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Abstract

Khan Foundation (KF) is a non-government organization implementing a 4 years program
entitled Aparajita-Political empowerment of women supported by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC) aimed at building the confidence, knowledge and
capacity of local government women representatives. It also develops network of Elected
Women Representatives (EWRs) to fulfilling their obligations to their electorate. The Forums
contributes to make local government and local service provision more responsive especially
to needs of women. The Project’s goal is to enable rural and urban poor (especially women)
in Bangladesh to get information and enhanced, responsive and prompt local services which
in turn will be expected to have significant impact on poverty. KF is working in 152 Unions,
11 Municipalities of 14 Upazilas of 10 districts (Cox’s bazar, Chittagong, Comilla, Chandpur,
Brahmanbaria, Manikgonj, Naogaon, Natore, Kushtia and Meherpur). The project plans on
reaching 7,54,894 people of which 4,52,244 female and 3,02,650 male. KF conducted
Research on “Status of women elected representatives in Local government Institutes
(LGIs): A study of rural Bangladesh” under research head “Gender Issue in Local
Government Reform Influenced” for the APARAJITA Project.

The research tried to find the followings:
1. Women's political empowerment through participation in the local body, particularly
through the prevailing quota mechanism of reserved seats.
2. Idea about overall women empowerment situation reviewing the political empowerment
of elected women representatives at grassroots level.
3. The extent environment of women empowerment whether it has created at rural context.
4. The public perception on women’s involvement with political parties and election
procedures.
5. The constraints of establishing women political empowerment in views of civil society.
Women empowerment or participation in governing process through gender sensitive
particular policies are prerequisite for achieving meaningful development in any developing
country such as Bangladesh. This particular issue has been recognized as such in the context
of policy reforms in both governmental and local government domain. This report presents an
analysis of the situation with respect to gender, power and politics at the local level in
Bangladesh, after local governance reforms introduced a new political quota for women
within the directly elected Union Parishad, Upazila (sub-district) Parishad or Council,
Pouroshava. The report aims to provide an analytical overview that will equip stakeholders in
the Aparajita Project with a power-based analysis of the key gender issues which affect
progress towards gender equity in representation, decision-making and resource allocation at
that level. It also identifies some opportunities to address existing power relations to advance
wider goals of gender equity. The limitations of the evidence base available for this study
mean that it should be read as illustrative but by no means as exhaustive of the issues that are
likely to shape women’s political empowerment at the local government institutions (LGIs).

The background to the study was the need to increase understanding about gender issues
within local government institutions, by exploring how existing gender relations are likely to
shape and be shaped by power and politics at the local level, specifically in the context of the
new gender quota through directly elected seats reserved for women at the LGIs. The focus is
on the operation of formal and informal politics and power relations at the local level, and
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specifically on how women members, councilors and Upazila vice-chairs are situated. The
study was motivated by a key research questions about how gender issue in local government
reform influenced.

The drive towards gender quotas in political systems across the world highlights their
significance in light of the MDG 3 on promoting gender equality and women’s
empowerment. Yet the global literature on gender quotas has raised questions about the
nature of the representation they in fact offer for women, and in particular with respect to
whether they deliver a meaningfully substantive form of representation of women’s concerns.
This has included attention to who these women are, and which constituencies they represent.
In Bangladesh, such debates have taken into account the experience with indirectly elected
reserved seats for women in national politics, which has not delivered substantive
representation for women, and may have deepened dependence on patronage politics without
notably contributing to more gender equitable party agendas. Almost same as, the experience
with directly elected reserved seats for women at the Union Parishad level also increasing the
numbers and suggesting to take part in the general seats that women will gain in autonomy
and political empowerment at that level. An important explanatory factor here may be close
engagement with Aparajita, found to be widespread among local elected women
representatives.

However, there are serious gaps in gender balancing both in terms of governance policy and
reform agenda. LGls are the most popular democratic institution at the grassroots levels.
Therefore, the state of women’s participation at this level is vital and deserves special
attention to empower them as participation and empowerment are closely related. Otherwise,
sustainable as well as participatory development would not ensure. In this paper, we are
going to explore the real scenario in gender perspective development in the local government
arena. At the same time in this paper we will be suggested some remedial measures to inspire
this situation as well as overcome.

Key words: UP (Union Parishad), UZP (Upazila Parishad), Pou (Pouroshova) Women,
Empowerment, Gender, Livelihood, Human Rights, Rural Society.



