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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN

The world is in a ‘Black Swan’ 
moment if ever there was. 
Covid-19 has brutally thrown 
normalcy out of the window. 
The wheels of the economy, the 
kaleidoscope of social life, and 
the rhythm of daily life have all 
been upended. Eight months on, 
the pandemic continues to cast 
a dark shadow on all efforts at 
regaining normalcy, be it home, 
work-place, social life, or the 
economy. Not surprisingly, this 

issue of the Newsletter is devoted to 
Pandemic Realities.
Like all others, we too have been 
tested as an institution. I want to 
applaud every single member of 
PPRC for collectively transforming 
crisis into opportunity. Five months 
of Work-from-Home and partial 
office resumption from September 
has not meant inaction. On the 
contrary, the pandemic triggered 
our resolve to rise to our human 
potential. We have sought out 
meaningful research challenges that 
could contribute real-time evidence 
on pandemic impact and thereby 
better shape pandemic response. 
We have significantly extended our 
tool-kit on research methodology, 
refining the use of telephonic 
surveys, re-purposing contact 
databases from earlier surveys and 
switch to online data-entry that cut 
down processing time. We have 

partnered with the BRAC Institute 
of Governance and Development 
on Rapid Response Research on the 
short and medium-term economic 
impact of Covid-19 on the poor and 
vulnerable groups within society. 
Our findings are shaping the 
pandemic discourse with critical 
new insights on ‘new poor’, ‘reverse 
migration’, and ‘fragile recovery’. We 
remain invested in furthering our 
activist research agenda with new 
research planned on rickshaw-puller 
welfare, SME recovery, implementer 
perspectives on pandemic response. 
From October, PPRC is launching a 
webinar series with a twist - Ajker 
Agenda.  The institutional journey of 
PPRC, nurtured from the beginning 
as an adventure of knowledge and 
social engagement continues.

- Hossain Zillur Rahman

Editorial Advisor
Hossain Zillur Rahman

Editor
Umama Zillur

Editorial Team   
Sabrina Miti Gain

Fatema Mohammad
Namira Shameem

CONTACT US

info@pprc-bd.org

www.facebook.com/pprcbd/

+880-2-58155467

CONTRIBUTORS

www.pprc-bd.org

COVID-19 Special Issue:  October 2020



4

INSTITUTIONAL ADAPTATION TO COVID-19
Power and Participation Research Centre (PPRC) team adjusts to the COVID era, 

adopting a work-from-home policy and continuing to work proactively. 

REFLECTION FROM THE PPRC TEAM 
Work from home or virtual office is 
a new phenomenon in Bangladesh 
due to Covid-19 though it has been 
practiced in the western world for a 
long time. 

Syed Ziauddin Ahmed, 
Director, Resource Planning

The office needs to be re-defined, when 
my home becomes a power-station of 
my virtual office.

Mohammad Abdul Wazed, 
Senior Research Fellow

I primarily did two kinds of work 
during Covid-19 - two rounds of 
online survey and taking part 
in online meetings. We could 
adjust well to both and do both 
successfully. There would be 
a health risk associated with 
these tasks if it were carried out 
physically. 

Nurul Anwar, 
Field Research Specialist

This situation is totally new 
to me. I have worked online 
according to office policy, 
but recently began office 
on a roster basis taking all 
precautions. I hope we can 
return to our normal life and 
workplace soon.

Shahida Nasreen, 
Front Desk Manager

During Covid-19 period, both 
during and after the lockdown, 
we faced no difficulty in doing 
any office work. 

Abdur Rahim Milon &
Md. Khalilur Rahman,
Office Assistants

We are grateful that the office 
is reopening and we are 
returning to work. 

Nidhu Chanra Das & 
Mozibur Rahman Munju, 
Chauffeurs

PPRC staff share their novel experiences 
on sucessfully adapting to online meeting 
platforms such as Google Meet, and 
Zoom, conducting surveys on SurveyCTO 
and the gradual reopening of the office 
following the end of general holidays. 
PPRC hopes to expand its online work 
capacity by digitalising the data collection 
methods, through the purchasing of tablets 

for data input via SurveyCTO. 

