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nTania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda

Just this year, the government of Bangladesh declared a 
planetary emergency. Now more than ever, it is crucial to 
support the people that are most vulnerable to climate change, 
and that means looking out for marginalized women in the 
coast, charland and hoar of our country. The following articles 
chronicle the stories of ten climate champions, women who are 
adapting and thriving at the front lines of climate change. As 
part of Oxfam’s PROTIC project, they went above and beyond 
expectations, using the training and smart phone technology 
they received not only to empower themselves through 
agricultural practices but to also start businesses, develop their 
communities, and most importantly, empower other women.

COURTESY

  Ten climate champions 
went above and beyond 
expectations, using the 
training and smart phone 
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The PROTIC Project
The Participatory Research and Ownership with Technology, 
Information and Change (PROTIC) project aims to empower 
women economically by increasing their resilience in 
agriculture using Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT). Initiated in 2015, the project is a 
collaborative effort between the IT department at Monash 
University, Australia and Oxfam, Bangladesh. It is part 
of Oxfam’s largest programme in Bangladesh: Resilience 
through Economic Empowerment, Climate Adaptation, 
Leadership and Learning (REE-CALL), which recognizes the 
complex, interrelated issues of poverty and lack of agency 
that make women more vulnerable to climate change.
 
• The project was implemented in the following three 

climate vulnerable ecosystems of Bangladesh:
• Coast - Borokupot village under Atuliya union at 

Shyamnagar upazilla in Satkhira
• Charland - Dakshin Kharibari village under Tepa Kharibari 

union at Dimla upazilla in Nilphamari
• Haor - Bhawanipur village under Dakshin Sreepur Union at 

Tahirpur Upazilla in Sunamganj

The coast is facing increasing salinity intrusion, leading to 
loss of crop production and lack of access to fresh drinking 
water. The charland is vulnerable because of the constantly 

changing nature of the river banks, leading to erosion and 
frequent flooding. Communities face land loss, especially 
during strong storms. The haor region is vulnerable to 
frequent flash floods, causing significant losses in rice 
production.

300 animators participated in PROTIC, 100 from each of 
the three areas. Services included a weekly SMS, outbound 
dial (text to speech of SMS), interactive voice response 
(pre-recorded call center), apps and a live call center that 
provided local agricultural information on crop farming, 
homestead gardening, fisheries, livestock, horticulture and 
poultry. Animators also had access to information on agro-
meteorology, early warnings for disasters, weather forecasts, 
market rates of agricultural products, and government 
programs through these services. The project included long 
lasting capacity building initiatives on modern technology, 
dissemination of information through learning sharing, 
exposure visits, group meetings, and men engagement 
activities, and development of a strong network with 
the local government, Union Digital Centres (UDC), non-
government organizations (NGOs), private sector, civil society 
organizations, and markets. Through the Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) approach, animators exercised local 
knowledge and skills to increase their confidence, decision 
making ability, as well as communication skills. 

The International Center for Climate Change and 
Development (ICCCAD)’s Research on PROTIC’s Exceptional 
Animators
During an initial field visit to Dimla to learn about PROTIC and 
the impact that it has had on animators’ lives, Dr. Saleemul 
Huq, director of ICCCAD, observed that several women were 
doing exceptionally well through the project. They took the 
smart phone technology they received and did more than what 
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Level 0 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

• No/minimal 
economic 
activity through 
agricultural work

• Mostly 
housework & 
raising children

• No decision 
making power 
in the home, 
community or 
govt

• Earning through 
agricultural work 
(i.e. vegetable, 
poultry, etc.)

• Mainly helped 
themselves 
through PROTIC 
training

• Decision making 
power in the home

• Connections 
formed through 
PROTIC

• Self-reliant on 
earning through 
agricultural work 
and their own 
initiatives and jobs

• Decision-making 
power in home, 
community and 
local govt.

• Community 
organizer

• Self-reliant on earning 
through agricultural work, 
their own initiatives and 
outside work 

• Decision making power 
and influence in the home, 
community, local govt. 
and national govt.

• Connected to national 
govt. through Oxfam 
and ICCCAD facilitation 
through 1 day workshop

• Self-reliant on 
earning through 
agricultural work 
and their own 
initiatives and 
outside work 

• Decision making 
power and 
influence at the 
international 
level

was expected of them. In addition to sustaining themselves 
through agricultural work, these animators had their own 
initiatives, ranging from a bKash business to the construction 
of a freshwater pond using the connections forged with local 
government, and more. In collaboration with Oxfam and its 
implementing partners, Pollisree and Shushilon in Dimla and 
Satkhira respectively, we, Mahmuda Akhter Mity and Tania 
Ahmed, research officers at ICCCAD, set out to collect the 
stories of ten of these empowered women.

The following levels are how we determined which women 
were at the exceptional level. Nearly all the women were at 
Level 0 before the PROTIC project started in 2016. They had 
minimal economical activity and were mostly tied to their 
homes. Most lacked decision making power in the home, 
community or local government. Through PROTIC’s capacity 
building activities and information technology, all animators 
graduated to Level 1, earning through agricultural work, 
gaining decision making power in the home, and forming 
connections to local government through PROTIC. We wanted 
to find the women at Level 2 – these women went above and 
beyond their own interests, helping not only themselves but 
their communities. They were self-reliant not only through 
agricultural work but also their own initiatives and jobs. They 
were influential in their communities and local government, 
taking on greater responsibilities after having established 
their own security. We wanted to get to know these women 
who made the Level 0-2 jump.

