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Preface

Power and Participation Research Centre (PPRC) signed a strategic advocacy partnership
with UNFPA in 2022 to support policy advocacy efforts aimed at advancing the population
agenda in all its interfaces with existing and emerging agenda. In 2022, PPRC mobilized a
cross-section of leading civil society organizations and actors to launch the
3Zeros.ActionNetwork, a civic platform to scale up CSO efforts on SRHR, maternal and
adolescent health and well-being. In continuation of this advocacy efforts, PPRC and
UNFPA have taken cognizance of the upcoming 7" Asian and Pacific Population Conference
(APPC) in November 2023 and the release of a National Voluntary Survey by the
Government of Bangladesh assessing progress, gaps and challenges since the 6™ APPC in
2013. To review and independently supplement the government findings, PPRC undertook
two grass-root consultations and a national CSO consultation between 29 July and 23, August
2023. The events were enriched by the participation of a wide range of local and national
CSOs as well as representatives of various relevant government departments and agencies.
The two local consultations were partnered with Gana Unnayan Kendra (GUK) in
Gaibandha and Youth Power for Social Action (YPSA) in Cox’s Bazar. The names of all the
participating CSOs and government representatives are listed in the report. Their presence
and frank and productive contributions are gratefully acknowledged.

Kristine Blokhus, Country Representative of UNFPA joined the national consultation while
Ms. Roselidah Raphael, Head of Cox's Bazar office of UNFPA and Mr. Khondker Zakiur
Rahman from Dhaka office joined the Cox’s Bazar event. Mr. Saiful Islam from Dhaka office
joined the event in Gaibandha. Their presence as well as the support of Dr. Shahidul Islam,
Head of PPR at UNFPA Dhaka office is gratefully acknowledged.

PPRC project team members Shabbir Ahmed, Namira Shameem and Mahjabin Rashid
Lamisha with support and guidance from Communication and Events Manager Joyanta K.
Paul, Director HR and Budgets Syed Ziauddin Ahmed and Senior Fellow and Programs
Advisor Mohammad Abdul Wazed ably and seamlessly shouldered the task of organizing the
consultations and ensuring their smooth implementation. Professor Mohammad Mainul
Islam of Dhaka University and PPRC resource person provided valuable guidance. The
contributions of all members are gratefully acknowledged.

Listening to and taking into cognizance CSO views can only enrich the policy process. This
report has been prepared to bring grass-root and national CSO perspective to the attention of
all stakeholders engaged in contextualizing and mainstreaming the population agenda within
the wider sustainable development discussions including the upcoming 7™ APPC. It is our
hope and expectations that the insights and recommendations brought out in the report will
be of use in the shaping of the population discourse at 7" APPC and beyond.

Hossain Zillur Rahman
Executive Chairman, PPRC

25 September 2023
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Executive Summary

Background and context

The 6th Asia Pacific Population Conference (APPC) held in 2013 at Bangkok came out with a
Ministerial Declaration, recognizing the Programme of Action adopted by the International
Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo in 1994, the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action adopted at the 4th World Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 as well the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, 2012, committing governments of the
region to address remaining implementation gaps on the earlier agendas and to address new and
emerging challenges and opportunities in the nexus between population and sustainable development.
In 2019, marking 25 years since the Cairo conference, ICPD25 in Nairobi put the emphasis on a call
for urgency in realizing results and sharpened the action program to a 3 Zeros agenda: zero unmet FP
& SRH needs, zero preventable maternal deaths, zero gender-based violence and harmful practices
including child marriage.

With the 7th Asian & Pacific Population Conference (APCC) due in November 2023 after an interval
of ten years, it is timely to take stock on how well progress has been made on the earlier target priorities
on the population agenda. The government of Bangladesh has released findings of a Voluntary
National Survey to feed into the APPC process. With a view to supplement the government position
through a CSO review at grass-root and national level, Power and Participation Research Centre
(PPRQ) in strategic advocacy partnership with UNFPA, organized grass-root consultations in two
vulnerable locations in the northern and southern parts of Bangladesh, namely, Gaibandha and Cox’s
Bazar as well as a concluding national level consultation with a wide cross-section of CSOs. The goal
of these consultations was to assess how well changes in the ground align with the government findings
and what insights and recommendations emerge from the CSO review at grass-root and national
levels.

National Voluntary Survey, 2023

National Voluntary Survey report was based on a common qualitative questionnaire format to feed
into the 7th APPC discussions. In Bangladesh, the Economic Relations Division (ERD) undertook
the responsibility for coordinating this government response and tasked the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics (BBS) to compile the responses from individual ministries into a single report. The survey
collates self-reporting inputs from various ministries as per the ESCAP format and is mostly qualitative
in nature with BBS role being limited to compiling these inputs into one report. This report was
prepared over January-April, 2023 and subsequently made public. It focuses on four areas:
achievements, good practices, lessons and challenges as described in the main body of this CSO report.
PPRC’s summary review highlights the following features: i) The report is informative but some of
the data cited can be updated by using the latest data available in HIES, SVRS, BDHS i1) The Report
documents well some of the important social sector policy initiatives taken in the preceding decade
such as the Persons with Disabilities' Rights and Protection Act 2013, the National Social Security
Strategy, 2015, Child Daycare Centre Bill 2021, Universal Pension Management Act, 2023 iii) Though
qualitative in nature, the NVS rightly identifies and highlights four critical implementation challenges:
Substantial capacity and human resource gaps in implementation, Critical lack in cross-ministerial
coordination on priority population and sustainable development targets, Lack of disaggregated data,
and Lack of priority political support to health and population agenda, iv) To be more effective the
report needs two critical supplements — an analytical narrative and a factsheet showing current status
of priority indicators vis-a-vis targets.



Insights and recommendations from the CSO consultations

The CSO consultations at the grass-root and at the national level noted the progress made in the
preceding decade but also highlighted the complex web of challenges and opportunities related to
sustainable development, population dynamics, and cross-cutting concerns facing the country. The
key takeaways underscored the need for comprehensive progress monitoring and collaborative efforts
to address these intricate issues effectively. One crucial theme that emerged was the
interconnectedness of various sectors, emphasizing that progress in one area often depends on
advancements in others. This interconnectedness spans education, health, women's security,
population management, economic growth, sustainable development, and climate change.
Recognizing and addressing these interrelated challenges is essential for achieving comprehensive
development.

In her summing up, Ms. Kristine Blokhus, Country Representative of UNFPA, stressed the
importance of independent CSO perspectives alongside government documents to inform
international policy events such as the APPC. She also underlined the need for youth leadership and
strong collaborations across government, CSO and private sector actors to accelerate change in the
areas of SRHR, climate resilience, and gender equality. She highlighted and expressed satisfaction and
gratitude with the valuable information and insights generated during the consultation, underscoring
the importance of translating these discussions into meaningful actions and collaborations.

In his closing remarks, Hossain Zillur Rahman, Executive Chairman of PPRC, noted that there had
been many learnings from the consultations. Progress has to be achieved through both ‘big’ policy
steps such as the passage of the National Social Security Strategy in 2015 but also ‘small’ interventions
such as hotlines which many female participants mentioned as being useful when they faced
vulnerable situations such as sexual harassment or other forms of distress. It was also encouraging to
see that awareness on emerging issues such as ageing had begun to enter local discussions with one
participant making an innovative suggestion of utilizing retiree human resources to address moral
education of the youth. Dr. Rahman also highlighted a key insight emerging from the discussions,
namely the need to re-visit established strategies to address social challenges such as child marriage
through better understanding of the ground-level drivers of such adverse social norms.

Recommendations on Priority Actions

Priority Action 1: Scaling up advocacy and law enforcement for prevention of child marriage and
adolescent pregnancy

To effectively address the issue of child marriage, it is imperative to align advocacy messages with the
ground realities experienced by adolescents, parents, and communities, ensuring their efficacy and
credibility. There is a significant knowledge gap regarding the legal dynamics surrounding child marriage,
including marriage registration, age verification, and judicial rulings. This lack of understanding creates an
environment where 'informal' practices, such as notarized marriages and fake registers, proliferate, posing
a threat to child brides who may face violence and pressure for dowry. Additionally, there is a critical
oversight in the current approach, as once a girl is married, she often falls out of focus in terms of her return
to education. This neglect can be addressed through targeted family planning (FP) and sexual and
reproductive health (SRH) counseling and services for young couples and adolescents, along with the
provision of age-appropriate online information. Ultimately, addressing child marriage requires a
comprehensive approach that encompasses legal reform, social support, and education reintegration.
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Priority Action 2:Addressing Inequality, Social Exclusion, and Marginalized/Out-of-focus Groups

While the VNS shows increasing income inequality, experience has shown that inequality is not limited to
income but extends to gender, healthcare, especially Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH), urban poverty,
adolescent challenges, and under-served areas and communities. These disparities perpetuate social
exclusion, often exacerbated by the lack of data and visibility for marginalized communities. Urgent action
is required to incorporate these communities into national data systems through appropriate surveys and
data collection efforts including the availability of disaggregated data. Prioritizing cost-effective and
collaborative solutions for generating disaggregated data to support inclusive programming to cover out-
of-focus groups such as urban poor, adolescents and communities in hard-to-reach areas.

Priority Action 3: Enhancing youth engagement

Youth engagement is pivotal in achieving sustainable development, as it is intrinsically tied to the
realization of the demographic dividend. However, it encompasses multifaceted challenges and
opportunities. Empowering youth goes beyond providing them a voice; it necessitates investment in
leadership, representation, and capacity-building. Beyond academic learning, technical education and skill-
building are crucial for addressing human resource gaps. Furthermore, vocational training must be
accompanied by ongoing support to ensure lasting empowerment. Comprehensive sexuality education,
though present in curricula, often lacks effective delivery. Peer-led initiatives can bridge this gap by
fostering trust and meaningful dialogue. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education, leading to
concerning trends like entrenched learning loss, increased embrace of adverse social practices such as drug
use etc. To tackle the erosion of educational interest driven by precarious part-time jobs, accessible and
quality education is a renewed priority.

Priority Action 4: Addressing ‘last mile’ challenges on reaching ICPD commitments on MMR, and unmet
need for FP

Progress in reducing maternal mortality rates (MMR) appears to have slowed if not plateaued. The central
challenge lies not so much in policy formulation but rather in addressing ‘last mile’ operational hurdles that
hinder the effective delivery of maternal and child health services. Distinct population groups, often
marginalized and out of focus, require tailored strategies to ensure access to family planning and sexual and
reproductive health (SRH) services. Developing these strategies necessitates research into the contextual
realities of these groups, prioritizing availability, accessibility, and affordability of FP and SRH services
and ensuring that individuals have access to vital information for informed decision-making.

Priority Action 5: Climate vulnerability of women and girls

The burden of climate vulnerability falls disproportionately on women and girls in areas as diverse as
menstrual and maternal health, more onerous work-loads due to shifting crop patterns, greater difficulties
in access to clean water and sanitation, domestic living conditions, mobility constraints, school routines,
and heightened gender insecurity. To effectively address these vulnerabilities, it is imperative to adopt a
gender-sensitive approach in disaster response and policymaking. Building resilience to these climate-
induced challenges must stand at the forefront of our agenda, ensuring that women and girls are empowered
to thrive in the face of a changing climate.

Priority Action 6: Elevating the Role of Older Adults in Bangladesh's Emerging Demographic Transition

Ageing is an emerging challenge for Bangladesh. Post-retirement, a substantial portion of the elderly
remains productive but lacks opportunities for socially meaningful engagement. Empowerment discourse
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also rarely focuses on the elderly. Though this agenda is still in its infancy, harnessing the potential of this
demographic for innovative engagement should be a priority.

