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Glossary & Acronyms
ACALG   Active Citizens and Accountable Local Government – a  
   project of BRAC’s Community Empowerment Programme 

BDT   Bangladeshi Taka

BLC   BRAC Learning Centre

CEP   Community Empowerment Programme

Citizens’ Committee Civil society watch groups created under the ACALG project 
   for local government performance monitoring, and assisting 
   the poor and marginalized to access local government 
   services and resources 

Polli Shomaj  Community based organization of rural poor, particularly 
   women, facilitated by the Community Empowerment   
   Programme of BRAC. These are initially prompted by BRAC 
   but are eventually designed to be run independently by the   
   group members  

Popular Theatre  An innovative and effective method for information    
   dissemination, awareness building and social mobilization.   
   Popular Theatre shows are performed by artists from local   
   communities using local dialects and local stories 

UNDEF   United Nations Democracy Fund

Union Shomaj  Federation of Polli Shomaj groups at the union level which   
   serve as platform for grassroots advocacy and networking   
   among Polli Shomaj leaders   

Union Parishad  Lowest tier of the local government in Bangladesh

Upazila   Sub-district 

UNO   Upazila Nirbahi Officer - key government functionary at the 
   sub-district level; also known as Upazila Executive Officerh

VGD   Vulnerable Group Development - a safety net scheme of the  
   Government of Bangladesh. Poor, extremely vulnerable to   
   food insecurity, landless, and women headed families are   
   primary recipients of VGD support. A VGD card holder receives a  
   food ration on a monthly basis from the government
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Foreword
The Community Empowerment Programme (CEP) is one of the core programmes of BRAC 
and contributes to the achievement of BRAC’s vision of “a world free from all forms of 
exploitation and discrimination where everyone has the opportunity to realise their potential” 
through empowerment of the rural poor, especially women. CEP interventions aim at 
empowerment of the rural communities for poverty reduction, gender equity, democratic 
governance and sustainable development. A key focus of CEP is to promote gender equality 
and grassroots democracy. In this regard, local government plays an essential role in the 
development process, as it is the closest tier of the government to ordinary citizens, and acts 
as a key frontier to foster local development and accelerate progress towards achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals. 

Realizing the need to strengthen local government institutions, CEP started initiatives in 
2003 to strengthen local governance towards the benefit of the rural poor. As part of its 
continued interventions, BRAC initiated the Active Citizens and Accountable Local 
Government (ACALG) Project in Bogra and Jessore districts in 2009, for a period of two 
years, with support from United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF). As the ACALG project 
has been completed, the learning and the best practices from the project are being 
mainstreamed and scaled up in our interventions geared towards strengthening local 
governance in 22 districts from 2012 onwards. I heartily thank all field and Head Office staff 
of CEP, who worked tirelessly to make the ACALG project successful. I am also grateful to 
UNDEF for supporting the implementation of the initiative.These interventions will contribute 
to foster pro-poor local governance in our working areas, and strengthen women’s 
leadership and grassroots voice.  

A number of case stories of local government and citizens activism under the ACALG Project 
are presented in this publication along with a brief overview of the project and our learning. I 
hope the success stories presented in this publication will be a source of learning and 
inspiration for those interested in working with local governance issues in Bangladesh.   

Anna Minj
Director
Community Empowerment Programme and 
Integrated Development Programme
BRAC

Stories of Change
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1. Introduction
1.1 BRAC Initiatives for Strengthening Local      
      Governance in Bangladesh

Effective local governance is a critical part of making the local government function 
for the benefit of the rural poor and strengthening democratic practices at the 
grassroots level. This is one of the key programmatic areas that the Community 
Empowerment Programme (CEP) of BRAC focuses on. CEP’s initiative to strengthen 
local government institutions started in 2003 initially through building capacity of the 
women who are elected as local government (Union Parishad) officials. This has 
contributed to enhancing their understanding of their roles and responsibilities as 
Union Parishad officials, and also the structures and functions of the Union Parishad. 
Later, this initiative was extended to include the male officials of the Union Parishad 
as well. Through this initiative CEP has provided capacity building support to more 
than 20,000 local government officials in different regions across the country.  

At present, CEP’s interventions towards strengthening local governance include a 
set of coordinated activities aimed at improving local government accountability and 
transparency through -

Enhancing capacity of Union Parishad officials through capacity development 
trainings and workshops. Through these trainings, the Union Parishad officials 
are made aware of their roles and responsibilities as elected representatives of 
the people, gender related issues, pro-poor governance, and the structure and 
activities of the Union Parishad.  

Organizing women Union Parishad officials through Upazila Forums that serve 
as a platform for direct interaction between them and the sub-district level 
government officials. The Upazila Forum is a direct channel created by CEP 
between the women officials of the Union Parishad and the upper-tier  

Women officials of the Union
Parishad become aware of
their roles and responsibilities
through participating in
capacity building trainings
provided by BRAC Since 2003, BRAC’s

Community Empowerment
Programme has 
provided capacity building
support to more than
20,000 local government
officials in Bangladesh
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Concerns from the grassroots are shared at the
national level through engaging civil society
opinion leaders to strengthen advocacy for
pro-poor local governance 

Ward Meeting being conducted by a woman
official of the Union Parishad after getting
training from BRAC

government that helps to overcome the marginalization of the former by their 
pre-dominantly male colleagues at the Union Parishad. The forum also enables 
networking among the women officials from different Union Parishads and helps to 
develop working relationships with higher level government officials contributing to 
effective social capital formation.

Strengthening linkage between the Union Parishad officials and the community 
through organizing Community and Union Parishad Planning and Sharing meetings, 
Open Budget meetings, and ensuring that the Ward meetings are held by the Union 
Parishad officials with participation of the poor and disadvantaged members of the 
community. Community and Union Parishad Planning and Sharing meetings enable 
the Union Parishad members and the community to develop plans for local 
development, set priorities and decide on budgetary allocations together. This 
creates a platform for civic engagement in local governance and ensures greater 
accountability and transparency of the Union Parishad. 
   
Engaging sub-district and district level administration, officials of different 
government departments/agencies, civil society and media through Advocacy 
Workshops for pro-poor governance at the local level.

These interventions directly contribute to improving local governance for effective delivery 
of public services, promoting accountability, transparency and citizens’ participation, and 
strengthening women’s leadership within the local government structure.

Stories of Change
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1.2 The Active Citizens and Accountable Local 
      Government (ACALG) Initiative 

Lack of awareness, capacity, and necessary skills of both the local government 
officials and community members act as a barrier to the demand and supply of 
effective local governance in rural Bangladesh. In the rural areas, lack of access to 
information is another significant barrier to demand for more effective and 
accountable governance. Poor people often have little or no access to information on 
their rights and entitlements. In addition, a pervasive obstacle to improving local 
governance are the non-democratic bureaucratic practices such as the practices of 
secrecy, exclusivity and exclusion. These practices bar women, the poor and other 
marginalized groups from key decision-making processes. Set against this 
backdrop, CEP initiated the Active Citizens and Accountable Local Government 
(ACALG) project with an aim to create conditions for more active civic engagement 
among rural poor citizens as well as to strengthen capacity of the local government 
institutions for more accountable and effective governance. The project was initiated 
in 2009 with support from the United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF). 