We met strong resilient women who took advantage of 
smartphone technology and information they received. We 
learned the following big lessons, with one animator as an 
example of each.

Access to technology can bridge gaps in knowledge and 
people in incredibly powerful ways.
At 21 years old, Mahua is the youngest animator and the most 
versatile. On behalf of her community, she uses her phone to 

communicate with the agricultural and fisheries officers to 
learn rice, fish, crab, and shrimp growing techniques, sharing 
everything she knows so that her community may benefit.

If you have usable knowledge and skills, you can become 
financially independent.
After getting married, Saleha was dependent not only on 
her husband but also his maternal uncle. Through PROTIC, 
she learned how to properly space her maize seeds and 
doubled her production using disaster resilient seeds. Using 
her savings of several years in combination with a couple of 
loans, Saleha was able to buy land to cultivate and build her 
own house, ensuring her financial security. 

When you are financially independent you have decision 
making power.
After PROTIC training, Farida was able to expand her 
agricultural practices. After earning enough to gain financial 
independence, she could take a risk and start a maize 
business, which she digitized by communicating with buyers 
through her phone and receiving payments through bKash. 
She manages the business, making deals and determining 
strategy.

Strong connections with the local community and 
government lead to successful initiatives.
Roni wanted to build a freshwater pond because her 
community lacked a source of fresh drinking water. She 
submitted her proposal to the Upazilla Parishad in 2013, but 
no government officer took her seriously. Through PROTIC 
trainings, she became a familiar face to local government 
officials. They saw her investment in the community, 
as she held monthly meetings to share what she learned 
through PROTIC with non-animator women. When she 
requested for the construction of the pond again in 2017, 
she succeeded.
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Recommendations
If PROTIC was to be reiterated, we would want all animators 
to jump from Level 0 to Level 2. We suggest doing this by 
including leadership training as a mandatory part of the 
project for all participants. Using the smart phone technology 
and leadership training in combination, the animators would 
commit to solving a problem in their community. Just as in 
the first round, the animators would get 2 years of access to 
the call center and weekly SMSs. What would be different 
is the additional year in which they would implement 
their community project with a small seed grant. PROTIC 
staff would guide animators in planning their project and 
troubleshoot with them during implementation. At project 
completion, all animators would document their projects’ 
successes, setbacks, and room for improvement in video 
form.

To get the climate champions we interviewed to jump 
from Level 2-3, we recommend arranging a workshop 
facilitating the connection between these women and 
national level government officials, such as the Agriculture 
Extension officers and Meteorological Department officers. 
This workshop would be a knowledge exchange platform, in 
which the animators would be the main givers of knowledge 
and the officials would be the receivers. The women would 
share their valuable insight on community issues that could be 
solved with national level policy and development projects. 
This workshop would enable these women to advocate for 
their communities at the national level, serving as a stepping 
stone for advocacy at the international level.

For the future of PROTIC, we recommend implementing 
the project in four climate vulnerable areas of Bangladesh 
with 150 women per area. We propose keeping the existing 
three locations of the coast, charland, and haor while adding 
a fourth in the Mongla upazilla, another climate vulnerable 
area prone to cyclones and high salinity. By providing smart 

phones and training to the local women of Mongla, they 
could increase their profits from shrimp and crab farming 
and learn adaptation techniques to return to traditional 
agricultural work.

 
Conclusion
It is crucial that we act now to increase the resilience 
of marginalized women in our country. PROTIC was 
an opportunity for some of these women to gain the 
knowledge, skills, and technology required to become 
self-reliant and consequently decision-makers for their 
families, communities, and local governments. The ten 
climate champions that we interviewed went above and 
beyond expectations, helping not only themselves but their 
communities. The next two steps would be to 1) provide this 
technology and training opportunity to more marginalized 
women in climate vulnerable areas and 2) raise these 
champions up to be decision-makers at the national level 
so that they can do more for their communities. We want 
more women to not only empower themselves through 
agricultural practices but to find innovative solutions to 
problems, develop their communities, and empower other 
women. Through the following 10 stories, we hope that you 
learn more about the struggles, successes, hopes, and dreams 
of our climate champions. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

 It is crucial that we act 
now to increase the resilience 
of marginalized women in our 
country 
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ANIMA

THE SWEET PACKET 
BUSINESSWOMAN
A STORY FROM SATKHIRA

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda

Anima’s path to success as a sweet packet businesswoman was 
a struggle. In 2002, she got married and became a housewife. 
Her husband sold garments in a store, tutored students, and 
did agricultural work but became sick and could not continue 
doing everything that he was doing. He had a problem with 
a vein in his leg, making it difficult for him to walk properly. 
To make things easier, he opened his own store but he was 
not able to make ends meet still. The consequence was that 
Anima was only able to eat two times a day while she ensured 
that her husband and daughter ate three times. Anima started 
doing tailoring work, learned how to make and sell stoves, 
and taught elderly people basic skills to diversify her income 
sources. She was standing on her own two feet, supporting 
her sick husband and daughter through her education.

