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Brussels, 4 November 2014
Conference Report

The ‘Civil society and sustainable development in Bangladesh’ conference organised by the European Union together with the Bangladesh Forum Germany took place at the Charlemagne building in Brussels on 4 November 2014. The theme of the conference was the multiple roles that civil society had played in the recent history of Bangladesh, how that role was increasingly under threat due to recent political developments, the role of civil society (trade unions) to promote decent labour conditions in the garments sector, and a discussion on what donors could do to in support of civil society in Bangladesh. It was well attended by a wide range of participants, varying from high-level diplomats, EU officials, to civil society representatives and academics, with lively discussions, especially on the role of trade unions in promoting decent labour conditions, and on the role that donors could play to support an independent civil society.

The opening address was delivered by Jorge de la Caballeria (European Commission, Head of Unit for Asia and Pacific). He highlighted the long-standing partnership that the EU has had with Bangladesh, which has evolved and deepened over the years, from an initial focus on response to floods and famines to development cooperation, good governance and democracy, and supported poverty reduction by encouraging sustainable economic growth. He pointed to the strong commitment of the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) to accelerate inclusive growth and reduce poverty with the aspiration of accessing middle income country (MIC) status by 2021. Bangladesh has managed to meet several MDG targets like reducing the poverty gap ratio, attaining gender parity at primary and secondary education, and significantly lowering the infant and maternal mortality rate. Nevertheless, while poverty has reduced, about 30% of the population (around 50 million people) of Bangladesh remain under the poverty line.
He drew attention to the key role that Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have played in Bangladesh’s development processes. Just after independence in 1971, CSOs were mobilised in response to relief activities. Later on – during the 1990s - CSOs emerged as the main channel of international aid and delivery of basic services, particularly education, health and micro-credit. CSOs – and particularly NGOs - in Bangladesh have been considered an example of the way it is possible to scale up innovative antipoverty experiments into nationwide programs.

CSOs continue to be recognised by donors as effective and efficient actors for poverty reduction and for the achievement of the MDGs. Such recognition has put CSOs in a peculiar position. Both central government and local authorities tend to consider them simultaneously as an important “implementing partner” (particularly for delivering and facilitating “pro-poor services”); and as providers of technical capacities and resources. This multiple vision of CSOs is an important element of the context in which CSOs currently operate. 

The EU has played a key role in the recognition of civil society organisations as important actors of governance and development policy; and it therefore seeks to achieve a more structured engagement with Civil Society Organisations (CSO), particularly focusing on the need to improve CSO participation to policy dialogue and to governance mechanisms. This is also one of the objectives of the Multiannual Indicative Programme for EU cooperation with Bangladesh for the coming 7 years.
He also referred to the 20 October anniversary meeting of the Bangladesh Sustainability Compact on Labour rights and safety in Bangladeshi textile industry, held by the Government of Bangladesh, the EU, the ILO and the US in Brussels, to discuss progress one year after the collapse of the eight storey building in Rana Plaza that hosted five garment factories manufacturing apparel for exports. After the Rana Plaza incident the Government has amended the Labour Act with some, but limited, provisions for freedom of association and collective bargaining.
Paola Pampaloni (EEAS Head of Division Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Maldives) underlined in her intervention that continued empowering of the civil society in Bangladesh is fundamental for democratic sustainability. Both in Bangladesh and in the EU, the value of civil society lies in acting as catalysts for change and being a bridge between the society and the authorities. She underlined the importance of creating a favourable environment and ensuring that civil society organisations are able to operate free of government interference. In any democratic process where the political situation is complex, it is even more important for the civil society to be heard and make an impact. The closer organisations work together, despite their political divide, the stronger impact they can have. But it is not only about civil society influencing the government. The government needs the civil society. It is an essential source of support for the government in terms of monitoring and delivering on the reform process, as well as for consulting in policy decisions. Strengthening civil society should be part of any government's short and long term policy goals.
Ms Pampaloni expressed the EU's concern about the process leading up to, and the outcome of, parliamentary elections in January 2014. After the elections, the EU High Representative and Vice President urged all political parties to engage in a genuine dialogue and agree on a mutually acceptable way forward to strengthen democratic accountability. Ms Pampaloni expressed concern regarding the absence of a real opposition in Parliament, a set-up that negatively impacts democratic checks and balances. She referred to the recent changes in the Bangladeshi legal framework, such as the 16th constitutional amendment giving Parliament the right to impeach judges, as well as legislation negatively impacting freedom of expression and the activities of NGOs. She referred to the regular EU-Bangladesh dialogue on governance and human rights, which is a forum for discussion of these topics. 