ACALG focused on tackling both the demand and supply side of effective, accountable 
local governance with emphasis on gender equity. Its objectives were to - 

Develop capacities of the local government and rural citizens to plan and 
deliver accountable and more equitable services and resource allocation

Create accessible sources of information about civic rights, local government 
and its services, and

Transform bureaucratic practices at the local level to be more responsive to 
the needs of the poor

The project was implemented during the period of 2009 to 2011 in 10 sub-districts 
of two districts namely Bogra (6 sub-districts) and Jessore (4 sub-districts) directly 
benefiting grassroots communities and local government officials in 103 unions.

Citizens’ Committee, a civil
society watch group
formed under ACALG,
enables local government
performance monitoring
by rural citizens ACALG has mobilized nearly

22,000 rural community
members and about 1,400
local government officials
towards more accountable
and participatory local
governance

8
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1.2.1  Citizens for Accountable Governance: The ACALG 
          Change Model

The ACALG project was designed based on a social accountability framework. 
The model recognizes that local governance rests on a set of relationships 
between those who govern and those who are governed. These relationships 
need to be transformed for more effective local governance and stronger 
accountability to poor and women citizens. As such, ACALG particularly focuses 
on simultaneously tackling the demand and supply of effective and accountable 
local governance through primarily targeting both the Union Parishad (the ‘supply’ 
side) and the rural community (the ‘demand’ side). 

Community and Local Government Engagement Model of ACALG
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Activities of the project were centered on capacity development of local 
government officials and women leaders from rural community based 
organizations known as Polli Shomaj. These activities facilitated platforms to 
promote interaction between the local government and the community, formation 
and strengthening of rural civil society watch groups called Citizens’ Committees, 
local government performance monitoring by the community, and awareness 
building. Activities also included advocacy and outreach through the use of 
Popular Theatre, workshops, and creation and dissemination of information 
materials such as posters and manuals. Moreover, incentive and corrective 
measures were introduced that involved using a community scorecard process 
for assessing Union Parishad performance through community participation, 
recognizing the high performing Union Parishads in different forums and local 
media. Low performing Union Parishads were also notified in cases of continued 
below standard performance. 

1.2.2 Practices that Work: Learning from the Field
The ACALG project has contributed to increasing participation of rural citizens, 
especially poor women, in the process of local government planning, resource 
allocation and service delivery. This has been demonstrated not only through 
community participation in government safety net programme beneficiary targeting 
and selection, increased holding tax payment, and collective actions against social 
injustice but also through the increased aspiration of grassroots women to become 
part of the rural power structure by competing for Union Parishad memberships.

At the same time, rural poor people’s increased access to reliable information 
about civic rights, local government, and local services has been achieved through 
Citizen’s Charters placed at different local government offices and an increased 
number of community members using the Right to Information Act to access 
information.

Furthermore, ACALG has contributed to more democratic, transparent and 
sensitized local government practices towards the poor and marginalized in the 
project area.  This has been demonstrated through Union Parishad officials taking 
local development initiatives based on community demands, community members’ 
proactive role in ensuring fair and transparent resource-service allocations and local 
infrastructure development initiatives, and Union Parishad performance monitoring 
by the community.

The ACALG project has shown that enabling communities to realize their own 
potential leads to self-reliant development and proactive actions. This has been a 
driving force that has resulted in the transformation as shown in the case stories in 
the following chapter. Organizing rural communities, creating awareness, and

Stories of Change
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building their capacity led to a common understanding of not only their rights and 
entitlements but also of their collective strengths and confidence. While strong 
demand for improved local governance was voiced through Polli Shomaj (a ward 
level organization of rural poor women facilitated by BRAC), local level citizens’ 
watch groups (Citizens’ Committee) created under ACALG, played an effective role 
in increasing the access of poor and marginalized people to local government 
resources and services, reducing misappropriations, and promoting participation. 
Union Parishad performance monitoring by the community significantly improved 
both local government accountability and the relationship between local 
government and community members. It repositioned the rural poor from being 
passive recipients of Union Parishad services to informed citizens actively engaged 
in ensuring that the Union Parishad services are delivered with greater transparency 
and accountability. As a whole, this has contributed to the empowerment of the 
rural poor, particularly women. 

Support for capacity building has been found to be more effective when followed by 
the creation of appropriate platforms and forums for mobilization such as the 
sub-district level Upazila Forum for women officials of the Union Parishad. Upazila 
Forums were created immediately after the capacity building trainings and soon 
became a platform for translating knowledge into practice. This created a direct 
channel between the women officials of the Union Parishad and the sub-district level 
government officials including the Upazila Nirbahi Officer. Upazila Forums also 
enabled networking among the women officials from different Union Parishads and 
enhanced their social capital. In the long run this resulted in more effective service 
delivery to the rural poor. 

A bottom up advocacy approach allowed capturing and bringing up concerns from 
the grassroots communities and the Union Parishad to the district level. 
Multi-stakeholder advocacy workshops at the sub-district and district levels created 
dialogue among government officials, civil society and media representatives, and 
emphasized the need to strengthen local governance for the benefit of the poor. 
However, it was strongly felt that issues brought up from the grassroots level require 
strong policy advocacy at the national level to create and sustain substantial 
change.

It is to be noted that these are not presented here as ‘prescriptions’ for successful 
projects, instead as ‘descriptions’ of some of the success factors that have 
contributed to achieving the desired outcomes of the ACALG project. The cases 
presented in the following chapter provide anecdotal evidence to this through an 
account of some of the success stories of the project.

Stories of Change
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2. Case Stories
The ten case stories presented in this section has been carefully selected to bring out 
some of the examples of succeessful civic engagement by rural citizens, and also of 
local government officials who have set a standard for accountability to the citizens. 
Some of these stories involve individuals who have emerged as champions and led 
the initiative forward while others are about collective actions by the people. 
Nevertheless, in the end all of these stories are examples of the positive 
transformation of people regardless of being common citizens or local government 
officials. These are stories of active citizens and accountable local government - 
stories of change brought through ACALG.

Stories of Change
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Tahmina Begum Speaks Out

Tahmina Begum has been a member of the Bidyanandakati 
Union Parishad in Jessore since winning the Union Parishad 
elections in 2003. Throughout this period, she never had any 
voice in the Union Parishad decision making process. The 
Chairman and male members of the Union Parishad have 
been making her sign different projects’ documents, without 
her even knowing how these projects were selected and 
implemented. Upon enquiries on those projects, she was 
never given answers or even any information. At times, the 
Chairman would send the village police to her house to get 
her signature on resolutions which she was not even aware 
of. She had no say in the allocation of Union Parishad 
resources for the community either. All the resources were 
distributed by the Chairman and the male members to whom 
they preferred. This is in fact a common picture in many 
Union Parishads in Bangladesh where women members like 
Tahmina Begum are continuously dominated and 
discriminated against by their male colleagues. Often they 
are unable to protest the subjugation and discrimination as 
well as the many irregularities they face at the Union 
Parisahd. But this can be changed and Tahmina Begum has 
shown how a proper understanding of rights, and roles and 
responsibilities enables one to challenge the subjugation and 
disempowerment.