However, in 2009, Anima had to start all over again. 
Cyclone Aila washed away everything, including all of her 
sewing materials and orders. In 2010, she joined RECALL 

and did two trainings; one on leadership and the other on 
rice cultivation. She started cultivating rice and vegetables, 
although they were not enough to sell. In 2011, she worked 
as a day labourer and learned how to make sweet packets 
during a day-long training with Practical Action. She received 
Tk10,000 as a starter grant for her sweet packet business, but 
she did not get many orders despite her efforts to advertise. 
Anima was trying her best, exploring multiple avenues to find 
something profitable and sustainable for her family.

In 2016, Anima joined the PROTIC project and diversified her 
income sources further. Through the apps on her smartphone 
and training from PROTIC, she learned adaptation techniques 
for growing rice and vegetables and farming fish, increasing 
her production and income. She made vegetable towers that 
thrived in the otherwise saline soil and regulated the pH of 
her pond so that her fish would not die from lack of oxygen. 
Having the smartphone allowed her to place ads on Facebook 
for her sweet packet business, which increased her orders 
through phone calls and Facebook messenger. With greater 
exposure, she started training community members on how 
to make sweet packets for profit as well. Her smartphone gave 
her a second chance to do change her life around l.

From Anima, we learned that it is possible to flourish in 
the face of adversity. Anima lost everything during Aila, but 
she was able to support her husband through his illness and 
afford her daughter’s education expenses. We learned that 
technology was what she needed to reach her full potential, 
especially for her sweet packet business. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

 Anima was trying her 
best, exploring multiple 
avenues to find something 
profitable and sustainable for 
her family 

Bithika in her garden COURTESY
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THE PHOTOGRAPHER
PROVIDING A SMARTPHONE TO A WOMAN OPENS UP OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR THE REST OF THE COMMUNITY THAT WOULD NOT HAVE EXISTED 
OTHERWISE

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

Bithika did not know the value of a smart phone until she 
had it. She thought that if PROTIC gave her Tk10,000 instead 
she could have started a business and earned more that way. 
What she did not realize was that she would be able to do 
just that with her phone. Now in the comfort of her own 
home, she uses her smart phone to take photos of women 
and children, charging Tk20 for two photos, Tk25 taka for 
three, and Tk40 for four. She keeps all of her earnings, 
making Tk100-200 per week. She makes even more at the 
beginning of the school year when students need to submit 
photos for their ID cards. Her husband supports her by 
printing the photos in his computer shop, where he does the 
same business but in the public space of the bazaar. Bithika’s 

edge is that her home is a comfortable environment for 
women and children and much more convenient to reach 
than the bazaar.

Besides her photography business, Bithika learned how to 
improve her agricultural practices through PROTIC training. 
She started a home garden, raised ducks, and farmed fish. 
She struggled with all three of these agricultural activities 
at first, but the trainings and apps on her phone helped. The 
support structures she used for her vegetables were weak 
and would break during storms, but she learned how to put 
in strong frames, using Google as her guide. On a field trip 
to Hori Nagar, another village in Satkhira, she learned from 
locals how they grew vegetables in saline soil. Now she digs 
a hole half a hand deep, covers it with thick plastic, and fills 
it with soil, leaving six inches at the top for organic fertilizer. 

BITHIKA

Bithika in her garden COURTESY
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Using this method, she is able to cultivate seasonal vegetables 
twelve months out of the year. To remedy pests, she learned 
to spray Wheel powder mixed with water on her plants by 
calling the call center for advice. Her fish used to die during 
the Choitro and Boishakh months, but she started adding 
calcium carbonate to her pond in every three months to clean 
the water. Now her fish thrive. These are just a few of the 
techniques Bithika learned that made a significant difference 
in her agricultural output.

In the future, Bithika wants to continue all of her agricultural 
practices, adding a coconut garden to the mix. Currently she 
is doing a month long tailoring training through RECALL and 
will receive a sewing machine after completing it. She hopes 
to earn more by taking tailoring orders and teaching others 
how to sew simultaneously. Her husband is guiding her on 
how to use computers, such as typing, creating documents 
and printing so that she can do all of these income generating 
activities once her home is connected to electricity.

 From Bithika, we learned that giving women smart 
phone technology provides the opportunity for them to do 
what they would not have dreamed of doing before. Bithika 
had no idea that she could take photos of other people with 
her phone when she first received it. We also learned that 

providing a phone to a woman opens up opportunities for the 
rest of the community that would not have existed otherwise. 
When Bithika got her smartphone, she created a pathway for 
women and children to get their photos taken in her home, 
removing the inconvenience of travelling to the bazaar. 
Furthermore, Bithika was able to develop herself through 
her smart phone. Her success with technology opened up 
more opportunities – her husband believed in her abilities, 
and with her request he started teaching her how to use 
a computer. He was confident that she could learn more. 
Bithika’s smartphone was a pathway to income generating 
activities – a self fulfilling prophecy of success. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

 In the future, Bithika wants 
to continue all of her agricultural 
practices, adding a coconut 
garden to the mix 

Bithika showing of some of the vegetables she has grown COURTESY
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THE TECH-SAVVY MAIZE 
MERCHANT
A STORY FROM  DIMLA 

nTania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda

When we walked into Farida’s home, we immediately felt 
a sense of community. Women had gathered around in a 
circle, sitting on the blue tarp under the open sky in front 
of her house. We sat down with these women, asking them 
probing questions to comprehend how the PROTIC project 
changed the lives of its beneficiaries.