Priority Action 7: Addressing the Multifaceted Challenges Arising from the FDMN (Rohingya) Crisis in
Bangladesh and its Impact on Host Communities

Bangladesh has been hosting a very large community of forcibly displaced Myanmar nationals (FDMN),
also known as Rohingya refugees. Exacerbated by funding crisis and strained resources, this prolonged
human crisis has led to local discontent and communal tensions, a surge in insecurity in the region, and
rising unemployment in host communities. The transition of Rohingya children into youth and adolescence
heightens vulnerabilities to trafficking and gender-based violence. Addressing these challenges requires a
comprehensive approach that safeguards the well-being of both displaced and host communities, ensures
safety, and preserves the environment. In addition, Cox’s Bazar region is experiencing increasing
environmental challenges owing to the burdens of refugees (deforestation, damaging vital wildlife habitats
and disrupting the local animal ecosystem), climate vulnerability and very poor environmental governance
on infrastructural development.

Priority Action 8: LDC graduation and need for greater public-private partnerships

Amidst LDC graduation, both civic space and funding spaces are shrinking and there is an urgent need to
build partnerships and think collaboratively. Strengthening partnerships between government, civil society
organizations (CSOs), and the private sector for innovative and well-identified issues is a priority. For
example, pilot partnership initiatives on provision of SRH services in under-served areas such as urban low-
income settlements and hard-to-reach areas has shown promise and can be scaled up with appropriate
budgetary allocation.
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1 Background and Context

The 6™ Asia Pacific Population Conference (APPC) held in 2013 at Bangkok came out with
a Ministerial Declaration, recognizing the Programme of Action adopted by the International
Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo in 1994, the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action adopted at the 4" World Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 as well the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, 2012, committing governments of the
region to address remaining implementation gaps on the earlier agendas and to address new
and emerging challenges and opportunities in the nexus between population and sustainable
development.

The declaration stressed thirteen priority action areas encompassing poverty eradication and
employment, health, sexual and reproductive health services and rights, education, gender equality and
women’s empowerment, adolescents and young people, ageing, international migration, urbanization
and internal migration, population and sustainable development, data, and statistics. More recently,
the International Conference on Population and Development held in Nairobi, 2019
(ICPD25) sharpened the focus on the areas of SRHR, maternal and adolescent health and
regressive social trends such as child marriage and gender-based violence.

With the 7" Asian & Pacific Population Conference (APCC) due in November 2023 after an
interval of ten years, it is timely to take stock on how well progress has been made on the
earlier target priorities onto the population agenda. The government of Bangladesh has
released findings of a Voluntary National Survey to feed into the APPC process. The
government position needs to be supplemented by a CSO review at grass-root and national
level assessing how well changes in the ground align with the government findings and what
insights and recommendations emerge from the CSO review at grass-root and national levels.

In this regard, as part of the PPRC-UNFPA Strategic Advocacy Partnership, two local level
consultations were successfully held at Gaibandha in the north and Cox's Bazar in the south.
Following these, PPRC in partnership with UNFPA has scheduled a national-level CSO-led
consultation to take stock of progress and gaps on earlier agendas and emerging challenges as
well as review the findings of the Voluntary National Survey and how well changes in the
ground align with the survey findings.

2 Population dynamics and Sustainable development: A Timeline

The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) held in Cairo, 1994
marked a radical break in the way the global community approached the population agenda.
The Cairo Conference, with 179 governments participating and over th thousand registered
participants adopted a new Programme of Action as a guide for national and international
action in the area of population and development. The emphasis was on the indissoluble
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relationship between population and development and focused on meeting the SRH and
related social needs of individuals within the framework of universally recognized human
rights standards instead of merely meeting demographic goals. The adoption of this
Programme marked a new phase of commitment and determination to effectively integrate
population issues into socio-economic development proposals and to achieve a better quality
of life for all individuals, including those of future generations.

The landmark United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995 which
adopted the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted unanimously by 189
countries, was an agenda for women’s empowerment that is now considered the key global
policy document on gender equality. Conference participants declared women’s rights as
human rights and served to hugely scale up global attention on women'’s issues in every sphere
of sustainable development including in the area of population dynamics.

The 6™ Asian and Pacific Population Conference held in Bangkok in 2013 brought forth a
Ministerial Declaration by participating countries. Stressing stakeholder engagement and
drawing on the Cairo Program of Action and the Beijing Declaration, the 6™ APPC identified
eleven Priority Actions which included Poverty eradication & Employment, Health, SRHR,
Education, Gender Equality & Women’s Empowerment, Adolescents & Young people,
Ageing, International migration, Urbanization and Internal migration, Population and
Sustainable development and, Data and Statistics.

In 2019, marking 25 years since the Cairo conference, ICPD25 in Nairobi put the emphasis
on a call for urgency in realizing results and sharpened the action program to a 3 Zeros
agenda: zero unmet FP & SRH needs, zero preventable maternal deaths, zero gender-based
violence and harmful practices including child marriage.

The preceding timeline underscores, if anything, the importance of reiterating some basics —
namely that the goal of development is to improve the quality of life of all people, leaving no one
behind and that this has to be achieved through investing in individual human rights, capabilities
and dignity - across multiple sectors and through life course, and that the focus has to be on the inter-
relationships between population, sustained economic growth, sustainable development and the
environment.

The 7" AAPC in November this year marks a fresh opportunity to reinforce the above basic
messages as well as for stock-taking on progress, identify gaps and emerging challenges
including that of climate change. With participating governments providing the findings of
National Voluntary Surveys and the opportunity to incorporate CSO perspectives as to how
well ground realities align with the official report, the 7" APPC may mark a new milestone
in keeping the global focus on updating the actionable goals of population and development.



3 Review of National Voluntary Survey of Bangladesh Government, 2023
3.1  Introductory background

In preparation for the upcoming 7" APPC in November 2023 at Bangkok, ESCAP and
UNFPA Regional Office initiated an effort to request governments in the Asia and Pacific
region to prepare National Voluntary Survey reports based on a common qualitative
questionnaire format to feed into the 7" APPC discussions. In Bangladesh, the Economic
Relations Division (ERD) undertook the responsibility for coordinating this government
response and tasked the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) to compile the responses from
individual ministries into a single report. The survey collates self-reporting inputs from
various ministries as per the ESCAP format and is mostly qualitative in nature with BBS role
being limited to compiling these inputs into one report. This report was prepared over
January-April, 2023 and subsequently made public.

3.2 NVS Highlights

PPRC has reviewed the document and summarized the contents into four matrices covering
the areas of achievements, good practices, challenges, and lessons.

Achievements
e Poverty reduced to 20.5% and extreme poverty reduced to 10.5%. (2020); 18.7% and
5.6% (HIES 2022)
e Holistic strategy document prepared: 7th & 8th 5YP
e National Social Security Strategy (NSSS) adopted in 2015.
e Recommended for graduation from LDC.
e 2.2% of GDP spent on social protection.
e The maternal mortality rate reduced to 163 per 100,000 live births by 2020.
e US5SMR reduced to 28 per 1000 live births (2020)
e Success in Covid vaccination and Covid recovery (global recognition)
e Boost to tele-medicine
e Adoption of Child Daycare Centre Bill 2021, by parliament
e Universal Pension Management Act, 2023 adopted in parliament.
e National Strategy for the development of Statistics
e Regular updates by BBS on SDGs through SDSG Tracker.

Good practices
e Ashrayan project — houses for landless
e Community Clinics — healthcare at doorstep
e Use of digital technology - SUROKKHA app — to ensure mass access to covid
vaccination.
e (risis response hotlines
e Distribution of free textbooks to primary and secondary students
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Expanded use of digital technologies in various service-delivery sectors and boost to e-
commerce opportunities for women

‘Tottho Apa’ — Information Sister —a new type of information service provider at grass-
root being promoted by Ministry of Women and Children Affairs.

Challenges

Lessons

Lack of human resources dedicated to some of the priority action areas.
Capacity gaps in implementation

Lack of overall political support to health, population, gender equality and women’s
empowerment, data, and statistics agenda

Lack of cross-ministerial coordination

Lack of data on priority actions areas in particular disaggregated data

Lack of financial resources for poverty eradication and employment programs
Lack of development partners coordination in support to priority actions areas.
Lack of public awareness on SRHR and some other priority action areas.

Poor skill-mix of health workforce and human resource gaps

Failure to reach hard-to-reach areas and marginalized demographics.

High and rising out-of-pocket health expense burden.

Inadequate DP support in SRHR services

Inadequate grass-root engagement particularly on health and SRHR areas
Inadequate training of teachers

Despite some improvement, continued stigmatization of persons with disabilities

Bangladesh has stabilized consumption inequality but has not managed to contain
income inequality. Reduction of income inequality is a complex, multi-dimensional
challenge and has to be seen as a long-term endeavor. Increased public spending on
social sectors and social protections are critical but that requires improving tax-GDP
ratio.

The importance of empowering women

Importance of stronger community engagement

The use of digital technologies has produced results and should continuously be scaled
up.

Performance-based funding mechanisms need to be expanded and prioritized.

Urgent need to fill vacancies in the health sector and a stronger career path with
incentives needs to be developed.

Urban primary healthcare needs urgent attention with GP-based models to be
explored.

Better coordination across MoHFW Divisions is an urgent need.

Prevention of child marriage must be given greater attention.



3.3 CSO summary observations on the NVS

The report is informative but some of the data cited can be updated by using the latest
data available in HIES, SVRS, BDHS.
The Report documents well some of the important social sector policy initiatives
taken in the preceding decade such as the Persons with Disabilities' Rights and
Protection Act 2013, the National Social Security Strategy, 2015, Child Daycare
Centre Bill 2021, Universal Pension Management Act, 2023.
Though qualitative in nature, the NVS rightly identifies and highlights four critical
implementation challenges:

- Substantial capacity and human resource gaps in implementation

- Critical lack in cross-ministerial coordination on priority population and

sustainable development targets

- Lack of disaggregated data, and

- Lack of priority political support to health and population agenda.
To be more effective the report needs two critical supplements — an analytical
narrative and a factsheet showing current status of priority indicators vis-a-vis targets.



4 CSO Perspectives

4.1 Grass-root consultation: Gaibandha
4.1.1 Introductory background

Gaibandha district in the north of the country is a highly disaster-prone area and has been
one of the poorer districts of the country. GUK, a prominent home-grown NGO of the area,
partnered with PPRC to organize this CSO consultation. The consultation took place on
Saturday, 29 July 2023 at the conference center of GUK in Gaibandha. Besides the members
from PPRC and GUK, a diverse array of stakeholders numbering 31 actively participated in
the discussions (Annex 2A). They represented a spectrum of backgrounds including NGO
workers, health workers, government officials, law enforcement personnel, volunteers,
educators, journalists, and students.

The PPRC team was led by Executive Chairman Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman and included,
Senior Fellow Mohammad Abdul Wazed and project team members Namira Shameem and
Shabbir Ahmed. The GUK team included CEO M. Abdul Salam and Project Manager Joya
Prasad. Mr. Saiful Islam from UNFPA Dhaka Office was also present.



The session began with a trigger presentation from PPRC which explained the background
and purpose of the consultation emphasizing the expectations of a frank and to-the-point
exchange of views on the issues of maternal and adolescent health, SRHR, child marriage,
women’s empowerment, ageing, inequality and exclusion, climate change, demographic
dividend. Before that, M. Abdus Salam, CEO, GUK delivered welcome remarks followed by
remarks from PPRC Senior Fellow and Programs Advisor Mohammad Abdul Wazed and
UNFPA Program Officer M. Saiful Islam.

Specifically, the following objectives were put before the participants:

e To assess the alignment between the National Voluntary Survey's outcomes and the
tangible on-the-ground conditions related to diverse concerns on population dynamics
and sustainable development as noted above.

e To identify which specific indicators in the Gaibandha region have demonstrated
progress and where significant gaps still exist in achieving objectives.

e To identify and analyze the primary obstacles hindering the accelerated progress at
both the national and local levels.

e To highlight and share examples of 'good practices' from the Gaibandha area that can
be shared at global forums such as the 7" APPC.

e To generate a comprehensive set of recommendations, aimed at informing policies,
strategies, and actions to advance the agenda.