In November 2010, Tahmina Begum participated in a three day 
Capacity Building Training for Union Parishad Representatives  

01Case Story:
An informed and capacitated woman Union Parishad

offical prevents misappropriations in safety net allocations

Issue:
Misappropriations in the 
local government safety 
net resource allocations 
to the poor

Solution:
Trained woman Union 
Parishad official identified 
the incident of 
misappropriation and 
took it to the higher 
authorities for prevention
 
Key Actor:
Tahmina Begum, Union 
Parishad official

Location:
Bidyanandakati union of 
Keshabpur sub-district 
under Jessore district

Fast Facts

Stories of Change
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at a BRAC Learning Centre (BLC) in Jessore under the ACALG Project. Through this training, 
she became aware of her obligations and responsibilities to the people as an elected 
representative, the structure and activities of the Union Parishad, her rights and entitlements 
within the local government and the different safety net schemes of the government. 
Immediately afterwards, she also became a member of the Upazila Forum, a sub-district 
level platform for women members of the Union Parishad, facilitated by BRAC. Through 
regular attendance at the bi-monthly Upazila Forum meetings she received information on 
different projects of the Union Parishad that she was supposed to lead, and also developed 
contacts with sub-district level government officials. This increasingly gave her confidence 
and strengthend her leadership capacity.

When allocations for the 2011-2012 cycle of Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) scheme, 
a safety net programme of the Bangladesh government for the vulnerable poor women, 
reached Bidyanandakati Union Parishad Tahmina Begum acted promptly. She discussed it 
with the community members and through community consultation prepared a list of the 
poor and most deserving beneficiaries eligible for receiving VGD benefits. She then 
submitted the list to the Union Parishad Chairman. The Chairman submitted this list to the 
Upazila Nirbahi Officer (UNO) for approval. However, in June 2011 when the approval finally 
came, the Chairman deliberately replaced the photo of a woman named Ruma Begum, one 
of the selected beneficiaries, with the photo of another woman with the same name who was 
not on the list, and allotted the VGD card to her. Had this happened before Tahmina Begum 
received the training at BLC and joined the Upazila Forum, she would not have said anything. 
But it was different this time. Unlike in the past, she did not stay silent and inactive but 
instead decided to protest as now she knew how to deal with such issues and where to go. 
Therefore, upon hearing the news she immediately went to the Union Parishad office and 
verified whether this was true. She then went to the office of the UNO and filed a complaint 
about it there. She also took the matter to the Upazila Women Affairs Officer, and requested 
an investigation. In response to her complaint, the UNO formed an investigation committee 
with a seven day reporting deadline. The committee found evidence in favour of the 
complaint and reported accordingly. Based on the report, the UNO instructed the Chairman 
to allocate the VGD card at once to the Ruma Begum who was on the list submitted by 
Tahmina Begum.

Tahmina Begum’s bold initiative thus ensured fair and transparent allotment of the VGD 
cards. With this card Ruma Begum, as well as the other poor women selected to receive 
VGD benefits, will be receiving 30 kg of rice and flour every month, for a period of two years 
which will enable her to sustain her family. Tahmina Begum’s transformation has set an 
example for other women members of the Union Parishad to follow and raise their voices 
towards ensuring a more transparent and accountable local government. 

Stories of Change
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02Case Story:
Citizens take action against

local government misappropriations

Informed Citizens Can Stop Corruption

Like most of the villages in Bangladesh, the people of 
Shikarpur village of Majidpur union in Jessore had little 
awareness about their civic rights and responsibilities. They 
did not have a very clear idea about the roles and 
responsibilities of the Union Parishad either. Hence, their 
access to the Union Parishad and participation in Union 
Parishad activities was very limited. Lack of community 
participation and absence of effective demand for services 
allowed the Union Parishad to become increasingly 
non-responsive to the needs of the community. As a result, 
while the poor were being deprived of the government safety 
net benefits, inadequate construction and poor maintenance 
of public infrastructures such as roads, schools, etc. kept 
the community’s living standards low. In addition, absence 
of citizens’ engagement allowed the Union Parishad officials 
to get away with corrupt practices – there were incidents of 
financial misappropriations by the officials, and they often 
took undue advantage of poor people. However, the people 
of Shikarpur village have set an inspiring example 
demonstrating how informed citizens can resist corruption 
when they are united and raise their voices against it. 

Things started to change in Shikarpur when the ACALG 
project started in Jessore. Community mobilization through 
forums such as the Citizens’ Committee, Polli Shomaj, and 
Popular Theatre informed the community members of their 
civic rights and responsibilities. A general awareness was 

Issue:
Financial misappropriation 
by local government 
official in a road 
construction project 

Solution:
Citizens collected the 
relevant information on 
the project using the 
Right to Information Act, 
cross checked it with the 
on going construction 
work, and upon finding 
evidence of 
misappropriation, started 
a mass protest

Key Actor:
Abdus Salam and the 
people of Shikarpur 
village

Location:
Shikarpur village of 
Majidpur union in 
Keshabpur sub-district 
under Jessore district

Fast Facts
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created among them on the importance of participating in local government initiatives as 
informed and active citizens. They started to realize that they have the power to hold the 
Union Parishad officials responsible for their actions and can effectively protest against 
misappropriations in Union Parishad activities when necessary.

In April 2011, Majidpur Union Parishad started construction of a road in Shikarpur village. At 
that time a Popular Theatre show, On the Path of Light, was staged in Shikarpur under the 
ACALG project. Using real life stories from the local community, the drama created a 
dialogue with community members on the activities of their Union Parishad. It showed them 
how they could use different tools, such as the Right to Information Act, for holding the Union 
Parishad accountable for its activities. As a result, many members of the community felt that 
it was their duty to know about the details of the on going road construction work and ensure 
that the work was done properly. Accordingly, a group of representatives from the 
community, led by Abdus Salam, went to the Union Parishad and using the Right to 
Information Act asked for information on the total fund allocation for the road construction 
project as well as the name of the person overseeing the project.

The Union Parishad secretary was reluctant to provide the information at first. However, 
realizing that the community members were well aware of the Right to Information Act and 
were also determined to get the information, the secretary had no choice but to provide the 
information to them. Thus, community members learned that one of the Union Parishad 
officials was in charge of the project, with an allocated budget of 90,000 BDT for 
construction of a 1 km long road. They then went to the construction site to see how the 
work was going. At the construction site they found out that low quality bricks were used for 
the construction, the number of bricks used was much less than what was required and the 
resulting gaps were being filled up with sand. There were also irregularities with the specified 
height and width of the road. Moreover, they discovered that the Union Parishad official in 
charge of the project was trying to make a quick profit by completing the construction work 
with 60,000 BDT instead of the allocated 90,000 BDT.