‘Farida’ was the name several of these women men-
tioned upon asking “Who do you turn to in times of need? 

Who helps you the most?” Farida, who was present herself, 
remained silent. But it was clear to us that she was some-
one that these women trusted.

Farida is someone that these women look up to because 
she is a story of success. She built herself from scratch. 
She was a housewife living in a divided home with her two 
mothers-in-law always fighting. She pleaded with her hus-
band to move out but was unsuccessful in the first three 
years of her marriage. Even though they eventually started 
living in a separate part of the house, she still dreamed of 

FARIDA

Farida at her home COURTESY
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building her own home.
She took steps to make her dream a reality by starting to 

work. To gain some experience, she started as a healthcare 
volunteer, working with pregnant women, teenage girls, 
and children. With her two years of experience, she was 
able to get a paid job managing a sanitation project that 
built toilets for 200 families. At her next job, she raised the 
platforms of 20 houses in her community, increasing their 
resistance to flooding. She also started cultivating maize 
but struggled to make a profit because she could not man-
age pests. Through a training from Pollisree, she learned 
how to use fertilizer and pesticides as well as planting tech-
niques to increase her production.

Through this experience, she was inspired to start her 
own maize business along with four other partners, using 
a Tk53,000 grant she received from Pollisree. Their busi-

ness model said goodbye to middlemen and hello to higher 
profits. Farida would directly take their pooled product to 
the bazaar to sell to shopkeepers instead of a middleman 
negotiating the pricing on her behalf.  With the help of her 
social connections, persuasive power, and entrepreneurial 
mindset, she was able to make a good profit.

When she started with PROTIC, she drastically reduced 
the time she spent going to the bazaar to convince shop-
keepers to buy her maize. All she had to do was click a pho-
to of the yellow seeds with her smart phone and send it 
to her potential customers. With a phone call, the buyer 
would go to her directly or send a car to pick up the goods. 
No cash passed between hands – it was all digital, thanks to 
bKash. She had the power in the palm of her hand.

Years of her hard work paid off, as she was able to build 
her dream house on her own. However, Farida did not limit 
her success to herself, but used her power and influence to 
help others. Outside of the projects that she took on early 
in her career, she shared her knowledge with those around 
her. Her neighbors came to her to ask for advice about 
agricultural techniques when they saw how well she was 
doing. Through Facebook, she would post pictures of prob-
lems with a description of their solutions. Instead of selling 
her excess vegetables, she gave them away to her neigh-
bours so that they could feed their families. She also shared 
her fish with her neighbours without thinking twice.

Farida helps her community with her connections as well. 
For example, she helped Saleha, another PROTIC animator, 
get a job at the healthcare NGO where she used to work. When 
NGOs came to her community, she shared her insight on the 
community’s problems and suggested who needed the most 
help. She truly cares about others, and for her social welfare 
work she was awarded the Joyeeta award.

Farida taught us that technology is more powerful than 
knowledge. If one has knowledge but lacks technology 
to implement their ideas, the path to one’s goals will be 
slower and more roundabout. Conversely if one does not 
possess knowledge, they can gain it by accessing technol-
ogy. Farida’s phone gave her access to valuable informa-
tion, and she used it to drive her sales of maize up. She 
was exceptional in that she understood the power of tech-
nology. In her own words, “Knowledge was power. But 
now, technology is power.” Everything that she learned 
through her smart phone gave her a cutting edge, and she 
knows that no one can take it away from her, even if she 
lost her phone.

Farida has goals, knows what she is doing, and realiz-
es her dreams. She has the house she always wanted, the 
money she needed, and the security that lets her flourish 
and give to others. She is the driver of her own life, and she 
is always willing to help others who need her guidance. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

 She took steps 
to make her dream a 
reality by starting to 
work  
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JOSNA

Josna showing the fruits she grew COURTESY

THE BELIEVER IN EDUCATION
SMARTPHONE TECHNOLOGY AND TRAINING IN AGRICULTURE OPENS UP 
MULTIPLE AVENUES OF INCOME THAT ARE SUSTAINABLE
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n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

Hunger is a double-edged sword, either inducing lethargy or 
spurring action. When Josna was hungry, she chose action. 
She was done sitting at home with her baby on her lap, both 
of their stomachs running on empty with only two meals a 
day. Her husband worked all day to feed them, but it was not 
enough.

Josna took the initiative to ameliorate the situation. With 
the support of her mother-in-law, who agreed to take care 
of her child and chores at home, she started work with an 
NGO called Mishuk, earning Tk1500 per month providing 
healthcare services. It was not enough and she realized that 
she needed to work more to meet her family’s needs. She 
participated in a month long tailoring training so that she 
could start making and selling dresses. After spending her 
days at her job, she would sew for hours in the evenings 
at home, but she and her family were able to eat. She left 
Mishuk after five years and immediately started work with 
the NGO JSK as a healthcare volunteer. Within one year, her 
salary increased, and she found herself well-off enough to 
save some money.

