
YOUNG LIVES MATTER 1

A
D

V
O

C
A

C
Y

 A
LE

R
T

 | 
S

pr
in

g 
20

19

YOUNG LIVES
MATTER 
UNICEF interventions
to improve the lives

of adolescents 
in Bangladesh



ADVOCACY ALERT | SPRING 20192

Cover photo: A student at Manpura Government Secondary 

School on the island of Manpura describes the causes and 

effects of climate change during class. This island in the Bhola 

district of Bangladesh is experiencing visible and sometimes 

dramatic effects of river erosion that is altering the lives of 

many of its inhabitants. © UNICEF/8142/Lemoyne
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The second decade of life is a time of tremendous 
opportunity — and given the remarkable economic 
progress made by Bangladesh over the last decade 
there is no reason why young people in this country 
should not look forward to a prosperous future. 
We aim to implement the Generation Unlimited 
programme to the full so that a new partnership 
is formed in Bangladesh to help adolescents and 
young people realize their potential. 

Generation Unlimited’s goal is to make sure that 
every young person aged between 10-24 is in some 
form of school, learning, training or employment by 
2030. Given the excellent relationship we have with 
our partners in this country — combined with the 
huge progress we have made so far — I have every 
reason to believe we can succeed in unlocking 
investment and empowering young people. In so 
doing we will not only be providing for their future, 
but also fulfilling the terms of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

UNICEF will in the months ahead be concentrating 
our resources on adolescent girls and boys, 
ensuring that the young men and women of this 
country — especially those in greatest danger of 
being left behind — have all the support they need 
to have more healthy, prosperous and productive 
lives. Our priority will be towards catalysing 
assistance to and promoting the empowerment 
of young people with disabilities, young people on 
the move and young people affected by climate 
change and natural disasters. 

While it is no exaggeration to say that the 
Bangladeshi economy has flourished over the last 
10 years, it must be said that there are far too 
many young people here — and in other developing 

countries — who face significant risks. Today, 
more than 60 per cent of the world’s 1.2 billion 
adolescents live in low and lower-middle income 
countries. 

The scale of the problems in Bangladesh cannot be 
under-estimated. The country’s increasing prosperity 
has meant that big improvements have been made 
in providing access to health, education, child 
protection and other services. But at the same time 
many young people do not have enough access 
to information and services specific to their needs 
such as safe spaces, where they can meaningfully 
voice their concerns. More importantly, many do not 
even begin secondary education and for a variety 
of reasons — linked to poverty, climate change and 
marginalization — many more fail to complete it. In 
short, systems are not fully in place which prepare 
young people for the workplace.

While figures suggest that there will be a decline 
in youth unemployment in the next few years, the 
fact remains that there are far too many adolescents 
and young people who are not acquiring the skills 
they need to secure decent-quality jobs. UNICEF 
believes that many of these problems are likely to 
be addressed when the government passes the 
Education Act, which will provide freer secondary 
education and better access to vocational education.

The UNICEF figures speak for themselves: Youths 
aged between 15-24 years old made up 19% of 
the total population in 2018, around 31 million 
individuals. Of those, 57% are employed in 
vulnerable jobs. More than one million youths are 
unemployed — while every year two million young 
people enter the workforce, mostly as unskilled 
workers involved in hazardous and low paid jobs, 

YOUNG LIVES MATTER
UNICEF INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE THE LIVES OF ADOLESCENTS 
AND YOUTH IN BANGLADESH 
Introduction by Edouard Beigbeder, UNICEF Bangladesh Country Representative 
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if they are paid at all. They are vulnerable to various 
forms of the most egregious abuse including child 
marriage, child labour, drug addiction and physical 
and psychological violence. Unless concerted action 
continues to be taken, these problems are not going 
to disappear as the workforce reaches an expected 
76 million people in 2025.

UNICEF Bangladesh is not unique in seeking to 
address the problems confronted by adolescents 
and youths. But what is exceptional is the depth and 
breadth of our response, which involves numerous 
ground-breaking initiatives involving a wide cross-
section of partners in the public and private sectors. 
It is vital that we are to continue our collaboration 
with these two critically important partners — as 
well as civil society — if we are successfully to 
continue our work to help young people. At the 
end of this report UNICEF is making a Call to Action 
for these three groups to work with us so that 
together we can improve the lot of young people 
in Bangladesh.

Our work today spans all areas of the country — 
from the Rohingya refugee and host communities 
in the far south-east to children whose parents 
have been battered by climate change and financial 
uncertainty in the far north-west.
 

As this report shows, we have made significant 
achievements in these areas:

• Providing young people with opportunities in 
the public and private sectors

• Assisting marginalized and impoverished tea 
estate workers

• Establishing an Alternative Learning Program 
for out-of-school adolescents

• Securing the involvement of adolescent girls 
to End Child Marriages 

• Empowering young people to assess and 
combat the impact of climate change 

• Youth participation in sport

• Using digital engagement as a mechanism for 
change by connecting with some of the most 
engaged online followers on our Every Child 
Alive campaign

The above list is by no means exhaustive – but it 
does provide an insight into the excellent work done 
by the team in Bangladesh to make lives better for 
younger people and in turn to secure the country’s 
future wellbeing and prosperity. Let’s look forward 
to the rise of the Generation Unlimited!