Introduction

What is development and who are participating in this process? It is question of a country’s
strength and self-respect as well as sustainability. The overall development of a country
depends upon the maximum deployment of her people, both men and women. In Bangladesh,
women consist of nearly half of the total population it proved from 2011 consensus primary
report by BIDS. However, the status of women is much lower than that of men in every scope
of life. Women are identified with domestic life while politic is viewed as a male-dominated
public action that is typically male in nature. With the progression of time, the facts have now
been recognized that without ensuring women development, the national development cannot
be achieved and or not sustainable. Women’s equal participation in political life plays a
pivotal role in the general process of the advancement of women. It is not only a demand for
simple justice or democracy but can also be seen as a necessary condition for women’s
interests to be taken into account. Without the active participation of women and the
incorporation of women’s standpoint at all levels of decision-making, the goals of equality,
development and peace cannot be achieved. (FWCW, 1995)

Systematic integration of women enhances the democratic basis, the efficiency, and the
quality of the activities of local government. If local government is to meet the needs of both
women and men, it must build on the experiences of both women and men, through an equal
representation at all levels and in all fields of decision-making, covering the wide range of
responsibilities of local governments. Women’s role in decision-making is one of the most
important questions for consideration in the movement for their empowerment. Keeping in
mind, the importance of women’s participation in decision-making, like the other government
in the world, the government of Bangladesh has initiated efforts to widen the scope of women
for participation in the development process.

Gender and local government institutions in Bangladesh

Women in the Union Parishad, 1997-

While the gender, power and politics scenario at the local level is similarly shaped by
patronage politics, patriarchy and women’s dependence, an emerging consensus is that the
experience with gender quotas at the local level has been somewhat more promising in
numbers with respect to strengthening women’s political empowerment than at the national
level. The Local Government (Union Parishad) Second Amendment Act 1997 of Bangladesh
is a milestone towards ensuring women’s equal access and increased participation in political
power structures. Since then women Union Parishad members have been directly elected on
the basis of men’s and women’s votes from constituencies representing three wards; the other
nine members of the Union Parishad council (mostly men though women can stand) are
elected from the nine single wards; the chairman (mostly men though women can stand) is
elected from all nine wards.

The reintroduction of the Upazila Parishad in 2009

With the reestablishment of the Upazila Parishads (UZP) and elections to the 481 among 482
Parishads in 2009, Bangladesh took a crucial step forward in its democratic development.
After a break of 20 years, powers have again been vested in democratically elected
institutions at the level of government which manages the bulk of development services
needed to achieve the MDGs and meet the wider development challenges. The Reinstating
Act of 2009 reenacted an updated Upazila Parishad Act, assigning clear roles, functions and
powers to elected Parishads or councils in 13 main areas. Through the Act, the UZPs have
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been empowered to play a major role in the management of the Upazila health complexes and
public health engineering, social services and family welfare, women and youth development,
primary and mass education, agricultural extension, infrastructure development, livestock
protection, fishery and disaster management. The representational arrangement of the
Parishads as laid out with the Act in theory has the potential to provide for more inclusive
local democracy.

The traditional bias of indirect representation at higher tiers towards women (the one
representative from each Parishad at local level more often than not being a man from a
dominant group) has been alleviated by the representation of 30 percent women in the
Upazila Parishads and one of two vice-chair positions being reserved for a woman. Women
UP members will also be represented on the council, once elected. While there is no perfect
system, the mix of indirectly elected members each representing a Union and directly elected
chair and vice-chairs each representing the entire Upazila has the potential to provide the
basis for both strong citizen-Parishad relations while ensuring capacity to address
development changes across the entire Upazila (reducing the tendency across South Asia for
Parishadors at the second tier to merely split available funding for use in their own
constituencies) (Upazila Parishad Support Programme. UZPSP, Draft Programme Document,
June 18th 2010). Upazila Parishads could mark a major step forward bringing sound
democratic processes to the arguably most important level of government for most poor
women and men in the country. The Upazila, as an administrative unit and spatial location,
occupies a strategic political and administrative position in Bangladesh and is equally
important from a service delivery perspective as most public service providers have physical
presence at the Upazila level. Indeed, most government departments stop at the Upazila level
in terms of their delivery and reach. The only missing link at the Upazila level remains the
representative structure and character that can integrate the disjointed and numerous social,
political, and administrative functions within a single body. The Upazila Parishad Ordinance
2008, and later the Upazila Parishad Act 2009 are designed to fill this long-existing gap
(ibid). The challenges for women UZP vice-chairs are considerable, not least because other
women members from the UP and pourashava are just elected. As Ahmed et al correctly
point out, ‘a single woman vice chair playing a proactive role in a meeting of more than 30
men’ is not to be expected (2011: 51). Ahmed et al note further that the overall situation is
one of ignorance of the role of women in the UZP, including among NGOs and civil society,
the pourashava and even among the women UZP representatives themselves (2010: 51).

