


perately needed opportunity to take
an active role in bettering their situa-
tions. However, while purely credit in-
terventions bring impressive results
in the shortrun, other interventions
in sectors such as education,
health care, and institutional develop-
ment are necessary for sustaining
these improvements.

The importance of technology in-
fusion into development programs
has been another lesson learned over
the past few decades. Indeed, the full
potential of micro-credit in improv-

INCREASED INCOME,
though a very important
and crucial element
in any poverty reduction
effort, is merely a means
and not an end
in development.

ing the lives of the poor on a sustain-
able basis can be offset in large mea-
sure by the lack of a concomitant pro-
motion of technology. The profit
margin with the infusion of technol-
ogy is higher in such activities, result-
ing both in increased savings for the
participants and increased national
production, and thereby in increased
economic growth. The importance of
establishing “backward and forward”
linkages in a sustainable poverty alle-
viation program has been of utmost
importance. To that effect, Brac has
been trying to establish this linkage
for most of its technology-based activi-
ties such as poultry and cattle rearing,
and agriculture.

A problem not always recognized in

micro-credit programs is the difficulty
in reaching the poorest, the “ultra
poor.” An all-too-typical example has
been the inability of Brac’s standard
programs to reach the bottom 10%
of the impoverished. In order to rem-
edy this shortcoming, various experi-
ments have been undertaken to bring
this group under micro-credit pro-
gramming, such as providing “enter-
prise loans” for the “poverty gradu-
ates” and for the other not-too-poor
households that will generate employ-
ment for the poorest. Another major
lesson that has been learned is the vi-
tal importance of women’s participa-
tion in the development process.
Given the experiences of the past two
decades, Brac has been promoting a
new culture in the development field
of Bangladesh with women on the
forefront of all activities.

Pluralism in development is an im-
portantissue. In Bangladesh, many of
the poverty alleviation projects are
undertaken by NGOs, which—be-
cause of their special characteristics—
are better able to reach and mobilize
the poor. The government, however,
retains a very important role, and col-
laboration of the government with
NGOs can strengthen the poverty al-
leviation efforts of all. Similarly, coor-
dination, cooperation, and, where
possible, pooling of resources of
NGOs may bring further success. Also,
healthy and coordinated competition
among them will serve to encourage
greater innovation and ensure better
service to the poor.

Given the wealth of experience that
has thus far accumulated, the more
successful development experiments
of NGOs must now be scaled up in
order to reap the fullest benefits that
they have to offer. After all, while it
may be the case that “small is beauti-
ful,” it is also true that “large is neces-

sary.” The notion that NGOs should
restrict themselves to small-scale pilot
projects and leave it to the govern-
ment to replicate their more success-
ful experiments cannot be accepted,
for NGOs intend to serve as large a
number of the poor in Bangladesh as
they can.

The experience of the past few de-
cades shows that NGO-sponsored pov-
erty alleviation programs have a posi-
tive impact on the poor. There is con-

'THE EXPERIENCES THAT
NGOs such as Brac
have had in poverty
alleviation in Bangladesh
suggest that a holistic
approach is necessary to
successfully address the
development needs
of the poor.

vincing evidence which suggests that
involvement with NGOs changes the
lives of the participants in a number
of ways. They are better off in terms
of material well-being; they have more
income, diverse employment, greater
awareness, and greater capacity to
cope. Their education levels improve,
their health and nutritional status gets
better, and the women enjoy impor-
tant positions not only within their
own families, but also in the society
they live in. Thus, the role of NGOs
in the development process must now
continue to expand in size and
broaden in scope so that they
may contribute maximally to the
alleviation of the plight of the
world’s poorest. m
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