Session 1 – Good governance and political developments in Bangladesh

In her introduction to the topic, Paola Pampaloni stressed that as a long-standing partner of Bangladesh, the EU remains concerned about the process and outcome of the parliamentary elections in January 2014, in which the voters were not given an opportunity to fully express their democratic choice. The absence of a real opposition in Parliament is preventing genuine democratic accountability and meaningful oversight challenging policies that could reduce the democratic space in Bangladesh. Recent changes in the Bangladeshi legal framework, such as the 16th constitutional amendment giving Parliament the right to impeach judges, as well as legislation on information and communication technology, and the draft Foreign Donation Act restricting activities of NGOs have a negative impact on freedom of expression. These changes risk undermining the division of power between the judiciary and the executive, restricting the freedom of speech, and limiting the ability of civil society to function effectively and independently. Such developments are of particular concern at a time when Parliament, due to its composition, offers no voice to the opposition and is thus weakened in its function of holding the Government accountable. The sustainability of democratic society depends on the inclusiveness of civil society. This must allow space and open debate.
Sultana Kamal (Executive Director, Ain-o-Shalish Kendra, Chairperson, Transparency International Bangladesh) said that Bangladesh should be seen as a place where democratic process did once work, but this democratic process has been interrupted by military and other forces. There has to be a standard of good governance in any democratic society. To be a democratic country we must have independence, justice and peace. However, there is a gap between our ideas of justice, peace. The executive, legislature, judiciary are the three main organs of government. But do they work independently?; are they accountable to the people?; she asked.
Bangladesh is a marvel to the world in some respects. Indeed the social index has progressed quite remarkably and there has been economic progress. Nevertheless there are sections of the population who feel they have very little opportunity to have equal rights in the country. The problem is that the Executive dominates the other organs. There is no clear chain of command. Power is concentrated with the chief executive, who controls everything. This is not a healthy sign for a democratic society. There is very little opportunity for others to operate effectively. We ask for the human rights commission to be strengthened. The information communications act which is coming may hurt many people. The NGO act is being passed. The Anti Corruption Commission (ACC) is now ineffective and a toothless tiger. There will be a national broadcasting policy which will curtail the independence of the people. The space for civil society space is shrinking every day.

Paola Pampaloni commented that although ensuring a proper balance between institutions can be a challenge it is absolutely fundamental in any democracy.
Bina D´ Costa (Senior Lecturer in Politics and International Relations, Australian National University) described the rich history of the work of civil society in the 70s to 90s, where the NGOs dominated the civil society discourse. The country went from being a basket case to becoming an economic miracle. However, conditions have changed. There are now gaps in the governance as evidenced by the war crimes process. There has been militarisation and violence where the state has suppressed individual rights. Civil society actors now work under difficult political conditions.

Policy advocacy has had to find new entry points to cope with the government clamp down. There is a need to create partnerships with key ministries - those which are open to policy dialogues. The main problem is the power of people. There is a need to target geographical exclusion and concentrate on agro-economic zones. And work with ethnic minorities, those with disabilities. There is a need for an advocacy approach to the state infringement of rights. One of the most significant groups is using the courts as its advocacy tool, involving lawyers in this process. Transparency International is challenging the performance of the government. 