The news spread fast among the people of Shikarpur. They were united to protest and 
prevent such misconduct. Towards the end of April 2011, under leadership of Abdus Salam 
around 230 people from Shikarpur village brought out a procession in front of the Keshabpur 
sub-district administrative office protesting against the misappropriation. Through this event 
more people became aware of the issue. As a result, finally the Union Parishad Chairman 
looked into the matter and finding evidence of misappropriation stopped the road 
construction for the time being. He ensured that the construction work was done according 
to the specifications once the work resumed after the rainy season. 

This incident and the surrounding events created greater confidence among the community 
members in terms of exercising their civic rights and responsibilities; it showed them the role 
they can play together in ensuring transparency and accountability of their Union Parishad 
and thus contribute to the development of their community. 

Stories of Change
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Citizens’ Voices Count

Community participation in the local government planning and 
budgeting process is essential to get the voices of the poor 
and marginalized heard so that their needs and concerns are 
taken into consideration in the broader development agenda. 
Community involvement is of critical importance particularly in 
local government budget formulation not only to ensure 
transparent and accountable allocation of resources based on 
need but also to foster the spirit of democracy at the 
grassroots level. It empowers the citizens to identify their own 
priorities and express their concerns as to how the resources 
should be used. To this end, through the Union Parishad Act 
2009, the Government of Bangladesh has made it mandatory 
for all Union Parishads to ensure community participation in 
the process of Union Parishad budget formulation. However, a 
majority of the Union Parishads do not exercise this due to lack 
of awareness among Union Parishad officials, lack of 
monitoring, and absence of demand from the citizens. The 
Kalerpara Union Parishad of Bogra was no different. The 
people of Kalerpara union never had the opportunity to get 
involved in the budget formulation process. They never got to 
know about the budget amount for each ward in any given 
year, let alone the total budget amount for the whole union. 
They did not know which projects were going to be 
implemented in their wards in the upcoming year or what the 
allocations were in each sector. However, this changed in 
2011 when the Kantonagar Citizens’ Committee and the 
Union Parishad successfully arranged an open budget 

03Case Story:
Citizens ensure grassroots community participation

in local government budget planning and allocations

Issue:
Community concerns 
were not being taken into 
account during local 
government planning and 
resource allocations

Solution:
Citizens participated in 
preparing a draft budget 
for the Union Parishad, 
which was then shared 
with the community 
members through open 
budget meeting

Key Actor:
Kantonagar Citizens’ 
Committee

Location:
Kantonagar village of 
Kalerpara union in Dhunot 
sub-district under Bogra 
district

Fast Facts
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meeting for the first time in the history of Kalerpara.

The Kantonagar Citizens’ Committee was formed in 2010 as part of the ACALG project in 
Kantonagar village of Kalerpara Union. This was a seventeen member committee consisting 
of local opinion leaders as well as educated and motivated youth engaged in monitoring the 
performance of their Union Parishad. The need for community involvement in Union Parishad 
budget formulation was a recurring agenda in the Citizens’ Committee meetings. The 
Citizens’ Committee felt that if they took the initiative, it would be possible to bring the Union 
Parishad and the community members together to plan and prioritize their development 
needs. The committee members started discussing how they could achieve this.

In May 2011, under the leadership of Kantonagar Citizens’ Committee convenor Bipul 
Chandra, joint convenor Abdus Sattar Master, Saidur Rahman and Azhar Ali, the committee 
members approached the Chairman of Kalerpara Union Parishad to ensure citizens’ 
involvement in the Union Parishad budgeting process. After a long discussion, and seeing 
the firm demands of Citizens’ Committee members, the Chairman agreed to hold an open 
budget meeting where a draft annual budget would be shared and discussed with the 
citizens to get their feedbacks. Moreover, impressed by the Citizens’ Committee’s initiative 
the Chairman requested the committee members to assist in preparing the draft budget for 
their Union Parishad. Accordingly, a preliminary budget was prepared through active 
participation of the Citizens’ Committee members with the Union Parishad officials. The 
open budget meeting was scheduled to be held in September 2011. To ensure participation 
of all community members the meeting date was announced in all wards of the union. The 
Citizens’ Committee took initiatives to ensure representation from all wards of the union and 
significant interest and enthusiasm was created among the people of Kalerpara.  

As a result, on the meeting day around 15,000 community members showed up at the 
meeting venue. The draft budget was presented and explained to the community members 
who then shared their views and opinions. Through a lively discussion the community 
members raised their concerns on different issues that they felt should be addressed in the 
upcoming year’s development plan. The Union Parishad officials listened to their feedbacks 
and opinions and promised to make necessary changes based on available resources 
before finalizing the budget. The Chairman even pledged that he will continue this practice 
every year.

This was the first time in Kalerpara union that an open budget meeting was held allowing the 
community members to have their say on the budget. This has been possible due to the 
initiative of the Kantonagar Citizens’ Committee and the cooperation from the Kalerpara 
Union Parishad Chairman. For the Kalerpara Union Parishad, this is a significant step 
towards ensuring transparency and accountability in the income and expenditure of the 
Union Parishad for the coming fiscal year through community participation. 
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Together for a Safer Community

People of Devinagar village in Jessore watched helplessly 
when a group of miscreants was spreading their criminal 
activities in the village. Sheltered by a locally influential 
political leader, these miscreants were openly selling 
marijuana and other drugs as well as illegally brewed local 
liquor at the village cremation ground. They also set up a 
gambling joint in the area. The youth, especially unemployed 
young men, gathered there each evening to indulge 
themselves in getting drunk, taking drugs and gambling. This 
led to increased incidents of crime in the village – theft and 
mugging, fights, sexual harassment of young and 
adolescent girls and so on. This became an issue of serious 
concern for the people of Devinagar. However, they were 
afraid of the miscreants and being unorganized did not know 
what to do or how to resist them. Yet these very people of 
Devinagar have proved that when citizens stand up together 
against injustice, they are bound to succeed.    

A Citizens’ Committee was formed in Devinagar under the 
ACALG project in July 2010. The Devinagar Citizens’ 
Committee consisted of both local opinion leaders as well as 
educated and motivated youth from the community. It was 
formed to serve as a civil society watch group engaged in 
monitoring the performance of the local Union Parishad and 
assisting the local poor in getting better access to local 
government services. In the committee meetings, one of the 
things the local ACALG project staff discussed was the     

04Case Story:
Citizens stand up against drug dealers and gamblers

and ensure actions are taken by law enforcement officials

Issue:
Criminal activities by a 
group of youth backed by 
a political leader disrupts 
peace in the village

Solution:
Citizens’ Committee took 
the issue to different 
actors starting from 
village elites to local 
police, then sub-district 
government 
administration, and finally 
to the district level law 
enforcement officials 
 
Key Actor:
Sirajul Islam and the 
Devinagar Citizens’ 
Committee

Location:
Devinagar village of 
Bashuary union in 
Bagharpara sub-district 
under Jessore district

Fast Facts
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civic rights and responsibilities of citizens. Sirajul Islam, a young member of the Citizens’ 
Committee, immediately felt that the committee could serve as a platform not only for 
engaging with the Union Parishad but also for tackling various other concerns of the 
community that are directly affecting the community members’ lives. In the following 
committee meeting, he raised the issue of the selling of drugs and liquor, and gambling in 
Devinagar and urged everyone to stand up against the miscreants together. All the members 
of the committee unanimously agreed that as informed citizens it is their duty to prevent such 
things from taking place in their community.

