














This publication is not about proving the obvious point that climate change has a 
multi-faceted impact on people’s lives. It is about sharing the rarely-told stories of rural 
artisans who have built resilience to the impacts of climate change. It is about their 
resourcefulness and courage and hope in the face of adversity - the very ethos of BRAC as an 
organisation. These are stories about Bangladeshis doing the most with whatever they have.

Bangladesh is, of course, one of the most vulnerable countries when it comes to changing 
climate, and like in any crisis, the marginalised suffer the most. In this case, it's the poorest 
living in the hard-to-reach coastal belts. Families living in poverty in Bangladesh, who are 
emerging from ultra-poverty or progressing out of mainstream poverty, are highly vulnerable 
to a range of shocks due to climate change - shocks that can reverse their social and 
economic progress.

Adaptive livelihoods, along with access to critical development services, are the cornerstone 
of sustainable, resilience-building programming. However, in the heart of such programming 
are the people, who demonstrate incredible resilience and resourcefulness -- which makes 
them the actors of change themselves. BRAC, with its deep-rooted presence across the 
country and community-driven approach, builds on what is already there - the ingenuity of 
people. We provide tools and knowledge and create platforms for people, and the rest is taken 
care of by them.

We hope that reading these stories urges you to do more to support the fight of so many 
people around the world who are facing a future that they did not sign up for. This is not just 
their fight - this is everybody’s fight for a greener and a more sustainable future for our next 
generation.

I sincerely appreciate the hard work that my colleagues of the Climate Change Programme 
(CCP), Aarong, and Ayesha Abed Foundation (AAF) have put in to publish this book. I hope 
that these stories inspire, motivate and challenge all of us to come forward and work 
collectively for our planet, its climate, and for those who are worst affected by its changes.

Asif Saleh 
Executive Director 
BRACThe Book Project is Implemented by BRAC Climate Change Programme
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The co-existence of Aarong and Ayesha Abed Foundation have resulted in an extensive support 
network for artisans all over the country. More than 25,000 artisans are working at its numerous 
centres, producing and selling various products to Aarong while supporting themselves and their 
families.

All the artisans of Aarong have access to various BRAC development and enterprise programme 
support, including microfinance, agriculture, poultry, livestock, and fisheries inputs; schooling 
for their children; subsidised tube-wells and sanitary latrines; annual eye check-ups; health 
education and free treatment for tuberculosis, as well as legal support and awareness. A health 
security scheme for artisans and their families financially supports artisans for inpatient health 
expenditures including child birth and surgeries.

Mothers have access to day care centres for their toddlers at our main production centres, and 
senior artisans receive a retirement benefit.

In addition to regular training, women recruited by the Ayesha Abed Foundation benefit from a 
living wage and job security. The centres are often right on the doorsteps of the artisans to enable 
them to work from home while being able to look after their families.

Taking into account the specific needs of its artisans illustrates how Aarong through Ayesha Abed 
Foundation, has always infused a conscious effort to address important issues such as 
environment and gender.

Aarong’s strength comes from its teams of skilled artisans. We hold close the same mission that 
we started out with - to empower and include women from the most disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Every artisan who works in Aarong-owned production facilities is also a client of BRAC’s 
multifaceted development programmes, with access to microcredit to pursue income- generating 
activities of their own.

I express my gratitude to BRAC Climate Change Programme for taking the initiative to portray the 
lives of our artisans, while focusing on how Ayesha Abed Foundation plays a crucial role in 
building resilience of communities in climate vulnerable regions.

Tamara Abed
Managing Director
BRAC Enterprises









Resilience
Aarong & Climate Change

The approach to ‘resilience’ is dynamic and system-orientated 
and has been considered as the ability to deal with climatic 
shocks and stresses which is derived from interlinked 
absorptive, anticipatory, adaptive capacities and 
transformation. These four capacities have synergies among 
themselves, and efforts to build one capacity can often 
support the building of another. A social system or individual 
with these capacities is less likely to be undermined by shocks 
and stresses, so wellbeing can be ensured and human 
development can continue to progress in locations exposed to 
climate extremes and disasters. Climate change resilience 
building process consists four major components: adaptive 
capacity, anticipatory capacity, absorptive capacity and 
transformation.