A group of adolescent 

girls walk to school 

on Manpura Island in 

the Bhola district of 

Bangladesh, February 

14th 2019. © UNICEF

/7608/Lemoyne
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A boy picks his way through 
sludge along the shore of 
Manpura Island. This stretch 
of shoreline on the mouth of 
the Meghna river has recently 
collapsed due to erosion leaving 
some trees submerged and 
the roots of others exposed.  
© UNICEF/9641/Lemoyne
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Youth activists join the battle against 
climate change 

Adolescents in Bangladesh are the forefront of the 
battle against climate change.

“We have to do something,” 17-year-old Abid 
Hossain Raju, “We are hit badly by river erosion 
every year. Crops are spoilt, families fall into 
poverty, teenagers drop out of school, and parents 
marry off their daughters out of desperation.” 

Abid is a climate activist from Bhola, an area on the 
southern coast of Bangladesh that is badly affected 
by climate change. He is a member of YouthNet for 
Climate Justice, an organization set up in 2016 to 
fight the climate crisis and prepare citizens to be 
climate resilient. 

One of YouthNet’s first actions was to visit Andar 
Char, an island that is extremely vulnerable to 
climate-linked disasters, in order to document the 
particular vulnerabilities faced by children. Their 
conclusion was clear: children and women are 
the most seriously endangered by climate change, 
which impacted their lives and livelihoods, access to 
health services, education, and water and sanitation.
 
“Many children are getting displaced as climate 
refugees. There is no development in living 
standards and they fall prey to various diseases, 
violence, exploitation and oppression.”

YouthNet has since 2017 involved hundreds of 
adolescents and youths from remote to take part 
in conferences and online forums — often using 
social media — to discuss climate change. Experts, 
lawmakers, academicians, and climate change 
activists presented research papers to the group.
 
YouthNet has also developed a one-year action 
plan covering community mobilization, advocacy, 
capacity building, and monitoring of disaster risk 

reduction and climate change adaptation activities. 
Implementation of the plan has begun in 10 slums in 
Barisal city as well as other districts of the division, 
reaching 10,000 marginalized beneficiaries. 

Working directly on the ground, YouthNet has 
spread messages on a range of issues — disaster 
preparedness; safe water and sanitation; menstrual 
hygiene; health care; sexual and reproductive health; 
combating gender-based violence and prevention of 
child marriage — all of which are exacerbated in 
a climate crisis.

There are now more than 1,200 young people and 
adolescents from more than 100 organizations 
working with the YouthNet for Climate Justice. The 
group is now expanding its activities into other coastal 
and climate-vulnerable regions across the country.

17-year-old high school student Fabia Akhter Meem, 

who is a member of an adolescent club supported 

by UNICEF through the NGO Coast Trust, speaks 

with women during a courtyard meeting at Jongler 

Khal Colony on Manpura Island, Bangladesh. This 

community is formed of people who have migrated 

due to land erosion. © UNICEF/9423/Lemoyne

“Climate-related disasters 
pose the greatest threat to 
the fundamental rights of 
children and youth in different 
aspects of their lives and 
wellbeing,” says YouthNet 

coordinator Sohanur Rahman. 
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Stay safe online: UNICEF and its partners 
unite to protect adolescents from 
cyberbullying

UNICEF and its partners in Bangladesh have in 
recent months been at the forefront of efforts to 
protect teenagers and adolescents from online 
violence, cyberbullying and digital harassment.

Concerted action is needed to protect the 32% 
of children aged 10 to 17 online in Bangladesh 
who have been found to be at risk of violence 
and intimidation.

UNICEF has over the last two years worked with 
various partners to tackle the problem, including 
Facebook, Grameenphone and Telenor Group.

A recent study entitled Online Safety of Children in 
Bangladesh was commissioned by UNICEF which 
surveyed 1,281 school-going children aged 10 to 17 
attending schools and madrassas who use the internet.

Respondents reported various forms of cybercrime, 
the survey found, including identity theft, password 
theft, sexual exploitation and written abuse.

“The Internet has become a kindness desert,” 
said Edouard Beigbeder, UNICEF Bangladesh 
Representative. “That’s why UNICEF (in February 
2019) invited everyone to be kind online, and called 
for greater action to make the Internet a safer place 
for everyone, especially children.”

According to the UNICEF Bangladesh study, about 
25 per cent of the children (aged 10-17) started to 
access the digital world below the age of 11. 

At the same time there is evidence of a digital 
divide. Children and adolescents in remoter parts of 
the country have barely any internet access at all — 
one group of children in Rangpur district in the north 
were found by the survey to believe that Facebook 
and the internet were one and the same thing.

Of those urban children who do regularly use the 
internet, a large majority (63%) said that they did so 
in the privacy of their own room. The prevalence of 
this “bedroom culture” means there is much less 
supervised internet use.

Chatting online and watching video are the two 
most frequent internet activities with 33 per cent 
chatting online and 30 per cent watching video daily.
 
The study also revealed that a staggering 70% of boys 
and 44% of girls admitted to befriending unknown 
people online, while a section of the respondents 
even admitted to meeting the unknown online ‘friends’ 
in person — despite the risks to their safety.

Internet use among young people in Bangladesh 
has sky-rocketed to 800 times the size it was in 
the year 2000.