Still, Josna felt that she was missing education in her 
life. She had left school when she got married in class 8, 
unsupported in her desire to complete her higher studies. 
She knew that if she started school again, she would be able 
to get a better job with a higher salary. Through her own 
willpower and financing, she started class 9. Even though 
she did not have enough time to study, she was successful 
in completing her SSCs. Josna did not want to stop there and 
was determined to complete her HSC. However, her job with 
JSK ended, leaving her without the cash flow she needed to 
continue. She started growing some vegetables and raising 
poultry, but again was not making enough.

Then Josna started with PROTIC, which gave her the 
opportunity to expand her agricultural practices enough 
to make a profit. Through what she learned from trainings 
and apps on her smart phone, she was able to produce 
more maize, rice, and potatoes by spacing seeds in line and 
learning how to irrigate. She learned how to recognize plant 
diseases and knew which medicines to use as treatment. She 
also knew how much they cost because she could check their 
market value on her phone, preventing storekeepers from 
overcharging her. She raised poultry, grew vegetables using 
organic fertilizer, and cultivated seasonal fruit and was able 
to feed her family, relatives and neighbors before finally 
selling the rest. Through her vaccination training, she was 
able to identify diseases in farm animals and administer shots 
herself. She vaccinated her community’s livestock, making 
Tk2,000-3,000 per year. She was unafraid of injecting cows, a 
feat that the other vaccination trainees were too afraid to do. 
Through these various sources of income, Josna was able to 
save Tk800 per month.

Josna plans on continuing her agricultural activities while 
starting her education again. She plans on completing her 
HSC, but she is determined that her daughter will complete 
her undergraduate study. Josna knows that no one can take 
away her daughter’s knowledge once she has it, and she 
refuses to consider her marriage until her degree is done. At 
15 years old, Josna’s daughter is well on her way to completing 
her HSC exams. Josna will be there for her through her 
journey, no doubt.

We learned from Josna that smartphone technology and 
training in agriculture opens up multiple avenues of income 
that are sustainable. Jobs come and go, but the skills required 
to farm are valuable and stand the test of time. She will be 
able to count on her agricultural activities as a source of 
income and her smart phone for up to date information. More 
importantly, Josna taught us that education, both formal 
schooling and informal learning, is crucial to empowerment 
and financial independence. At one point Josna could not 
eat, but with everything that she has learned through school, 
work, and PROTIC, she is less likely to fall into that situation 
again and much more likely to flourish. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.
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THE WOMEN’S RIGHTS ACTIVIST
GENDER ROLES CAN FLIP ENTIRELY AT HOME IF YOU EDUCATE AND 
EMPOWER A WOMAN

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

Munni’s life had been a long cycle of abuse. Her father 
mistreated her and did not pay for family expenses, such 
as education, food, and housing. Her mother worked and 
supported the whole family instead. Munni’s mother was 
not able to pay for her higher education however and had 
to get her married early. Unfortunately Munni was unable to 
break out of the cycle and continued to be abused by her in-
laws, unsupported by her husband. She was not allowed to 
continue her education because her in-laws thought she was 
“too pretty” and would run off with another man. She was 
confined to her home most of the time, taking care of her two 
daughters and doing chores.

When Cyclone Aila hit in 2009, dynamics in the household 
changed. First of all, Munni and her family had to start living 
on the street because their house was destroyed. Munni had 
to find fresh drinking water every day, and on one of her trips 
a journalist asked her to share what was happening on the 
ground in the aftermath of the storm. Munni told him that her 
community needed food, medicine, and water - the basics for 
survival. She was not afraid to speak up. 

Her husband’s aunt, a local government official, saw her 
confidence and encouraged her to join Shushilon as a leader in 
2011. She saw that Munni had the power to raise the problems 
of her community to those who needed to hear. At Shushilon, 
Munni delved into trainings, taking one on the issue of child 
marriage. She was so inspired that she decided to start her 
own weekly meetings with women and girls on the issue in 
her home, which had been rebuilt by that point. 

In 2014, she continued her work for women by 
distributing free sanitary pads in her community through 
the NGO Friendship. After the project ended, she took on 
the responsibility of continuing distribution, with a slightly 
different model. Her husband would buy pads from the 
market and she would sell them at the same price, making 
no profit but making pads more accessible to women in her 
community. They were much more comfortable coming to 
her than purchasing them in the bazaar, often too shy to do so. 
When Munni saw that this was an issue, she started another 
weekly training out of her own home for young women on 
how and why they should use sanitary pads. That same year, 
Munni joined the Police Union Committee as the female vice 
president, using her position to stop eve-teasing and child 
marriage, protecting women and girls in her community. She 
was directly involved in stopping the marriage of Mahua, 
another animator.

When she joined PROTIC in 2016, she was able to focus 
on herself and improve her agricultural practices. She used 
to grow vegetables and had 19 goats at one point before Aila 
but these were all difficult endeavours after the cyclone 
because of high salinity and unknown diseases that caused 
her livestock to die all at once. However, her smartphone 
apps gave her the knowledge and tools to start agricultural 
work again with greater confidence. Munni learned how 
to use organic fertilizers and pesticides, treat her livestock 
when they were sick, and till the soil of her pond to eliminate 
toxic gas build up. She started farming shrimp as well. Her 
husband took care of farming the fish and shrimp, but she 
guided him and made all the decisions regarding the ponds. 
He never used to take her advice before, but it was clear 

MUNNI

 Munni was able to do 
more for others when she had 
financial strength 
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she knew more because she was making money. From the 
vegetables, fish, and shrimp she would sell, she was able to 
save Tk600 per month. She was unable to save at all before 
PROTIC. She was also able to take out loans to build a new 
house, fund her children’s education, and help her daughter 
get a teaching job in a school. She was economically 
empowered.