4.1.2 Voices

“Playgrounds and park spaces offer more than just recreational activities;
they serve as vital arenas where children learn essential life skills.”

-Mahmudul Haque Shojod, Muktijoddha Songsad, Gaibandha

“Girls often hesitate to report incidents of harassment, possibly because
they don't fully recognize that they are being subjected to harassment.”

-S.M. Mazeda Khatun, Secretary of the Durber Network

4.1.3 Key takeaways

Tackling Child Marriage
- The history of child marriage in the region dates back centuries and is influenced by
religious biases and detrimental role models. Addressing this issue requires challenging
deep-rooted beliefs.



Age of marriage is a key variable in the child marriage issue. Age verification through
Voter IDs or through developing a marriage registration app can leverage technology
to address the problem.

Child marriage is also being fueled through easy access to smart phones by adolescents
which is leading to a growing phenomenon of chat-based child marriages by the
adolescents themselves without registration or other safeguards. This issue requires
deeper examination of the ensuing legal complications and awareness programs
targeting middle and secondary school students.

Poor access to SRH and MINCH services in remote and hard-to-reach areas

Child marriage and maternal health are intertwined issues. A holistic approach
emphasizing awareness, poverty alleviation, and improved healthcare infrastructure is
required.

Access to service 1s a larger problem in the chars (riverine islands). Timely transfer of
pregnant women to delivery centers is a frequent challenge sometimes resulting in
maternal death enroute to a distant service center.

For such remote areas, one option to consider is the addition of a healthcare section
girl schools to address the healthcare gap.

Climate Change Impact

Climate change is adversely affecting agriculture in certain areas, leading to
increased vulnerabilities. Participants called for increased government investment
and attention in these climate-affected regions.

School schedules do not take into account disruptions due to frequent flooding. In
many cases, students are unable to cope ang girl students in particular drop out and
may end up in child marriage. A more flexible school calendar considering regional
climate variations is important.

Marginalized Communities

Marginalized communities such as Santals who form part of the local population
struggle to integrate into mainstream society due to a lack of targeted plans. This
isolation leads to early marriages for girls and a lack of access to essential services.

Legal Actions for Gender-Based Violence

Legal actions, including the presentation of medical certificates and the involvement
of women police officers, are essential to address gender-based violence and dowry-
related cases effectively.

Empowerment and Aging

Older people are not usually considered in discussions about empowerment. But the
demographic transition in Bangladesh is showing a rising number of older people.
Between the retirement age of 59 and the average longevity around 72, many of the
elderly population remain productive but lack any useful way to be involved in socially
meaningful activities. This emerging agenda needs attention.
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4.2 Grass-root consultation: Cox’s Bazar

4.2.1 Introductory background

Cox’s Bazar district in the south-east tip of the country is a coastal district, highly vulnerable
to climate change and bearing the burden of hosting a very large number of forcibly displaced
Myanmar nationals. Cox’s bazar town is also the premier tourist destination within the
country with frequent large influx of mainly local tourists. The grass-root consultation in this
location was organized in partnership with a very well-regarded regional NGO YPSA (Youth
Power for Social Action).

The Consultation took place on 5™ August, 2023 at the Arunodoy Conference Room (School
for Children with Special Needs), Circuit House Road, Cox’s bazar. A diverse array of local
stakeholders numbering 32 actively participated in the discussions (Annex 2B). They
represented a spectrum of backgrounds including NGO workers, health workers, government
officials, marriage registrar, female judge, volunteers, educators, journalists, and students.
Local government representative Mojibur Rahman, Chairman of Chowfuldandi, was also
present.

Roselidah Raphael, Head of the Cox's Bazar Sub-Office for UNFPA led the UNFPA team
which also included Mr. Khondker Zakiur Rahman, Technical Officer, UNFPA Dhaka.
YPSA team was led by Md. Shahidul Islam while the PPRC team included PPRC Chairman
Hossain Zillur Rahman, Programs Advisor Mohammad Abdul Wazed and project secretariat
members Shabbir Ahmed and Namira Shameem.
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The session began with welcome remarks. Md. Shahidul Islam, YPSA described the
impactful work YPSA has been implementing and how this facilitated their mobilization of a
strong and diverse body of participants. Md. Abdul Wazed, PPRC explained the strategic
advocacy role on population and sustainable development that PPRC has been carrying out
for over two decades. Finally, Ms. Roselidah Raphael welcomed participants on behalf of
UNFPA and underscored the importance of the consultation. She appreciated Bangladesh
government's efforts in producing the National Voluntary Survey but also emphasized the
importance of grass-root inputs to ensure a well-rounded understanding, on critical matters
such as poverty, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), education, gender
equality, youth development, and migration, among others. She urged all participants to
provide their insightful and frank views.

After welcome remarks, the session began with a trigger presentation from PPRC which
explained the background and purpose of the consultation emphasizing the expectations of a
frank and to-the-point exchange of views on population, sustainable development, climate
change and the impact of hosting the world’s forcibly displaced refugee population.
Specifically, the participants were invited to share the views on the following themes:

- Evaluate how well the grassroots realities align with the findings of the Voluntary
National Survey to identify any disparities or discrepancies.

- Examine the progress made in addressing the eleven priority action areas identified in
the Ministerial Declaration from the 6th APPC, highlighting both achievements and
gaps.

- Assess the extent to which poverty and inequality have been addressed at the
grassroots level, with a particular focus on marginalized communities, women,
children, adolescents, and youth.

- Analyze how effectively the issue of climate vulnerability has been addressed at the
local level, considering the unique challenges faced by Cox’s Bazar, a disaster-prone
area hosting forcibly displaced Myanmar nationals.

- Identify good practices and success stories from the grassroots level that can be shared
as valuable insights during the 7th APPC in 2023.

- Identify and highlight emerging issues and challenges that need to be considered and
addressed in the context of population and sustainable development.

- Explore ways to enhance local governance and community engagement in addressing
population and sustainable development issues.

4.2.2 Voices

"In this region, there is the presence of both visible poverty and invisible
poverty. Sometimes, individuals may appear financially secure due to their
social status, but in reality, they may be unemployed or lack a stable source

of income. This leads to the emergence of invisible poverty, highlighting
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the necessity for establishing a 'social safety net' to ensure that adequate
assistance 1s extended to those in need."

- Abdul Akhter, BRAC

"People’s demands have risen, their aspirations have evolved, but capacity
development is lacking."

- Didarul Alam Rashed, ED, Nongor

"Chukti Nama, is a form of informal registration, and is used in the process
of child marriage. This should be noted as a procedural formality rather
than a legally binding document. This increases the vulnerability of early-
married girls which 1s a matter of grave concern, and it is imperative to
address it comprehensively."

- Ms Shajjatunessa Lipi, Senior Assistant Judge and District Legal Aid Officer

4.2.3 Key takeaways

Collaborative monitoring

There is a consensus on the importance of monitoring progress in addressing these
complex issues involving assessing the acceleration of beneficial outcomes via
consultation.

Collaboration between multiple sectors, especially grassroots-level actors, is vital for
effective monitoring.

Child marriage as a multi-dimensional challenge

Continuing high rates of child marriage is a multidimensional issue that leads to
problems like adolescent pregnancy, underweight children, gender-based violence, and
poverty.

Marriage registration in the context of child marriage presents a legally ambiguous
landscape with proliferation of various ‘informal’ practices that defeat the intent of
progressive laws.

Incidence of child marriage reveals a complex story in which poverty, adverse social
norms and adolescent immaturity all play a part.

Education gap
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- Promoting education, especially for girls, is crucial to addressing multiple issues,
including early marriage, poverty, and gender-based violence. Lack of awareness and
information often leads to undesirable outcomes like home deliveries and
overpopulation.

- Besides formal academic learning, technical education and skill-building are essential
to bridge human resource gaps. Utilizing the aging population for non-technical skills
can be beneficial.

- Access to easy but precarious part-time jobs in the hospitality sector has led to a serious
erosion of interest in education among the youth. Education indicators for the districts
are far from encouraging.

Alternate dispute resolution as a women-friendly legal option
- Issues of alimony, marriage disputes, and property disputes have been found to be
issues in which alternate dispute resolution mechanisms can play an important role.
Government has put in the initial institutional infrastructure for this but human
resource gaps and support from higher authorities remain a challenge.

Safe delivery
- Significant awareness gaps remain about the importance of institutional delivery.
However, poor infrastructural facilities and aggressive behavioral practices often
promoting cesarean deliveries complicate the story.

Side-effects of the Rohingya crisis
- While life at the Rohingya camps has its specific problems which garner much of the
international and even the national concern, over the recent past there have been
significant side-effects on the local society and the local economy where insecurity has
become a generalized local concern with kidnappings and murder occurrences on the
rise. Even general movement after sunset has been affected and this impacts in
particular women and adolescents who need access to health and related services.

Accelerated environmental degradation
- Cox’s Bazar region is showing increasing environmental challenges from both climate
vulnerability and very poor environmental governance on infrastructural
development. There is an important knowledge gap as to how the tourist economy is
impacting on the sustainable development of the region.
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4.3 National consultation: Dhaka

4.3.1 Introductory background

Following the two grass-root consultations in Gaibandha and Cox’s Bazar respectively, the
national CSO consultation was held on 23 August at a city hotel in Dhaka. UNFPA Country
Representative Kirstine Blokhus was present as the Guest of Honor while PPRC Chairman
Hossain Zillur Rahman chaired and moderated the session. A total of 38 participants
including PPRC and UNFPA members joined the consultation (Annex 2C).

The session began with welcome remarks from PPRC and UNFPA and self-introductions
followed by a trigger presentation from PPRC (Annex 1).

To frame the discussion, four social and policy priorities and three operational priorities were
posed:

Social and policy priorities
- Social exclusion and inequality
- Women’s empowerment
- SRHR and UHC
- Climate change

14



Operational priorities

Quality data with disaggregation
Investment needs post-LDC graduation.
New forms of partnerships, regional co-operation, and stakeholder engagement.

Some key questions were posed to further facilitate an engaging conversation:

How well do official poverty statistics — 18.7% overall and 5.6% extreme poverty —
capture post-Covid vulnerabilities?

Does ‘social exclusion’ describe the reality for specific left-behind groups? What are
the policy priorities to address such marginalization?

What are the drivers of inequality in today’s Bangladesh?

Where have women progressed and what are the key barriers to gender equality?
How best to collect data on GBV?

How to address the issue of adolescent pregnancy? Bangladesh has highest rate in
South Asia

Are ‘last mile’ challenges in delivering SRH services to urban poor an emerging
challenge?

How to scale up advocacy to prevent child marriage?

How is climate change impacting the population and health agenda?

Are there new patterns of migration driven by climate change?

In what ways and forms is climate change putting urban well-being at risk?

What are the key challenges to data quality in the context of population and
sustainable development?

Bangladesh has a major problem of under-utilized data. How can this issue be
meaningfully addressed?

Disaggregated data is expensive to collect centrally. What can be low-cost solutions to
this need?

LDC graduation has led to a drying up of development assistance on social sectors.
What may be the approaches to ensure investment needs on population and
sustainable development agenda in this scenario?

What are the opportunities for GO-CSO partnerships to accelerate realization of
progress in the remaining gaps and emerging challenges of the population and
sustainable development agenda?

Is working collaboratively a new imperative for the NGO sector? Are ‘good practices’
emerging?

Are national-grassroot joint platforms the way ahead for more effective advocacy on
priority social issues?
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4.3.2 Voices

“Climate change affects all the people and places in Bangladesh, cutting
across all issues. However, women and adolescent girls bear a
disproportionate burden of climate-induced vulnerabilities.”