Women’s participation in urban local government

Before the Gazette notification (the Pourashava Ordinance 1977, Ordinance No.XXVI of
1977 which was amended on 1998, July and Gazette Additional copy 22/3/1999) for
municipalities and city corporations respectively, female ward commissioners were appointed
by selection. For the first time Dhaka City Corporation elected 19 female ward
commissioners (elected by male commissioners) for reserve seats in 1994. With a view to
promote women’s participation in urban local government, the Pourashava Ordinance and
City Corporation Ordinance have been introduced which are mandatory for every Pourashava
and City Corporation. These ordinances stipulate that whatever the number of ward
commissioner, depending on the area of the Pourashava and City Corporation; there should
be reserved seats, exclusively for women equivalent to one third of the number of
commissioners fixed by the government. The women ward commissioner will be elected
directly.



Operational definition of women:

A “woman” is a mature female human being, as analogized to men, a grownup male, and a
teenager, a female child. The term woman used to entitle biological sex differences, ethnic
gender role divisions, or both (Wikimedia, 2005:1). Women constitute about half of the total
population of the country proved by 2011 primary data source of BIBS. Separately from the
domestic accomplishments, they are contributing significantly to the domestic economy.
Bangladesh is one of the first developing countries to establish a Ministry of Women’s
Affairs in 1978, three years after the First World Conference on Women in Mexico. In spite
of these attainments, the popular of women in Bangladesh have yet to be empowered to join
actively in the social, cultural, economic, and political life of the country. Gender
discrimination is common in all domains and at all levels nevertheless, the Constitution of
Bangladesh [Article 27, 28(1), 28(2), 28(3), and 65(3)] guarantees equal rights to all citizens
clearly incorporated provisions for equal status of women. The strategies and programs of the
Government, NGOs, and other institutions do not satisfactorily discourse the requirement for
women’s empowerment (ADB, 2001:1).

Why and how to Participation:

Participation is a development approach, which recognizes the need to involve disadvantaged

segments of the population in the design and implementation of policies concerning their

wellbeing. The strengthening of women’s participation in all provinces of life has become a

major issue in the development discourse. Socio-economic development cannot be fully

achieved without the active participation of women at the decision making level in society.

Various scholars define ‘Participation’ in various ways. Norman Up Hoff (quoted in

Khan1993:111) identified four main kinds of participation, which are distinct but interrelated.

They are as follows:

“a. Participation in decision making in identifying problems, formulating alternative
planning activities, allocating resources etc;

b.  Participation in implementation in carrying out activities, managing, and operating
programs;

c.  Participation in economic, social, political or other benefits individually or collectively;
and

d.  Participation in evaluation of the activity and its outcomes for feedback purposes.”

According to Mishra (1984:88), “participation means collective and continuous efforts by the
people themselves in setting goals, pooling resources together and taking actions which aim
at improving their living conditions,” S. Rahman (1991:3) has stated that all forms of actions
through which citizens take part in the operation of management may be termed as
‘participation’. According to Human Development Report, “participation means that people
are closely involved in the economic, social, cultural, and political process that affects their
lives”(1993:1). The ‘Participation’ has two sides like a coin a narrow and wider meaning. In a
contracted sense, participation means some specific action by which the citizen participates
for a limited purpose. In addition, in a wider sense participation refers to the role of members
of the public as distinguished from that of appointed officials, including civil servants, in
influencing the activities of government or in providing directly for community needs
(Rahman, 1991:14-15).

Women Empowerment: Why and how to ensure it?