As the pandemic threw us into a 
myriad of uncertainties, the ability 
to work from home came as a 
blessing as it offered the chance 
to stay safe and also fulfill the 
professional commitments. PPRC 
segued to the ‘new normal’ way of 
working from home rather swiftly 
as we continued to hold our team 
meetings using online platforms 
such as Google Meet, Zoom, etc., 
albeit the warmth of the face to face 
interactions with co-workers were 
profoundly missed. After 5 months 
of working from home, the PPRC 
team collectively took a decision 
to resume the physical office and 
a duty roster was introduced to 
avoid office crowd while keeping 
the operations up and running. Till 
date, PPRC has taken necessary 
measures such as providing roster 
duties,  installing hand sanitizers in 
the office, distributing face masks, 
offering immunity-boosting 
masala tea twice a day, and so on 
to ensure maximum safety of its 
employees during their stay in the 
premises. Glad to be a part of the 
PPRC team that hears the voices of 
the employees and addresses the 
concerns with utmost care even 
in times of this protracted global 
crisis.

Fatema Mohammad
Research Assistant

I think roster duty in our 
office has been an effective 
method to reduce health 
risks on top of following 
other protocols such as 
wearing masks.

Sabrina Miti Gain, 
Research Associate

Towards the beginning of COVID-19, 
I used to spend each day in fear. For 
some work, I went to the office as well. 
Besides this, I conducted other work 
from home via e-mail, which was a 
new experience. 

Saleha Akter,
Computer Operator

PPRC had started work from home 
for employees from the very early 
days of the pandemic, which shows 
the dynamism of the organization. 
I personally feel very fortunate 
to be able to conduct projects 
successfully from home and now 
transitioning to working from 
office where I know the safety of 
the employees is given the highest 
priority. It proves a successful 
organization can deal with any 
kind of challenges they are faced 
with. 

Md. Nurul Momen,
Field Research Specialist

Conducting official activities online 
and telephonic survey with different 
stakeholders for data collection 
and entry in surveyCTO was a new 
working experience. 

Billal Hossain,
Field Research Specialist

I participated in various 
meetings and visualizations 
of PPRC and collected 
information from home of 
120 families through mobile 
phone for research work on 
COVID-19. I also organised 
a donation for 256 poor 
families of Salimabad village in 
Nagarpur Upazila of Tangail 
district for their food assistance 
and basic needs.

MD. Mohidur Rahman 
Khan, 
Field Research Specialist

I engaged in telephonic data 
collection on COVID-19, and 
had a mixed experience. It is my 
observation that poor people 
are more helpful than high 
officials in providing data for 
our research community. 

Masudul Haque,
Field Research Specialist

Due to the online transition, 
I was able to successfully 
organise the PPRC events in 
the form of webinars on Zoom 
or Google Meet. 

Joyanta Kumar Paul,
Event & Communications 
Manager

The PPRC team took on one of the 
largest Covid-19 research projects 
immediately after the lockdown. We 
had little time to adjust to remote 
research methods but the team rose 
to the challenge and quickly adapted 
to the needs of the hour.

Umama Zillur,
Research Associate Corona could not stop me from 

carrying out office activites. 

Ali Alauddin,
Office Manager

COVID-19 threw us into infinite 
uncertainties, but the ability to work 
from home comes as a blessing. 
Roster duty post reopening has been  
an effective way to avoid and reduce 
health risk.

Md. Mozaffor Hossain,
Accounts Manager
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Led by Power and Participation Research Center (PPRC) and 
BRAC Bangladesh Chair Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman, a group of 
public health experts, non-governmental organization (NGO) 
leaders, and macroeconomists came together on 2nd April 2020 to 
devise a plan to combat the interlinked health and economic crisis 
of COVID-19 in Bangladesh. The short-to-medium term action 
agenda focused on how civil society members can collaborate with 
the government to respond to the crisis quickly and effectively.

On the health front, a total of six (4 short-term and 2 medium-
term) action points were formulated. In the economic context, one 
short- and one medium-term action plan have been suggested. 

Adopt a strategy of identifying hotspots through proxy indicator data and concentrate testing 
capacities on hotspots

Establish a national task force on Corona response

Morale boost for health workforce through the fast-tracking provision of PPE and motivational 
messaging

Integrate NGO, youth and grass-root organisations in an awareness campaign on social 
distancing and health-seeking behaviour

Effective targeting and implementation of the already-announced fiscal package for food 
security safety net program for 4-5 mn informal sector extreme poor for 2-3 months

Review overall health system weaknesses in system preparedness and response

Institutionalise public health and hygiene social campaigns as a continuing action priority

Establish an expert panel on medium-term macroeconomic scenario projection and priority 
action plan for identified vulnerable sectors as well as utilisation of emerging opportunities
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The call to action is a collective initiative of 
• Hossain Zillur Rahman, Chairperson, BRAC 