Munni was able to do more for others when she had 
financial strength. She would go to meetings on a daily basis 
to teach others what she learned through PROTIC, arbitrate 
for crimes in the community, and bring forward community 
problems to government meetings. Because she genuinely 
went out of her way to help others, her community wanted her 
to run for an elected position, which Munni was considering. 
While she went out to attend her many engagements, her 

husband would stay at home to do household chores, and 
happily so. Whatever Munni was doing to support the family 
was working for him. Their roles had reversed.

From Munni, we learned that gender roles can flip entirely 
in the home if you educate and empower a woman. Munni 
became head of her household, making wise financial 
decisions for the family. We also learned that having a female 
mentor, her husband’s aunt in this case, is important in the 
empowerment process. She believed in Munni’s abilities and 
encouraged her to speak up for her community. Her aunt’s 
support, in combination with her various trainings and smart 
phone technology, enabled Munni to do more for her family 
and community, especially women. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

Munni smiling outside her house COURTESY
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SALEHA

 COURTESY

THE GIVER
BY LEARNING HOW TO MAKE AN INCOME AND ESTABLISHING HERSELF, 
SALEHA WAS ABLE TO EMPOWER OTHERS
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n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

When Saleha first got married, she was dependent not only on 
her husband but also her husband’s maternal uncle. They had 
to live in his house and lease his land to grow crops, giving 
him one third of everything they produced. After four years 
of living this way, Saleha wanted to improve her situation and 
did everything in her power to do so.

With the NGO JSK, she started her first salaried job. She 
simultaneously started doing tailoring work, taking orders for 
clothes from her neighbors. Between these two endeavours 
as well as her husband’s savings, she was able to buy a plot of 
land so she could start growing rice and maize of her own. She 
slowly built herself up, buying a goat, then a cow, and lastly 
poultry to increase her profits. As soon as she had enough 
savings, she bought more land so that she could expand 
her agricultural work. Three years after she started working 
outside the home, she owned 2.5 bigha of land. 

When Saleha joined PROTIC in 2016, she learned how to 
properly space her maize. In combination with using disaster 
resilient seeds, she was able to double her production. She 
started growing vegetables in shady and sandy areas, places 
that she thought were unusable. She also learned that planting 
banana trees by the riverbank would prevent her land from 
being washed away by erosion, in addition to bananas being 
a marketable fruit. Together with her profits, her husband’s 
savings, earnings from selling their cow and three goats, and 
a couple of loans, she was able to buy another plot of land for 
her house in 2017. She had finally achieved what she set out 
to do.

However, it was not in Saleha’s nature to stop at helping 
herself only. She had a strong drive to help others who were 
struggling because she understood struggle herself. She 
gave back to her community by putting in her time, effort, 
energy, resources, and connections to help others. When she 
saw her neighbour losing land through river bank erosion, 
Saleha gave some of her banana trees explaining from her 
experience why planting the trees would help. Her neighbour 
listened to her advice and benefitted from the protected 
river bank. Saleha was also the go-to person for medicines, 
carrying paracetamol, iron tablets, family planning medicine, 
and more on her. When she got to know about an incoming 
storm through a PROTIC sms, she warned her neighbours to 
bring in their pumpkins and vegetables so that they would 
not get ruined. She also took the elderly, pregnant women, 
and widows to the Union Parishad office so that she could 
get them enrolled in government services that would provide 
them stipends. These are among countless other examples of 
how she was in service to others. 

That is why it was no surprise that when a case of domestic 
violence broke out in the community, neighbors ran to her 
house to ask her to mediate the conflict. Saleha ran as soon 
as soon as she could to stop the couple Anarul and Bilkis, 

who were fighting over money. Anarul wanted to spend his 
earnings however he pleased, while Bilkis, his wife, wanted 
to invest his earnings by buying a cow or leasing land. Saleha 
spoke to Anarul first to try to make him understand that his 
wife wanted to spend the money in ways that would earn him 
more money. When he would not bend, she threatened him 
with a domestic violence case, as Bilkis was bleeding from 
one of his blows. Saleha brought Bilkis back to her house 
and took care of her. Later that day, Anarul came to Saleha’s 
house to repent and ask for Bilkis’s forgiveness, which she 
accepted. The couple no longer broke out in violence during 
an argument, as Anarul knew where to draw the line. This 
is one of Saleha’s many ways that she was able to help her 
community.