In Bangladesh, adolescent 
boys (63%) are ahead 
of girls (48%) in terms 
of high frequency online 
access and use. 

Students of Summerfield International School use a mobile 

phone during the child safety campaign programme supported 

by UNICEF Bangladesh at Summerfield International School, 

Mohammadpur Dhaka on the 23rd of September 2018. 

© UNICEF/055OSC/Kiron



ADVOCACY ALERT | SPRING 201912

Reaching out to Rohingya adolescents 

Teenaged Rohingya refugee offsets 
memories of traumatic flight from 
Myanmar by developing a passion 
for fashion design

A key part of UNICEF role in the refugee camps 
has been to establish Learning Centres, and 
Adolescent Clubs to educate and inform children 
and teenagers who in many cases were traumatized 
during their flight from Myanmar. Oftentimes 
these interventions have played a dramatic role 
in rehabilitating young people who have endured 
unimaginable suffering.

“My dream is to be a fashion designer,” says 
12-year-old Dilara Begum as she proudly points 
to a dress design made from newspaper that is a 
displayed prominently in a UNICEF-supported girls’ 
Adolescent Club in Balukhali refugee camp. 

Dilara is passionate about her ambition — her eyes 
light up when she shows off her designs — all of 
which are made out of newspaper because there 
is no other material available to her in the vast and 
sprawling camps. 

The Adolescent Centre Dilara attends for two hours 
a morning, six days a week, is run by UNICEF 
partner Codec and the teenaged girls who attend 
make no secret of how much they value and 
appreciate gong there.

In addition to developing her design and tailoring 
skills, Dilara and her friends aged 12-16 learn art, 
design and sewing. They are also taught key “life 
skills” in which they are made aware of the evils of 
child trafficking, child labour, gender-based violence 
and child marriage.

In the afternoons Dilara enthusiastically attends a 
Learning Centre run by Mukti — another UNICEF 

partner — where she learns Burmese, English and 
maths. In the early morning from 0700 to 0900 she 
learns Arabic at a madrassa.

Dilara’s busy days are a far cry from the horrors of 
September 2017 when she witnessed her father 
and her younger brother being shot in the back as 
they fled the Burmese army. Another brother was 
strangled to death by troops as they were forcibly 
removed from their village where her father, a 
farmer, had cattle and a sizeable farmhouse. 

“I can recall everything about my life in Myanmar 
and our flight from the army,” Dilara says, “but 
here in the camps I have decided to put the bad 
memories behind me and make the most of my 
new life. Life in the camps is not perfect, but at 
least I feel safe and have started to feel better here.”

Dilara’s teacher, 18-year-old Kamrun Nahar, says 
that she has seen a marked improvement in her 
pupil’s state of mind since she arrived at club — 
traumatized and withdrawn — 18 months ago.

“She is much more willing to actively engage in the 
class in the class,” she said. “She is a completely 
different person now who has developed a real 
passion for fashion and tailoring. I am convinced 
that she can have a great future.” 

“My dream is to be a 
fashion designer,” says 
12-year-old Dilara Begum. 

At a UNICEF sponsored Adolescent Club in Balukhali 

Camp, refugee Dilara Begum models a dress she made 

herself from old newspapers. © UNICEF/9552/Palazón
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“I find it really enjoyable 
and I’m pretty good at it,” 
she says as her employer 
Rahul Amin nods his head 
in agreement. “This job 
has given me a fantastic 
opportunity to escape a life 
of mundane housework and 
make something of my life.” 

Fifteen-year-old 

Thompa Akhter 

says her sewing 

apprenticeship has 

transformed her life 

© UNICEF/05447/

Chakma
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UNICEF/BRAC back-to-school programme: 
Hopeless lives rejuvenated

Fifteen year-old Thompa Akhter and 16-year-old 
Laki Akhter are not related — one is a trainee tailor 
and the other a trainee IT consultant — but both 
have seen their lives transformed by the pioneering 
school drop-out scheme which is benefitting 42 girls 
aged between 14-18.

Both girls come from disadvantaged family 
backgrounds and both were identified by BRAC 
researchers as suitable for a UNICEF-funded 
apprentice scheme in which they receive training 
for six months in their chosen professions.

The programme gives disadvantaged and vulnerable 
out-of-school children better employment prospects 
by enabling them to take part in six months on-the-
job training. It provides them with an opportunity 
to learn theoretical and practical skills leading to a 
national qualification. 

Participating girls and boys learn skills including 
refrigeration and air conditioning, printing, mobile 
phone servicing, furniture making, tailoring, dress 
making, motor cycle mechanics and beauty salon 
work. The apprentices receive about 800 Taka 
($9.50) a month as an allowance to cover their 
transport expenses during the indentured period. 

In most cases parents of the selected teenagers 
are fully supportive of the scheme and readily give 
their consent for their children to take part. Over the 
last five years, the UNICEF/BRAC intervention has 

changed the lives of nearly 30,000 disadvantaged 
and vulnerable out-of-school adolescents, success-
fully bringing them back to the learning ladder and 
equipping them with the skills needed to obtain 
worthwhile employment.

The apprenticeship has enabled Thompa to pursue 
her dream of running her own tailoring shop and 
Laki her ambition to become an IT consultant. It is 
a dramatic turnaround for both girls after they dropped 
out of school five years ago. 