Political participation in Bangladesh also requires massive financial involvement. In addition,
because of this ‘money politics’ women are discouraged to make them involve in politics.
Many women who decide to participate in elections are forced by prevailing political culture
to spend huge amount of money. Women in Bangladesh are mainly economically dependent
on their male family members. If they participate in elections with the financial help of those
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males, they have to return the favor by giving ‘preferential or special treatment’ (even in spite
of that special treatment is wrong) if they win in that election. In Bangladesh, the existing
patriarchal system reinforces women’s dependency on men and men have strong reservations
regarding women in leadership and management positions. Patriarchal values and institutions
here do not demonstrate positive and supportive views about women leadership. Though
Bangladesh has two women leaders in two dominant positions in the politics of the country,
they are actually the ‘toy of man’, any male influences all of their decisions and they seldom
take any decision according to their wish. Conventionally, in a patriarchal society like ours,
women are always identified with domestic life while politics is viewed as a male-dominated
public activity. Even after the completion of the UN declared Women’s Decade (1976-85),
politics in Bangladesh remains male-dominated with respect to number, position in the party
hierarchy, presence, and effectiveness in the national legislature and other political structures
or whatever other criteria are set for measuring the extent of participation in this particular
activity. Presence of women in the national parliament does not really reflect the level of
political consciousness of the women of the country. The condition of women’s participation
in local level politics is sometimes more acute than national politics. Women’s involvement
in the political process at the local level is needed to make them familiar with the problems of
the local community in general and women’s needs and issues in particular. The activities of
the local level women politicians, their constant contact, and interaction with the women of
the local community go a long way in raising the political consciousness of women around
them.

Local level government plays an influential role in grass-root level development through
responding on local needs. Local government means an intra-sovereign governmental unit
within the sovereign state dealing mainly with local affairs, administered by local authorities
and subordinate to the state government (Jahan, 1997:92). According to the Article 59(1) of
the Constitution of Bangladesh, “Local Government in every administrative unit of the
Republic shall be entrusted to bodies, composed of persons elected in accordance with law.
Union Parishad is the lowest layer of local government was made subservient to the upazila
Parishad (Banglapedia). According to LG (UP) Ordinance, 1983,“union” means ‘a rural area’
declared to be a union under Section 3 (Declaration of union and alteration of limits thereof)
[GOB, 1990:2-3)]. It is entrusted with forty functions. The main functions include public
welfare, maintenance of law and order, revenue collection, development and adjudication. Its
source of income includes grants, taxes, rates, fees etc. According to the Local Government
(Union Parishad) Ordinance of 1983, Union Parishad consists of a chair, nine members, and
three women members. Candidates for open seats can be male or female but because of being
highly patriarchal society, those who are elected from the open seats are mainly male. The
UP structure in Bangladesh includes a system designed to guarantee some degree of female
representation by including additional three seats as reserved for female candidates.
Participation of women in local government bodies is a crucial factor for women’s
development, particularly at grassroots level.

As Union Parishad is considered as an important area for empowering, mobilizing and
transforming local people for their development so from that aspect the Local Government
(Union Parishad) Second Amendment Act 1997 of Bangladesh can be seen as a milestone
towards ensuring women’s equal access and increased participation in political power
structures. This amendment provided direct elections to reserved seats for women in local
level elections. As a strategy of affirmative action for providing the structural framework for
women’s participation in political decision-making and provided an opportunity to bring
women to the center of local development and develop new grass-roots level leadership. But
the number of women in elective positions of chairperson and members in the Union Parishad
was horribly low and practically infinitesimal even after three seats are reserved for women
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candidates as women elected from reserved seats are feeling lack of institutional support and
they are often not be able to include themselves in mainstream activities and even their
responsibilities are sometimes not clarified clearly. Even those who are elected as chair or
general member are often neglected in times of decision-making only because of being
woman.

Empowerment is a process, though the result of the process may also be termed
empowerment. However, more specifically, the outcome of empowerment should manifest
itself as a redistribution of power between individuals, genders, groups, classes, castes, races,
ethnic groups, or nations. Empowerment means the transformation of structures of
subordination, through radical changes in law, property rights, control over women’s labor
and bodies, and the institutions that reinforce and perpetuate male domination (Batliwala,
1993:5). Empowerment of women is now a global issue. Although this term is usually used
for improving women’s condition, in real sense it may be applied to any disadvantaged group
of society for bringing them to the same level of advanced section. The Copenhagen
Declaration of the World Summit on Social Development (WSSD) called for the recognition
that empowering people, particularly women, to strengthen their own capacities is a main
objective of development, and that empowerment requires the full participation of people in
the formulation, implementation and evaluation of decisions determining the functioning and
well-being of societies. The Report of the UN Fourth World Conference on Women called its
Platform for Action ‘an agenda for women’s empowerment’ meaning that ‘the principle of
shared power and responsibility should be established between women and men at home, in

the workplace and in the wider national and international communities’ (Oxaal, and Baden,
1997:3).