Bangladesh, and Executive Chairperson, PPRC

• Rasheda K. Chowdhury, Executive Director, 

CAMPE

• Dr. Rashid E Mahbub, Prof. of Surgery, 

BSMMU & Former President, BMA 

• A.M.M. Nasiruddin, Former Health Secretary 

& Senior Fellow, PPRC

• Dr. M.A. Faiz, Former, Director general, 

DGHS

• Ahsan H. Mansur, Executive Director, PRI & 

Chairman, BRAC Bank

• Atiur Rahman, Former Governor, Bangladesh 

Bank

• Asif Saleh, Executive Director, BRAC

• Farah Kabir, Country Director, Action Aid

• Ahmed Mushtaque Raza Chowdhury, Adviser, 

JPG School of Public Health, BRAC University

• Imran Matin, Executive Director, BIGD

• Mohammad Abdul Wazed, Former Director-

General, BBS & Senior Fellow, PPRC 

• Dr. Dibalok Singha, Executive Director, DSK

• M. Ehsanur Rahman, Executive Director, 

Dhaka Ahsania Mission

• Md. Abdul Karim, Former Cabinet Secretary, 

Govt. of Bangladesh.

CIVIL SOCIETY CALL TO ACTION:
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Unrecognized Frontline Workers

PPRC, Healthy Bangladesh and UNDP
distribute PPE to 

COVID-19 has thrust 
hygiene to the forefront 
of the health agenda. 
Municipal cleaners are an 
under-recognized frontline 
workforce in this essential 
public response. Keeping 
our cities clean is key 
to ensuring a Hygienic 
Bangladesh. 

Hossain Zillur Rahman,
Executive Chairman,
PPRC

”

“
Since the beginning of COVID-19,  a section of people 
has carried on their work on the nearly empty streets of 
Bangladesh. They have continued to ensure better hygiene 
for others, while their own has remained neglected. This 
key group of frontline workers, also known as municipal 
cleaners, continue to put their lives at risk of contracting the 
virus, as they clean out a large amount of waste generated 
every day from the use of disposable masks, gloves, and 
other protective equipment. 

In order to address their health risks, Power and Participation 
Research Centre (PPRC) has entered into a partnership 
with the multi-sectoral civic platform Healthy Bangladesh 
and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to 
distribute personal protective equipment (PPE) to nearly 
3000 waste management staff in 16 Pourashavas and 1 City 
Corporation of Bangladesh. Each kit consisted of gloves, 
masks, goggles, boots, and overalls for the worker.

The initiative, launched through a virtual session on June 24, 
falls under the “Clean Cities” banner of Healthy Bangladesh, 
which was inaugurated at Moulovibazar pourashava on June 
25. It was carried out in Pabna, Bogra, Chapainababganj, 
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We do not fear Corona, we will continue to 
work as long as you’re with us. ”

“

Municipal workers express their gratitude

Although long overdue, let 
us seize this momentous 
opportunity to completely 
change our values and ways 
of thinking so that from this 
point onwards, we become 
far more respectful towards 
these social caregivers.

Sudipto Mukerjee
Resident Representative
UNDP

”

“Dhamrai, Jhenaidaha, Khagrachari, Kushtia, Manikganj, 
Mongla Port, Moulovibazar, Nilphamari, Noakhali, 
Patuakhali, Panchagoar, Shariatpur, Satkhira and Sylhet 
City Corporation, broadcasted through a series of virtual 
sessions.

“Even when all institutions were closed, the waste 
management staff continued to work hard and played a 
huge role in keeping our cities clean. They disregarded all 
kinds of risks and fears to respond to our call, so I extend 
my gratitude towards them in today’s session.” said the 
Honorable Mayor of Chapainawabganj, Mr. Nazrul Islam. 

AMM Nasir Uddin, Former Secretary of the Ministry of 
Health and Family Welfare, praised the initiative. He 
further added, “We agree that the fact that our municipal 
cleaners are also frontline corona-fighters, has not come up in national-level discussions. But I hope 

that through this initiative, this fact will be 
brought to the center-stage and they will get 
the respect they deserve.”