Prior to getting their apprenticeships the pair — like 
many other girls taking part in the scheme — were at 
home doing housework instead of going to school. 
Thompa and Laki were forced to leave school because 
their parents could not afford to pay for their education. 
Both should now have the opportunity of working 
for their respective employers when their training 
period is over.

“I love making shirts, shalwar kameez and Punjabis,” 
said Thompa.

A key part of UNICEF’s Bangladesh programme in recent years has been to reach 
out to marginalized children who are unreached by the government and other aid 
agencies. One highly successful project has been implemented with our partner 
BRAC — the largest NGO in Bangladesh — to help adolescent girls who have 
dropped out of school in most cases because their families could no longer afford 
to educate them. 
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15 and 16-year-old players on the 
Bangladesh national team practice at 
the Bangladesh Football Federation 
training centre in Dhaka. The players 
in this age group live full-time at the 
centre and train there on the vast soccer 
field that forms an oasis of sport in an 
otherwise dense urban environment. 
© UNICEF/6920/Lemoyne
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The adolescent football player whose goal 
is to play in the women’s World Cup 

Nonchalantly performing keepy-uppies using both 
feet and the occasional header, 15-year-old Maria is 
a young footballer going places.

She is the proud captain of the Bangladesh women’s 
football team, which is supported by UNICEF as a 
partner to promote adolescent girls’ rights. 

Maria has been playing soccer since she was six, 
combining her love of the sport with her education. 
She comes from a poor family background in a rural 
area in the south of Bangladesh and her struggle 
against poverty has given her a sense of resilience 
on the pitch.

“We were not that well off,” she said, “My mum 
had to work to earn our daily bread. We were not 
able to save anything for the next day.”

But Maria’s skills on the pitch have now presented 
her family with some much-needed economic stability.
Maria’s determination to succeed is reflected in her 
football. Her level of commitment — combined with 
her high degree of talent — are admirable.

“When I first kicked the ball, I was really motivated 
and felt determined to play for my country,” she said. 

“There was something about soccer that inspired 
me. From the outset I wanted to be a great player 
and earn fame for Bangladesh by playing abroad.”
“It is with that in mind when we practice so hard.”

Football has now become the passion of Maria’s 
life, her ultimate ambition being to play in the 
women’s World Cup. 

“The things I like about this game are the opportunities 
to be creative,” she said. “To pass the ball, assist a 
team mate to score or score myself. I want to play 
for international clubs and become a great player.”

Most of the 23 girls of the Bangladesh women’s 
football team belong to underprivileged families 
who live in remote villages.

UNICEF Communications Manager Sakil Faizullah 
says that backing given to the team has served two 
main purposes:

“Because young people in Bangladesh’s cricket and 
football teams wear the UNICEF logo on their shirts, 
they are very publicly displaying their support of 
child rights,” he said.

“At the same time, we are supporting our partners 
so they can scour the country to find talented but 
marginalized adolescents who otherwise would not 
have an opportunity to play.”

“When I started playing 
well and got into the 
national team I won some 
money which enabled me 
to begin supporting my 
family. Now they are doing 
well,” she said. 

15-year-old Maria Manda, the captain of the Bangladesh 

women’s football team, poses at the Bangladesh Football 

Federation training centre. Hidden from view in the heart of 

Dhaka, this centre, with its dormitories and vast football pitch, 

is where she lives and trains. © UNICEF/7400/Lemoyne
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Nineteen-year-old Bangladeshi 

cricketer Rakibul Hasan is proud 

to wear the UNICEF logo on his 

shirt. “I believe UNICEF, cricket and 

underprivileged children are a great 

combination — a gamechanger for 

Bangladesh.” © UNICEF/Cricket_

Feb2019_009/Mawa

“We are really excited 
about this partnership 
between the Bangladesh 
Cricket Board (BCB) and 
UNICEF.”
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Working to end the scourge 
of child marriage

The End Child Marriage (ECM) national multimedia 
campaign — entitled Raise the Beat — uses the 
traditional instrument the Dhol (a drum) as a means 
of garnering attention towards public intolerance of 
child marriage.

The campaign is principally being conducted by 
the government, UNICEF and UNFPA over TV, radio 
and social media. It is part of a larger programme 
to improve social services and empower adolescent 
girls, their families and communities in high child 
marriage districts.

Since its launch more than 50 million people have 
been reached through mass and social media with 
especially high engagement figures on Facebook. 

The campaign won numerous national and international 
awards and was recognised by the highest levels of 
the government.

UNICEF and its partners are the forefront 
of several high-profile campaigns to 
improve the quality of life of adolescents 
and young people in Bangladesh. 
Perhaps our most high-profile and far-
reaching work in recent years has been 
our efforts to eradicate the scourge of 
child marriage.

Bangladesh is believed to have one of the highest 
rates of child marriage in the world. Figures in 2013 
revealed that 52 percent of youths under 18 were 
married. But the evidence suggests that since then 
the percentage of child marriages has declined due 
to the work of the government and aid agencies 
including UNICEF.

Child marriages in Bangladesh persist for a range of 
reasons, including the desire of parents to provide a 
degree of safety for their daughters and because early 
marriage has for many years been a social norm.