Local Government

Local government is an organized social entity with a feeling of oneness. By definition, local
government means an intra-sovereign governmental unit within the sovereign state dealing
mainly with local affairs, administered by local authorities and subordinate to the state
government (Jahan, 1997:92). In political terms, it is concerned with the governance of a
specific local area, constituting a political sub-division of a nation, state or other major
political unit. In the performance of its functions, it acts as the agent of the state. In other
words, the local government is an integral part of the political mechanism for governance in a
country. Then, as body corporate with juristic person, it represents a legal concept (Muttalib
and Khan, 1983:2). According to the article 59(1) of the Constitution of the People’s
Republic of Bangladesh, “Local Government in every administrative unit of the Republic

shall be entrusted to bodies, composed of persons elected in accordance with law” (GOB,
1993:43).

Women are involved in Local Government of Bangladesh:

Women were first time elected to local bodies in 1973. The Union Parishad Election of 1997
is a milestone in the history of political empowerment of women in Bangladesh. The
Government of Bangladesh enacted a law for direct elections to reserve seats for women in
local level elections. In 1997 through an Act, the Government reserved three seats for women
in the union Parishad where women members are elected from each of the three respective
wards. Apart from the reserved seats, women can also contest for any of the general seats.
Previously, the process of selection of the women representatives was based on nominations
and/or indirect election. Around 12,828 women were elected as members in the 1997 local
level elections. A total of 20 and 110 women were elected as chairpersons and members,
respectively, for general seats. The Government has already issued different executive orders
to ensure women members’ participation in various decision-making committees.



The majority of women representatives regularly attended Parishad meetings, but only a few
of them participated in the deliberations and decisions. The female representatives usually
involved themselves with mass education, family planning, immunization, handicrafts, relief
activity, and Shalish (mediation in the village court). The women representatives have the
potentials to become change agents for rural women and various NGOs. A few government
institutions such as the National Institute of Local Government are training women on
various development-related issues, legal aid, and organizational structure of local bodies and
their roles and functions to enable them play their role effectively.

Evolution of Local Government in Bangladesh

It is usually assumed that local government was the basic form of government in the sub-
continent until 6th century B.C. Village self-government in the sub-continent is as old as the
villages themselves (Siddiqui, 1994:24). Therefore, Local Government of one sort or another
has a long history in the geographical area that now constitutes Bangladesh. This country was
a colony of the British for about two hundred years. Most of the local government bodies in
Bangladesh owe their origin to the British rule, which ultimately passed through the Pakistan
period to independent Bangladesh. The origin of Union Parishad can be traced back to the
Village Panchayets introduced in the 1870s by the British to maintain law and order in the
rural areas with the help of local people. More than one hundred and thirty years have passed
since the creation of the act and local government at union level over the years have changed
its name, area, functions and power from time to time. Still it is the only and oldest
democratic institutions in the history of Bengal. The introduction of local government in
British Bengal goes back to the passing of the Bengal Village Chowkidari Act of 1870, which
established Chowkidari Panchayet consisted of five persons all nominated by the District
Magistrate. Subsequently the Local Self-government Act, 1885 and the Village Self-
government Act, 1919 are some principal instruments that led to the development of the
present local government in Bangladesh. In the Pakistan period, the Act of 1959 introduced a
new local government system called the Basic Democracy System in the East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh). During the British and Pakistan period, the local government at the union level
not only had changed its name several times but also its functional jurisdiction and financial
powers were widened (Ahmed and Nabi, 2001:3). The constitution of independent
Bangladesh was adopted in late 1972, where in Article 59 provided for elected local
government institutions at all levels (Ali, 1986:2). The P.O. of 1973 changed the name of
Union Panchayet to Union Parishad without any significant changes in its character. Since
then the Union Parishad is acting as the lowest administrative unit of rural local government
in Bangladesh. Recently the Gram Sarkar Act of 2003 has introduced Gram Sarkar as an
associate unit of the Union Parishad instead of an independent local government body. It
would help to speed up the pace of development in the rural areas under the guidance of
Union Parishad (UNESCAP, 2003:6). There are at present two types of local government
institutions in Bangladesh: one for rural areas and the other for urban areas. The local
government in rural areas comprises four tiers, i.e., Gram Sarkar, Union Parishad, Upazilla
Parishad, and Zilla Parishad. On the other hand, local government in the urban areas consists
of Pourashavas and City Corporations.
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Survey Findings and Analysis of Gender and Political participation