Adaptive capacity is defined as the ability of social systems to 
adapt to multiple, long-term and future climate change risks, 
and also to learn and adjust after a disaster. Actions to 
improve adaptive capacity includes diversifying livelihoods in 
resource-dependent communities to improve wellbeing 
whether or not climatic events affect the beneficiaries in the 
near future. Ayesha Abed Foundation facilitates building 
assets, increasing income and strengthening livelihoods of 

artisans in different climate vulnerable areas to enhance their 
adaptive capacity.

Anticipatory capacity is the ability of social systems to antici-
pate and reduce the impact of climate variability and extremes 
through preparedness and planning. Initiatives of Ayesha Abed 
Foundation that strengthen anticipatory capacity tend to be 
hazard-focused and enhance artisans’ capacity by raising their 
awareness to self-coordinate the preparedness and planning 
processes based on the severity and frequency of climate change 
induced extreme events.

Absorptive capacity is defined as the ability of social systems to 
absorb and cope with the impacts of climate variability and 
extremes. Key to communities with a capacity to face and 
manage adverse conditions is the ability of individ-
uals/households to substitute one critical asset with another. 
Ayesha Abed Foundation facilitates the enhancement of human 
capital of its artisans in the form of skills, expertise and knowledge 
development. Furthermore, the foundation provides access to 
and helps build tangible assets such as savings and intangible 
assets like social networks to help its artisans for surviving in 
extreme events and maintain the same level of wellbeing.

The Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), defines  resilience as the capacity of social, 
economic, and environmental systems to cope with a hazardous event or trend or disturbance, responding or reorganising in ways that 
maintain their essential function, identity, and structure, while also maintaining the capacity for adaptation, learning, and 
transformation.



Transformation pertains to the holistic and fundamental ways 
in which people’s capacity to adapt, anticipate and absorb 
shocks can be built, reshaped and enhanced. Ayesha Abed 
Foundation has been transforming the lives of rural artisans 
by empowering them to rise above poverty and climate 
change vulnerabilities. 
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Shahanara Begum grew up in a remote coastal village in the south-western district of 
Sathkhira. Her husband, Helal Khan, was a farmhand. Sometimes he used to go fishing in 
the nearby channels close to the mangroves _ the sundarbans.

Helal and Shahanara, both of poor families, got married when Shahanara was only 18 and 
started to live with her in laws like every other girl in the village. Three years later, the 
family decided to move where Shahanara’s parents lived hoping for better work. Also the 
fish stock was supposedly better there. The couple had already had a son by that time.

The next seven years cruised by as the small family fared reasonably well. Shahanara 
became a mother for the second time. It was a girl this time and they named her 
Sumaiya.

Then it started getting increasingly difficult for Helal to fend for himself and his 
growing family. The rising salinity levels hampered agricultural production leading to 
unemployment and competition over whatever scarce resources there were.

The situation aggravated in 2009, when cyclone Aila hit Bangladesh, destroying large 
tracts of crop lands. Huge tidal waves brought saline water into the embankment 
that worsened the situation much further.

*1 USD = BDT 83

With all the farmland gone, Helal soon lost his job. 
In the meantime, the government had barred 
people from entering mangrove forests frequently 
to protect its resources.

Consequently, the family decided to move to 
Helal’s native Jashore in search of work.

Since then, Helal has been employed as a transport 
helper earning BDT 200 (USD 2.40) every day. But 
that is not enough to feed a family of four.

In 2016, Shahanara decided to take matters into 
her own hands, and joined the Ayesha Abed 
Foundation.

She had never had any experience in tailoring, but 
with the foundation’s training, she soon became 
one of the finest dressmakers there.

The same family which couldn’t manage three 
square meals a day, now earns about BDT 15,000 
(USD 180.7) a month. What is more, it is now 

completely climate resilient working for the foundation.

“I make around BDT 8,000 (USD 96.4) from this work. There are no limits 
really because it is based on my production,” she said.

“With that earning, now we are trying to fulfill some of our small dreams,” 
she added.

“For instance, we could not continue our son’s education after his second 
grade. But now we are spending BDT 2,000 (USD 24.1) per month for our 
12-year old daughter Sumaiya’s schooling.”

Meanwhile, the family spent BDT 10,000 (USD 120.5) for a motor driving 
license for Helal that will further bolster the family income, they hope, said 
Shahanara.
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In 2010, 26-year-old Miraz Molla drowned in Modhumoti river in Madaripur 
while taking a bath about 100km away from his family in Rupsha of Khulna 
district.