Child marriage is so damaging not just because 
of the psychological and emotional trauma it can 
invoke. It deprives girls of their right to a childhood 
and opportunities including education. It is also 
highly destructive because many girls are physically 
not strong enough to give birth when they marry at 
a young age.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has pledged to end 
child marriages involving children under 15 by 2021 
and children under 18 by 2041.

A multi-sectoral National Plan of Action was 
launched by the government in 2018 to achieve 
these goals. Raising awareness and promoting 
social change through communication campaigns 
is a critical part of the action plan.

ECM video campaign. © UNICEF

 https://www.facebook.com/unicef.bd/videos/1637956819578839/
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“We hope that the work of the government of 
Bangladesh, UNICEF and UNFPA and other partners 
through the ECM campaign will gradually lead the 
country to a tipping point of irreversible change in 
people’s attitudes towards child marriage.”
 
“At the moment it is still too soon to clearly 
assess and declare the results of the campaign, 
as changing people’s traditions and norms is a 
complex inter-generational process. However 
early indications, reflected through our media 
engagement figures have been extremely positive 
and extremely encouraging.” 

“Campaigns such as 
these are a great way 
to generate widespread 
interest, ownership and 
engagement with the 
child marriage issue,” said 
UNICEF Bangladesh’s 
head of Communication for 
Development Neha Kapil.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina receives an 

international award from UNICEF Bangladesh 

last year in recognition of her work in the 

Ending Child Marriage Campaign. © UNICEF
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The teenager who defied child marriage 
by taking her mother and intended 
bridegroom to court

Beneath her warm smile and easy-going manner, 
it is easy not to notice the extraordinary bravery 
of 18-year-old Sharmin Akter.

When she was aged 14, she courageously defied 
the efforts of her bullying mother to enter an 
arranged marriage, winning a bravery award 
presented by US First Lady Melania Trump in 
the process.

Sharmin, from the Barisal region of Bangladesh, 
was made aware of the evils of child marriage 
thanks to an Adolescent Club she attended in 2015 
run by the Shornokishoree Network Foundation 
(SKNF) — a UNICEF partner — at her school.

“I was told on the course that getting married too 
young would be extremely damaging for me both 
physically and emotionally,” Sharmin said. “I knew 
it was wrong and wanted to carry on with my 
schooling.”

The teenager was made to pay a terrible price 
for her defiance. She was confined to her room 
by her mother and was regularly beaten and 
verbally abused by her and the man who had been 
earmarked to marry her. Sharmin’s father at the 
time was working in Saudi Arabia.

One day however she managed to escape from her 
room and made her way to her school to tell her 
friends about her plight. They advised her to report 
the abuse she had suffered to the police. 

With the help of her friend, SKNF and local journalists 
she succeeded in filing a criminal case against her 
mother and her forced fiancé. They were sentenced 
to two years in jail but were released after four months.

Her bravery won the attention of American diplomats 
in Dhaka who nominated her for an International 
Women of Courage award. In 2017 she was flown 
to the White House to be presented with the honour.

Sharmin now lives in a hostel in Dhaka and is in 
her last year of secondary school. She wants to 
study law at university and then work for SKNF 
as a counsellor to young girls who face the same 
pressure to get married as she did.

“I want to encourage teenaged girls under pressure 
to get married to stand up and say no,” she said, 
“They must overcome their fear and not be bullied 
into something that is fundamentally wrong.”

“I am so much happier in my life now and feel much 
more mature and independent. I owe a huge debt of 
thanks to SNF — especially its CEO Farzana Brownia 
who is my hero and role model — and to UNICEF for 
helping me avoid the social evil of child marriage.”

Now 18 years old, Sharmin Akter rejected her mother’s efforts 

to wed her to an older relative when she was 15. She was 

assisted in her legal battle by the NGO Shornokishoree Network 

Foundation, a UNICEF partner organization with offices in 

Dhaka, where she was photographed on the 14th of February 

2018. © UNICEF/7022/Lemoyne

“My aim in life now is not 
to stop until child marriage 
is banned throughout the 
country.”
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YOUNG LIVES MATTER 27Tania Begum, in her early twenties, 
with her 14-day-old child Alif at 
her mother’s house in Haktullah 
village, Badarpur union, Patuakhali. 
Although Alif was born without 
complications, his parents took 
him to the hospital on the 9th day 
of his birth when developed a 
common cold and eye infection. 
He was referred to the Special care 
newborn unit (SCANU) of Patukhali 
Sadar Hospital, where he was 
treated for jaundice successfully. 
April 10, 2018. © UNICEF/
UN0233018/Mawa
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Digital engagement — a powerful and 
effective way of helping pregnant and 
young mothers 

Social media is a vital tool used by UNICEF in 
Bangladesh to gets its key messages affecting 
young people into the public domain.

The agency recently celebrated having five million 
followers on Facebook, many of whom take a close 
interest in its various initiatives including Every Child 
Alive (ECA) campaign launched in February 2019. 

ECA aims to deliver affordable, quality health care 
solutions for every mother and newborn. 

These include a steady supply of clean water and 
electricity at health facilities, the presence of a 
skilled health attendant during birth, ample supplies 
and medicines to prevent and treat complications 
during pregnancy, delivery and birth, and 
empowered adolescent girls and women who 
can demand better quality of health services.