Paola Pampaloni commented that civil society should work for citizens free of any party political affiliation.  

Maleka Parveen, (Counsellor, Embassy of Bangladesh) said that the government of Bangladesh is determined to strengthen the democratic institutions and practices. We are considered to be a role model for developing economies.  We have met the Millennium Development Goals. We have been transformed into a knowledge-based middle income country. We have reduced poverty, have gender parity and have reduced HIV. Bangladesh has also made progress in enrolment at primary schools and reduced child mortality. With GDP growth at 6.2% the country has a booming economy and steady economic growth. The government has embarked on huge infrastructure projects to improve its development potential. Furthermore, Bangladesh is committed to promoting and protecting human rights as in the constitution. The Anti Corruption Commission (ACC) has gained public confidence by summoning high officials. We have a free and open media, and an independent judiciary. EU has for long been a partner supporting our journey towards economic progress, and Bangladesh looks forward to continued and active engagement with the EU, be it in the area of trade, development or in democracy, bilaterally and also on the global plane, to our mutual interest.
Paola Pampaloni acknowledged that Bangladesh indeed has solid economic growth of GDP and poverty reduction. EU supports its economic development through a special trade regime. Within the framework of the Sustainability Compact, the EU works with the government of Bangladesh, the ILO and the US to strengthen workers' rights, improve occupational health and safety in factories and to encourage and promote responsible business conduct.
A speaker from the floor said that the elected prime minister, despite holding two positions, has made enormous progress in bringing justice, helping the urban population which was unrepresented before she came to power 10 years ago. She has made Bangladesh a strong country internally. War crimes tribunals over the world have not fulfilled their commitments. Despite military interference, people are now going for trial and being made accountable for their crimes. The refusal of the BNP party to participate in the elections created havoc in the country. Now things are working better. We are now feeding the school children. Gradually we will develop. We have hundreds of newspapers and new TG channels. We can discuss everything.

Another participant pointed out that violence is down to zero, but it is not possible to change everything overnight. People must all try and see the good things as well as the bad. 90% of the people are Muslim, but the country is secular. Bangladesh is a model for the world and democracy is a continuous process.

Maleka Parveen said the government’s aim is to become mid-income country. It has undertaken many development projects but is facing climate change, which is a big issue deal with. We think we will be able to overcome this with help of the international community. 

Sultana Kamal stressed that media is very mixed regarding freedom of expression. Freedom of expression remains selective. There are 34 TV stations but these represent corporations not people. It all depends who can get away with saying something, and who cannot. 
Paola Pampaloni underlined the importance of freedom of the media, and that different opinions get reported.
Session 2 – the multiple roles of civil society in Bangladesh

The chair, Frederic Maduraud (Deputy Head of the EU Delegation to Bangladesh) introduced the session by referring to certain trends that emerged after the elections: there is increased control over the opposition as well as over NGOs and civil society groups that are critical of the government. There are problems of governance and undemocratic practices. This is in stark contrast to the economic growth which is impressive. The EU, as a supporter of a strong civil society, may need to adjust its policy in the light of current developments. As stated in the EU’s 2012 Communication on engagement with civil society, we see civil society as a crucial component of any democratic system. It fosters pluralism and inclusive growth and the growth of transparent and accountable government. Bangladesh is a complex country to understand. It is an extremely politicised society with great interest at the grass roots level. Civil society is an instrument to depolarise society, promote diversity of opinion and consolidate of democracy.