Methodological approaches of the study

This study is based on both secondary and primary data. The secondary data is collected by
referring numerous documents such as research reports, periodicals, gazette notifications,
journal articles and so on in rural local government system. Furthermore, some rare
publications of the World Bank and different foreign universities were consulted for further
clarification of the issue. The survey was conducted under the authority of the Khan
Foundation, Dhaka Bangladesh. The survey was implemented by Research team of Khan
Foundation. Data were collected from 59 district with the help of Local office of Khan
Foundation (which covered 17 district of Bangladesh), Other local NGO (covered 42 district
of Bangladesh). Due to different LG system 3 hill tax districts were excluded from our
survey and for limited/no excess. It was not possible to collect data from 2 districts. Financial
support was provided by the APARAJITA project funded by Swiss Agency for Development
and Corporation SDC. The data collected from primary sources entirely based on interviews
of 3658 Elected Women Representatives (EWRs) and Elected Male Representatives (EMRS).
The Opinions of the respondents were obtained borough a structured questionnaires and there
processed and analyzed by using simple statistical tools in the light of the objectives of the
study.
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Findings of the survey (work in progress)
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Key Findings

Women’s marginalization is heavily drawn from their multilayered deprivation and discrimination by
the nation state, community as well as household that are strongly articulated by Robert Chamber’s
poverty theory. Moreover, gendered discourses, social norms, belief system and behavioral practices
in the context of socio-cultural aspects are also prevalent in the LGIs.

Women’s body and purity become a symbol of nationalism and elements of cultural politics. Women
are trapped into construction of the imagination of gentle middle class women and patriarchal
construct of public and private sphere.

Women’s political participation is an important pathway of empowerment. However, the concept of
public/private divide and historic exclusion of women limit their entrance into political process. In
addition to that, patriarchal nature of politics, socio-cultural mechanism of sex segregation, Pardah
(veil), improper system of Quota and unwillingness of political parties for enhancing the capacity of
female politicians are constraining factors. Although women’s number is increasing in the exercise of
voting rights, women local government members or parliament members and ministers cannot take
effective steps for the development of women.

State declares the equality of men and women in all spheres of life but has curtailed it through the
personal law and family laws. In fact, it is the home where discrimination starts, power relations and
roles are played out within the private, supposedly the domain of women. The nature of marriage and
divorce laws, inheritance law and the guardianship of children in terms of separation or death of one
parent is male biased.

It is also observed that even citizenship, as fundamental rights are discriminatory for women and men.
Man is the head of the household and family is considered a basic unit of the state where a child is
thereby exposed to the power politics of gender at a very early age and is socialized into the notion of
a male being the dominant figure or head.

Even with the Marriage and Divorce Registration Act 1974, Suppression of Violence against Women
and Children Act 2000 and the signing of CEDAW, women’s positions have not changed in a
substantial way. The justice procedure, nature and improper implementation of existing laws are also
not favorable to women. The masculine foundation of legal norms is a discriminatory experience for
women.

Due to the globalization and development, many women are coming out from the private spheres and
they have always to negotiate their spaces and roles in the private as well public realm. Women’s
contribution to development and GDP remains unrecognized in the national statistics.

It can be concluded that politics is the realm where women’s rights can be realized and transformed
into practices. The systematic exclusion of women, accelerated by religious explanation and cultural
norms, should be deconstructed in a gender sensitive approach by the nation state.

While even poor women citizens feel empowered to make claims and voice demands of their elected
representatives, and this is in itself an important matter, the main mode of citizen-representative
interaction among women remains that of claims for patronage. Not all EWRs are likely to operate
within the system of political patronage: we encountered evidence of efforts to mobilize women
around local gender equity concerns (notably, around girls’ toilets in schools). EWRs were frustrated
by their lack of resources, which hampered even basic official functions.