“A key benefit of our huge Facebook-reach here 
in Bangladesh are the opportunities it offers us to 
reach out to pregnant mothers or mothers who 
have just given birth,” says UNICEF social media 
Communications Officer Amiya Dhara Halder. 

“That may sound strange because we know that 
many pregnant women or young mothers live in 
remote rural areas and do not have access to the 
internet.”

“But the point here is that we use Facebook as 
means of encouraging people to spread our key 
maternal health messages by word-of-mouth.”

“We ask all our Facebook followers to pass on our 
advice to at least two expectant or young mothers 
who are not online and don’t know the location of 
the nearest newborn Intensive Care Unit or where 
they can get a BCG vaccine.”

The word-of-mouth scheme has proved highly 
effective among the 54 % of people — or 2.8 million 
users — aged under 24 who pass on the key messages 
to young mothers.

They are set weekly challenges by the social media 
team which requires them to report back to on how 
many people they have informed — enabling UNICEF 
to collate data on the success of the messaging and 
assess what further action may need to be taken. 

“These young people are actively helping us to 
deliver our advocacy messages by going out into the 
community,” Amiya said, “it’s a cost efficient and 
highly effective way of getting our message across.”

“We can even tailor our Facebook messages so 
that they can specifically reach audiences in a given 
area.For example, if there is some important public 
information we would like to convey only to young 
mothers in the Mymensingh area, we can ensure 
that any post we make is more likely to be read by 
people who actually live there.”

“UNICEF is using digital 
technology as a powerful 
and effective way of helping 
pregnant and young mothers — 
and saving lives in the process.”

Jharna Begum with her 27-day-old daughter Sumaiya. Jharna 

and her sister-in-law rushed Sumaiya to the hospital on a 

motorbike after she showed signs of pneumonia on the 

17th day. Sumaiya returned home after 8 days of treatment. 

© UNICEF/UN0233081/Mawa
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Hundreds of adolescents are 
taking part in UNICEF’s Generation 
Parliament initiative, spearheaded 
by Communications Manager Sakil 
Faizullah. © UNICEF/0982019/Kiron
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Generation Parliament provides young 
people with the chance to debate the 
future of Bangladesh 

“I want to learn how to speak with self-confidence,” 
says 17-year-old Sony Tapudar while taking a break 
from attending a Bangladesh Generation Parliament 
(GP) session at Shahjalal University in Sylhet.

“By attending these sessions, we will learn how 
to speak more clearly and how to respect other 
people’s points of view,” she said.

Sony’s friend, 15-year-old Wasima, nods her head 
in agreement.

“It gives us an opportunity to discuss domestic and 
political issues that affect us,” she said. “We can 
debate the mistakes of the government or what is 
happening in the Middle East.”

“What’s more we can show that girls and boys 
are equally capable and should have equality of 
opportunity in the workplace.”

The popularity of the GP sessions is not just confined 
to young women. Teenaged boys are such as Dorbar 
Shamit, 14 and Maruf Ali Faruque, 17, are equally 
enthused.

“I like to debate the issues of the day,” says Dorbar. 
“This gives us an excellent chance to learn how 
to debate issues of the day and improve my public 
speaking skills.”

Maruf says that he too has benefitted enormously 
from the scheme. “I want to learn how to present 
myself before an audience — I think its excellent 
training as I pursue my dream of becoming a lawyer.”

The four teenagers are among about 400 young 
people attending the event in Sylhet, one of several 
such sessions staged in universities and other 
venues across the length and breadth of the country. 

The GP initiative — launched in October 2018 by 
UNICEF Communications Manager Sakil Faizullah 
— has seen spectacular growth. There are already 
140,000 young people aged between 13 to 17 who 
have joined its Facebook page. 

The project is supported by numerous organisations, 
including the Bangladesh Parliamentary Caucus 
on Child Rights, which is eager to ensure better 
engagement of young people in relation to policies 
that may have a direct impact on their futures. 

This is especially important in a country that has no 
structured platform or mechanism for MPs to know 
the views and concerns of children and young people.

“The idea is that it will serve as a bridge between 
children and policy makers, so that adults in 
positions of authority can benefit from a better 
understanding of children’s issues,” Sakil said.

“Adolescents from various UNICEF programmes 
— including the vulnerable and those living with 
disabilities — have been recruited to participate in 
online discussions on issues concerning their lives.”
 
“The online debates culminate in face-to-face 
workshops, in which young people have an 
opportunity not only to discuss topics of interest 
but also put forward their recommendations for 
policy action by the MPs.”

Representatives from a wide cross-section of children 
and young people’s groups are now being selected to 
participate in what will be Bangladesh’s first face-to 
face “Child Parliament” session with elected MPs.

And it is adolescents like Maruf who need to be 
empowered as they become the next generation 
of leaders, Sakil Faizullah says.
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“Bangladesh’s is due to reach Middle Income Status 
by 2021. Our young people need to be more aware, 
better informed and properly prepared about the 
changing nature of our country in an inter-connected 
world.”

“I have no doubt that the young people who attend 
these sessions will in future be at the forefront of 
that development.”

“It’s not difficult to see 
why this programme is 
so effective,” Maruf the 
aspiring lawyer says. 
“They will help me 
improve the quality of 
my public speaking. At 
school we don’t get the 
opportunity to do that.” 