Jean Lambert (Member of the European Parliament and Chair of the Delegation for relations with the countries of South Asia) reminded the public that the European Parliament voted its first resolution in 2014 about Bangladesh in September this year to express inter alia concern about continuing human rights violations, including enforced disappearances and extrajudicial killings of opposition activists; and to urge the government to use minimal force to restore public order, calling on opposition groups to engage only in peaceful protests. We are concerned about the new media policy: does it protect freedom of the press. NGOs love working in Bangladesh but there is a question whether the new rules allow them to be independent and able to carry out their work. She also said that the development of trade unions in Bangladesh, particularly for textiles, shipbuilding, tanneries etc, will not be plain sailing. It is important to recognise the crucial role of civil society in democratic societies. It is crucial for the ongoing democratic development of the country. Though the country is polarised, it has a vibrant political life. We want to see this develop because it has engaged an active civil society.
Rokeya Kabir, (Executive Director of Bangladesh Nari Progati Sangha) commented that civil society organisations can articulate new ideas and implement them rapidly. Bangladesh is third largest muslim country, and it sought independence as secular state. Following the military coup in 1975, some industry closed or was privatised. The trade unions declined along with other professional organisations and NGOs broke up. We still need to work on the democratisation of society, which has been undermined. We have failed to bring citizens into the national discussion. Media is now under control of the corporations and is no longer independent. We have to look at the role of both the state and business. After 1991, the women's movement started, claiming their role, not only as victims but as one of the important actors for liberation.
Shipra Bose, (women and civil rights activist, providing training and capacity building for Bangladeshi NGOs) discussed the rise of private sector which is not all rosy. This shapes the way civil society acts, she said. Bangladesh has weak democratic instutions. There is lawlessness, violation of human rights, extra-judicial killings, forced disappearances, violence against women. The right to freedom of expression is under threat. Young activists are being put in jail because they express themselves. Civil society is not really essentially homogeneous. NGOs and CSOs are not the same. How loyal are civil society organisations? When they are aligned with political parties, how serious are they in what they say? There are clearly conflicts of interest and this affects their ability to function and deliver. Do they serve the interests of their masters? This diminishes their role in keeping the state accountable. 

We need to support their role (of CSOs) as a watch dog, monitoring and making government accountabile.  They need to build their capacity as well to address issues such as respect for human rights, the right to freedom of expression, to address inequalitiies, ethnicity and the prevention of corruption. They are the whistle blowers and we must find ways to support their actions in these areas. 
Dr Mushtaque Chowdhury, (Vice Chairperson and Executive Director of BRAC) highlighted advances in health in Bangladesh during the last decade, and civil society's role and success in enhancing Bangladesh's health development. The medical magazine the LANCET has reported how Bangladesh has progressed over the years, describing it as 'one of the great mysteries of global health'. The poverty level is at 32% while life expectancy stands at 68.3%.  Women now live one year more than the men. Child immunisation at 82% is ahead of other countries in the region. Income inequality is enormous but poor people have access to healthcare. Women are trusted users of microfinance. They are front line health workers. The NGO sector is important. The government has created space for the NGOs in the health sector. They can develop innovative solutions and help scale up programmes. NGOs also make a good contribution to drug policy. The country has the highest use rate for ORT anti-diarrhoea treatment and also child vaccination.

Speakers from the floor stated that the government is at the moment trying to promote education. Wages have gone up. There are no beggars and people are working. Women are doing a wonderful job. In Dakka, madrassas have opened to educate the muslims. The state is moving in right direction but we need a positive image for Bangladesh.

Rokeya Kabir said that while it is good to celebrate achievements, it is more important to address the gaps in the development of the country. The recent Shabag movement gave some fresh wind in the political debate.
Frederic Maduraud stressed the need to preserve the independence of civil society and the transparency of its funding. It is important to build their credibility when interacting with the European Parliament. Concerns have been voiced by the European Parliament and the EU regarding respect for human rights and democracy. We must keep in mind that for the future achievements in human rights and democracy must be consolidated. Democratic underpinning is crucial – we must recognise that civil society is polarised but also vibrant and BGD has a lot going for them because it has an engaged and active civil society. We need to work with civil society to ensure there is peace and stability, and no radicalisation. Also, the EU is a very reliable partner. Trade preferences are unchanged and trade is expanding. We would like to see a business-friendly environment so that EU companies have market access. There will possibly be more investment. We need to increase and support education and nutrition, and focus on civil society to promote democratic accountability.
Session 3 – The role of non-state actors in promoting decent working conditions 