In the second phase of this initiative, PPRC 
will be working with technical partners to 
provide training to the municipal workers. 
The training provided will ensure proper 
pandemic response and safety as well 
as good practices beyond the COVID 19 
crisis.   PPRC hopes to continue its efforts to 
support municipal workers in collaboration 
with its partners with the broader agenda of 
achieving ‘Clean Cities’ in Bangladesh. 
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COVID-19 brought with it not only a public health crisis, but also threatened the Bangladesh economy with a 
grave and debilitating economic crisis. This crisis was most acutely experienced by the low-income population. 
Power and Participation Research Centre (PPRC), in partnership with  Brac Institute for Governance and 
Development (BIGD), launched a research project to understand the immediate coping mechanisms of low-
income people. Phase I -  ‘Livelihoods, Coping, and Support during COVID-19’  was carried out in April 2020 
whereas Phase II - ‘Livelihoods, Coping and Recovery during COVID-19’ took place in June 2020, with support 
from World Food Program (WFP). Both institutions have an abiding and deep commitment to the social 
responsibility of the research community and to the generation of independent knowledge capital.  Being 
one of the earliest large scale academic studies on the poverty impact of COVID-19,  the research intended to 
contribute towards better policy measures and programs for the vulnerable.

Phase I (April 2020)

Phase II (June 2020)
 20 June                     2 July

7,638 
households

5,471 
households

4 July                         12 July 

Timely evidence generation will ensure 
that safety net measures are well 
targetted and meet the priority needs 
of the vulnerable groups.

HOSSAIN ZILLUR RAHMAN

Sample Source: 
Urban: from a census in 2016-2017 of 24,283 slum HHs in 35 slums across 9 
districts in Dhaka, Chattogram, Khulna, Barisal and Rangpur
Rural:  from a nationally representative survey of 26,925 HHs across 64 
districts

           components of 
analytical framework
4

1. Mobility during the crisis 

2. Impact of the crisis on 
their livelihood 

3. Coping mechanisms 

4. Needs and expectations 
on required support

57.9 % were surveyed previously in April, 
40.8% are new sample while 

1.2% are additional new sample from CHT.  
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‘New Poor’
  informal sector occupations 

with income above the 
poverty line but within a 

band of vulnerability

 77% of this vulnerable non-poor group fell below 
the poverty line income due to the impact of the 

Covid-19 crisis.

Key Findings from Phase I was revealed via a Virtual 
Press Conference on April 16, 2020 and a Report launched 
via a webinar on May 20,2020 by Dr. Hossain Zillur 
Rahman, Executive Chairman, PPRC and Dr. Imran 
Matin, Executive Director, BIGD.

Large-scale social protection 
support has become critical to avert 
widespread food insecurity

Last-mile delivery challenges will 
be a critical issue for scaled-up social 
protection measures to mitigate the 
poverty impact of the Covid-19 crisis

Real-time tracking of the health and 
livelihood impact of Covid-19 and how 
well personal and external support are 
mitigating such impact is crucial for a 
more effective policy response to the 
Covid-19 crisis

75%
in urban  

62%  
in rural

massive
income
drop 

Deep and system-wide poverty impact

47% HHs in urban slums and 32% in 
rural areas reported reducing food 
consumption as a coping mechanism.

greater reduction in 
both food expenditure 

and the number of meals 
among female-headed 
households in urban 

slums

The concept of ‘New Poor’ was an important 
addition to the ongoing discourse on poverty. 
Recent poverty discourse in Bangladesh, particularly 
the official discourse, has tended to restrict the 
discussion on poverty to those subsisting below 
the poverty line. This PPRC-BIGD survey has 
served to underscore the rationale and necessity 
of widening the poverty discourse to the band of 
households who are narrowly above the poverty 
line but are vulnerable to downward mobility risks.

PHASE I 
Livelihoods, Coping, and Support 

during COVID-19
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Key Findings from the second phase of the 
study were revealed on August 18, 2020 via a 
Virtual Press Conference by Dr. Hossain Zillur 
Rahman, Executive Chairman, PPRC, and Dr. 
Imran Matin, Executive Director, BIGD.  The 
research explored themes of the impact on income, 
employment & poverty, food insecurity, coping, 
support, recovery, perceptions and delivered 
policy messages addressing these issues. 

In April, out-migration was only 6%.
In June, this rose to 13.3%. 
For Dhaka alone, this was 15.6%.

Reverse 
Migration

4 Expenditure burdens:
House rent, health costs, 
transport cost and utility cost

What we are seeing is the feminisation 
of joblessness. The impact on female 
employment is comparatively worse 
than that on male employment, even 
in sectors where both men and women 
workers are present. 

DR IMRAN MATIN

“

Informal 
occupations most 
vulnerable: Earnings 
drop between February 
and June for most 
informal occupations 
on average was 49% 
compared to 17% drop 
for formal occupations. 