We learned from Saleha that having knowledge, respect, 
and connections is empowering. By knowing how to make an 
income and establishing herself, Saleha was able to empower 
others, including her neighbour Bilkis. That empowerment 
came from having enough money, earned through informed 
actions that can be guided by technology.n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

 It was not in Saleha’s 
nature to stop at helping 
herself only 
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THE GOAT FARMER
THE COMMUNITY THOUGHT THAT VACCINATIONS CAUSED DEATH 
BECAUSE THEY ALWAYS ADMINISTERED THEM AFTER THE ANIMALS WERE 
ALREADY SICK

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

When Archana started with only one goat in 2013, no one 
could  have imagined where she would be only a few years 
later. Her goats had given birth to five kids, three of which 
died. On the years that followed, few would survive each year, 
adding to her losses. Through PROTIC, Archana learned how 
to take care of her goats through trainings on vaccination, 
the various apps she had on her smartphone, and the call 
center. She started feeding them properly and knew how 
to treat them when they got sick. Her goats stopped dying 
from a disease, reaching near one hundred percent survival. 

By 2017, she had 36 goats. She now earns 
Tk15,000 per year from them, easily her largest 
source of income. She even sold 17 goats one 
year to travel to India and buy gold as well as a 
fridge. Her training from PROTIC enabled her 
to succeed. 

Now that Archana is doing well with her 
goats, the community sees her success and 
believes in her. They come to her proactively 
for vaccinations, a practice that was 
nonexistent in her community before. The 
community thought that vaccinations caused 
death because they always administered them 
after the animals were sick. At that point, it 
was too late and no vaccination could help, 
so the animals would die. However from 
Archana they learned that vaccinations were 
a preventative measure, given every six 
months to protect them from disease rather 
than be used as a treatment once they were 
sick. Archana used to go to people’s homes 
to convince them to vaccinate when she was 
first trained by PROTIC and was often turned 
away or met with resistance, but now her 
neighbours ask her for the next vaccination in 
anticipation. They come to her, not the other 
way around.

Archana is now the go-to person for 
anything related to goats. She stores vaccines 
in the fridge, keeping extra for anyone who 
may need them. She also keeps medicines 
for the animals and takes good care of the 
notes she took during each training and 
phone call with the call centre, using it as a 

reference when required. She has acquired all the necessary 
knowledge and skills.

From Archana, we learned that empowering one woman 
can empower the rest of the community. Archana’s expertise 
on goat care was transformational because now she can 
sustain herself through this practice. She is no longer  reliant 
on her husband to take care of her, she has gained the trust 
and respect of her community. She is grounded in knowledge, 
which she would not have had without the PROTIC training 
and her access to smartphone. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

ARCHANA

 COURTESY
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MAHUA

THE BUDDING ENTREPRENEUR
HAVING A WOMAN MENTOR COULD BE A KEY TO EMPOWERMENT

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda

Only  21 years old, Mahua is a budding entrepreneur. She 
uses her smartphone to not only learn agricultural practices 
but to also runs a Bkash and phone recharge business. In the 
comfort of her own home, she completes money transfers 
for her neighbours and tops up their phones for a small fee. 
Normally they would have to travel to the bazaar to have the 
same service, but Mahua is accessible, friendly, and helpful, a 
familiar face that community members trust. 

In an alternative path, Mahua could have been a child 

bride at twelve years of age. Mahua’s mother was poor and 
vulnerable after her husband died, leaving behind a one year 
old Mahua. Her mother  was ill, had no land, and struggled to 
take care of Mahua. She wanted to get her married off when 
Mahua was only a student in class 6. Munni, their neighbor 
(and another animator), convinced her not to get Mahua 
married and suggested that she open a store so that she would 
have an income to support Mahua. In the meantime, Munni 
supported them by giving them vegetables and fish to cover 
their basic need to eat. Thankfully Mahua’s mother listened 
to Munni and did not get her daughter married. She did open 
a shop and earned enough to keep Mahua’s early marriage 
at bay. In that circumstance, Mahua would most likely have 
been confined to her husband’s home, unable to continue her 
education with one or two children as a teenager. She would 
become a housewife with little opportunity for growth or 
agency in her own life.

In the current path that Mahua is on, she will be set to 
graduate from university in two years, a feat that many women 
in her community have not done. She plans to pursue her 
master’s from Khulna University afterwards, continuing her 
bKash business and another job that she found on bdjobs.com.

Mahua also wants to continue helping her community with 
her knowledge and connections. She shares everything that she 
learns with her community, including the SMSs she receives 
from PROTIC, and she encourages community members to 
attend agricultural trainings by the Upazila Parishad. She also 
proactively seeks solutions to various problems by posting 
pictures of her neighbour’s ailing plants and asking for advice 
from the local agricultural officers. Mahua goes out of her way 
to help because she genuinely cares.

Several factors were interventions in Mahua’s life, bringing 
her to where she is now. Firstly, Munni stopped her marriage 
and took Mahua’s responsibility. Munni  took Mahua  to 
different NGO trainings and meetings and helped her become 
a leader of a youth group. The second intervention was the 
PROTIC project training and smartphone technology that 
Mahua received. With her phone, she was able to do farming, 
bKash, and help her community. Mahua’s own drive has been 
an  important factor to her success as well. She was self-
motivated in finding something to do to support her family.

