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Govt should join hands with non-state
actors in fight against COVID-19

Suggests the Citizen’s Platform for SDGs

-ﬁ‘“ﬁ Citizen's Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh
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Citizen’s Platform for SDGs,
Bangladesh’s demand

Scale up intervention through partnership

Increase digital financial literacy at grassroots level

Use community radios to reach out to local citizens

Reach out to underserved people

Balance saving lives with provision of livelihood

Document experience, set up mapping mechanism

Introduce social audit into public resource spending
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The government should team up with the non-governmental organisations in its fight
against the raging coronavirus as the non-state actors have an appreciable presence
across the country, said the Citizen's Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh yesterday.

"While the NGOs are already doing their best in various areas in the fight against
coronavirus, the efforts could be significantly scaled up if the government purposefully
utilises them," said the platform, which comprises more than 100 non-state actors and
their networks and associates.

The government should use this unused strength properly in this national crisis, said
Debapriya Bhattacharya, convenor of the Citizen's Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh, in a
virtual media briefing styled "Strengthening Effectiveness of the Non-State Actors' in
COVID-19 Response Activities".

According to the platform, the national strategy rolled out by the government to
address the deadly bug that has so far 2,144 and killed 84 does not explicitly identify
the non-state actors as partners in dealing with this national emergency.

Although some interactions are coming to pass between the district or upazila and
these organisations, there needs to be a policy announcement from the highest level,
Bhattacharya said.

"We would like to strengthen the hands of the government," said Shaheen Anam, a core
group member of the platform and executive director of the Manusher Jonno
Foundation.

Two of the platform's partner organisations started working from the first week of
January 2020 to soften the blow of the novel, lethal virus, while most of the partners
got engaged by the middle of March, soon after the first confirmed cases of COVID-19
were announced.

An initial estimate indicates that the organisations have committed more than Tk 600
crore to implementing short- and mid-term interventions to deal with coronavirus.

It is becoming increasingly obvious that the unfolding pandemic, along with the
immediate visible stress, is going to have a far-reaching impact on Bangladesh's
economic performance, social cohesion, environmental sustainability and democratic
governance, the platform said in a paper presented by Bhattacharya.

"There is a high possibility that, as a result of this unprecedented pandemic,
inequalities and discriminations may further heighten in the country."
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These trends may accentuate the entrenched vulnerabilities of the citizens left behind,
frustrating the progress made by Bangladesh during the first cycle of the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

The protracting shutdown, which began on March 26 and is expected to continue until
the end of this month, is creating serious livelihood challenges for income-vulnerable
groups.

The so-called lower middle-class people are feeling the pangs of acute economic
hardship.

The government needs to work out a targeted cash support infusion strategy to deal
with this situation, the platform said.

Due to the total stoppage of transportation, there is a breakdown of the supply chains.

The farmers are the direct victims of this situation, as they are not getting the proper
price for their produce, while prices remain high in the markets of the capital.

"The government needs to urgently organise military convoy vehicles to restore the
agri-supply chain," Bhattacharya said.

Given the huge amount of public resources being allocated for the marginalised and
vulnerable population, it is natural for the government to have the interest to know the
level of efficacy of its initiatives, the platform said.

"We are earnestly welcoming all of the stimulus packages. There has to be proper
monitoring of the implementation of the stimulus packages but we are not seeing that.
So, we doubt whether these assistances would be properly distributed,” Anam said.

The coronavirus has unmasked many institutional, social and political weaknesses,
said Bhattacharya.

If there were no budget deficit and revenue collection were higher, the government
would have been able to give more stimulus.

If there were accountable local government system, rice and wheat theft would not
have taken place.

"We are also seeing a lack of coordination in the government. We have to think about
the mid-term solutions within the short-term solutions,"” Bhattacharya added.

Anam also said those who are suspected of getting COVID-19 are also being stigmatised:
they are being left unattended and are not being admitted to hospitals.
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"We are getting information and news from the field level that returnee migrant
workers are being stigmatised."

A common message should be given from the government to save them from
stigmatisation, she added.

Rasheda K Choudhury, executive director of the Campaign for Popular Education, also
spoke.
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‘Fast measures to restore supply chain
of agro produce vital’

Citizen's Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh calls for ensuring secure convoys of vehicles

#, Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh

l\

llbrahlrn Hossain Ovi

With food supply remaining as a ma-
jor concern in Bangladesh, which has
gone into a lockdown to stem the
spread of the coronavirus, Citizen’s
Platform for SDGs (Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals), Bangladesh, yesterday
urged the government to take prompt
measures to organize secured convoy
of vehicles to restore supply chain of
agricultural produces.