Monica Hencsey (European Commission, Head of Unit in DG TRADE) introduced the third session by saying that we as Europeans feel good when we can improve working conditions while improving productivity, life expectancy and economic development. The approach of the ‘Sustainability Compact’ was adopted to promote sustained growth, improve the conditions for workers and prevent disasters like the ones that occurred in the textile factories. We have come a long way from a year ago but more needs to be done. There is new legislation and new labour unions have been registered while there has been progress on building and workplace safety. 60% of factories have been inspected for fire and safety. While an additional 189 inspectors will be recruited by end of this year, more inspections need to happen and for this more inspectors are needed, though it is hard to find them. The big question is now how these inspections can be handed over in the future to the government. The Compact foresaw the adoption of the implementing regulations, but this has not happened yet. We welcome the government’s commitment to adopt them. Worker rights are universal and should be respected in all parts of country, including the export processing zones. Trade unions should be able to negotiate without harassment.

Mosrefa Mishu (Chair of the Garments Sramik Okkya Federation), once active in the student rights movement and today president of the largest garment workers unity forum, asked how trade unions can exercise the rights given to them under the law. I have worked against unhealthy, unsafe and inhuman working conditions, she said. In negotiations with government and owners these have shown no respect.  The deaths in the 2012 disaster were due to negligence.  Also compensation has not yet been paid for the deaths. The owners knew the factories were not safe and healthy.  Building safety is an important issue. The brands hide all these aspects in order not to forego their profit. The approach is still medieval and the owners are autocratic.  We face issues of workers being shot dead, false legal cases being filed against workers and their leaders. Women are sexually harassed and also forced to do overtime until midnight. While women are allowed to form limited trade unions now, it is not true that they have been given trade union rights. Many women are still destined to live in the slums and face harassment. Some 80 000 safety problems were identified during inspections.  There is still a long way to go. Owners are very powerful and autocratic. They do not care about the law and the government never takes any action. The issue of democracy is very urgent. To meet these challenges, progressive and non-state actors should work together. The brands of Europe are just seeking profit. They should not be boycotted however, otherwise jobs will be lost. Non-state actors should work together through people’s movements, workers’ movements. 

Nazma Akther, (Awaz Foundation Bangladesh) said that women are treated as cheap labour. Good governance is needed across so many issues. The women are paid cheaply and do not even have clean drinking water at home.  Even if the wages go up, living costs then also go up. The factories do not have day care centres, and the workers have to leave their children in the countryside.  I feel they are taking advantage of our people while millionaires are being made elsewhere. After the Rana Plaza collapse last year, many US brands wanted to leave the country, but this is not helpful to the workers. A positive engagement is necessary, and the business people have to respect their workers. Corruption is a problem, and a concern for the inspection process. 
Monica Hencsey highlighted that education is one of the priorities of the next EU programme. The problems in the garment sector are not a local but a global problem relating to global responsibility, she said. ILO and OECD must continue their work on responsible business. We need to keep the markets open and not force brands to move away. If labour rights do not improve there is a risk that brands might move elsewhere. We want a fair share of profits going to workers.

Rudy Delarue (European Commission, DG Employment) explained that the EU promotes decent work within the EU and outside. In the EU we have works councils for consultations, but collective bargaining is by the trade unions and the employers. However, there are wide disparities even between EU member states. When EU expanded from EU-15 to EU-24, it went through a long process of capacity building of trade unions in the new Member States. The social partners tend to be weaker in states where there has not been social democracy for many years. Your constitutions should guarantee fundamental rights, because confrontation may be necessary if interests of workers and employers diverge. In the EU there are therefore mechanisms for conflict resolution. The approach in the Garments Compact is quite innovative. Bangladesh has a lively civil society.  The number of trade unions has increased.  They need to build the capacity to work at different levels: company level and national level.  If you want to engage at higher level, you need capacity in terms of knowledge and people. This can be taught. Maybe the EU, ILO and others could help here. The global supply chain issue is getting more attention in the EU. It has to be addressed in a more holistic way. This is an issue for the future.