Cash relief 
amount only 
token: 
 Only 15.8% of urban 
sample received an 
average of Tk 1767. 

High food 
insecurity: 
11% of urban poor 
remains below the 
hunger index of 3 meals 
a day while 30% are 
coping by reducing 
consumption

Depressed incomes: 
average June-July incomes 
remained 42% below pre-
COVID-19 levels

New poor: 
In June, proportion of New Poor was 21.7%, only a 
small decline of 1.1% from the April rate of 22.8%. 

POLICY MESSAGES

Fragile recovery:  
Activity recovery after 
re-opening has only 
modestly reversed the 
steep earnings drop 
in April but has not 
translated into food 
expenditure recovery 
(only 1.7% for the 
urban sample).

Activity recovery 
hasn’t translated to 
earnings recovery. 
There is broad-
based pessimism 
and uncertainty on 
people’s post COVID 
future. The recovery 
process is fragile. 

HOSSAIN ZILLUR 
RAHMAN

“

PHASE II
Livelihoods, Coping, and Recovery 

during COVID-19
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The Fragility 
of Progress
The poverty landscape in Bangladesh has 
shifted considerably over the past few years. 
The percentage of people living below the 
national poverty line dropped by 2.5% between 
2016 and 2018. The celebration of this success 
lacked critical reflection on the sustainability of 
this progress. The COVID-19 pandemic brought 
with it two simultaneous crises – a health crisis 
that disrupted our healthcare system and an 
economic crisis that disrupted livelihoods. Quite 
quickly, the cracks in the pillars holding up our 
economy became apparent.

PHASE II of the PPRC-BIGD Rapid Response Research on the Poverty Impact of COVID-19 reveals the fragile nature of progress that we 
have achieved over the past decade. We realize that the gains on the poverty front are easily reversible. When tracking poverty progress, 
it is important to consider the multidimensionality of poverty, meaning it is no longer enough to only assess income indicators. Alongside 
income earned from a particular occupation, we need to consider the occupational risks that come attached to the job, factors such as 
occupational informality as well as the ability to transition between jobs. For example, although housemaids earn a decent income, 
around 54% of housemaids became unemployed during the crisis, and remained so, with only 4.96% able to switch to other forms of work. 
Out of all occupations from our study, this occupation was the worst hit. These factors can provide a holistic picture of how resilient or 
vulnerable individuals are against the risks of poverty. 

Vulnerability in economic analysis is the inability of economies or individuals to withstand shocks. Sources of vulnerability for low-income 

Activity recovery has not translated to earnings recovery
Source: PPRC-BIGD Rapid Response Research Phase-II Findings

populations can range from loss of livelihood, illness 
in the family, or even injury or accidents to external 
shocks such as economic downturns, public health 
crises, natural disasters, environmental disasters, 
and violence. The transient nature of poverty gains 
in our country means that families belonging to 
different low-income categories – extreme poor, 
moderate poor, non-poor – are all greatly affected 
by these factors. With little resiliency, families are 
also constantly moving between the different income 
categories. During periods of crisis especially, the 
lines are blurred and we see an overall downward 
shift. The poor become part of the moderate poor, 
while the latter bleeds into the extreme poor. 
Hoisting people up by a thread just a little above 
the poverty line does little in terms of reducing their 
vulnerabilities. In fact, it is not just those below 
the poverty line that are affected. The PPRC-BIGD 
study identifies one more category of people who are 
vulnerable to such downward mobility risks – those 

just above the poverty line. The study finds that as a result of the COVID crisis, this group, defined as the vulnerable non-poor, also 
experienced downward mobility adding them to the population living under the poverty line. This group forms the ‘new poor’ community, 
who fell into poverty directly as a result of the crisis. 

Given this context of poverty dynamics in Bangladesh, what do findings from the two-phase PPRC-BIGD survey tell 
us about the apparent gains from the reopening of the economy?

Since the reopening of the economy, some economic activity has restarted, however, earnings have not been enough to reverse the steep 
decline in April just after the beginning of ‘general holidays’. In urban slums, around 84% of households reported some form of economic 
activity in June compared to a mere 34% in April. However, the earnings gap between February and June remained as high as 38%. In 
PHASE I of its study in early April, the PPRC-BIGD team found that around 77% of the vulnerable non-poor group fell below the poverty 
line. The new poor dynamic has not reversed its course, leading to a high percentage of new poor adding to the pool of poverty-stricken 
households. In June, the proportion of new poor declined by only 1.1% compared to April and stood at 21.7% Similar to the general poverty 
alleviation gains in our country, fragility exists in the process of economic recovery from COVID-19.