Convened by Sirajul Islam, the Citizens’ Committee members came up with an action plan 
to address the issue. Accordingly, they approached the local elites and village elders. 
However, the local elites and village elders were reluctant to take any steps regarding the 
issue and instead discouraged Sirajul Islam from doing anything against the miscreants. 
Then the Citizens’ Committee members went to the local police station to file a complaint. 
The police also did not cooperate with the Citizens’ Committee members and refused to 
take actions against the miscreants as they were associated with an influential political 
leader. They went to the Union Parishad members and Chairman, and later to the Upazila 
Nirbahi Officer, the administrative head at sub-district level, but did not get any support from 
them either. Being refused support from everywhere the Citizens’ Committee members 
became discouraged. However, Sirajul Islam was convinced that they were doing the right 
thing and as citizens it was their duty to take it as far as necessary to stop the miscreants. 
The committee members then decided to take the issue to even higher level officials. 
Consequently, they filed a complaint at the office of the Superintendent of Police at the 
district level. This time, finally actions were taken against the miscreants. Upon directives of 
the Superintendent of Police, the drug dealer was immediately arrested. As a result the other 
miscreants refrained from their criminal activities. Thus selling of drugs and illegal liquor and 
gambling in the village came to an end. Peace returned to Devinagar once again.
  
The tireless efforts and success of Sirajul Islam and the Citizens’ Committee members 
created a new and stronger understanding of civic rights and responsibilities among the 
citizens of Devinagar. They now know that their voices do count and that if they want to 
achieve something then the first step is to raise their voice. As Sirajul Islam puts it, “If a strong 
stance is taken against injustice, success must come one day. Today many people have 
joined hands with me and together we are making active contributions for the betterment of 
our community.”
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From the Grassroots to the Union Parishad 

Jabeda Begum has been actively involved with the 
Chapatola Polli Shomaj as the Secretary of the organization. 
Being one of the key leaders of a people’s organization, she 
often needed to communicate with the local Union Parishad 
officials including the Chairman, and at times even with the 
sub-district level government officials for different purposes. 
Most of the time this involved advocating, lobbying and, if 
needed, bargaining for mobilization of local government 
services and resources for the poor and disadvantaged in 
her community. Too often in doing her work she faced 
different challenges including non-cooperation from the local 
government officials, gender insensitive attitudes, 
politicization and patron-clientelism at different levels of the 
local government and so on. Many a times she saw that the 
local government resources and services were not reaching 
those who need it most and were unfairly allocated to people 
who were not eligible for safety net provisions. Gradually, she 
realized that the local government, particularly the Union 
Parishad, was largely captured by local elites who were not 
concerned with the wellbeing of the poor and marginalized. 
She identified this to be one of the key reasons for which the 
poor and marginalized members of her community were 
often deprived of their rights and entitlements. She felt that 
this needed to change and that there should be more and 
active participation of the grassroots poor women in the 
Union Parishad. Consequently, Jabeda Begum started to 
believe she could run for the Union Parishad election, to 

05Case Story:
Community members choose grassroots women’s

forum leader as their representative in the Union Parishad

Issue:
Absence of poor 
grassroots women’s 
voice in local elite 
captured Union Parishad 

Solution:
Poor grassroots women 
selected their own 
spokesperson to 
represent them in the 
local government and 
supported her to become 
a Union Parishad official

Key Actor:
Jabeda Begum, Polli 
Shomaj Secretary 

Location:
Chapatola village of 
Panishora union in 
Jhikorgachha sub-district 
under Jessore district
 

Fast Facts
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represent her community and give them a voice in the local government.

When a Citizens’ Committee was formed in Chapatola in August 2010, Jabeda Begum 
became its member from Polli Shomaj. Through regular meetings of the Citizens Committee, 
Jabeda Begum learned about good governance issues such as the importance of 
transparency, accountability and community participation in local government activities as 
well as the roles and responsibilities of the local government officials. She also took part in a 
3 day Leadership Training for Polli Shomaj leaders. In addition, as part of the ACALG project, 
she participated in a number of exposure visits to different government offices. These 
strengthened both her understanding of how the local government mechanism works as 
well as how to effectively communicate with the local government officials for advocating and 
bargaining. This enabled her to engage more effectively with the local government officials 
and raise voice to protect the interests of the poor. Jabeda Begum was already well-known 
in her community for her involvement with the Polli Shomaj and her social welfare activities. 
Now the Polli Shomaj members as well as the other poor women in the community started 
to look up to her as their leader.

In early 2011 when the date of the Union Parishad election was announced, the Chapatola 
Citizens’ Committee and the Polli Shomaj could not think of any one better to represent their 
community in the Union Parishad than Jabeda Begum. Both the Citizens’ Committee 
members and the Polli Shomaj members urged her, encouraged and motivated her to run 
for the Union Parishad election. Even though Jabeda Begum was ready to take on the 
challenge, she did not have the financial capacity to do so. But the community was with her. 
Chapatola Citizens’ Committee and the Polli Shomaj members started to campaign for her 
and raised the necessary funds through people’s contributions. Jabeda Begum also took a 
loan from BRAC’s microfinance programme. Seeing her popularity, two other candidates 
competing from the same wards secretly tried pressurize her to make her back down. But 
Jabeda Begum was adamant. Finally, with community support she won the election and 
became a representative at the Panishora Union Parishad. She is now carrying out her 
duties as a Union Parishad official. People of her community, particularly the poor, have faith 
in her that she will be a true advocate for their rights and entitlements.
                
The rural poor in Bangladesh, particularly women, often face systematic discrimination, and 
far too often they have no access to the decision making process. However, initiatives such 
as the ACALG are contributing to change the scenario for the better, and the story of Jabeda 
Begums is a testimony of that.
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Paying Taxes Means Better Services

A major portion of Union Parishad budget depends on the 
collection of holding tax i.e. tax on non-agricultural land 
holdings. However, Union Parishad officials are often 
reluctant to collect holding tax. On one hand, many of them 
are concerned that levying tax will result in losing popularity 
in their constituencies. On the other hand, they are not 
aware of the importance of collecting tax and many are also 
not informed about the procedure of tax assessment and 
collection. They neither issue demand notice to the tax 
payers nor publish the list of tax defaulters. As a result 
holding tax collection is usually very poor and sometimes 
even non-existent. This has significant implications on Union 
Parishad activities because without the necessary funds that 
are supposed to be generated from tax, the Union Parishad 
cannot undertake adequate development activities. Lack of 
funds also reduces service quality. Many Union Parishads 
even find it difficult to regularly pay the honorarium of the 
officials. Ultimately it is the citizens who get deprived due to 
this and miss opportunities for their communities’ 
development. The situation was no different at the 
Chaluahati Union Parishad in Jessore. Nevertheless, the 
people of Chaluahati have shown that citizens are willing to 
proactively pay taxes when the local government takes 
appropriate initiatives and provide services to them in return.