A speaker from the floor said there is blood on the hands of the owners of Rana Plaza. The incidents in the garment sector were no accident but result of criminal negligence, both on the side of the factory owners as well as the buyers and ultimately also the consumers in western society. The retailers have influence on their behaviour.  Fashion company owners in Germany should not leave but pay the workers more and be responsible for security. Another participant said everything cannot be done over night. A lot of things that need to change have been changed. We need cooperation with leaders, workers, garments owners and retailers. The trade union is a world movement but it is still behind the curve. Trade unions should get involved with the issues of women.

A representative from the Bangladesh embassy said that the situation in factories is the result of the poverty of past and globalisation. Textile factories take lots of women, mostly from northern Bangladesh. Poverty is going to decline. The country is heading in the right direction. The retailers have to take the responsibility.  The EU accounts for 57% of the exports of Bangladesh.

A speaker from the floor asked why there should not be compulsory Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).  Perhaps the government should compel owners to give more to the workers. We need to gain more from the global players. The European Parliament has passed three resolutions, it was explained. Voluntary CSR has failed. We need to go for compulsory CSR. 

Mosrefa Mishu said we need capacity building for dialogue and negotiations. Most of the trade unions are from white collar workers.  We need young and women leaders from the garment industry. Manufacturers have to change their mentality. 

Rudy Delarue stressed that international legislation has to be respected. It is an issue of enforcement. Capacity building for non-state actors such as trade unions should be considered so that international standards can be made effective. 

Monica Hencsey explained that the Compact is about respect for labour rights.  Women are treated as cheap labour but they need respect and dignity. Companies (Buyers and Brands) have a responsibility, as do the factory owners, to respect the law, and this has to be enforced by the government. The EU is however not in favour of compulsory CSR. What is important is that the core labour rights have to be respected via the law. We heard a very passionate plea for decent labour standards and mutual accountability. There is the need to address issues of freedom of association, malnutrition, education discrimination. Non State Actors should work together in  various directions to gradually build sustainable development through peoples movement, and follow also international guidelines such as from OECD, CEDAW etc.

Session 4 –What can donors do in support for civil society 
The chair, Frank Hess (European Commisson, DG DEVCO, Head of Sector, Asia unit) introduced the session and explained that unfortunately due to time constraints the speakers would only get limited time in order to allow for some discussion afterwards. He described the topic of the session, i.e. to present the EU’s objective to engage in a more strategic partnership with and foster the governance and advocacy role of civil society, in line with the respective Communication (further highlighted by Jan Matyas) and the EU Roadmap for EU engagement with civil society in Bangladesh, in light of the EU objective to promote democracy and accountability. The session was also an opportunity to get ideas for the proposed programme of support for Civil Society. 
Jan Matyas (European Commission, Programme Assistant Civil Society DG DEVCO) gave a short overview of the 2012 Communication on “The roots of democracy and sustainable development: Europe’s engagement with Civil Society in external relations”. This policy document sets the foundation for a more structured engagement with Civil Society Organisations (CSO), particularly focusing on the need to improve CSO participation to policy dialogue and to governance mechanisms, and to provide guidance for the use of development funding for this purpose.
Francesca Ciccomartino (EU Delegation Dhaka) stressed the importance of working with civil society in Bangladesh, but asked how do we engage with them in practice. To do this is even more important in the future, she said. We are focusing on promoting more equitable growth and governance and civil society actors can achieve these objectives together with government. Up until now, support through NGOs has been for primarily service delivery, filling the gaps in education, food security and health, with also a role in advocacy for human rights. The EU, together with member states, Switzerland and Norway, last year launched a civil society mapping study to better understand their role, visions, structure, and identify recommendations for engagement. The study has confirmed that there are areas where CSOs have a critical role to play: They are instrumental for keeping open and safe spaces for debate, discussion and for finding solutions to emerging problems. They can support the decentralisation process by working with local authorities and also in ensuring that emerging needs will be reflected in development agenda of Bangladesh (for example youth needs to be empowered to prevent social conflict). There is however a problem of recognition of the legitimacy of NGOs as policy actors as they move from a service role to become actors of governance and policy dialogue. 
She described four priority areas based on the results of the study:

· supporting the development of a better environment for civil society;

· supporting civil society as a development actor and interlocutor in its own right; 

· capacity building among civil society actors;

· protection of civil society from harrassment.

Dr. Meghna Guhathakurta (Research Initiative Bangladesh, Dhaka) found the roadmap very ambitious. She suggested that there should be a wide concept of civil society organisations (CSO), beyond NGOs. CSOs can be developed from grass roots to government level and national forums. We need a dynamic view of the CSO structure and what they should do.  Processes need to be analysed. When do CSOs become institutionalised, e.g. when do institutional prerogatives, override peoples prerogatives? A roadmap should develop a  supporting environment, strengthen existing spaces, open new spaces and foster decentralisation within the CSO community. The supportive environment should be viewed at both a micro and macro level, and not just talking to the government. We need more strengthened local intermediaries and we need to develop a rights movements in Bangladesh. Some CSOs are good at nurturing policy ideas. Others are better at implementing them. Policy advocacy is just as good at local level. Partnerships between different organisations are better than subcontracting. This means investing in shared visions and a shared philosophy. Knowledge sharing is crucial part of policy dialogues. Let us invest in processes. When you institutionalise, organisations change and can lose sight of the needs of the people. Let’s sustain diversity!
Tapon Kumar Das (Deputy Director for the Campaign for Popular Education – CAMPE) pointed out that funds for civil society organisations are controlled by government regulations. The reality is that only those not receiving funds are capable of working independently. CAMPE, as a network of civil society groups (e.g. education NGOs, teacher unions, research bodies, etc.) never aligned itself with any political party, but it plays a supportive role in major educational programmes in Bangladesh. It has been in existence for more than two decades and over the years it has managed to work in harmony with whichever party formed the government, grouping together educational NGOs that have promoted good governance and accountability. CAMPE has been persistently contributing at the policy level through a participatory process involving all stakeholders including public functionaries, legislators’ local communities & the media. It has amplified grassroots voice at the national level through engaging CBOs (e.g. Community Watch initiative). Literacy is a dark area in Bangladesh; there are 50 million illiterate people in the county. Life-long education is another important area to be developed for groups such as, for example, government workers, females in the garment sector etc. All factories can be responsible for providing training and learning to their workers. He underlined the Advocacy, Research and Networking CSOs play, supplementary to the watch dog role.
Marco Capurro (European Commission, DG ECHO) explained that ECHO’s views naturally originate from the humanitarian perspective, against the background of Bangladesh having the highest population density in the world with 25 million people regularly affected by natural disasters – floods, cyclones  - with huge economic impacts. ECHO is working to increase the communities’ resilience to prepare for, withstand and recover quicker and more effectively when disasters strike. ECHO commended the Government in its efforts but refered also to the vibrant and dynamic role played by the civil society. Bangladesh has a very strong volunteer base which is trained in immediate response and DRR and reacts to support its community when a cyclone is approaching. The community plays the role of first responders in any disaster before any government machinery reaches the affected area, and this is the reason why ECHO has been supporting the preparedness of many risk-exposed communities across the country in more than a decade. A success story in this respect is last year Tropical Storm Mahasen when the Government as well as communities’ commitment to preparedness allowed over 1 Million people to be evacuated in the lead up to landfall. 