Mobility trends between the months of April and June also shed light on the fragile nature of this recovery. Migration trends typically 
show rural to urban mobility as cities are considered to be the land of opportunities. However, the pandemic has given rise to a significant 

Namira Shameem
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level of urban to rural migration, with many low-income families 
being driven out of cities. During the initial stages of the crisis, 
with a countrywide ‘lockdown’ and a sudden disruption to 
people’s livelihoods, low-income families relied on savings and 
reducing consumption as means of shock absorption, and we saw 
that only around 6% of people left cities. Between April and June, 
out-migration rose by 7.3%, and for Dhaka alone, this was 15.6%, 
indicating that the initial coping mechanism proved insufficient 
given the length of the crisis period. This urban to rural migration 
is largely due to expenditure burdens. House rent, health costs, 
transport and utility costs are becoming increasingly expensive 
for a section of the population, forcing them to return to their 
places of origin. 

The policy message from the PPRC-BIGD study urges the 
provision of stimulus packages geared towards informal 
occupations, and policy emphasis on expenditure burdens for 
the ‘new poor’, amongst others, as the key ways to address the 
fragility. To speed up the recovery process, and seal the gains on 
the poverty agenda, it is vital to rethink our approach to poverty, 
considering the class of ‘new poor’. 

COVID-19 has left 
people to grapple 
with urgent questions 
about their future and 
come to terms with 
the stark realities of 
not just their lives, 
but also the nation-
state itself. The 
immediate economic 

Confronting the State

impact, especially on the lives of the vulnerable urban and rural 
populations of Bangladesh, has shaped their perceptions. The 
unraveling uncertainties around their livelihood have taken a 
hit on people’s mental health, even if they have been physically 
spared. 
According to PHASE II findings of PPRC-BIGD Rapid Response 
Research on the Economic Impact of COVID-19, on average, 
there was a 49% decline in the income of informal economy 
workers between February and June than before. Generally, 
people’s incomes were 42% below pre-COVID levels while the 
proportion of new poor was 21.7%, only 1.1% less than that in 
April during the first round of the survey. The reduced earnings, 
change/loss of jobs coupled with rising expenditure burdens 
such as house rent, utility, health, and transport costs, have 
led people to various coping mechanisms. 30% of the surveyed 
respondents have been forced to cut down their food intake, 
while 15% of the urban poor in Dhaka consumed fewer than 
three meals a day. Around 13.3% of people were forced to leave 
the cities in June, 15.6% from Dhaka alone, unable to keep up 
with the piling debts and dues. All this has given birth to a sense 
of pessimism amidst these people. 
For people who have little idea about where their next meal 
is coming from, let alone whether they will recover from the 
pandemic, there is very little to be optimistic. When questioned 
whether their economic state will improve, remain the same 
or decline in future, 75%-86% of surveyed rural households 
across the vulnerable, moderate and extreme poor categories 
remained pessimistic, while for the urban categories it ranged 
from 73% to 81%. The majority of these households belonged to 
occupational categories such as unskilled labor, small business 
owners, and domestic help.  In such a scenario, people pin their 
hopes on the government, confronting the state to address all 
the challenges that lie ahead. The PPRC-BIGD study finds that 
only 15.8% of the urban samples received an average of Tk1737 
as cash relief from the government, suggesting that the relief 
distribution amount is only token. Despite having their names 
on a beneficiary list, only 44% of all respondents reported having 
received their due support. The case where the government fails 
to deliver on their promise is what leads to further discontent, 
distrust, and distress. 
Whether its a negativity bias or defensive pessimism at play, the 
policy regime has a significant contribution towards the type of 
mood-setting in a period of crisis. Inadequacies in government 
response – arising from misgovernance, mistargeting, and 
misallocation of resources – are contributing to this national 
mood. Issues of tokenism in case of the amount of support and 
prevalence of corruption and nepotism in relief distribution 
remain key factors driving this disposition. 
The government must tackle these challenges and create a new 
national mood to move past this crisis as a nation. More credible 
policy steps will be vital in altering perceptions and determining 
how people transform their situations by adopting a more 
positive, head-on approach.

Namira Shameem
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Hossain Zillur Rahman

There are many lessons to be learned from the Covid-19 experience 
in Bangladesh. But one home truth from the experience in the last 6 
months is that not all quarters are ready to learn the right lessons.

Covid-19 has inflicted 4 crises on Bangladesh.