During an online media briefing, it
also urged the government to include
non-state actors, NGOs (non-govern-
ment organizations) and their net-
work across the country to implement
the government’s policy support and
bailout packages effectively.

The briefing was titled “Strengthen-
ing Effectiveness of the Non-State Ac-
tors’ in Covid-19 Response Activities.”

According to reports coming in
from different parts of Bangladesh,
farmers are counting losses due to low
prices of their produce, especially sea-
sonal vegetables, amid the lockdown
which began from March 26.

“The supply chain has totally bro-
ken down due to the suspension of
transportation. Farmers, especially
in the North, are the ones hit hardest.
They are not getting a fair price for
their produce that is perishing while
prices remain high in the kitchen
markets at the capital,” said Debapri-
ya Bhattacharya, convenor of the
platform.

Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangla-
desh, works to contribute to the deliv-
ery of the SDGs and enhance account-
ability in its implementation process.

The briefing was aimed at present-
ing the platform’s recommendations

amwwm e

in the battle against the Covid-19
pandemic.

Suspended transportation amid the
lockdown has left the financial viabili-
ty of agricultural enterprises in tatters,
pushing them into indebtedness and
poverty, said Debapriya, calling for ur-
gent measures to ensure the supply of
farm outputs.

The government has undertaken
lots of policy mechanisms and an-
nounced bailout packages to combat
the economic fallout of the corona-
virus, but there’s a strong need for
integrating the non-state actors for
effective and transparent implemen-
tation of those measures, according
to the distinguished fellow of the
think tank, Centre for Policy Dia-
logue (CPD).

The platform underscored the need
for the formation of a national mech-

anism for effective implementation of
government initiatives in collabora-
tion with non-state actors.

Working with the NGOs, which
have a vast network within the identi-
fied groups, will help the government
in reaching out to these groups appro-
priately.

The government will largely ben-
efit from collaborating with non-
state actors conducting awareness
campaigns on health and govern-
ment-announced incentives, listing
underserved people, distributing aid
to households, and channeling cash
assistance to vulnerable families.

The paramount priority now is
saving lives and science tells us that
the most effective tool now is social
distancing, the platform said, before
adding there is no scope for underes-
timating the importance of protective
social distancing, including quaran-
tine, isolation, and lockdown.

It identified safeguarding private
sector jobs as critical in the face of
the economic slowdown. It says the
lack of data on MSMEs will create
complexities and that ensuring their
access to the stimulus packages an-
nounced to cushion the coronavirus
impact is vital. e
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Citizens SDG
platform
ready to

run Tk6oo
crore aid
programmes

ECONOMY - BANGLADESH

TBS REPORT

Its convener

Dr Debapriya
Bhattacharya said

the government’s
Tk73,000 crore bailout
packages were “very
important” in tackling
the crisis, but were
inadequate as the
poor would not benefit
much from them

The Citizens Platform for Sustainable
Development Goals, Bangladesh says
40 of its affiliate organisations are
ready to execute about Tkéoo crore
assistance programmes in addition to
the government’s stimulus packages
to tackle the coronavirus crisis.

Its convener Dr Debapriya Bhat-
tacharya told an ‘online press brief-
ing on Saturday that over a hundred
organisations associated with the
platform are working in marfy differ-
ent ways to handle the crisis.

He called on the goverfiment to
take effective measures so that no
one faced a food shortage during the
ongoing lockdown. .

The government's redfef goods are
not reaching marginalised groups,
including the homeless, minorities,
disabled, transgenders, Dalits, fish-
ermen and Bede, said the public
policy analyst.

He also said people living in in-

accessible areas, such as the hills,
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Speaking about job cuts, Debapriya
said many factories had initiated re-
trenchment, and those workers were
living a miserable life after their
earning source had collapsed.

“Many of them are starving while
some are living off their savings. The
authorities need to ensure that the
masses do not slide into more pov-
erty or debt once the lockdown is
lifted,” he said.

The transportation shutdown has
left the supply chain of agricultural
produce in tatters, said Debapriya.

He said field-level producers were
not getting a fair price and were los-
ing capital. He also called on the au-
thorities to take special measures to
ensure transportation of vegetables
from remote areas of the country.

Debapriya believes economic re-
covery would be very difficult as loan
disbursement has come to a halt.

“Suspending instalment payment
of small loans in the wake of the

q

I ic has relieved the poor, but

coastal areas, haors ( ds) and
chars (river islands), were excluded
from the relief programmes.