Despite the lack of official progress in setting out a funded programme of work for UZP women vice-
chairs (a common refrain was ‘we have no work’), there remained a powerful hidden assumption that
their mandate should come from the top. The idea that the mandate for local government action might
come from the constituency seemed unfamiliar to the UZP representatives or other actors in the
system. As expected, women UZP vice-chairs met had considerable experience of civil society
organizations, including development NGOs. Evidence suggests that NGO capacity building and
other activities with women UP members has contributed to the empowering effects increasingly
being seen among those political actors, and this clearly suggests an opportunity. Yet among UZP
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vice-chairs, it was not clear that civil society engagement was generally recognized as an important
opportunity for building a local mandate or programme of work, although Aparajita have a series of
activities/events for them. Along with most other groups at the local level, civil society actors are not
believed to have a good understanding of the UZP system.

Personal political connections clearly matter for how and whether women can be nominated, stand,
fund election campaigns, and operate within the local political environment. While connections to
party politics were important, these were because of political systemic factors (the need for finance
and faction support to win) and patriarchy (the reputational risks and challenges to personal security
that women specifically face in the political marketplace). Gendered risks operate here to ensure that
politically-connected women are likely to be at a considerable advantage compared to women without
such connections. The limited scope of the present inquiry meant it was unable to make any informed
judgements about how significant or systemic party affiliation was as a source of power within the
LGIs; as noted above, the relations of power are still being contested and the system has yet to ‘bed
down’. However, to the extent that party affiliation turns out to matter, ruling party affiliation is likely
to predominate, as is the case elsewhere in the system of governance.

Interactions between the elected local government actors — Union Parishad chairs and members, the
UZP vice-chair (men & women) and the Chair himself and MPs — contained some deep-seated
tensions, as there is competition over constituencies and resources at this level. Although the UP
members’ and MPs’ roles largely complemented each other in terms of jurisdictions and capabilities,
the appearance of this intermediate tier presents potential threats to those above (MPs) and those
below (UPs). The UZP actors tend to focus their attention on how to get and distribute resources,
apparently viewing themselves as large UP chairs or small MPs.

In terms of their empowerment within the UZP itself, UNOs and others confirmed the following main
issues:

Powers not (yet) formally delegated from the centre. Standing committees that remain unconstituted
out of lack of knowledge of the legal provision; resistance to oversight and accountability
mechanisms and overlapping responsibilities within the law.

Lack of authority over departmental activities, whose funds and programmes are delivered directly
from the centre, and over which the LGls have little formal power, even when fully operational

The effective absence of authority among EWRs to place items on the agenda or to convene official
meetings.

The main findings about relations with political and administrative actors are mainly generic obstacles
to do with implementing the legal provisions through the formal rules of business. These generic
issues have specifically gendered consequences, however, because of their direct contribution to
preventing accountability to women and other less powerful groups.

Yet women remain quite visibly marginalised from some of the main spaces of power at this level.
The physical space of the UZP illustrates this: women representatives’ offices are not likely to be
centrally located, and the facilities for women constituents and others visitors signal the marginal
nature of women’s roles and concerns. WWomen vice-chairs’ complaints about the control of the UZP
vehicle and computer by the (all-male) Chairs similarly reflect their exclusion from the resources of
the UZP. Their exclusion from key policy spaces is also plain. There are no strong interests in support
of enabling women UZP vice-chairs to constitute the standing committees and convene other groups it
is in their power to do; on the other hand, there are strong interlocking interests at several levels set
against their doing so, and against effective accountability measures in general. Those interests are
found within the administration, political party actors, among local government representatives
themselves, and in the relative indifference of many citizens towards action on accountability instead
of more tangible traditional politics (this may not hold in more affluent, educated areas with strong
local business interests).
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Recommendations

0

The poor and the disadvantaged, characterized by social, economic and political backwardness,
are traditionally and culturally neglected in planning and implementation of development
projects. Some structural changes can bring awareness and power among the marginalized
groups breaking the traditional patterns. However, desired outcomes may not come overnight.
In this context, project like ‘Aparajita’ working with the marginalized section in the rural and
urban areas need to be continued.

Technical skills regarding project design, pre-assessment of projects of LGIs need to be
increased. Effective measures should be taken to build capacity of the EWRs so that they can
undertake and carry out local development activities independently.

LGls should be conferred with meaningful autonomy. Interference from any quarter i.e. from
local MP, UZ level political leader, MP nominated political persons or local touts must be
stopped. At the same time, LGlIs should be kept outside the complex bureaucratic procedure as
far as possible. Therefore, necessary reforms of the legal framework should be made.