6 months of Covid in Bangladesh: 
Looking back and forward

Second, the economic crisis. 
The record after 6 months is a 
mixed one. Two key risks have 
been weathered – Ready-Made 
Garment (RMG) sector has rebounded and 
rice production has held up. Entrepreneurs 
and farmers played their roles. Government 
stimulus for wage support to RMG also 
helped. But stimulus packages for farmers, 
the cottage, small and medium (CSME) sector 
and low income occupations have largely 
remained on paper. Activity recovery has 
not translated into a corresponding earning 
recovery. Already, 21.7% new poor have been 
added to the 20.5% of the poor while 16% of 
Dhaka’s poor and low income people have been 
forced to leave the capital due to uncertain 
income and unrelenting expenditure burdens.

2

First, the health crisis. Covid-19 has 
exposed the broken health system of 
Bangladesh, both the public sector 
and the private sector. However, 
the government does not appear to 

have prepared to learn the required reform 
lessons. On the pandemic itself, though the 
panic has broadly gone, the uncertainty 
remains. Three attitudes have taken root 
among the people – one, continuing to remain 
indoors is not an option; two, testing is not 
a priority; and three, avoid hospitals and 
clinics because there is no service in any case 
and the costs are irrational and prohibitive.

1 Third, the human capital crisis. 
Not only are schools closed and 
a whole generation thrust into 
an uncertain future, social and 

policy attention too has been sorely lacking.

3

Fourth, the governance crisis. This 
has appeared with two faces. One 
has to do with shameless corruption 
in pandemic time that has plagued 
the health sector and to a lesser extent relief 
activities. The deeper governance crisis has 
been the extraordinary disregard of popular 
sentiments by the authorities. Bangladesh 
appears to have entered a new governance era 
where non-performance – for example the case 
for the health minister – carries no political costs.

4 

Beyond these four crises, there is another 
noteworthy story in these 6 months. This is the 
resilience of the common people – ensuring the 
boro harvest, risking the pandemic to return 
to RMG factories, taking to technology to find 
distance learning solutions to the schooling crisis.
Looking to the future, the PPRC-BIGD June 
Survey found the dominant mood among 
the respondents to be one of uncertainty and 
pessimism about economic turn-around in the 
near future. The need is not just for new policies but 
more importantly for a new national mood. Will 
the government or can they understand this need?
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The priorities are not for the government alone. Civil society space has shrunk. But there 
is nothing to stop civil initiatives to engage on these priorities.

How best to deal with the “new poor”, particularly urban informal occupations

Covid-19 has forced a new policy agenda for Bangladesh. Four priorities looking into the 
next six months:

An agenda of rural regeneration based on a mega stimulus package for the rural 
non-farm sector utilising MFIs rather than banks to implement the programme

An urgent national convention to address the human capital crisis

An action plan for health sector reforms

The articles were first published in The Business Standard. 

The figures released in the World Bank’s Human 
Capital Index underscore four challenges for 
Bangladesh on the human capital front.

Firstly, there is an overall problem of quality in 
the entire education sector. We have been happy 
to spend on buildings but not on quality teachers 
and bureaucracy and mastan-free educational 
environment. Our research budgets remain 
miniscule and this shows up in our absence in 
global higher education rankings.

Secondly, there are great disparities in access to 
human capital opportunities. Islands of quality 
and opportunity are surrounded by oceans of 
mediocre opportunities. There was a time when 
education was the vehicle of social mobility. Now, 
quality divide in education has become the great 
driver of inequality.

Thirdly, there is a problem of our inability to 
utilize our human capital potentials. The World 
Bank report cites that girls’ human capital is 
better than boys but what is the picture in the 
labour market? Bangladesh continues to have a 
very low rate of female economic participation. So 

gender parity in education will not be meaningful 
if we cannot engage them subsequently in society 
as human capital. Adverse social norms and poor 
sense of security and access to justice stand as 
barriers for women to fulfil their human capital 
potential.

All of these problems have been with us for a 
while. But Covid-19 has dealt another fatal blow 
and introduced a fourth level of crisis. A whole 
generation of boys and girls face uncertainty in 
their education future. In the coming months, 
there will be an immediate crisis of millions of 
primary and secondary students who will need 
catching-up support having missed over 6 months 
of classes. Digital solutions, while laudable, are 
not reaching the majority.

There are a lot of discussions on health and economic 
impacts of Covid-19, but its colossal damage to 
children’s education is not getting comparable 
attention. Even quantitative assessment is not 
possible like the ones done by OECD or others, 
a deep understanding of the situation should 
be enough for policymakers to respond to the 
problems and take steps accordingly. 