“The government should make
sure that no one starves to death be-
cause of their geographical location
and social status.”

Debapriya said the government’s
Tk73,000 crore bailout packages
were “very important” in tackling
the crisis, but were inadequate.

This is because the poor will not
benefit much from them, explained
the noted economist.

He added that the common peo-
ple were not aware of the relief pack-
ages and that the level of awareness
should be raised further.

“People also have a lack of infor-
mation on the government's food
and financial aid schemes, as well
as on how to withdraw cash assis-
tance sent to their banks and mobile
phones,” he pointed out.

He called on the government to
take help from his platform’s asso-
ciate organisations to make people
more aware of these programmes.

“In many areas, those distribut-
ing relief are asking for national
identity cards, something the home-
less people do not have. This is how
slum dwellers as well as homeless
groups are being deprived of relief,”
Debapriya said.

He said the government could
also take the help of non-govern-
ment organisations working with
homeless and handicapped people,
if necessary.

Quarantines, lockdowns and so-
cial distancing are very important,
but these have made earning a live-
lihood a challenge for the poor, the
public policy analyst noted.

Those living from hand to mouth
and the low-income groups are now
in trouble, he said. | seePAGE4cOL3

credit disbursement remains halted.
“We need to ensure cash flow if we
want small schemes, such as buying
rawhides during Eid, to continue,”
he explained. Debapriya also talked
about domestic violence, saying that
this has increased in the present situ-
ation. He suggested that the women
and children affairs ministry as well
as the social welfare ministry should
take prompt measures in this regard.
More poor children are dropping
out of school while child marriage
and pregnancy during puberty are
also increasing, he said.
“Malnutrition is on the rise be-
cause of the shortage of food. The
situation will deteriorate if food secu-
rity is at risk. Also, there is a greater
risk of youngsters turning to sub-
stance abuse and terrorism during
the lockdown,” added Debapriya.
He called for increasing social au-
dit to strictly monitor where the gov-
ermnment’s financial assistance was
ending up. “The government is dis-
bursing money, but it should also be

interested in checking whether the as-

. q

e ion, she said such

sistance is actually reaching the peo-
ple. We will try to form such a struc-
ture from our platform and investigate
this issue to later inform the govern-
ment in addition to helping with relief
distribution,” said Debapriya.
Shaheen Anam, executive direc-
tor of Manusher Jonno Foundation,
told the briefing that Bangladeshi
expatriates remained virtually ostra-
cised after returning from abroad,
and were being socially neglected
in many places.The government
should ensure a common system for
all returnees, she said. “General pa-
tients are not getting medical care at
present. Doctors and nurses are being
forced to move out. The government
should take quick measures regarding
this,” said Shaheen. A former adviser
to a caretaker government Dr Rashe-
da K Choudhury said special atten-
tion should be paid to the safety and
healthcare of cleaning workers.
Mentioning that private organi-
sations were taking big initiatives to

initiatives should be coordinated.

Professor Mustafizur Rahman,
distinguished fellow at the Centre for
Policy Dialogue (CPD), said the CPD
had recommended giving Tk8,000 to
170 lakh families each per month as
assistance. Non-government organisa-
tions are also running assistance pro-
grammes in addition to that, he said.

Mustafizur said non-government or-

isations not having dit pro-
grammes were always in a cash crunch.
“The government should provide some

i e to such isations.”

The economist called on the NGO
Affairs Bureau to expedite approval
for projects under which many non-
government organisations were
planning to bring-in foreign aid.

“We do not know if the current crisis
has reached its peak or if it will do so
in the future. We should now zero in on
tackling the coronavirus pandemic.

“Budget is not only limited to ex-
penditures. We need to talk about
earnings too,” he added.
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Citizen’s Platform for SDGs seeks role of NSAs in anti-
COVID activities

DHAKA, April 18, 2020 (BSS) — Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh today urged the government to set up a national
level mechanism through necessary consultation for ensuring participation of non-state actors (NSAs) to fight against
COVID-19.

“The non-state actors, given their national-, sectorial- and grassroots-level presence across the economy and society, could

be an effective interlocutor between the government agencies and the citizens.

Although some interactions are coming to pass between the district or upazila and these organisations, there needs to be a
policy announcement from the highest level in this regard,” said Convener of the Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh

Dr Debapriya Bhattacharya at a virtual media briefing.

He said the local government bodies and local administration need to be given explicit instructions and guidelines to
cooperate with the activities of the NSAs engaged in anti-COVID-19 activities, and provide adequate attention to the lists,

prepared by them, of the underserved people in the locality.