We learned from Mahua that having a woman as a mentor, 
such as Munni, is key to empowerment. We also learned from 
her that young people, when given the right opportunity, 
tools, and guidance, can be strong leaders and agents for 
change. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.Mahua at her home COURTESY
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THE COMMUNITY POND BUILDER
PROTIC’S TRAINING AND SMARTPHONE GAVE HER THE KNOWLEDGE AND 
CONFIDENCE FOR SUCCESS

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

Roni is a woman who never gives up. When she saw that 
her community was suffering due to a lack of fresh drinking 
water, she took the initiative to build an accessible freshwater 
pond. She submitted her proposal to the Upazilla Parishad 
in 2013, but no government officer took her seriously. She 
lacked the social connections needed to push for the project. 
Being a member of the NGO Practical Action and a leader of 
Shushilon were not enough.

Over the course of the next four years, Roni persisted. 
She started with PROTIC in 2016 and attended multiple 
trainings and workshops with the local government, giving 
her the opportunity to forge connections with officials. At the 
same time, she used the knowledge she gained through her 
smartphone to start multiple agricultural practices, including 
raising poultry, cows, goats, fish, and shrimp to cultivating 
vegetables and selling plants from a nursery. She learned 
how to make her own organic pesticides and fertilizers too. 
Through her economic empowerment, she gained decision-
making power first in her home. She started to earn more 

than her husband and gained a say in how the household was 
run. He respected her advice and opinions because he was 

now reliant on her knowledge and 
expertise.

Roni started holding monthly 
meetings in her home to provide 
a platform for non-animator 
women in her community to come 
together and troubleshoot their 
agricultural issues with each other. 
She would share everything that 
she learned through her PROTIC 
trainings, SMSs, and calls to the 
call center. She listened to their 
concerns, gaining their trust and 
respect. As her connections to local 
government strengthened through 
further PROTIC trainings, she was 
able to bring forward these issues 
to officials.

Slowly but surely, she gained 
decision-making power and 
influence not only in her home, 
but in her community and local 
government as well. The chairman 
and other government officials 
called her to attend several 
development meetings because 

they saw that she knew her community and their issues 
well. When Roni brought forward her proposal to build the 
freshwater pond again, the Upazila Chairman was much more 
willing to help and endorsed the project. With Shushilon as 
the implementing partner, the pond was finally built in 2017. 
Now local community members use the pond as a source of 
fresh drinking water, no longer having to travel long distances 
to meet their needs.

Through Roni, we learned that persistence, connections, 
and economic strength in combination are key to 
implementing a large scale project. PROTIC’s training 
and smartphone gave her the knowledge and confidence 
to improve her agricultural practices and the connections 
she needed to help her community in a meaningful and 
impactful way. Roni went above and beyond the average 
woman that received a smartphone, helping not only 
herself but her community. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

RONI

Roni showing of her gourd plant COURTESY
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MONOWARA

THE SINGLE MOTHER
WOMEN CAN SUPPORT THEIR FAMILIES WITHOUT A HUSBAND IF THEY 
ARE GIVEN THE RIGHT TRAINING AND KNOWLEDGE

n	Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda 

After eight years of marriage, Monowara’s husband married 
another woman without her knowledge. Her husband lived 
in Dhaka, working in a garment factory while she stayed at 
home in Dimla taking care of their two sons. When she found 
out about the initial affair, she tried to make him stop, but 
he only treated her poorly in response. One year later, her 
nephew went to visit her husband in Dhaka and saw that 
he was living with this woman, already married. Monowara 
immediately went to see the chairman of her community 

to request a divorce. With the divorce final, her husband 
stopped funding her children’s education. Monowara had to 
move back to her father’s house and depend on her brother to 
support her two sons’ education and living expenses. 

Monowara realized that her future was insecure and 

had to find a way to become financially independent. She 
started with PROTIC shortly after moving back to her father’s 
home. With the help of her smartphone, she was able to 
advise her father and brother on cultivation techniques. As 
her confidence grew, she started growing vegetables for the 
family herself. She branched out to raise poultry seasonally, 
then goats, cows, and finally turkeys in 2019. Through 
PROTIC, she learned how to vaccinate livestock during a 
six-day training with the local Animal Health Officer. Now 
she administers vaccinations to her community’s livestock, 
making Tk200 every six months.

Through her diverse income sources, Monowara 
became financially secure. She paid for her sons’ 
education and even started her own education 
again, paying Tk300 per month in tuition. Now 
she saves Tk300 per month after supporting her 
brother’s family in household expenses. 

Furthermore, Monowara is able to support 
her community beyond her family. She is the go-
to person for cows, selling more nutritious feed 
than the traditional grass at no profit. She learned 
through a PROTIC training what to feed milk cows 
to make them healthy and produce more milk. 
Monowara also helps her neighbors proactively. 
When her neighbor’s ducklings were dying, 
she went to him and suggested feeding them 
vitamins and saline, giving him the medicine as 
well. 15 out of the original 50 survived – none 
would have if she did not intervene. Monowara 
cares about others and wants them to do well.

In the future, Monowara wants to complete 
her SSCs and get a well paying job while 
continuing her agricultural work. Her elder son 
wants to become a doctor while the younger one 
aspires to be a police officer. She does not want to 
get married again.

We learned from Monowara that women 
can support their families without a husband if 
they are given the right training and knowledge. 
With PROTIC’s intervention, Monowara was not 
only able to help herself but support her family 

and community. She was not dependent on her father and 
brother helplessly after her divorce but an active contributing 
member of her family. n

Tania Ahmed and Mity Mahmuda are research officers at ICCCAD.

Monowara standing among the rice fields near her home COURTESY