- Ms Kristine Blokhus, Bangladesh Representative, UNFPA

"Accessibility to healthcare services during emergencies remains a critical
concern. Even robust health infrastructures become non-functional in
many emergencies. A stark example of a pregnant mother requiring
immediate support for childbirth having to pay 50,000 Taka as opposed to
250 Taka for a boat service.”

Mahbub Alam, Pathfinder International

“Why i1s child marriage not consistently recognized as a form of gender-
based violence (GBV)?”

Nobonita Chowdhury, BRAC

“While youth are present at the table, they also need to be included in the
change. There is a need for substantive investment in youth voices.”

- Mayabee Arannya, Kotha

“Women are rarely seen facing bankruptcy or defaulting on their financial
obligations, but they often find themselves as the sufferers when it comes to
financial matters.”

-Dr. Nadia Binte Amin, WEND

4.3.3 Key takeaways
Government’s recognition of key challenges
- The National Voluntary Survey 2023 highlighted a set of critical challenges that
included human resource shortages, capacity gaps, limited political support for health
and population agenda, and the need for disaggregated data. Overcoming these
challenges is vital for sustainable development.
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Youth engagement

- Education is a powerful tool for change. But how the education is delivered is key to
its impact. Peer-led initiatives can bridge the trust gap which bedevil implementation
of many SRH curriculum.

- Merely providing some space for voice is not enough to engage the youth.
Empowering their voices and presence through investing in building youth leadership,
ensuring their representation, and conducting capacity-building sessions is critical.

- If appropriately empowered, youth can drive transformative change, particularly in
education and gender equity.

A gender lens to look at climate impact
- Climate change has far-reaching impacts, especially on women and girls. Deploying a
gender lens when considering disaster response and other policy domains is essential
to address the unique vulnerabilities they face.

Data is essential
- Data matters for informed decisions.
- The critical gap is in disaggregated data which is a barrier to better program design.
- Focus on low-cost solutions for generation of disaggregated data is a priority.
- Data has to be collated into usable and effective databases. This can be a fertile field
for collaboration.

Collaboration and Partnerships

- Collaboration is key to accelerating progress. Both civic space and funding spaces are
shrinking and there is an urgent need to build partnerships and think collaboratively.

- Strengthening partnerships between government, civil society organizations (CSOs),
and the private sector for innovative and well-identified issues is a priority. For
example, pilot partnership initiatives on provision of SRH services in under-served
areas such as urban low-income settlements and hard-to-reach areas has shown
promise and can be scaled up with appropriate budgetary allocation.

Rate of child marriage is stalled
- Notwithstanding progressive laws and policies on paper, the rate of child marriage
remains stubbornly stalled. Better understanding of what factors continue to drive this
adverse social norm is a priority.

Addressing Social Exclusion and Inequality
- Social exclusion is perpetuated due to the data and social invisibility of many of the
marginalized communities. There is an urgent need to bring these communities within
national data systems through appropriate surveys and data collection.
- Advocacy to ensure access of marginalized communities to government programs
such as FP/SRH services, safety net programs, inclusive growth programs such as
MSME financing are important policy windows to pursue.
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Women’s empowerment

- Like child marriage, women’s empowerment may need new narratives more aligned
to the experiential realities of girls and women. For example, financial inclusion alone
may not ensure such access being translated into greater empowerment for women in
the family, workplace, and community. Promoting a more listening culture that draws
out women’s voices can lead to better program design.

- Women have found it hard going to recover livelihoods after the disruption of the
Covid pandemic. There is a knowledge gap as to the barriers which have prevented
faster recovery by women in the Covid aftermath.

Holistic Approaches to climate challenges

- While climate impact is undeniable, localized variations constitute an important
knowledge gap.

- Climate impact is multi-dimensional and interconnected to social, economic, health,
and education agendas. Addressing such challenges calls for a holistic approach.

- Women are disproportionately impacted by climate change. Approaching climate
impact with a gender lens is essential to develop women and child friendly program
designs as well as for social progress and well-being in general.

5 Way ahead: CSO Reflections
5.1 Building on achievements while addressing gaps

The CSO consultations at the grass-root and at the national level noted the progress made in
the preceding decade but also highlighted the complex web of challenges and opportunities
related to sustainable development, population dynamics, and cross-cutting concerns facing
the country. The key takeaways underscored the need for comprehensive progress monitoring
and collaborative efforts to address these intricate issues effectively. One crucial theme that
emerged was the interconnectedness of various sectors, emphasizing that progress in one area
often depends on advancements in others. This interconnectedness spans education, health,
women's security, population management, economic growth, sustainable development, and
climate change. Recognizing and addressing these interrelated challenges is essential for
achieving comprehensive development.

In her summing up, Ms. Kristine Blokhus, Country Representative of UNFPA stressed the
importance of independent CSO perspectives alongside government documents to inform
international policy events such as the APPC. She also underlined the need for youth
leadership and strong collaborations across government, CSO and private sector actors to
accelerate change in the areas of SRHR, climate resilience, and gender equality. She
highlighted and expressed satisfaction and gratitude with the valuable information and
insights generated during the consultation, underscoring the importance of translating these
discussions into meaningful actions and collaborations.
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In his closing remarks, Hossain Zillur Rahman, Executive Chairman of PPRC, noted that
there had been many learnings from the consultations. Progress has to be achieved through
both ‘big’ policy steps such as the passage of the National Social Security Strategy in 2015 but
also ‘small’ interventions such as hotlines which many female participants mentioned as being
useful when they faced vulnerable situations such as sexual harassment or other forms of
distress. It was also encouraging to see that awareness on emerging issues such as ageing had
begun to enter local discussions with one participant making an innovative suggestion of
utilizing retiree human resources to address moral education of the youth. Dr. Rahman also
highlighted a key insight emerging from the discussions, namely the need to re-visit
established strategies to address social challenges such as child marriage through better
understanding of the ground-level drivers of such adverse social norms.

5.2 Recommendations on Priority Actions

Priority Action 1

Scaling up advocacy and law enforcement for prevention of child marriage and adolescent pregnancy
To effectively address the issue of child marriage, it is imperative to align advocacy messages
with the ground realities experienced by adolescents, parents, and communities, ensuring
their efficacy and credibility. There is a significant knowledge gap regarding the legal
dynamics surrounding child marriage, including marriage registration, age verification, and
judicial rulings. This lack of understanding creates an environment where 'informal’ practices,
such as notarized marriages and fake registers, proliferate, posing a threat to child brides who
may face violence and pressure for dowry. Additionally, there is a critical oversight in the
current approach, as once a girl is married, she often falls out of focus in terms of her return
to education. This neglect can be addressed through targeted family planning (FP) and sexual
and reproductive health (SRH) counseling and services for young couples and adolescents,
along with the provision of age-appropriate online information. Ultimately, addressing child
marriage requires a comprehensive approach that encompasses legal reform, social support,
and education reintegration.

Priority Action 2

Addressing Inequality, Social Exclusion, and Marginalized / Out-of-focus Groups

While the VNS shows increasing income inequality, experience has shown that inequality is
not limited to income but extends to gender, healthcare, especially Sexual and Reproductive
Health (SRH), urban poverty, adolescent challenges, and under-served areas and
communities. These disparities perpetuate social exclusion, often exacerbated by the lack of
data and visibility for marginalized communities. Urgent action is required to incorporate
these communities into national data systems through appropriate surveys and data collection
efforts including the availability of disaggregated data. Prioritizing cost-effective and
collaborative solutions for generating disaggregated data to support inclusive programming
to cover out-of-focus groups such as urban poor, adolescents and communities in hard-to-
reach areas.
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Priority Action 3

Enhancing youth engagement

Youth engagement is pivotal in achieving sustainable development, as it is intrinsically tied to the
realization of the demographic dividend. However, it encompasses multifaceted challenges and
opportunities. Empowering youth goes beyond providing them a voice; it necessitates investment in
leadership, representation, and capacity-building. Beyond academic learning, technical education and skill-
building are crucial for addressing human resource gaps. Furthermore, vocational training must be
accompanied by ongoing support to ensure lasting empowerment. Comprehensive sexuality education,
though present in curricula, often lacks effective delivery. Peer-led initiatives can bridge this gap by
fostering trust and meaningful dialogue. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education, leading to
concerning trends like entrenched learning loss, increased embrace of adverse social practices such as drug
use etc. To tackle the erosion of educational interest driven by precarious part-time jobs, accessible and
quality education is a renewed priority.

Priority Action 4

Addressing ‘last mile’ challenges on reaching ICPD commitments on MMR, and unmet need for
FP

Progress in reducing maternal mortality rates (MMR) appears to have slowed if not plateaued.
The central challenge lies not so much in policy formulation but rather in addressing ‘last
mile’ operational hurdles that hinder the effective delivery of maternal and child health
services. Distinct population groups, often marginalized and out of focus, require tailored
strategies to ensure access to family planning and sexual and reproductive health (SRH)
services. Developing these strategies necessitates research into the contextual realities of these
groups, prioritizing availability, accessibility, and affordability of FP and SRH services and
ensuring that individuals have access to vital information for informed decision-making.

Priority Action 5

Climate vulnerability of women and girls

The burden of climate vulnerability falls disproportionately on women and girls in areas as
diverse as menstrual and maternal health, more onerous work-loads due to shifting crop
patterns, greater difficulties in access to clean water and sanitation, domestic living
conditions, mobility constraints, school routines, and heightened gender insecurity. To
effectively address these vulnerabilities, it is imperative to adopt a gender-sensitive approach
in disaster response and policymaking. Building resilience to these climate-induced challenges
must stand at the forefront of our agenda, ensuring that women and girls are empowered to
thrive in the face of a changing climate.

Priority Action 6

Elevating the Role of Older Adults in Bangladesh's Emerging Demographic Transition

Ageing is an emerging challenge. Post-retirement, a substantial portion of the elderly remains
productive but lacks opportunities for socially meaningful engagement. Empowerment
discourse also rarely focus on the elderly. Though this agenda is still in its infancy, harnessing
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the potential of this demographic group for innovative engagement can be embraced as a
priority.

Priority Action 7

Addressing the Multifaceted Challenges Arising from the FDMN (Rohingya) Crisis in Bangladesh
and its Impact on Host Communities

Bangladesh has been hosting a very large community of forcibly displaced Myanmar nationals (FDMN),
also known as Rohingya refugees. Exacerbated by funding crisis and strained resources, this prolonged
human crisis has led to local discontent and communal tensions, a surge in insecurity in the region, and
rising unemployment in host communities. The transition of Rohingya children into youth and adolescence
heightens vulnerabilities to trafficking and gender-based violence. Addressing these challenges requires a
comprehensive approach that safeguards the well-being of both displaced and host communities, ensures
safety, and preserves the environment. In addition, Cox’s Bazar region is experiencing increasing
environmental challenges owing to the burdens of refugees (deforestation, damaging vital wildlife habitats
and disrupting the local animal ecosystem), climate vulnerability and very poor environmental governance
on infrastructural development.

Priority Action 8

LDC graduation and need for greater public-private partnerships

Amidst LDC graduation, both civic space and funding spaces are shrinking and there is an
urgent need to build partnerships and think collaboratively. Strengthening partnerships
between government, civil society organizations (CSOs), and the private sector for innovative
and well-identified issues is a priority. For example, pilot partnership initiatives on provision
of SRH services in under-served areas such as urban low-income settlements and hard-to-
reach areas has shown promise and can be scaled up with appropriate budgetary allocation.
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Annex
1 Keynote presentation, national consultation

a:

23 Aug_PPT.pptx

2 Participants’ Lists

2.1 Participants’ List, Gaibandha

- Afroza Begum, Retired Teacher

- AKM Saiful Alam Saka, GUK

- Anjali Rani Debi, Teacher, Rebeka Habib Girls’s High School
- Dilruba Alia Sultana, Secretary, Kormojibi Nari Shongstha

- Dr. Md. Shafiul Islam Bhuiyan, President of Shishu Unnayon Shongstha
- Dr. Shamima Sultana, District SRHR Officer

- Dr. Tarique Imran, GUK Hospital

- K.M Rezaul Hoque, President, Press Club, Gaibandha

- Karthik Chandra Bamun, MyTV, cameraman, Gaibandha

- Mahmuda Begum, Head Teacher, Uttarpara 1 No. G.P.S.