“The local administration may also be advised that the non-state actors, including the research organisations, may be
supported in their efforts to monitor and establish the transparency and accountability of the government’s initiatives,” he
added.

Dr Debapriya said while the NGOs are already doing their best in various areas in the fight against COVID-19, the efforts
could be significantly scaled up if the government purposefully utilises them in a number of areas including conducting
health-related awareness, raising awareness about the government-announced incentives, preparing list of underserved

people, distribution of relief materials (food) at household level and channelling cash fund to the vulnerable families.

He also called upon the government to draw up a programme to take mobile banking literacy at the grassroots in

collaboration with the NGOs through training and capacity building.

“Demand for money transfer through use of cell phone has increased tremendously under the present circumstances.
Government has also decided to transfer the announced incentives directly to the intended beneficiaries through mobile

money transfer,” he added.
Dr Debapriya underscored the need for setting up a mapping system of anti-COVID activities of the NGOs.

Such mapping system, he said, will strengthen coordination, avoid duplication, reach out to risk-stress areas or communities,

disseminate good practices and foster mutual learning.
The Platform will take initiatives to promote such an exercise, he added.

He informed that the partners of the Citizen’s Platform for SDGs, Bangladesh along with their associates are actively
dealing with the annihilation and destructions unleashed by COVID-19.

“Two of the Platform’s Partner organisations started their works from the first week of January 2020, particularly through

community radio, for improving awareness and sharing information on the crisis.
Most of the Partners got engaged by middle of March 2020 in direct response against the pandemic,” he added.

The major areas of their entanglements in order of importance are the following: awareness; food security; WASH; health;

education; employment; agriculture; direct cash support; shelter; legal support; transparency in relief distribution; research

www.bssnews.net/?p=377684&print=print 12
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and analysis; transport to affected people and rehabilitation.

One of the major roles of the partners in this context had been establishing linkage between the government’s initiatives and

the target groups.

www.bssnews.net/?p=377684&print=print 2/2
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Various forms of violence against women have increased amid the coronavirus outbreak in the country when

various parts of it were put under lockdown to prevent and contain the pandemic.

Talking to the Daily Observer many gender experts and women rights activists said that coronavirus has

exacerbated the violence against women and children more than before.

Eminent human rights activist Sultana Kamal said that the situation got worse because of the lockdown as
en are not be able to get access to support or escape from the violence.
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"We must not forget about the cruel truth of men! This lockdown due to coronavirus has hardly removed
their deep rooted seed of masculinity and superiority," she said.

"We receive lots of information regarding domestic violence being orchestrated by men in various parts of
the
country. These women folks and children have become vulnerable to these men who have become more
ferocious than before due to coronavirus impact," she said.

Eminent economist Debapriya Bhattacharya, said that they are being informed about such violence against
women from different parts of the country.

"The men who are used to carry their duties outside and also pass their leisure time outside have now been
forced to stay at home posing serious threat to women and children," she said.

Referring to the government's Women and Children Affairs, he said that the respective ministry including
Ministry of Social Welfare has to take necessary steps with the help of local administration to prevent such
violence, said Dr Debopriya also convener of Citizen Platform for SDG.

However, if we look at the situation of other countries we see that in London, a number of domestic abuse
charities and campaigners have reported a surge in calls to helplines and online services since the lockdown
conditions were imposed, reflecting experiences in other countries.

Karen Ingala Smith, the founder of Counting Dead Women, a pioneering project that records the killing of
women by men in the UK, has identified at least 16 killings between March 23 and April 12, including those
of children.

Smith's research shows at least seven people have allegedly been killed by partners or former partners during
the period, while three people have been allegedly killed by their fathers.

The committee also heard evidence from Nicole Jacobs, the domestic abuse commissioner for England and
Wales.

"I have heard from police about the need to extend the time by which people can report crimes. There are
people who are experiencing abuse right now aren't able to call the police because it wouldn't be safe for
them," said Jacobs.

Jacobs said services must prepare for the "inevitable surge" of domestic abuse victims seeking support when
the lockdown is lifted.

However, the head of the United Nations, Ant€nio Guterres, has appealed for "peace at home" as he
described a "horrifying global surge in domestic violence" against women, linked to government-imposed
lockdowns amid the coronavirus pandemic.

After making repeated for ceasefires in conflicts around the world, Ant@nio Guterres pointed out that
violence is not confined to the battlefield.

"For many women and girls, the threat looms largest where they should be safest: in their own homes", the
UN Secretary General said.

Even before the coronavirus pandemic, the United Nations had warned that a third of women around the
world experienced some form of violence in their lives.
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