Finding no work at the farms around his neighbourhood, farmhand Miraz had 
gone to Madaripur and started working as a rickshaw puller.

Rising sea levels had led to a gradual increase in salinity in different regions of 
Khulna, including where Miraz Molla lived. This naturally reduced agricultural 
production and consequently reduced the demand for farm labourers like 
Miraz.

Being the only breadwinner, his untimely death meant his 4-member (now 
3-member) family was nearly doomed. His wife Rizia Parvin and her two 
children started to live with Miraz Molla’s parents who lived in the same area.

Initially, Rizia tried to farm the 60 decimals of land she had inherited from her 
father. But that did not work out because of salinity intrusion in the area. The 
soil simply did not yield any crop.

She had leased out the land for a meagre BDT 4,000 (USD 48.2) per year to a 
large shrimp farm surrounding Rizia’s piece of land. The money was not 
enough to feed a family.

Meanwhile, she tried other means of livelihood including being a 
housemaid. But they did not pay enough for even food, let alone 
other necessities. Then Rizia thought of trying her hand in 
sewing, which she had learnt as a child, and joined a local 
tailoring shop where she worked for two years for a monthly 
salary of about BDT 2,500 (USD 30.1).

She had moved to Jashore in 2015 along with her children with 
help from a relative who lived there. This relative was aware of 
Ayesha Abed Foundation and the opportunity it offered.

Considering her situation and expertise, the foundation admitted 
Rizia as an artisan. And due to her expertise, she gradually did 
well as her earnings rose to about BDT 8,000 (USD 96.4) per 
month.

Rizia could now send her children to the local madrassah, which 
cost BDT 1,000 (USD 12.04) per month.

In addition to her regular and stable earnings, what made Rizia 
really content was the sense of security it brought. She explains, 
“For the last two months, my son has had his arm in a sling 
because he had an accident. He is only 11, and no one is there 
at home to take care of him.”

“But I do not have to worry, as he can come with me and spend 
his whole day at the day-care centre, and go home when I finish 
work. That is such a relief.” She adds that now, she has become 
more resilient to severe weather because her earnings do not 
depend on rainfall or temperature at all.

Not a single workplace would give me the facilities I am getting 
here, she added, visibly grateful for the opportunities Ayesha 
Abed Foundation gave her.
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In 1999, they planned to move to Jashore permanently where 
they hoped to be able to find work for both of them and live 
together. Rustam had already made an arrangement for his wife 
to work as a cook at a bachelors’ mess on one of his trips to 
Jashore. As for himself, Rustam planned to work as a day 
labourer or rickshaw puller. Their days in Jashore proved to be 
difficult as they both wanted to come out of poverty with hard 
work.

Zaheda started working in the laundry department of Ayesha 
Abed Foundation in 2005 after being introduced by a neighbour 
who also worked there. Zaheda was determined to make this 
work. She managed to earn a moderate monthly income of BDT 
7,000 (USD 84.3) which was considerably more than what she 
earned as a cook. Rustam was also earning almost the same 
amount as her.

Since then, she had been saving regularly with which the family 
was able to buy about 12 decimals of land in 2009 to build their 
house on the outskirts of Jashore.

“We started to build the house in 2016. But it is not finished yet,” 
she said standing in the middle of her yard, all smiles. It has all 
been possible because of my job and its regular income.

She lamented the fact that they could send their children to 
school, both of whom are now married and have families of their 
own. “But I will make sure my grandson gets a proper 
education,” declares Zaheda pinching the cheeks of her 
two-year-old grandchild. 
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Anwara’s family - her parents and a brother - were forced to move 
from Sharishabari when she was only five. They had lost all their 
cropland and even the homestead to river erosion.

This was back in the early 1980s. The resulted in the displacement 
of the family to Kalapur, which was about 10km from Jamaplur 
town. Anwara’s father chose the area as his elder sister lived there 
too.

Brahmaputra’s erosion is nothing new in Bangladesh, but its intensity 
was quite high at the time. Coupled with heavy monsoon rain flooding 
the area, the mighty river seemed even hungrier than usual.

The situation has worsened with erratic weather like sudden bursts 
of rain in monsoon and much less precipitation in winter, both of 
which affect farming.

A lower-middle income agrarian family with about seven acres of 
farms turned into a destitute one in the span of a single night.