The EWRs are mostly unaware about the benefits of participatory development approach. Lack
of knowledge in this regard on their part may have contributed to their misunderstanding and
misconception. Continuing mentoring and coaching may help change the mindset of the EWRs
regarding participatory practices in development interventions.

Now-a-days funds are distributed in favour of UPs under LGSP and direct funding program
from Local Government Division. The UPs now being the fund management authority have
been more responsible and committed to the local people. As part of that commitment, project
information, amount of disbursement, name of the members of Scheme supervision Committees
(SSC) are displayed in the notice board of UPs. Public meeting are arranged by the UP for
project selection and members of SSCs are finalized based on public choice. Considering the
outcomes of this practice, the government should initiate the process of disbursing funds of
various development projects directly to the UPs.

Participatory budgeting needs to be introduced in LGIs with a view to integrating community
people in the development project cycle. In this context, representatives from different social
groups should be trained so that they can articulate their demands properly and make
meaningful contributions to local development planning.

Stakeholder analysis should be done before taking any project. In addition, participation of key
stakeholders in development planning must be ensured in order to make development projects
sustainable and viable. NGOs could be mobilized to help LGls in such initiatives.

Evaluation of each project should be done on regular basis so that loopholes can be identified
and mistakes are not repeated. In evaluating the projects, opinions and perceptions of the key
beneficiaries should be sought. In this regard, performance audits of UPs can also be done.
DDLG should undertake sample based intensive evaluation of the UP level development
projects.

“Citizen Watch Group” can be continued to promote and to ensure participatory development
practices at the local level. In line with this view, committees should be activated in each level,
which would work as a watchdog and recommend measures to improve participation level. The
committee would not directly interfere in the activities of LGlIs, but ensure that development
projects are taken on participatory basis. The committee would also make sure that key
stakeholders have been consulted before taking up any projects and have been included in the
implementation process.
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Conclusions

Despite the fact that women’s development has been accorded priority by different governments in
the consecutive Five-Year Plans of Bangladesh, women continue to be disadvantaged, deprived,
neglected, and face discrimination even after forty years of independence. The society is male-
dominated while women are poverty-stricken and continue to be victims of domestic violence and
abandonment. In spite of constitutional guarantees, women have not enjoyed the same equal rights as
men as accorded to them. Women remain considerably under-represented at both the local and
national level of politics. There is now a consensus among women’s organizations and groups and
those concerned over the need to participate in the general seats of LGIs. At the onset of the new
millennium, the percentage of female representation at both the local and national level has remained
low compared to global standards.

In sum, this study suggests that in order to give Bangladeshi women a place in the decision-making
process, there is a need to increase the number of women came from general seats at both the local
and national level. However, any substantial increase in women’s representation in public life depends
on the mainstream changes within the major political parties; the strong support and campaigning by
women’s groups, NGOs, and the media; the removal of structural impediments, traditional mindsets,
biases and attitudes based on gender roles, and access to financial resources.
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A PVDO WITH A DIFFERENCE

Initiated in memory of the late Mr Abdul Momen Khan, Cabinet Secretary
and then Minister for Food to the Government of Bangladesh(1977-1982),
philanthropist & prolific social worker; Khan Foundation (KF) first began
operations during the flood of 1988, in the area of relief & rehabilitation
work. It rapidly built a reputation as one of the few PVDOs linking different
levels of the society from the highest level of the government to the grass
roots & working in the areas of democracy, human rights and poverty
alleviation and development. KF’s major focus has been on advancing the
cause of development through the process of sustained democracy aimed at
the most disadvantaged groups in the country. KF’s programmes are based
upon the founding concept of "Democracy for Development and Development
for Democracy".

VISION OF KHAN FOUNDATION

The vision of Khan Foundation for the new millennium is firm in
determination yet quite flexible in approach. It would like to see a future
Bangladesh where Liberal Democracy flourishes and sustains along with the
growth of Economic Development, where basic human rights and dignity are
honoured, where the millions of downtrodden Bangladeshis no longer suffer
under the yoke of poverty, rather adapt to a lifestyle which is simple, yet not
impoverished, which is peaceful, yet not extravagant and which is decent yet
not too materialistic.

AHAN FOUNDATION

Momenbagh Dhaka 1217 Bangladesh Tel : (880-2) 933 0323
Fax : (880-2) 933 1589
email : info@khan-foundation.org, khanfoundation@hotmail.com,
Web: www.khan-foundation.org
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