When the ACALG project started in Jessore, capacity 
development training was given to the officials of Chaluahati   

06Case Story:
Citizens motivate local government

officials to ensure collection of holding tax

Issue:
Union Parishad officials 
not interested in 
collecting tax and citizens 
not paying due taxes 

Solution:
Citizens made the Union 
Parishad officials aware of 
the importance of tax 
collection for maintaining 
the development activities 
of Union Parishad and 
the Union Parishad 
Chairman ensured that 
tax is collected regularly

Key Actor:
Md. Bazlur Rahman, 
Chairman, Chaluahati 
Union Parishad

Location:
Chaluahati union of 
Monirampur sub-district 
under Jessore district

Fast Facts
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Union Parishad. This Union Parishad was led by a two time elected Chairman, Md. Bazlur 
Rahman. Since 2003, during his two tenures as Union Parishad Chairman, Md. Bazlur 
Rahman has many success stories. In spite of all this, Chaluahati Union Parishad’s 
performance in tax collection was low. Absence of awareness among citizens, coupled 
with poverty and lack of initiatives by the Union Parishad officials, led to very poor tax 
collection. When the performance of Chaluahati Union Parishad was assessed using a 
community scorecard process, it ranked among the well performing Union Parishads in 
many aspects but tax collection.

In July 2011, the Citizens’ Committee organized an event to give formal recognition to the 
well performing Union Parishads. At this event, a discussion started around tax collection 
and the Upazila Nirbahi Officer (UNO) pointed out that many social welfare and community 
development activities by the Union Parishads are hampered due to shortfalls in tax 
collection. As a result, communities are being deprived of resources and services such as 
tube wells, road and school constructions and maintenance, and bazaar development. 
When Md. Bazlur Rahman received a crest and certificate from the Citizens’ Committee for 
good performance of Chaluahati Union Parishad, he was inspired to take necessary steps 
to ensure tax collection. He realized that people would not mind paying taxes as long as 
they get good services from the Union Parishad in return. He came up with an idea to 
make the citizens aware of paying holding tax and to ensure that the Union Parishad 
officials are collecting it.

Accordingly, Md. Bazlur Rahman convinced the other Union Parishad officials to ensure 
collection of holding tax in their constituencies. He then put up a notice at the Union 
Parishad Complex, which states that all residents of the union must show their tax 
payment receipt if they are to receive certain services from the Union Parishad. These 
services include things such as issuance of trade licenses, citizenship certificates, and birth 
and death certificates. As a result, in order to get these services, people gradually started 
to pay their taxes. Soon, Chaluahati Union Parishad was able to create a small fund from 
its own sources. It was now possible to pay the due honorarium of the Union Parishad 
officials on a regular basis. This further encouraged the officials to ensure tax collection in 
their own constituencies.  

Md. Bazlur Rahman acknowledges the role played by the Citizens’ Committee for raising 
awareness on the importance of tax collection and is hopeful that from now on the Union 
Parishad will be able to undertake many development activities with its own fund. In his 
own words, “If the tax collection continues at this rate we will have a significant amount by 
next year. It will allow us to bear the expenses of the Union Parishad, provide better 
services to people and undertake different initiatives as per needs of the community.”
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Women Unite Against Corruption

Women officials elected to the Union Parishad, particularly 
those elected through the reserved seats, often face 
difficulties on multiple levels when trying to execute their 
duties. Being the minority in number within the Union 
Parishad, they are often isolated and dominated by their 
male counterparts and are not given adequate access to the 
government resources which are supposed to be allocated 
to the community by them. They cannot participate in the 
Union Parishad decision making process. All the resources 
are usually distributed by the Chairman and the male 
members to people they prefer. In the face of constant 
discrimination and non-cooperation by the male officials, the 
women officials of the Union Parishad find themselves 
incapable of remedying the situation in any way. Sometimes 
they cannot even understand the misappropriations by the 
Chairman and male officials let alone raise their voice to 
protest against it. However, when these women officials are 
organized and adequately capacitated, they can make a 
difference by raising their voices against misappropriations 
and ensuring pro-poor governance at the Union Parishad. 
Women officials of the Union Parishads in Dhunat subdistrict 
in Bogra have set a similar example showing that they, too, 
can stand up against corruption and protect the rights of the 
poor and marginalized. 

Strengthening capacity of Union Parishad officials, 
particularly of women officials, has been one of the key 

07Case Story:
Trained women officials of the Union Parishad

unite to prevent misappropriation of safety net resources

Issue:
Corruption in the 
allocation of safety net 
resources 

Solution:
Upazila Forum members 
prepared list of 
beneficiaries eligible for 
receiving safety net 
resources, notified higher 
authorities about the 
corruption

Key Actor:
Dhunat Upazila Forum

Location:
Dhunat sub-district under 
Bogra district

Fast Facts
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activities of the ACALG project. After completion of training, women officials of the Union 
Parishad were organized through formation of sub-district level platforms called Upazila 
Forums. These platforms provide a direct communication channel for the women officials 
with upper tier government officials and serve as a way for them to network among 
themselves. The Dhunat Upazila Forum is one such forum which was created in 2010 in 
Bogra district. The Forum held regular meetings at the sub-district administrative office with 
participation of different sub-district level government officials including the Upazila Nirbahi 
Officer (UNO). In these meetings, the Forum members shared with the UNO and other 
government officials about the problems and challenges they faced in their work, allocation 
of different resources and services, and advocated for addressing different needs of the 
community. 

When Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) card allocations for the 2011-2012 cycle reached 
Dhunat sub-district, the Upazila Forum President Amena Begum and Secretary Jomela 
Khatun discussed the issue with all members of the forum. Usually during every VGD cycle 
misappropriations and leakages occur, and many a times VGD cards are allotted to people 
who are not eligible. As a result poor women get deprived. In order to prevent this, first, each 
of the members prepared a list of the most marginalised, poor women in their wards who were 
eligible for receiving VGD cards according to the given criteria. Later, facilitated by Amena 
Begum and Jomela Khatun, they prepared a final list of beneficiaries eligible for receiving VGD 
cards in Dhunat sub-district. They then submitted the list to the Chairmen of their respective 
Union Parishads. However, one Union Parishad Chairman, under the influence of local elites, 
ignored the list and submitted a list of his own preferred beneficiaries to the Upazila Women 
Affairs Officer. He did this secretly and the women officials of the Union Parishad were not even 
consulted about it. Unlike previous times, when the Forum members heard about this they did 
not remain silent. First, they checked the names in the list submitted by the Chairman and 
found that many were not eligible for receiving VGD cards. The Upazila Forum members then 
filed a complaint with the Upazila Women Affairs Officer, protesting their exclusion from the 
decision making process and the misappropriation of government safety nets by providing 
VGD cards to ineligible candidates. Consequently the UNO was notified. After hearing about 
the incident the UNO immediately instructed the relevant officials to discard the lists submitted 
by the Chairman. Upon his directive, new committees were formed in every union for allocation 
of the VGD cards. All of these committees were headed by the women officials of the Union 
Parishads. These newly formed committees identified the poorest and most disadvantaged 
through courtyard meetings with community members. They then submitted the list to the 
Upazila Women Officer which was then approved for allocation of VGD cards. 