Adolescents in Sylhet discuss their views about 

connecting with Policymakers and how that would 

benefit children, during a daylong workshop on 

‘Bangladesh Generation Parliament’. The session 

was attended by nearly 400 children on 08 February 

2019. © UNICEF/098BGP/Kiron
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A woman picks tea leaves on a plantation in 
the north-east of Bangladesh. Workers on the 
tea estates of Bangladesh are among the most 
marginalized people in the country, with limited 
access to education, health care and other 
services. ©UNICEF/BANA-2018/Kiron 
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“This centre has given my 
child a great start in life,” 
she said. “I want to continue 
his education by enrolling 
my son into the school so 
he can get a good job.”

A  mother and child look at a picture 

book in the newly established Early 

Learning for Child’s Development 

(ELCD) day-care center on the Habib 

Nagar Tea Estate in Sylhet Division, 

Bangladesh on 26th December 2018. 

The day-care center provides a safe 

place for the young children of tea 

estate employees to engage in play-

based learning while their parents 

are at work. © UNICEF/7982/Sokol
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Marginalised tea estate workers benefit 
from UNICEF’s help

Bangladesh is among the 50-major tea growing 
countries in the world. The country has 167 
commercial tea gardens, including some of the 
world’s largest working plantations. 

The tea industry is a major source of employment 
— more than 300,000 tea workers alone are 
employed in the Sylhet Division in the north of the 
country. But it is also widely recognised that tea 
garden communities are among the most vulnerable 
in Bangladesh. 

The tea worker community is often cut off from the 
main towns while access to basic services such as 
health, nutrition, education, water and sanitation are 
an enormous challenge — as is the battle against 
child marriages.

There are more than 30,000 children under the age 
of five and a total of more than 120,000 under the 
age of 18 living in the tea gardens. Most children 
live below the poverty line and about half of them 
are stunted.

Only a small percentage of births happen in 
institutions, and only 56% of baby deliveries 
are in the presence of skilled birth attendants. 

One of the most pressing problems for adolescent 
children of tea estate workers is the severe lack 
of educational facilities in the tea gardens, where 
it is estimated that almost half the population are 
illiterate. 

The schools that do exist lack trained teachers and 
there in insufficient space for the children — nearly 
half of children in tea gardens have never enrolled 
in primary schools.

UNICEF is working with numerous partners 
including the government in the Sylhet area to help 
children and adolescents living in the tea gardens.

“We are collaborating with individuals, institutions, 
corporations and public institutions to ensure 
better access to education, health, nutrition, water, 
sanitation, protection and all the resources required 
to meet these needs — needs that too many take 
for granted,” UNICEF’s Corporate Alliance Specialist 
Simon Pickup said.

“We are introducing life skills-based education for 
adolescents to establish second-chance education. 
A key part of this work will be done through Public-
Private Partnerships to develop adolescent clubs 
and other forums which will promote and empower 
young people.” 

The benefits of the UNICEF intervention can clearly 
be seen at the Habib Nagar Tea Estate, where 
young mother and tea estate worker Jomuna 
Rawtia can drop her child off before going to work.

“One of the main things 
we are doing in the gardens 
is providing Ability Based 
Learning courses through 
Child Friendly Spaces.”
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Cash disbursements help Mosammat to 
fulfil her journalism dream 

Mosammat Shafia Akhter is a cheerful 15-year-old 
class eight student of National Ideal School in the 
Mirpur area of Dhaka who dreams of becoming a 
TV journalist.

With that ambition in mind, she is preparing to sit 
for her Junior School Certificate (JSC) examinations.
But her family was struggling to pay the bills. 
She lives with her mother and grandmother in a 
slum that is surrounded by garbage and under-
construction buildings. 

“I had completed my primary school years when 
we fell into great hardship,” Shafia said.

“To make matter worse, the boys in our community 
were harassing me, which was starting to become 
a threat for me. 

“I was under risk of child marriage as my 
grandmother thought it may be the best solution.”

But Shafia’s education — and her life prospects 
— were saved when she was offered a UNICEF-
funded Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) stipend 
of 12,000 Taka ($140) from the Ministry of Social 
Welfare in February 2018 and a second 12,000 
Taka instalment in October. 

“Only then was my mother convinced that I could 
stay in school,” Shafia said. “Such stipends have 
changed my fate.” 

Shafia helps pay some of her bills by making wind 
chimes and by recycling water bottles which are 
sold at a tea stall. 

She cooks, and does most of the household chores 
while dreaming of becoming a television news 
reporter. 

“I love to read the newspaper, about different 
countries and interesting incidents that are 
happening around us,” she said.

The CCT project is run by the Ministry of Social 
Welfare and is specifically designed to help children 
from ultra-poor families who may be at risk of child 
marriage or child labour. 

Recipients receive a three-instalment stipend, 
subject to four conditions. The parents of the 
recipients must reject child marriage, child labour 
and corporal punishment while ensuring that their 
child continues to attend school. 