- Mahmudul Haque Shojod, Muktijoddha Songsad, Gaibandha
- Md. Abu Sayeed Hossain, Upazila Women's Affairs Officer, Gaibandha Sadar
- Md. Asaduzzaman, Kundarpara Gana Unnayan Academy

- Md Abhinav Sarkar, Program Officer, OCC, Ministry of Women and Children Affairs
- Md. Kabir Uddin, District Information Officer

- Md. Kamrul Hasan, District Education Officer

- Md. Khalilur Rahman, Gaibandha Government College

- Md. Serajul Haque, OC, Investigation

- Md. Shahadat Hossain, USS

- Mohammad Abdul Baset, Department of Youth Development
- Momi Akter, Student, GUK Junior School

- Most. Nazma Pervin, A.D.P.H.N CS Officer, Gaibandha

- Robin Chakraborty, ED, Abalamban

- S.M. Mazeda Khatun, Secretary, Durbar Network

- Sayed Nurulalam Zahangir, Daily Korotoa

- Shahadat Hossain, GUK Junior School

- Shajeda Pervin, Counsellor Paurashava, Gaibandha

- Sharmin Sultana, USSB, Bonarpara

- Zahharul Quayyum, Principal, Saddullapur Degree College

- Najma Parveen, Nurse, Civil Surgeon Office

- Shahin, UNFPA

2.2 Participants’ List, Cox’s Bazar
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Md Najam Uddin, Reporter, Daily Khola Kagoj

Adv. Shaki-a-Kawsher, Lawyer, Cox's Bazar District Bar

Taskin Mohammad Taon, PA to Head of Sub-Office, UNFPA

Nasima Akter, Women Leader, Cox's Bazar Municipality Youth Forum
Aloka Rani Adhikarup, CSO, Cox's Bazar

Md. Halim Ullah, UFPO, DDFP Cox's Bazar

Abidur Rahman, CSO, Cox's Bazar

Joynal Abedin, Editor, BD News Times Cox’s Bazar

Aparna Barua, CSO, Ramu Cox’s Bazar

Jocky Dewan, WPE Manager, YPSA

Yesmin Jahan Rosy, Advocate, Cox's Bazar District Bar

Md. Abul Kahhar, BRAC District Coordinator ASC-HEMP, BRAC Cox's Bazar
Jesmin Akter, President, Youth Development Organization & Program Officer of YPSA-Leadership
Development.

Mono Chakma, Women Secretary, Ukhija Buddhist Federation

Md. Nurul Azim, Chief Executive, ORNAB Cox's Bazar

Imam Khair, News Editor, CBN

Wasir Ahammad Chowdhury, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, Bandhu
Jishu Barua, Social Activist

Didarul Alam Rashed, ED, Nongor

Nur Mohammad, Program Manager, PMTCT-CDSH

Mohammad Shahidul Islam, Assistant Director & Head of Rohingya Response Program, YPSA
Mojibur Rahman, Chairman, Chowfuldandi

Kazi Mohammad Sirajul Siddique, Secretary, Kazi Somiti

Md. Ramjan Alij, CS, DWAO COX

Khaledur Kabir, Lawyer, Cox’s DBA

Aziz Rasel, Journalist, Cox’s Bazar Barta

Masuda Morsheda Ivi, Headmaster, Cox’s Bazar Govt. Girls School

Md. Abul Mohsin, CBCPO, YPSA

Md. Harun, FP, YPSA

Ms Shajjatunessa Lipi, Assistant Judge and District Legal Aid Officer

Md. Mokbul Ahmad, LDC-District Office, District Information Office
Rifat Jahan, Social Activist, We Can

2.3 Participants’ List, National Consultation

A M M Nasir Uddin, Health Advisor, PPRC & Former Health Secretary
Anika Bushra, Deputy Lead RHRN, YPF

Anis Uddin Ahmed, PC, ICDDRB

Dewan Tanvir, Ahmed, PO (KMC), FPAB

Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman, Executive Chairman, PPRC

Dr. Imran Ahmed Chowdhury, Program Coordinator, BRAC
Dr. Muhammad Munir, Programme Analyst-A&Y, UNFPA
Dr. Nadia Binte Amin, President, (WEND)

Farabi Faiz, RA, Change Intitiatives

Joya Prasad, Senior Program Manager, Gana Unnayan Kendra
Joyee Chakma, Youth Representative, ICCCAD



Joy Kemp, Global Midlife Specialist, UNFPA

Kazi Faisal Bin Seraj, Country Representative, Asia Foundation

Kishwar Imdad, Country Director, Marie Stopes Bangladesh

Khondker Zakiur Rahman, Technical Officer, UNFPA

Ladly Faiz, Executive Director, CWFD

Mahathi Mahmud, Oroddho Foundation

Mayabee Arannya, Community and Strategy Lead, Kotha

Md Abu Syed Sumon, National Programme Officer, Gender, UNFPA

Md. Kamrul Hasan, Senior Reporter, The Business Post

Md. Mahbub Alam, Country Director, Pathfinder International

Md. Sarder Shafiqul Alam, Coordinator, ICCCAD

Mirza Hassan, Senior Research Fellow, BIGD

Mohammed Abdul Wazed, Senior Fellow, PPRC

Morium Nesa, Manager, Gender Equality and Women Rights, ActionAid

Ms. Kristine Blokhus, Country Representative, UNFPA

Ms. Nobonita Chowdhury, Director, Gender, Justice and Diversity Initiative, BRAC
Ms. Roberta Camera, IUNV Communication Associate, UNFPA

Philip Gain, Director, SEHD

Prof. Barkat-e-Khuda, Former Professor & Chairman of Department of Economics, DU, BIBM
Professor Sanzida Akter, Department of Women and Gender Studies, DU

Dr Sabrina Rafi, Health Officer (Adolescent Health and Pediatric NCD), UNICEF
Saifa Raz, Research Coordinator (BRAC-JPG), BRAC- James P. Grant

Sulekha Mrong, Executive Director, President, Garo Nari Samaj-Achik Michik Society (marginalized
community organization)

Tamanna Hannan, Research Officer, ICCCAD

Tasnia Ahmed, Program Manager, SERAC

Tawsia Tajmim, Staff Correspondent, Business Standard

Zakir Hossain, Associate Editor, Daily Samakal
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3 Discussion Highlights
3.1 Discussion highlights, Gaibandha

Moderated by the PPRC Chairman, the subsequent consultation brought forth a rich array of
views on ground realities, barriers to progress and recommendations on way forward.

Anjali Rani Debi, Teacher, Rebeka Habib Girl’s High School She emphasized the importance of
using Voter ID for validating marriage age and introduced the concept of a Bibaho (marriage)
registration app for age verification by marriage registrars. Ms. Anjali also highlighted the
challenges faced by pregnant women in hard-to-reach char areas and suggested adding a
healthcare section to girl’s schools in these areas. She also highlihted a problem of a culture
of silence around issues of gender-based violence including rape and gave an example of a
collective action of some local women to protect a rape victim.

Shafiul Islam Bhuiyan, President, Shishu Unnayon Shongstha, discussed child marriage in the
Indian subcontinent, dating back to the 15th century. He mentioned religious biases against
female leadership. He cited an example of a local leader marrying off his 16-year-old daughter,
highlighting detrimental role models in the community. Mr Shafiul also highlighted increased
frequency of floods and river erosion which are posing a threat to livelthoods in the region.

Asaduzzaman, headteacher at Kundanpara Gana Unnayan Academy, highlighted health
challenges in geographically diverse regions, emphasizing the need for effective planning and
service provision, particularly in remote areas like charlands, highlands, and haors. He also
pointed out the lack of consideration for regional climate variations in the education system,
where students often face difficulties due to a mismatch between holiday schedules and the
climate, leading to falling behind in their studies. Mr. Asaduzzaman mentioned the frequent
flooding causing students to leave schools, contributing to child marriages, especially in areas
where access to schools is hindered by multiple canals and difficult terrain.

Abu Sayeed Hossain, Upazila Women's Affairs Officer in Gaibandha Sadar, discussed disparities
in the quality of education between schools and colleges. He highlighted the negative impact
of smartphones on students, leading to distractions, chat-based child marriages, and issues
related to gender-based violence and intimate partner violence. Mr. Abu stressed the need for
separate legal actions in such cases and emphasized the importance of raising awareness
through middle school and secondary school programs.

Shahadat Hossain, teacher GUK Junior School stressed the importance of engaging religious
leaders in child marriage prevention advocacy. Mr. Shahadat raised the concern that the
interruption to school activities during the Covid pandemic led many students to drug-use
and other adverse social practices. He highlighted the discrepancy in school hours, with girls'
schools ending later than high schools. Mr. Shahadat proposed using classroom-based drama
on child marriage to raise awareness on the issue.
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Mohammad Abdul Baset, department of Youth Development pointed to the disparity in use of
public sector vehicles such as speedboats available for entertainment purposes but not for
patients in char areas. He proposed introduction of speedboat ambulance services in these
remote regions. He also raised concerns on some adverse impact of technology on student
attention to education and suggested restrictions on the sale of wi-fi routers.

Robin Chakraborti, Executive Director, Abalamban (NGO) discussed the challenges faced by
marginalized communities, including Adivasis and Dalits, particularly in integrating with
mainstream society, in the absence of specific and targeted plans. Schools and colleges often
do not accept or welcome them, and various marginalized groups like Harijan, Bede, and
Hijra are treated in isolation and ignored. These communities suffer from insecurity, leading
to early marriages for girls, and they struggle to access the same services as the majority.
Additionally, Chakraborti mentioned a preference for homeopathic treatments over
conventional medicine and hospitals within these communities indicating an awareness gap
issue.

AKM Saiful Alam Saka, social activist from Gana Unnayan Kendra, highlighted the importance
of including concepts of gender-based violence (GBV) in the curriculum as part of broader
efforts to bring about positive change in society.

Md. Kabir Uddin, District Information Officer felt that more than poverty, lack of education
was the primary reason for child marriage. He suggested that improving educational
infrastructure would greatly contribute to overcoming this challenge.

Md Abhinav Sarkar, Programme Officer at OCC under the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs,
mentioned some services have been initiated in hospitals to assist women and children who
are victims of abuse. These services include DNA screening labs, the One Stop Crisis Center
(OCC), and counselling. These facilities are available in all 64 districts and 20 upazila health
complexes, including Gaibandha Sadar Hospital. He further added that medical evidence is
mandatory for filing rape or GBV cases. Local leaders can spearhead ward-based campaigns
against child marriage, and the 109 hotline, can collaborate with the 999 helpline, to permit
third-party interventions to prevent child marriages.

Mahmuda Begum, primary school teacher from Uttarpara, mentioned that the existing
curriculum has negatively impacted the study environment. The lack of exam fee support
demotivates students and leads to a disregard for exams. Ms. Mahmuda also pointed out the
long school hours from 9 am to 4 pm, suggesting that a 10 am to 3 pm schedule would be
more ideal for children. She highlighted the importance of Civil Registration and Vital
Statistics (CRVS) in obtaining National IDs and mentioned new complexities with the
hitherto successful primary stipend program the "Upo Britti" program. She mentioned that 14
adolescent clubs were currently active but many of these become inactive due to lack of
nurturing.
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Zaharul Quayyum, Principal, Saddullapur Degree College and a social worker, emphasized the
critical role of education as the root issue, stating that the lack of education exacerbates other
problems. He mentioned statistics related to school dropouts, indicating a significant
percentage of students who don't complete their education. Mr. Quayyum brought attention
to the issue of drop-outs - around 100 out of 280 students disappearing, likely to work in
garment factories in Dhaka. He highlighted the annual drowning incidents in these areas,
which number around 14,000 per year. Mr. Quayyum emphasized the need for citizens'
involvement in addressing these issues.

