Community-based Resilience, Women’s
Empowerment and Action (CREA) Project

TRANSFORMATION

I B Sweden
H B Sverige




Editor

Md. Yakub Hossain
Executive Director, VERC

Editing Team

Ripon Kumar Saha
Deputy Director, VERC

Md. Mohsin Talukder
Project Coordinator, VERC

Story collection and photo credit
CREA Project Team, VERC-Rangabali

Published
August 2025

Printed by
Swasti Printers
25/1, Nilkhet, Babupura, Kataban, Dhaka-1205



Community-based Resilience, Women’s Empower-
ment and Action (CREA) Project

STORY
OF
TRANSFORMATION

Village Education Resource Center (VERC)

B-30, Ekhlas Uddin Khan Road, Anandapur, Savar, Dhaka-1340, Bangladesh
Email: info@vercbd.org, Website: www.vercbd.org



Content

Forward

Case-1 :
Case-2 :
Case-3 :

Case-4 :

Case-5 :

Case-6 :

Case-7 :
Case-8 :
Case-9 :
Case-10:

Asma’s firmness for a responsive local government
Building Resilience in Char Kashem
“I don’t drink salt water anymore” from salty struggles to safe sips

Stitching dreams, an untold story of a young girl
overcoming disability

Elina, refused to early marriage to fulfill her dream

Maya Begum has proven that knowledge is not just power
it is the foundation of justice.

Koli inspired the whole village to say NO to child marriage
Champa’s determination made her self-reliance

Shahinur’s journey towards financial independence

Shilpi Begum knows how to best use of loan

14
16

18
20
23
25
27




FORWARD

| am happy to share this booklet of inspiring stories from the
Community-based Resilience, Women’s Empowerment and
Action (CREA) project. The project has been implemented in
18 villages of Rangabali Upazila, Patuakhali, and has so far
reached 1620 families.

Inside, you will read about ten strong women from the coastal
areas. They faced poverty, violence, social pressure, and
the risks of climate change. Life has not been easy, but they
refused to give up. Each story shows courage, hope, and the
power to change.

The CREA project, funded by the Swedish Embassy and
implemented by VERC with the tehcnichal support from
Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), shows how people,
leaders, and partners can work together. These stories remind
us that ending violence, stopping child marriage, and building
climate resilience all go hand in hand.

| give my heartfelt thanks to the women who shared their
stories, to local leaders, our project team, MJF for technical
guidance, and the Swedish Embassy for their support. May
these stories give us strength to stand against injustice and
build a better future for women and girls.

With warm regards,

Md. Yakub Hossain
Executive Director
Village Education Resource Center (VERC)

3



\ ﬁ'@;ﬁ,ﬁmmw% E.L“Ef}

. .r|.| - i

R L

ety e R
i preiaiir g S el

il B T
A st -ﬂﬂ"“ﬂ.’!“m

R e s e

CASE-1

Asma’s firmness for a responsive local government

In the remote coastal village of Fulkhali, Rangabali upazila, Patuakhali district,
life has always been a struggle for Asma Begum (age 36). One of many siblings,
she fought hard to complete Grade 10 despite her family’s poverty. Marriage
brought little change. Her husband, Shah Alam Munshi, was unemployed, and
together they raised three children on an insufficient income. Nights were often
sleepless, filled with the fear that cyclonic winds might sweep away their house.

In 2023, opportunity created form of the Community-Based Climate Resilience
and Women’s Empowerment (CREA) project, funded by the Swedish Embassy
and implemented by the Village Education Resource Center (VERC) in
collaboration with Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF). Women’s groups were
being formed in the village, and Asma decided to join in hope to transform her
life. Through regular group meetings, she learned about government services,
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official fees, and how to access local offices, knowledge she had never had
before. She discovered her rights to apply for allowances, seek support from
the Animal Resources Office, and explore new income opportunities. The
project also equipped her with skills in leadership, negotiation, and poultry
farming. Soon, Asma began raising poultry, getting them vaccinated free of
charge from the local Animal Resources Office, and even received a women-
friendly sanitary latrine provided by Sonali Bank PLC.