He described how donors can help by providing coordinated support to civil society, first by ensuring the replication and roll out at the sub-district level of a preparedness model, endorsed by the Government (the Community Based Disaster Preparedness model), and secondly by helping to ensure that civil society has room to identify and respond to communities’ humanitarian needs in a post disaster or man-made scenario and by ensuring that these needs are met based on the humanitarian principles of humanity, independence, impartiality and neutrality. Civil society needs to scale up its advocacy to convince the government to allocate adequate resources for disaster preparedness/disaster risk reduction for the most risk-exposed areas of the country. Donors can help advocacy platforms of NGOs to make their voice heard. This is best done via the support of the diversity of approaches, from the local level, elder or religious leader, to the deputy commissioner, the local journalist or human rights defender, local change agents, volunteers and so on.
The Chair reflected on how can donors support civil society,  promote independence among NGOs and avoid at the same time issues of biais. What is the role of media, universities, research bodies and other donors in this context? How can more space be given to Civil Society without government feeling threatened? How do we give a voice to women in the textile industry?

Speakers from the floor referred to the need to bridge the gap between civil society and relevant Government departments, for example building on the National Integrity Strategy, working with NGO Affairs Bureau, helping to overcome the mistrust between the two sides. In this context, a pedagogic approach is broader than capacity building, more in line with the overall environment in which we are operating. Learning how to question is not an automatic thing in Bangladesh. In addition to the achievements outlined earlier, civil society needs to participate more independently. While it has always played an important role, civil society needs independence, transparency and a whole (legal) framework so that they can function effectively. We need to ensure more guarantees for freedom of the press etc.

Someone questioned whether religious organisations should be included as CSOs. On the other hand, while civil society has had a long history of constructive engagement in Bangladesh, and NGOs get a lot of support from EU and other donor countries, the trade union movement does not get any support. There is also the question who really benefits from donor assistance, is it the organisation supported or the target group of final beneficiaries? How much of the assistance goes to overhead and administration costs?
The Chair replied NGOs and CSOs receive quite a lot of support but only part of this aid reaches the final beneficiaries. Mutual accountability over what we pay is necessary to ensure that the funds are well spent. This accountability works both ways. Furthermore, EU engagement in Bangladesh is increasing over the coming years. There are still major challenges to be addressed, and civil soceity has an important role to play here.

A representative from the Banglash Embassy emphasised that in Bangladesh, local government and NGOs we have been instrumental in helping to meet needs at local level.

Chair: The EU (including ECHO) works closely with the government in Bangladesh, including local government, and also with civil society. Local politics play a role in this, and we cannot avoid commenting on what is happening in a country. The lack of trust between government and civil society is a problem. If the different actors do not trust each other, it is very difficult to find common ground upon which to build. The government should be careful to build up and conserve this trust. The National Integrity Strategy, in which the government has inter alia outlined its views on the role of civil society, could be a starting point for identifying actions to be supported by donors. 

The chair concluded the conference by thanking the speakers and participants and noting that many burning issues had been raised and discussed. The process should not be owned by the EU Delegation, but by the people of Bangladesh, both civil society, Government, as well as other stakeholders. The EU is planning a project to promote civil society in South Asia. We have to see the role of civil society and how you communicate with us. It is a trial and error process. Things are happening at the local level. That is where the consultation has to happen. The EU civil society roadmap would be published upon agreement by the EU Member States. The concrete result should be a policy forum for development for discussing development issues and roadmaps to focus the efforts by EU Member States and other donors - avoiding duplication. Concrete actions are being prepared.

Bangladesh Forum Germany: The discussion can be continued in the follow up seminar in Berlin (6/7 November). It is a step towards providing advice on the roadmap and EU development programming, and bilateral cooperation with the German government.
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