Dr. Shamima Sultana, SRHR Officer from Directorate General of Health, discussed various
aspects of reproductive and maternal health. Dr. Sultana highlighted the use of voter IDs and
apps to tackle the problem of child marriage and to address post-marriage problems. She
emphasized the importance of nurses in handling delivery complications immediately. In char
areas, mothers play a crucial role as decision-makers, but issues such as lack of awareness and
service delivery infrastructure persist, along with poverty. She highlighted the provision of
sanitary napkins and addressing anemia for adolescents in sme of the public hospitals.

Md. Serajul Haque, OC, Investigation highlighted the prevalence of gender-based violence
(GBV) and dowry-related cases, indicating their high occurrence. He also emphasized that
when dealing with cases related to dowry and the subsequent domestic violence, presenting a
medical certificate is a necessary requirement. The authorities are committed to ensuring the
safety of women who are victims of such violence, and they make a point to assign women
police officers to handle these cases. This approach aims to provide a safer and more
supportive environment for the women involved.

Afroza Begum, Retired Teacher, brought attention to the problem of ageing and pointed out
that people remain productive eveb after retirement age of 59 so their productive engagement
needs to become a concern. This is a social potential which is being missed in the current
mind-set.

Sayed Nurulalam Zahangir, Daily Korotoa discussed that problems related to child marriage
are not sufficient on their own to reduce its occurrence. Real change will only come when we
begin implementing these discussions within our own communities. To address this issue
effectively, the focus should be on educating and raising awareness among families,
particularly parents, as they often hold the decision-making power in such cases. In order to
combat child marriage, it's crucial to not only talk about it but also take tangible actions within
families and communities.

Mahmudul Haque Shojod, Muktijoddha Songsad, Gaibandha discussed that Playgrounds and
parks play a pivotal role in the holistic development of children. These spaces offer more than
just recreational activities; they serve as vital arenas where children learn essential life skills.
But these are largely missing.
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Md. Kamrul Hasan, District Education Officer, stressed that poverty serves as a primary
obstacle, discouraging many individuals from pursuing education, as they prioritize
immediate financial needs over investing in learning. This financial mindset is also evident in
cases of child marriage, where parents persist in considering girls a financial burden rather
than promoting their education and well-being.

Dilruba Alia Sultana, General Secretary, Kormojibi Nari Shongstha, discussed the challenges
female students face when pursuing higher education. They noted that female students often
have to travel far from their unions, exposing them to issues like eve-teasing and other safety
concerns. The organization proposed that establishing a high school in each union could
potentially reduce child marriages and make it easier for girls to access education. Ms.
Sultana’s overall message was on the importance of respecting and empowering women in
society.

S.M. Mazeda Khatun, Secretary of the Durbar Network (women’s rights group) discussed their
youth group consisting of 25 members working to combat harassment in schools. She pointed
out that girls often hesitate to report incidents of harassment, possibly because they don't fully
recognize that they are being subjected to harassment. Khatun also highlighted issues related
to son preference and how society often differentiates between daughters and daughters-in-
law, which can contribute to gender disparities and discrimination.

Najma Parveen, Nurse, Civil Surgeon Office discussed that in each Upazila, there are only four
appointed midwives responsible for the care of women and pregnant individuals. Promoting
formal deliveries within families is essential, as it can significantly contribute to the reduction
of maternal mortality rates.

Momi Akter, Student, GUK Junior School addressed the issue of girls being hesitant to speak
about harassment and suggested anonymous complaint boxes can provide a safe outlet for
reporting. Allotting at least one hour in every class session to openly discuss child marriage
can help raise awareness and prevent it. Involving guardians, students, and teachers in these
discussions can collectively contribute to spreading awareness and understanding about these
critical matters.

Sharmin Sultana, USSB, Bonarpara (NGO) stated that organizations often exhibit gender
bias, favoring men over women. To rectify this, generating additional job prospects for
women would enhance their economic empowerment and status.

Shahin, UNFPA mentioned that the proposed action points are expected to be effective when

implemented at the grassroots level. He believes that these recommendations will have a
significant positive impact.
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K.M Rezaul Hoque, President, Press Club, Gaibandha, discussed the urgency of addressing lack
of social support systems that have led parents to view girls as burdens, prompting early
marriages. Adequate education could change this perspective, highlighting the potential of
girls. Furthermore, promoting safe and formal childbirth is vital for preserving the health of
both mothers and infants.

The session concluded with remarks from UNFPA, GUK and PPRC representatives. Md
Saiful Islam, UNFPA, mentioned that they aim to communicate the key insights from this
conversation on a national and global scale. He strongly emphasized the significance of
certain recommendations. Mohammad Abdul Wazed, Senior Fellow, PPRC discussed the
importance of involving local communities to gain insights and comprehend the local context.
A particular concern is how governmental actions often encounter challenges when being
executed at the grassroots level. To address this, a collaborative approach involving multiple
departments can effectively resolve local-level issues. Abdus Salam, GUK reiterated his
gratitude to the participants for their enthusiastic participation.

3.2 Discussion highlights, Cox’s Bazar

Jishu Barua, Social Activist, CSO: Separate from the identified priority action areas, Cox’s
Bazar has its own set of unique problems that arise from the presence of a huge population
made up of the forcibly displaced Myanmar Nationals. These problems have been persistent
as they have been residing in Cox’s Bazar for 6 years now. The presence of Myanmar
nationals has had various types of impacts on the local economy and society. One social
impact has been on young women who have found volunteering employment but that led to
a rise in divorce rates because the different lifestyles to be adopted by these women working
in the camps have proved to be incompatible with prevalent social mores. As a result there 1s
a spike in the number of single mothers with children to look after. The rate of education in
the area is low which has also seen significant youth unemployment notwithstanding some
increase in temporary jobs in the hospitality sector. Youth unemployment has also seen an
increase in criminal activities. Criminal activities have increased in the Ukhiya-Cox’s Bazar
area and the issue of youth gangs is also on the rise.

Nur Mohammad, PMTCT, Cox's Bazar, Cox’s Bazar is a disaster-prone area and while NGOs
are currently providing assistance, there is a need for increased support, especially from other
actors. The region's climate and seasonal employment patterns, like fishing, require measures
for alternative livelihoods. One concerning issue is that fewer pregnant mothers are seeking
healthcare at hospitals and community clinics, leading to rising maternal mortality and
stillbirth rates. There is a lack of awareness regarding this. To address this, he suggested that
grassroots actors should be included in efforts to improve healthcare access and outcomes, by
increasing door-to-door visits to explain reasons why hospital births are better than home
births. Ward-based efforts will improve this further.
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Jesmin Akter, Jubo Nari Unnayan Shongothon, When it comes to family planning, ante-natal
and postnatal measures, there is a lack of awareness linked to a lack of information being
delivered to pregnant women. This information gap results in the occurrence of home
deliveries, which also generates a number of other issues for women. Alongside this, there is
also the issue of overpopulation with some families consisting of 9-10 members. This makes
the livelihoods of the families difficult, generating scarcity and poverty leading to violence.
When families have multiple girls who are coming of age and almost reaching adulthood,
they are viewed as burdens for the family. This causes an increase in the rate of child marriages
of underaged girls, who are also unaware of family planning measures, resulting in early
motherhood, malnourished children, children born with special needs. It also causes a
deterioration of health of these underaged girls as they get pregnant multiple times within a
short span of time prompting them to fall sick. Another issue that arises from this is that when
the girls fall sick the husbands marry other girls leading to multiple wives. If the girls had
access to education, this problem would not be so severe. However, due to poverty and child
marriage, even if there is an interest to study further, societal pressures shaming girls for
staying unmarried by the time they are 18 prevents them from pursuing their education
further.

Md. Halim Ullah, UFPO at DDFP Cox's Bazar. While several health sector indicators have
shown progress, social indicators such as child marriage remain pressing concerns. The
registration of marriage as a process has produced many loopholes which essentially worked
to increase instances of child marriage. To address this issue, a multi-sectoral approach with
a strong enquiry in the legal process of marriage registration is essential.

Md. Nurul Azim, Chief Executive of ORNAB Cox's Bazar: First, the Rohingya rehabilitation
efforts in Cox's Bazar have resulted in deforestation, damaging vital wildlife habitats and
disrupting the local animal ecosystem. Additionally, the quality of education in the area has
severely deteriorated, leading to a significant increase in school dropouts, primarily due to the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, there is a concerning lack of adequate
healthcare services for village women, largely stemming from a lack of awareness among
women themselves, making it difficult for them to voice their healthcare needs. Both
government and non-government organizations need to focus on awareness campaigns to
address this issue, especially regarding the existence and benefits of satellite clinics. In rural
areas, maternal healthcare facilities, particularly sexual and reproductive health and rights
(SRHR) services, are insufficiently provided, partially due to societal taboos and religious
factors inhibiting discussions.

Kazi Md. Sirajul Siddique, Secretary of Kazi Somiti highlighted a prevalent norm, particularly
in regions where child marriages are common. This practice involves the signing of marriage
contracts, notarized marriage registrations, or affidavits. However, such marriages are
considered incomplete, with the understanding that the nikah or marriage will be officially
registered in the Kazi or marriage registrar's offices once the underage spouse reaches the age
of 18. Unfortunately, these marriage contracts lack legal validity. Consequently, if these girls
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become victims of domestic violence, abuse, or seek a divorce, they are deprived of legal
services and justice in the court system.

Adv. Shaki-a-Kawsher, Lawyer, Cox's Bazar District Bar: If an underaged girl and boy elope
and get married, in order for the family to report a police case a samajik chukti nama
(notarized marriage agreement) is required for the case to be considered. Therefore sometimes
there is no other alternative than employing a chukti nama. This prenup is written up with
the condition that once the boy and girl reach 18 years of age, they will be granted an official
nikah record. Therefore, this is sometimes required to maintain societal peace and tranquility
in the Cox's Bazar region.

Nasima Akhter, Women Leader, Cox's Bazar Municipality Youth Forum, In Cox's Bazar, the issue
of the Rohingya refugees is an issue. There have been reports of several crimes such as
kidnapping, murder, and dismemberment of bodies. Besides this gender-based violence,
particularly against women has also seen an increase.

Abdul Akhter, BRAC, In this region, there is the presence of both visible poverty and invisible
poverty. Sometimes, individuals may appear financially secure due to their social status, but
in reality, they may be unemployed or lack a stable source of income. This leads to the
emergence of invisible poverty, highlighting the necessity for establishing a "social safety net"
to ensure that adequate assistance is extended to those in need. Furthermore, when addressing
the shortage of human resources and sustainable development, greater attention should be
given to skills-related studies and not only formal academic learning. This technical education
could help bridge the gaps in human resources. Additionally, if people don’t have proper
workplaces, this generates a problem of source of security and an increase in illegal work. To
fill in the gaps in human resources, the aging population should be considered and included.
The aging population could be put to use by providing moral education for them to equip
them with the necessary non-technical skills.

Jocky Dewan, WEP Manager, NGO. The helpline 999 has proven to be an effective and useful
resource in Chittagong. It serves as a critical lifeline for emergencies, providing timely
assistance and support to residents and visitors alike. On the topic of improvement in Cox’s
Bazar, though road infrastructure has seen an improvement, glaring lack of drainage system
has made the city very vulnerable to climate impact particular heavy and frequent rainfall.
Another pressing concern is the detrimental impact of plastic usage. The proliferation of
plastic products and improper disposal practices can harm the environment, leading to
pollution and ecological damage. It is imperative for the community to become more
environmentally conscious, reduce plastic consumption, and engage in responsible waste
management practices to mitigate these adverse effects.