The human capital crisis is a fourfold one
Hossain Zillur Rahman
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WOrLD BANk WEBINArS
Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman, Executive Chairman, Power 
and Participation Research Centre (PPRC), was invited to 
speak at two webinars hosted by the World Bank. 

Implications of COVID-19 in 
South Asia

The webinar, which took place 
on June 02, 2020, centred on the 
economic fallout due to COVID-19 
and the resulting impact on poverty 
and inequality. Dr. Rahman spoke 
alongside academicians, finance 
experts, civil society leaders and 
policy advisers from the South Asian 
region. The event discussed the 
prospects for regional cooperation 
to expedite recovery and combat the 
widespread effects of the pandemic 
on health, trade, remittance, and 
finance.

Beyond Now: Protecting People 
through Innovation and Good 

Policy in the COVID Era

On June 11, 2020, Dr. Rahman 
joined government leaders, NGO 
partners, and innovators from Peru, 
Estonia, Ireland, Sierra Leone, and 
Bangladesh who came together 
to share their experiences on 
effective policy responses across the 
fields of health, education, digital 
connectivity, food security and social 
protection. 

Upcoming Research
 and Policy Work

As part of its recent work on Urban 
Social Safety Net/ Social Protection  
Power and Participation Research 
Centre (PPRC) organized a virtual 
consultation with honorable 
Mayors across  10 Paurashavas 
and secondary cities and 3 WB 
representatives. The session, 
which took place on 1 September 
2020, was chaired by Dr. Hossain 
Zillur Rahman, Executive 
Chairman, PPRC and discussed 
issues of identification, targeting, 
education, training, capacity 
building, healthcare, finances and 
housing of the urban poor. 

On 9 September, PPRC organised 
a brainstorm session to address 
pertinent questions of clientele 
identification, design, funding and 
delivery challenges in developing 
urban social protection program. 
Led by Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman, 
the session hosted 8 actors, 
across national and international 
developmental organisations, 
NGOs, research centres. 

Restarting Field Research with Rickshaw Puller
 and Garment Worker Survey

The gradual reopening of the PPRC 
Office on a roster basis began on 
September 1, 2020. Following 
this, PPRC’s Field Research team 
has also resumed its work. 
PPRC and UNICEF have launched 
a joint venture to assess the 
provision of primary healthcare 
to the underprivileged citizens of 

the city, especially women and 
children. The ongoing survey 
concerns the health-seeking 
behaviour of rickshaw pullers 
and garments workers and 
their families in Dhaka and 
collect information on socio-
economic aspects, especially 
civic health facilities and access 
to health services. The data 
collected will play a helpful 
role in formulating plans for 
the disadvantaged citizens of 
the city to access as well as 
improve healthcare. 

Urban Social Protection:
Consultation with Mayors

Urban Social Protection:
Design Brainstorm
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PUBLICATIONS
PHASE I Report

PHASE II Report

Impact Study on HRLS
by PPRC in partnership 
with BRAC

In April 2020 when lockdown measures had 
been put in place, Power and Participation 
Research Centre (PPRC) and BRAC Institute 
for Governance and Development (BIGD) 
teamed up to launch a rapid response 
telephonic survey on the immediate impact 
of COVID-19 on livelihoods and household 
welfare. Our real-time research evidence on 
the economic impact of COVID-19 during 
the early phase of the pandemic generated 
a great deal of attention. Realizing the value 
of this research, PPRC and BIGD resolved to 
undertake additional rounds of survey as the 
pandemic situation evolves. The World Food 
Program (WFP) came forward to provide 
supplementary support to this end. After an 
interval of three months, by when economic 
activities had largely resumed, we launched 
the second survey (Phase II) in June 2020 on 
livelihood and coping during the COVID-19 
crisis, with an additional focus on recovery 
dynamics.

POLICY BRIEF:
WASH budget scenario 
in proposed National 
Budget FY 2020-21 
in collaboration with 
Wateraid and UNICEF 

The Policy Brief published on 
June 28, 2020 identifies the gaps 
and challenges and gives policy 
recommendations. Proposed 
Annual budget for FY 2020-2021 
(placed in the Parliament) needs 
to allocate required budget 
for WASH sector focusing on 
hygiene in the wake of deadly 
COVID-19 pandemic while 
establishing equity and justice 
by reducing long-standing 
inequities between urban and 
rural, and within the urban 
centres.