According to Kohinoor Begum, one of the VGD card recipients, “If the VGD cards were given 
the way it was in the previous years, I would not have gotten it. I got it this year because the 
selection was done very transparently.” The bold initiative taken by the members of Dhunat 
Upazila Forum thus ensured VGD cards for a total of 2,086 most disadvantaged women like 
Kohinoor Begum in an open and transparent manner. These women will now receive 30 
kilograms of rice, every month, from the government with which they will have to worry less 
about securing food for their family. 
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08Case Story:
Community members take the lead in

ensuring tax collection by the local government

Issue:
Poor tax collection 
leading to inadequate 
fund at the Union 
Parishad for undertaking 
different development 
activities 

Solution:
Citizens’ Committee 
initiated dialogue with the 
Union Parishad and 
convinced the Union 
Parishad Chairman to 
take appropriate 
initiatives for tax 
collection

Key Actor: 
Sachian Citizens’ 
Committee

Location:
Ward 6 of Bihar union in 
Shibganj sub-district 
under Bogra district

Fast Facts

Citizens Promote Tax Payment

For a long time, the people of Ward 6 under Bihar union of 
Bogra district did not care about paying taxes to their Union 
Parishad. Even though tax collection is a significant source 
of revenue for the Union Parishad both the community 
members as well as the Union Parishad officials were largely 
indifferent to it. The community members were not aware 
that the tax they pay to the Union Parishad in turn 
contributes to community development and welfare. On the 
other hand, the Union Parishad officials, too, lacked interest 
and motivation to ensure tax collection. Their reluctance to 
collect tax was partially due to apprehension of losing 
popularity among the people and partially due to a 
misconception that the total tax amount would be too 
insignificant because of the poverty of community members. 
Since a significant portion of the Union Parishad fund is 
supposed to be generated from the tax, poor collection of 
tax led to inadequate resources for undertaking 
development activities for the union’s people. Lack of funds 
also reduced service quality. Sometimes it became difficult 
to even pay the honorarium of the Union Parishad officials 
regularly. However, this situation is not unique to the Bihar 
union, rather, it is a common scenario of the rural unions in 
Bangladesh in general. Nevertheless, the people of Ward 6 
under Bihar union have shown that this situation can 
change. All it needed was a little motivation and an 
understanding of the fact that when tax collection is poor, it 
affects both the community and the Union Parishad itself.  
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In 2010, a Citizens’ Committee was formed in Sachian village of Ward 6 under Bihar union 
to serve as a ward level citizens watch group. Soon it became a vibrant platform for civic 
awareness and engagement of the community. In addition to monitoring local government 
activities, the Sachian Citizens’ Committee members started to have regular discussions on 
their civic roles and responsibilities, as well as possible ways to contribute to the 
development of their ward. Through these discussions, they became aware that paying their 
taxes regularly would strengthen the capacity and financial solvency of their Union Parishad, 
which in turn will enable the Union Parishad to better serve the needs of the community. 
They realized that when they do not pay their taxes, it is they who get deprived in the long 
run and miss opportunities for their communities’ development. All members of the Sachian 
Citizens’ Committee then unanimously decided not only to pay their own taxes in time but 
also to ensure that everyone else in the ward does so too. They started to motivate and 
encourage the other community members to pay their taxes. They understood that to 
ensure the success of such an initiative it is necessary to work together with the Union 
Parishad. Even when people were willing to pay taxes if the Union Parishad does not take 
the necessary initiatives then the process would not work.

Consequently in May 2011, led by Abdul Aziz, convenor of the Sachian Citizens’ Committee, 
the committee members approached the Chairman of Bihar Union Parishad seeking his 
support. Upon hearing their arguments the Chairman was highly impressed and praised 
them for their initiative. They then discussed with the Chairman ways to ensure the tax was 
collected. Finally, it was decided that the members of the local Community Police groups will 
be responsible for collecting taxes in every ward of the union.   

Accordingly, with support from the Sachian Citizens’ Committee members, the Community 
Police started collecting tax in all wards of Bihar union. They received good response from 
the community and targeted 100% collection of taxes during the 2011-2012 fiscal year. This 
would generate a total revenue of 250,000 BDT. This would allow the Union Parishad to 
provide better services to the community, undertake development initiatives in the 
community according to their needs, and help to bear the expenses of the Union Parishad 
including regularly paying the remunerations of Union Parishad related officials.

As a member of the Community Police in Sachian puts it, “Previously we did not use get the 
portion of our honorarium which is to be provided by the Union Parishad because there were 
inadequate funds. After tax collection has been ensured, the Union Parishad is now paying 
us regularly. People in the community also have become more aware and they are willingly 
paying their taxes.” The Sachian Citizens’ Committee has shown how informed and aware 
citizens can engage with the local government to ensure better governance for the people.
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Making a Difference Together 

The people of the Dakshin Para in Shibpur village under 
Garidaha union have been suffering for a long time due to 
the lack of a road to connect them with the union. 
Particularly, during the rainy season, they faced extreme 
difficulty in carrying their produces to the bazaar or taking 
the sick to hospitals, or even going to the Union Parishad to 
get support on different issues. Many children could not go 
to school. Lack of a road kept the community isolated. Due 
to this inaccessibility, they were being deprived of 
socio-economic development interventions.

A Citizens’ Committee was formed in Shibpur village in 2010 
with participation of local opinion leaders as well as educated 
and motivated youth from the community. The Shibpur 
Citizens’ Committee was formed as a civil society watch 
group primarily engaged in monitoring the performance of 
their Union Parishad. In the regular meetings of the 
committee, they discussed different problems in their 
community and the role of the Union Parishad in addressing 
those. Field Organizers of the ACALG project also attended 
the meetings and facilitated their discussions. Consequently, 
the need for road construction came up in a meeting. 
Through discussion with BRAC‘s Field Organizer the 
committee members became clear that it was their Union 
Parishad’s responsibility to ensure construction of the road in 
Dakshin Para. They decided to approach the Union Parishad 
officials and place their demand for the road construction.     