Md Najam Uddin, Reporter, Daily Khola Kagoj, In Cox’s Bazar, there has been significant
development but several factors have been negatively impacting the region, especially in the
case of climate and environment. Due to the railway system, there is deforestation and
endangerment of wildlife. As a result, the more the development, the more the environment
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is being damaged. There are also issues of drug and human trafficking and other forms of
violence.

Didarul Alam Rashed, ED, Nongor (NGO), After the cyclone in 1991, we saw massive
devastation. But we managed to rise again. Then we see that in Moheshkhali there’s a
terminal, ports, development of factories, etc. People who owned land in these areas received
money for their land but what did they not get? They did not receive the knowledge of using
this money well. We have also seen a rise in the value of land and other assets. People’s
demands have risen, and their aspirations have evolved. But capacity development is lacking.
We could not do as much as is required. For example, in the Rohingya issue, we did deliver
a humanitarian response, but repatriation is needed. There is a rise in human trafficking.

Adv. Yasmin Showkot Jahan, Advocate, CSO, Legal aid officers have been very successful in
their work on alternate dispute resolution. Out of 1359 applications, they have successfully
disposed of 1034 and out of 376 cases, 44 cases were dealt with successfully.

Arpana Barua, CSO, The provision of free textbooks in schools can be highlighted as a good
practice that is being carried out in Cox's Bazar, contributing significantly to equitable access
to education. Furthermore, the inclusion of child marriage awareness programs within the
school curriculum is a laudable initiative though effective dissemination remains a challenge.

Zaheda Akhter, Counsellor, Cox's Bazar Municipality, The facet of societal development,
commonly referred to as "Samajik Unnoyan," stands as an immensely significant and pivotal
concern. It is with great emphasis that we highlight the absence of youth voices on a grander
platform, such as the one before us today. Their perspectives and recommendations,
regrettably, are often overlooked. The youth are seldom afforded the opportunity to proffer
their ideas and insights in discussions of this nature. Therefore, it is imperative that we
deliberate on strategies for enhanced collaboration with this demographic and facilitate their
increased participation. This matter merits heightened attention, as it is undeniably
fundamental to the overall development agenda.

Masuda Morsheda Ivi, Headmaster, Govt. Girls School, Education and training are imperative
not solely for adults but also for children. The absence of structured training can hinder
developmental progress significantly. In instances where certain groups, like farmers, may
exhibit reluctance towards seeking such education, it becomes imperative for us to proactively
engage with them and offer relevant guidance. In a parallel manner, educators, specifically
teachers, should also be the recipients of targeted training and guidance through a proactive
approach.

Kazi Md Sirajul Siddique, Secretory, Kazi Somiti, It is worth noting that there is a widespread
lack of adequate information among the populace regarding the logistics of healthcare,
encompassing topics such as medications and treatment protocols. For individuals seeking
reliable information and assistance concerning healthcare matters, a dedicated Healthcare
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Hotline has been established, and it can be reached at the number 16767. This hotline serves
as a valuable resource for those in need of guidance and information in the realm of
healthcare.

Wasir Ahammad Chowdhury, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, Bandhu, In the pursuit of
sustainable development, vocational training is undeniably essential. However, our
commitment must extend beyond the training itself. It is imperative not only to equip
individuals with valuable skills but also to provide ongoing support and assistance until they
attain a level of security that allows them to thrive independently. This comprehensive
approach ensures that the benefits of vocational training translate into lasting empowerment
and sustainable development for all, including the third-gender community.

Ms Shajjatunessa Lipi, Senior Assistant Judge and District Legal Aid Officer, Chukti Nama, is a
form of registration, and is used in the process of child marriage. This should be noted as a
procedural formality rather than a legally binding document. This increases the vulnerability
of early-married girls which is a matter of grave concern, and it is imperative to address it
comprehensively. Legal actions should be taken against all parties involved in child marriages
to serve as a deterrent. The issue of child marriage is also intricately linked with family
planning. Without proper documentation such as Kabinama or legal marriage paperwork,
underaged mothers often suffer mistreatment from their in-laws. This presents a challenge for
authorities in providing assistance, as these marriages are deemed illegal. Another issue linked
to child marriage is high birth rates. The consequences of high birth rates, particularly in
impoverished families with multiple daughters, often drive further early marriages of the
daughters. Implementing effective birth control measures is essential in mitigating this issue.
A few other issues that should be highlighted are the impact of technology and issues within
madrasah on children. The proliferation of technology, exemplified by platforms like TikTok,
poses risks to youth who may engage in romantic relationships without due consideration for
background information. Awareness and responsible usage should be promoted. When it
comes to Madrasahs, there has been increasingly reported rape cases of minors. Therefore,
the environment within should be monitored for their impact on child psychology, ensuring
that they do not exert undue pressure on students or expose them to violence or assault. On
the matter of Legal Aid, Efforts to provide legal aid are crucial, and the national helpline
number 16430, along with the presence of legal aid officers in each district, should be
promoted.

Summing up: The discussion held among various stakeholders in Cox's Bazar highlighted the
complex web of challenges and opportunities related to sustainable development, population
dynamics, and cross-cutting concerns. The key takeaways underscored the need for
comprehensive progress monitoring and collaborative efforts to address these intricate issues
effectively. One crucial theme that emerged was the interconnectedness of various sectors,
emphasizing that progress in one area often depends on advancements in others. This
interconnectedness spans education, health, women's security, population management,
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economic growth, sustainable development, and climate change. Recognizing and addressing
these interrelated challenges is essential for achieving comprehensive development.

Child marriage emerged as a pressing issue with far-reaching consequences, including
adolescent pregnancy, underweight children, gender-based violence, and sustained poverty.
Participants emphasized the importance of preventing child marriage and increasing
awareness about its detrimental effects. Education, particularly for girls, was highlighted as a
critical component of development. Lack of awareness and information often leads to adverse
outcomes such as home deliveries and overpopulation. Technical education and skill-building
were also deemed vital for bridging human resource gaps. Legal aid services and accessible
helplines were identified as crucial resources for those in need of legal assistance, especially
concerning issues like child marriage.

The presence of forcibly displaced Myanmar Nationals in Cox's Bazar added unique
challenges to the region. Special support and solutions are required to address the economic
and social impacts of this population effectively.

In essence, the discussion shed light on the complex, multifaceted nature of the challenges
faced in Cox's Bazar and the importance of a collaborative, multi-sectoral approach to address
them. It is evident that sustainable development requires not only addressing individual issues
but also understanding and acting upon their interconnectedness, with a focus on inclusivity
and equity.

3.3 Discussion Highlights, National Consultation

Mirza Hassan, BIGD discussed various issues, including the challenge of trust-building for
the government, which is a time-consuming process. Government advisors have had limited
success in addressing corruption and poor governance, but the 999 police hotline has proven
to be efficient, although resistance 1s encountered in other sectors. These challenges are linked
to insufficient human resources, capacity gaps, and a lack of overall political support.

Child marriage prevention efforts face questions regarding advocacy efficiency, potentially
putting the cart before the horse. The consequences of these challenges encompass social and
political disincentives aimed at preventing girls from falling victim to sexual abuse, as well as
broader governance and rule of law issues. Additionally, there is a concern that certificates
can be acquired through bribery.

Professor Barkat e Khuda emphasized that much of the information presented was already
known and underscored a critical issue of health sector vacancies as a challenge holding better
health outcomes.

Kazi Faisal Bin Seraj, Country Director, Asia Foundation, raised the issue of shrinking civic and
political space, stressing the importance of building and maintaining trust without damaging
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essential connections. He questioned whether the impetus for initiatives primarily came from
the government or was led by organizations like PPRC and UNFPA. Faisal also highlighted
the challenge of engaging Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and ensuring last-mile delivery
in these processes. He proposed involving the media as an innovative approach. Moreover,
he emphasized the need for monitoring policy implementation, with potential roles for CSOs,
contingent on government support. Additionally, Faisal discussed the taxation aspect,
suggesting a transformation of tax incentives and disincentives to make taxation not just a
punitive measure but also an incentivizing one to achieve social goals.

Joya Prasad, GUK highlighted several key points and the interconnectedness between the
issues being discussed. She discussed the challenges faced in the 165 char areas, including
1ssues related to climate, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), and women's
empowerment. She noted the use of existing knowledge to address climate vulnerabilities but
expressed concern about recent changes in these char areas, such as increased river erosion
and decreased rice production, leading to both internal and external migration. She
mentioned this migration has resulted in problems like child marriage, high maternal
mortality rates, and gender-based violence (GBV), exacerbated by a lack of knowledge about
referral pathways and services in these areas. Joya also suggested innovative solutions like air
ambulances in char areas and emphasized the need to bridge the gap between official statistics
and the actual social reality in these communities, which face growing challenges due to
climate-related changes.

Dr Ladly Faiz from CWFD emphasized critical considerations in the realm of family
development for adolescents above 15 years of age by firstly, addressing the pressing issues of
child marriage and gender-based violence (GBV). Additionally, she recognizes the
importance of inclusion for disabled adolescents and advocates for integrated approaches
spanning villages and districts. She shed light on notable advancements that are evident in
secondary education, primarily driven by the Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS
curriculum), even extending to madrasahs. Dr. Ladly emphasized the need to dedicate
educational efforts towards young girls who have become married and urging that they should
not just be kept out of focus. Ladly concluded initiatives collectively serve as pillars for
advancing family development and fostering a more inclusive and equitable society.

Mahbub Alam, Pathfinder International raised a critical practical concern for the UHC goal —
namely to review and upgrade the Essential Services Package which is one of the key vehicles
for government’s UHC agenda. This package was last updated in 2016 and the government
itself has acknowledged the need for its update. This is an important policy window for CSO
advocacy to focus on. An additional concern highlighted by Mr. Alam is the accessibility of
healthcare services during emergencies. He cited an example of a pregnant mother requiring
immediate support for childbirth in the middle of the night but had to pay a significantly
higher rate for a boat service (50,000 tk as opposed to 250 tk) due to a lack of suitable
infrastructure, which is exacerbated during floods and other disasters. Clearly, even robust
health systems can become inactive during disasters, forcing facilities to close for extended
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periods, and the process of reopening takes a considerable amount of time. There is thus an
urgent need for comprehensive disaster preparedness and response strategies within our
healthcare system.

Professor Sanzida Akhter, Department of Women and Gender Studies, DU underscored critical
concerns regarding child marriage and its relationship with rural families' resource priorities,
social mobility, and poverty alleviation efforts. She brought up the concerns surrounding child
marriage intersecting with the socio-economic resources of rural families who may see child
marriage as a means of upward social mobility and a strategy for safety and security to escape
poverty. She mentioned that in these communities, when contemplating girls' marriage, the
demographic dividend and the implications of adolescent fertility are often overlooked.
Furthermore, there's a lack of awareness regarding the adverse effects of adolescent fertility
on the health and rights of girls, as well as its link to gender-based violence and
intergenerational challenges. She also highlighted the fear associated with the age of 18, which
signifies adulthood in many legal contexts, often acts as an obstacle rather than a safeguard.
Therefore, changing the language used to discuss child marriage and shifting the focus
towards elevating overall educational status can be instrumental, she urged. This reframing
should highlight the tangible benefits of delaying marriage, prompting individuals to
recognize the substantial differences it can make in their lives when they marry after
completing their SSC or HSC. Moreover, while addressing gender-based violence, she said a
significant barrier to achieving gender equality is workforce participation, income-earning
opportunities, and mobility, all of which serve as indicators of gender equality. She
highlighted that financial inclusion may still keep women without empowerment within their
families, in the job market, or in society at large. Transformative change is needed to redefine
the gender division of labor, particularly in family and reproductive chores. To advance
gender equality, everyone must work towards comprehensive, transformative changes that
empower women across all spheres of life.