15 year-old Mossamat Shafia Akhter shares this one room 

dwelling with her mother and grandmother (seen here sitting) in 

the Mirpur area of Dhaka, Bangladesh. Mossamat Shafia is the 

recipient of financial support form UNICEF that will allow her 

to finish her high-school studies. Her long-term ambition is to 

become a journalist. © UNICEF/0299/Lemoyne

“My mother and I were 
abandoned by my father. 
My school fees were due, 
and we could hardly have 
three square meals a day. 
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On Manpura Island in the 

Bhola district of Bangladesh, 

an adolescent girl carries mud 

from a pond to be used as 

finishing for the floor of her 

home. The mud is spread 

by hand and dries quickly to 

create a solid smooth surface. 

© UNICEF/8830/Lemoyne
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UNICEF CALL FOR ACTION AND 
ADVOCACY POINTS 

Adolescents and youth are the future of 
Bangladesh and UNICEF wants to ensure 
their potential is fulfilled. We aim through our 
Generation Unlimited initiative to bring together 
a wide range of partners — including the 
government, the private sector, UN agencies, 
academia, international and civil society 
organizations and young people themselves
— to co-create and fund innovative solutions 
to expand opportunities for young people.

UNICEF will work with its partners to: 

• Help those Bangladeshis aged between 15-24 
(comprising about 19% of the total population) 
who are struggling to get a job.
 
– Only 35% of the 31 million people in this 

category are employed.
 
– Of those, 57% are employed in vulnerable 

jobs, in other words there are 6.33 million 
young people could benefit from better 
education and training.

 
– More than one million youths aged 15-24 

countrywide are unemployed.
 
– About 40% of the youth population, those 

aged between 15-24, are not in education, 
employment or training (NEET). 

• Ensure by 2030 that at least 6.6 million youths 
in Bangladesh have the requisite skills to 
find a job. We will work with the private 
sector in Bangladesh to form a Generation 
Unlimited movement with a common agenda 
that engages and responds to the needs of 
7.3 million vulnerable and unemployed young 
people. The private sector is a critical partner 
to realizing our vision of a transformed 
landscape for youth skills and employability. 

UNICEF is also planning to: 

• Work with the ILO to reach out to the 7.3 million 
youths mentioned above with increased 
investments and opportunities around skills 
and employability by 2030.

• Map current good practices around youth 
skills and employability both nationally and 
internationally and undertake assessments    
of how good practices can be taken to scale.

• Assess and develop strategies to address gaps 
between demand and supply on youth skills 
and employability in direct consultation with 
youth and the private sector. 

• Help businesses understand and develop 
their own investment cases for strengthening 
youth skills and employability within their 
businesses.

• Ensure equity in terms of opportunities in 
this space, especially for the most vulnerable 
youths.

• Assess what is needed to incentivize business 
and prioritize investments in this area to 
create more opportunities for youth.

• Develop new and scale up existing 
collaboration between government, private 
sector, development organizations and civil 
society to expand the range of opportunities 
and increase investments for youth on skills 
and employability.
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To achieve transformational change on youth 
skills and employability in Bangladesh, UNICEF 
is calling upon government, private sector, civil 
society and youth to help shape a common 
vision that expands both investments and 
opportunities. To realize this vision, we’re 
calling upon: 

Government: 

• To fully implement the Education Act.

• Reduce the dropout rate in secondary 
education (41.52% for girls, 33.43% for boys).

• Accelerate efforts to empower male and 
female adolescents through education and 
training.

• Critically review the implementation status 
and impact of the National Skills Development 
policy for Bangladesh to inform possible 
updates.

• Address the lack of employability / job strategy 
at the national level. 

• Expand the National and Vocational Technical 
Qualification Framework (NVTQF).

• Implement the draft Corporate Social 
Responsibility framework and incentivize 
businesses to invest in youth skills and 
employability. 

• Review and remove regulatory obstacles in 
relation to youth skills and employability.

Businesses: 

• To agree to work with UNICEF and ILO and 
formally become part of the Generation 
Unlimited movement. 

• To commit to creating opportunities around 
youth skills and employment within their own 
businesses in line with organizational capacity 
and especially for the most vulnerable.

• To support efforts by business to ensure       
we reach the most vulnerable. 

• To work with ILO and UNICEF to model youth 
skills and employability investment cases.

• To help us understand and address bottlenecks 
preventing scaleability of current good 
practice.

Civil Society:

• To reach the most vulnerable youth with 
increased investments and opportunities 
around skills and employability. 

• To help identify current good practices and 
take these to scale. 

• To form new strategic alliances between 
the government, private sector and other 
civil society actors to prioritize expansion of 
solutions for youth. 

• To form new alliances with existing national 
infrastructure around youth skills and 
employability.

• To establish a culture which does not accept or 
condone child marriage, child labour or any 
form of gender-based harassment. 

Youth: 

• To ensure that young people are directly 
involved in consultations over future 
investments made on their behalf.

• To take measures to reach out and assist 
marginalized young people as they seek 
education and training.

• To make sure that young people play a leading 
role in the Generation Unlimited.

 • To ensure that all adolescent clubs supported 
by UNICEF across Bangladesh can continue 
to assist young people at risk of abuse and 
exploitation. 
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Back cover photo: An adolescent girl of the Chakma 

ethnic group of Bangladesh weaves a traditional textile 

in a new Chakma village near Cox’s Bazar, Chittagong 

Division, Bangladesh. © UNICEF/6562/Palazón




