNO  Upazila Nirbahi Officer 
UP  Union Parishad (lowest level local government) 
UZ  Upazila (district) 
WMA  Water Management Association 
WMG  Water Management Group 
WMO  Water Management Organization (WMG or WMA) 
XEN  Executive Engineer (BWDB) 
   
 
 
 