09Case Story:
Citizens ensure needs of the grassroots

communities are heard by the local government

Issue:
Lack of adequate roads 
hindering livelihoods and 
socio-economic 
development 

Solution:
Citizens’ Committee took 
initiatives to advocate 
with the Union Parishad 
and ensure construction 
of the road

Key Actor:
Shibpur Citizens’ 
Committee

Location:
Shibpur village of 
Garidaha union in 
Sherpur sub-district 
under Bogra district

Fast Facts
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Accordingly, led by the Convenor of the committee Abdul latif and joint-convenor Rafiqul 
Islam, the Citizens’ Committee members went to Md. Alauddin, the local Union Parishad 
official representaing Ward 6. They also went to Anwara Begum, the woman representative 
of the Union Parishad elected from the reserved seats. Sharing about their sufferings, they 
placed strong arguments for construction of the road and reminded both the Union Parishad 
officials that it was the responsibility of the Garidaha Union Parishad to ensure construction 
of the road. Both the Union Parishad officials were convinced. They advised the committee 
members to submit an application to the Union Parishad Chairman for this purpose. Abdul 
Latif then prepared an application for construction of a two kilometer road connecting 
Shibpur Dakshin Para with Shibpur Uttar Para and submitted it to the Chairman. After 
receiving the application, the Chairman promised construction of the road under a 
government employment generation scheme. Finally, the road was constructed in 2011 as 
part of a Test Relief project of the Governmernt of Bangladesh.    

People in the community are thankful to the Shibpur Citizens’ Committee for ensuring 
construction of the road. The role played by the Shibpur Citizens’ Committee has set an 
example for people in the ward. Despite the good will and availability of necessary resources,  
sometimes the local government officials ignore the needs of the community due to lack of 
citizen’s demand and absence of accountability. However, when the citizens are organized 
and can effectively engage with the local government, it is possible to realize their rights and 
entitlements and ensure development of their community.
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Citizen’s Charter for Better Services

Lack of access to information is one of the key barriers that 
bars the socio-economic development of the poor and 
marginalized, particularly in the rural areas in Bangladesh. 
Poor people, especially poor women, in rural areas often 
have little or no information on their rights and entitlements. 
They find it extremely difficult to obtain information regarding 
the available resources and services that they are entitled to 
from different local government offices, especially the Union 
Parishad. The age old tradition of bureaucratic secrecy and 
non-disclosure significantly limits people’s participation in 
local government activities. Due to lack of information, often 
communities cannot make effective demands for more 
accountable and transparent service delivery from the local 
government. In order to ensure information sharing and 
proactive disclosure by the local government, the Union 
Parishad Act 2009 of the Bangladesh Government has 
mandated a number of provisions including placing Citizen’s 
Charters in all Union Parishads. Nevertheless, most Union 
Parishads in Bangladesh do not have the Citizen’s Charter 
to inform the citizens about its services and activities. The 
Kalerpara Union Parishad in Bogra was no different – there 
were neither any Citizen’s Charters nor any initiative from the 
Union Parishad officials to place one. 

In 2010, a Citizens’ Committee was formed under the 
ACALG project in Heitnagar village of Kalerpara Union 
Parishad. Members of the Heitnagar Citizens’ Committee 

10Case Story:
Citizens ensure rural poor people’s

access to information through Citizen’s Charter

Issue:
Lack of access to 
information regarding 
local government services 
and resources bars the 
Citizens from accessing 
those services and 
resources

Solution:
Citizens’ Committee 
started advocating with 
the Union Parishad 
officials for setting up 
Citizen‘s Charter and 
finally convinced the 
Union Parishad Chairman 
to do so

Key Actor:
Heitnagar Citizen’s 
Committee

Location:
Heitnagar village of 
Kalerpara union Dhunat 
sub-district of Bogra

Fast Facts
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met on a regular basis to discuss different issues related to their community and the Union 
Parishad. In one such meeting, they learned about Citizen’s Charters from the Field 
Organizer of the ACALG project who regularly attended the Citizens’ Committee meetings. 
They learned that every Union Parishad is required to place a Citizen’s Charter at its 
premises to inform the community about the services and resources available from the 
Union Parishad as well as about its activities. However, there was no Citizen’s Charter at 
their Union Parishad – the Kalerpara Union Parishad. Realising the significance of having a 
Citizen’s Charter at the Union Parishad, the Heitnagar Citizens’ Committee felt that it was 
their duty to ensure that a Citizen’s Charter was placed as soon as possible. To this end, 
they decided to take the issue to the Kalerpara Union Parishad Chairman.

Accordingly, the Citizens’ Committee members approached Shahjahan Ali, Chairman of 
Kalerpara Union Parishad, to advocate for placing a Citizen’s Charter at the Union Parishad 
premises. Previously, Chairman Shahjahan Ali had attended a workshop arranged by the 
ACALG project through which he was already aware of the importance of Citizen’s Charters. 
When the Citizens’ Committee approached him on this issue he welcomed them and 
expressed his regret that he did not take any initiative for this earlier. Nevertheless, he 
promised the committee members a Citizen’s Charter would be placed at the Kalerpara 
Union Parishad premises within 15 days.      

Accordingly, a Citizen’s Charter was placed at the Kalerpara Union Parishad premise in due 
time. The people of the union welcomed this as it ensured their access to information about 
Union Parishad services and resources. They can now hold the Union Parishad officials 
accountable for fair and transparent delivery of Union Parishad services and resources. 
Kalerpara Union Parishad Chairman Shahjahan Ali, too, was happy about it and appreciated 
the initiative of the Heitnagar Citizens’ Committee members. In his own words, “The Citizen’s 
Charter is a good initiative that will bring more transparency and accountability to the work 
of our Union Parishad.”

This initiative taken by the Heitnagar Citizen’s Committee demonstrates the vital role that 
effective demand from an informed community can play in ensuring greater accountability in 
local government. Even after adequate awareness and good will of the local government 
officials some times the community needs to give a little push to make it work. This is what 
the Heitnagar Citizen’s Committee did and the success they met with in their effort has given 
them the confidence to carry on further in the days to come. 
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T    : +880 2 9881265
E    : info@brac.net
W   : www.brac.net

BRAC Centre
75 Mohakhali
Dhaka 1212
Bangladesh
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For more information please visit www.brac.net

About BRAC
We are a development organisation dedicated to the alleviation of poverty by empowering 
the poor to realise their potential and bring about positive change in their own lives. We 
started out in Bangladesh in 1972, and over the course of our evolution, we have 
established ourselves as a pioneer in recognising and tackling the many different realities of 
poverty. Our approach, therefore, is comprehensive - with services in areas of education, 
health care, social and economic empowerment, finance and enterprise development, 
human rights and legal aid, agriculture and food security, as well as environmental 
sustainability and disaster preparedness.

We  organise the poor, especially women, and provide platforms for them to come 
together, access services, exchange information and raise awareness on economic, social, 
legal and other issues concerning their daily lives and their communities. Our social 
enterprises integrated with the various development programmes form crucial linkages that 
increase the productivity of our members’ assets and labour and generate surplus for the 
organisation, allowing both those we support and ourselves to be increasingly self-reliant.

We  are specialists in taking an idea, testing it, perfecting it and then scaling up rapidly in an 
efficient, cost-effective manner and without compromising quality. With the experience and 
expertise of working in a developing nation, we are now providing development 
interventions and technical assistance to other developing nations, across the world.