Nobonita Chowdhury, BRAC stressed that gender inequality 1s a multifaceted and intricate
issue that permeates various aspects of society. One of the most profound yet often
underemphasized aspects is the disproportionate impact of climate change on women.
Notably, men tend to migrate in significant numbers from regions severely affected by climate
change in Bangladesh, leaving women behind to bear the brunt of its consequences, especially
concerning their health. She also asserted that child marriage remains a pressing national
concern in Bangladesh, marked by the absence of a legally defined consent-giving age and the
troubling issue of marital rape. She raised the question as to why child marriage is not
consistently recognized as a form of gender-based violence (GBV). An essential consideration
is whether it is perceived as a harmful practice within the social fabric of Bangladesh. Delaying
pregnancies could potentially offer mothers the opportunity to pursue education further and
improve their overall health.

Morium Nesa, Action Aid urged better identification of beneficiaries and marginalized to
explore social exclusion and inequality. She underscored the importance of data to discern
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whether specific groups reap the advantages or if it's a collective benefit experienced by society
as a whole. She also examined the intersection of women's empowerment and digitalization.
In particular, she highlighted the need to explore how women utilizing online platforms are
impacted positively. This includes addressing the types of gender-based violence (GBV) that
women encounter on social media, such as online harassment through emails and the sharing
of explicit pictures. She questions whether there is sufficient digital literacy to navigate these
challenges effectively. Recognizing that gender encompasses a spectrum beyond the binary
classification of men and women, she advocated for an inclusive approach that embraces all
genders. She emphasized the pressing need for accessible and user-friendly interventions in
sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). Furthermore, she addressed the deep-
seated issue of child marriage, contending that until society acknowledges the intrinsic value
of girls and perceives them as assets, investments in their well-being and future will remain
insufficient. This underscores the urgent imperative to reshape societal perspectives regarding
the worth and potential of girls.

Kishwar Imdad, Marie Stopes Bangladesh pointed out a stagnating TFR in urban poor areas
and hard-to-reach regions is an important concern, more so because of the lack of data and
inadequate awareness within the public health system. The government system has somehow
sidelined the focus on long-acting methods which are critical to ensure TFR goals. There is a
good opportunity for public-private partnership here where organizations like Marie Stopes
can help build local capacity in the public sector on delivery of long-acting methods as well
as MR needs. The government has shown some initiatives in this area but engaging private
sector capacities without specific budget allocation is unlikely to produce any results. This is
an issue for CSO advocacy.

Dr. Imran Ahmed Chowdhury, HNPP, BRAC drew attention to a significant issue
concerning community health clinics, where there is an alarming 40% dropout rate of
healthcare service providers or community level health workers. Even in cases where overall
health indicators appear positive on a national level, specific pockets or regions still suffer
from service gaps, particularly in the last mile. Dr. Imran advocated for collaboration with
the government to ensure the effective delivery of healthcare services to these remote areas.
Another 1ssue he highlighted was national level programs such as NCD program, and
government’s plans to open NCD corners across upazilas. There are concerns related to
sufficiency of resources to provide free healthcare for all NCD corners across all 450 upazilas.
There is a need for targeting, using evidence-based data. For example, certain urban pockets
and coastal areas are experiencing a rise in NCD cases compared to other areas in the country.
These areas would thus need a greater allocation of resources, and targeting free healthcare
or medication in such areas is pertinent. There is scope for advocacy in this case as well.
Research in identification of such pockets will also help the government in targeting their
programs.

Tasnia Ahmed, Program Manager, SERAC-Bangladesh, urged for a bigger focus on topics
related to youth rights and SRHR. She emphasized the importance of including young voices
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and perspectives, recognizing youth's contributions to the national economy, and their
potential for self-advocacy and advocacy on SRHR issues, as well as enhancing risk
management. She stressed that a one-size-fits-all approach is inadequate, and interventions
should be area-specific.

Mahathi Mahmud, Oroddho Foundation focused on youths' perspectives regarding their bodies
and gender roles. There is a notable inadequacy in comprehending the intricacies of social
rights and how they function amongst the youth. There is furthermore a pervasive sense of
apathy and a lack of trust in the existing systems due to which many young individuals who
experience SRHR issues express their reluctance to seek help through helplines, indicating a
need for improved communication channels and trust-building efforts. Because of this trust
deficit, there 1s an underreporting of SRHR concerns. Government-funded programs in
schools are often target-oriented, and the health curriculum may not adequately address the
diverse needs of the student population, focusing more on gender education while neglecting
critical aspects like puberty. Despite government-led initiatives expanding their reach to more
schools, many students lack knowledge about gender and puberty-related issues, revealing a
significant gap in education. Youth engagement is thus a priority at national and international
levels to address these multifaceted challenges effectively.

Mayabee Arannya, Kotha asserted the importance of going beyond merely including youth
voices and stressed on the need for substantive investments in these voices to drive meaningful
change. While youth are present at the table, the emphasis should be on their genuine
inclusion in the transformative process. She highlighted "Kotha," a youth-led and peer-driven
initiative aimed at reshaping societal perspectives. This underscores the role of youth-led
initiatives in challenging established norms and fostering change. Regarding sexual
education, Mayabee emphasized the importance of creating a safe and open environment for
young individuals to discuss these matters comfortably. Comprehensive sexuality and gender
programs, particularly those involving peers, can effectively encourage such discussions.
Trust in peers is a vital element leveraged in these programs to facilitate productive
conversations. Furthermore, Mayabee pointed out the significance of helplines and support
systems, particularly in addressing issues related to women's safety. Initiatives like using
Facebook for receiving complaints through messages offer an effective alternative,
recognizing that victims might find it less anxiety-inducing to communicate via text rather
than voice.

Saifa Raz, James P Grant School of Public Health, working on ARISE Project, Brac University, stated that in
the context of child marriage, survey findings revealed an alternative perspective that extends beyond
parental pressure, shedding light on a complex set of reasons. Notably, it appears that during the
COVID-19 pandemic, underage girls and boys engaged in romantic relationships through digital
platforms. Consequently, this led them to request their parents' approval for marriage. An additional
dimension highlighted in the survey was the issue of marriage registration. In some cases, marriages
involving minors are not officially registered, with the intention to formalize the union after the
individuals turn 18. Mosque kazis may also officiate child marriages, further complicating the matter.
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It was further mentioned that another contributing factor is poverty. In situations where parents
struggle to provide education due to unemployment or financial constraints, there is substantial
pressure on them to agree to early marriages for their children. The survey findings also shed light on
gender-based violence (GBV) within Rohingya communities. The absence of National Identification
(NID) cards among women poses challenges, limiting their ability to come forward and seek
employment. This lack of NID cards renders them more vulnerable to various forms of GBV.

Md., ICCCAD brought to light the findings from surveys conducted in Satkhira, Khulna, and
Sirajganj that shed light on several pressing issues. Firstly, rural residents face significant
challenges when migrating to urban areas, particularly in the absence of National
Identification (NID) cards. This lack of documentation leads to their exclusion from support
systems and incentives offered by city authorities, rendering them more vulnerable. The
second issue was that rural populations report limited access to assistance from climate
change projects, highlighting the need for more inclusive and accessible support mechanisms.
It is crucial to segregate data to differentiate between rural and urban contexts. Urban
populations are growing rapidly, with 30% now residing in urban areas. There is a need to
strengthen and promote collaboration between the government and civil society organizations
(CSOs to ensure a fair and equitable urban transition.

Dr. Nadia Binte Amin, WEND shed light on critical aspects of women's economic
empowerment, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic and in its aftermath. She
highlighted a concerning issue during the pandemic, where women were intended
beneficiaries of government stimulus packages. However, they faced difficulties accessing
these packages, primarily because men had greater access to the relevant organizations. Ther
are further gender disparity in financial matters. Women are often required to provide male
guarantors to secure loans or engage in finance-related activities, a requirement not imposed
on men. In terms of education and career choices, adolescent girls often feel more comfortable
in general education fields compared to technical skill-based ones. Pursuing degrees like BBA
and MBA is also sometimes seen as a way to enhance their desirability in the marriage market.
She also spotlighted the increasing role of social media, particularly Facebook, in enabling
women to enter the business sphere. However, she notes that they encounter challenges in
this space.

Zakir Hossain, Daily Samakal posed some questions for the newly introduced universal
pension scheme. Persons currently benefiting from social safety net programs have to exit
such programs if they want to participate in the pension scheme. Besides these anomalies,
Mr. Zakir also pointed to a general perception among the public as to how different this new
scheme is from existing Deposit Pension Schemes (DPS) operated by banks. He also
highlighted the problem of updated data in the absence of which it is difficult to know how
much progress has really been achieved.

XXVi



Anika Bushra, YPF emphasized the significance of youth representation while underlining
the parallel importance of capacity-building sessions. These sessions are instrumental in
equipping young individuals with the skills and knowledge needed to articulate and address
critical issues effectively. Ms. Anika also highlighted sanitation problems faced by young
women in rural areas who often resort to period-stopping pills, Anika also highlighted the
adverse effects of climate change on women's health, particularly in coastal regions where
women bear a disproportionate impact.

Sulekha Mrong, Garo Nari Samaj-Achik Michik Society (marginalized group representative)
pointed out that child marriage is also a concern for indigenous communities due to lack of
parental awareness and deeply ingrained societal norms. Ms. Sulekha also put emphasis on
women's empowerment, particularly among tribal groups who face distinct challenges. For
these marginal communities, there is a larger challenge of protecting their traditional land
rights against encroachment by ill-conceived development projects. Sulekha highlighted the
ongoing problem in Madhupur, Tangail from where she came to join the consultation. Such
land disputes can lead to economic instability and, consequently, child marriage.

Philip Gain, SEHD shared valuable insights into the dynamics of the Garo society,
emphasizing the equality between men and women within this community. Having lived in
Modhupur for three years, he offered reflections on climate change issues, highlighting critical
concerns. He brought attention to the adverse impact of forest degradation in Modhupur due
to the preparation of rubber plantations. The reafforestation efforts funded by the Asian
Development Bank (ADB), introducing species like acacia and eucalyptus, led to co-
management practices that severely affected the Modhupur Shal forest. Philip noted that
ADB recognized its mistake in this regard, leading to a cessation of funding for forestry
programs from 2012. Currently, the World Bank (WB) is implementing the largest forestry
project in Bangladesh but with the bad experience of earlier projects like Chokoria
Sundarbans, the sincerity of efforts to address deforestation and climate change has to be put
under scrutiny.

Dr Sabrina Rafi, Health Officer (Adolescent Health and Pediatric NCD), UNICEF, emphasized the
often-overlooked harmful impact of digital platforms on adolescents, particularly in this era
of pervasive technology. There is a critical shortcoming in the lack of age-appropriate
information on search engines and social media. Dr. Sabrina mentioned the collaboration
between UNICEF and DGFP to develop a national adolescent health website and mobile
phone information resources as a reliable source of information on sexual and reproductive
health and rights (SRHR). Additionally, she advocated for the creation of interactive games
related to SRHR and reproductive health, with the goal of making these topics engaging and
enjoyable for adolescents, thereby facilitating effective dissemination of important
information.

Summing up: Ms. Kiristine Blokhus, Country Representative of UNFPA, stressed the
importance of independent CSO perspectives alongside government documents to inform
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international policy events such as the APPC. She also underlined the need for youth
leadership and strong collaborations across government, CSO and private sector actors to
accelerate change in the areas of SRHR, climate resilience, and gender equality. She
highlighted and expressed satisfaction and gratitude with the valuable information and
insights generated during the consultation, underscoring the importance of translating these
discussions into meaningful actions and collaborations.

In his closing remarks, Hossain Zillur Rahman emphasized the need to establish clarity on
priorities given the manifold challenges and puzzles raised during the discussion. The
significance of focusing on youth-related issues and acknowledging the need to take fresh look
at the drivers of child marriage including adolescents’ agency in these decisions has been a
key insight emerging from the national consultation. He urged the adoption and exploration
of new ways of looking at these challenges. Overall, he emphasized the need for a nuanced
and multifaceted approach to address the complex challenges discussed during the session.
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