Anwara spent her childhood at Kalapur amid harsh poverty as her 
father was forced to work as a poorly paid farmhand.

Anwara was 19 by the time her father passed away and her 
brother, now her guardian, married her off to to 
Mohammad Hanif, from a family that had also fallen victim 
to river erosion.

But the new couple’s situation did not change as they still 
depended on their meagre income of farm labourers, 
which is not enough for a 4-member family.

In 1989, Ayesha Abed Foundation started working in 
Jamalpur. Initially they started to bring together artisans, 
so that they could use their expertise and interest to 
produce handicrafts.

Initially, she was directed to organise the rural destitute 
women interested to work on handicrafts. She liked the 
assignment, which was to find artisans and organise them, 
and work as their supervisor.

Since then, Anwara has been working as the supervisor of 
a sub-center. Her income comes from two roles. She earns 
from her craftwork and receives 4% of the total value of 
work that the sub-centre produces.

Her life has gotten better every day since then, she says. 
She also appreciates that her fate does not swing with the 
changing tides of the rivers or the sway of flood waters 
anymore.

Her husband now owns a 33-decimal plot (a third of an 
acre) and they have married off their two children.

Anwara says she feels most content that she was able to 
send her son to school and raised an educated citizen.

“My only son Swapan has passed his Bachelor's degree 
from Mymensingh Government College, and now he is 
working as a government employee in Ansar (a para 
military force),” said Anwara, beaming with pride.
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The helpless Muslim Ali, along with his wife Milon Begum, migrated to the 
nearby Jamalpur town, and Muslim started working as a rickshaw puller 

soon after. The couple lived at a makeshift hut in an open place of 
Ramnagar village. Muslim earned about BDT 100-150 (USD 1.2- USD 

1.8) during this time, but things started getting complicated after 
Milon gave birth to their third child. The couple was in a fix as the 
limited income was not enough for them and their three children. 

In the next few days, she submitted her work and got paid BDT 
300 (USD 3.61) for it. Since then, Milon has been a part of 
the foundation and works as an embroidery artisan. She now 
earns about BDT 4,000 (USD 48.2) every month.



The helpless Muslim Ali, along with his wife Milon Begum, migrated to the 
nearby Jamalpur town, and Muslim started working as a rickshaw puller 

soon after. The couple lived at a makeshift hut in an open place of 
Ramnagar village. Muslim earned about BDT 100-150 (USD 1.2- USD 

1.8) during this time, but things started getting complicated after 
Milon gave birth to their third child. The couple was in a fix as the 
limited income was not enough for them and their three children. 

In the next few days, she submitted her work and got paid BDT 
300 (USD 3.61) for it. Since then, Milon has been a part of 
the foundation and works as an embroidery artisan. She now 
earns about BDT 4,000 (USD 48.2) every month.



The couple were both employees at the foundation and earned 
around BDT 10,000 (USD 120.5) a month, which is a reasonably 
good amount of money for a family living in Jamalpur, more for 
those living in the villages. Minufa’s days of happiness were 
numbered, though.

She soon found out that her husband had become a heavy 
gambler and was also having an affair. They fell out and 
eventually got a divorce. That was in 2018. Her job was the 
only source of strength behind Minufa’s decision to part with 
her husband.
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Rebeka decided to take matters into her own hands, and joined the 
Ayesha Abed Foundation as a part-time artisan in the embroidery section. 
She was a quick learner, and soon became a trainer herself. “I chose to 
be a part-time timer, because I needed to give enough time for my 
family,” Rebeka says. “But my income as a part-timer was very little. Just 
about BDT 1000 (USD 12.04).”

Given the circumstances, Rebeka became a full-time trainer 
at Ayesha Abed Foundation. Since then, she has been 
serving the foundation in many capacities - from 
embroiderer to trainer to sub-centre manager. She soon 
started earning around BDT 8000-10,000 (USD 96.38 - 
1 2 0 . 4 8 ) a month. Apart from this, her husband got into 
different types of small businesses.
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Ayesha managed to buy a Tomtom (battery run 
tricycle) in 2019, which runs on a daily rent and 
supplements her income. Ayesha has built a 
concrete house on an elevated platform so that 
it does not become submerged during floods. “I 
am very happy just to be able to have gone 
through all the troubles,” said Ayesha with a 
content smile on her face.
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