At the local Union Parishad, officials demanded extra money for birth
registration of her daughter. Asma knew the rate chart of government birth
registration fees and its tenure from the project group meetings she joined
earlier. As she got educated on the fees and she refused to pay any additional
money. The officials delayed her application, sending her away with new
dates each time. Frustrated but determined, Asma went straight to the Union
Parishad chairman. Learning her experience, he intervened and took necessary
steps to complete her daughter’s birth registration within 15 working days. This
made a huge impact in the community, Asma didn’t just secure her daughter’s




rights she set example for the whole village. Now, she helps other mothers
navigate local offices, ensuring they too get services without exploitation. From
living in fear of storms, facing the cruelty of poverty to becoming a confident
community leader, Asma’s journey is proof that access to services and the
courage to act can bring lasting change.
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CASE-2

Building Resilience in Char Kashem”

Aboutsixdecadesago,anewlandmassbegantoemergefromtheBayof Bengalnow
knownasCharKashem.Tenyearslater, peoplestarted tosettlethere,and todayitis
home toabout300residents. They named it Char Kashem. With no embankment
to protect it, even a slightly higher than usual tide floods every home. Most
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families

are landless, living in

small houses built from palm leaves. Fishing along
with crab and shrimp fry collection is the only livelihood. Residents live at
the mercy of the sea, facing declining fish stocks, rising waters, and the looming




risk of their land disappearing altogether. During cyclones, there is no shelter
people climb trees planted by the forest department to survive, though some
are swept away. There are no schools or madrasas, and the nearest education
facilities lie across a dangerous river. Many children never attend school, and
the community faces high rates of child marriage and gender-based violence.
In recent years, the government has provided some housing, but flooding
remains a constant threat. A mud fort now serves as the only storm shelter.
Until recently, no government or private initiatives had provided awareness
training or climate adaptation guidance.

Recognizing the urgency, the Village Education Resource Center (VERC)
began implementing the Community-Based Climate Resilience and Women's
Empowerment (CREA) project in Char Kashem. Women’s and men’s groups
were formed, along with a youth group tasked with helping women, children,
older persons, and persons with disabilities reach safety during disasters.
The project also focuses on building awareness on climate change adaptation,
women’s empowerment, and preventing child marriage and violence against
women. Fighty-year-old resident Md. Chhattar Boyati summed up the
community’s difficulty: “There is no school, no madrasa, no cyclone shelter,
no place to go during a cyclone in this char. May Allah save us. If you have the
opportunity, please do something for us. We will pray for you.”

Thanks to coordinated communication by group members with the upazila
administration, four government toilets and a crossing point are now
under construction. The administration has also assured residents that an
embankment will be built as soon as possible. Char Kashem’s struggle is far
from over, but through community organization and advocacy, its residents
are learning that they can make their voices heard.
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CASE-3
“I don’t drink salt water
anymore” from salty
struggles to safe sips

Rangabali Upazila, in
the southernmost part
of Bangladesh, is a place
surrounded with salty sea
water. Ahida Begum, a day
labourer from Purba Baherchar
village lives with her two
daughters, one son, and her
husband, Md. Kalam Sardar.
Their house is outside of the
embankment where high tide
with salty water fills the ponds
and low-lying areas around
their home. Most of the time
this family feel the scarcity
of the sweet water. This was
getting worse day by day due
to the raised sea level due to
climatic impact. The only and
nearest source of safe drinking
water was a tubewell, one and a
half kilometres away. Each day,
Ahida spent hours walking to
fetch water. At times, she had to
send her ninth-grade daughter
to collect it. It was not safe for
a teenage girl to travel this
distance alone. If they could not
bring water home, the family
had no choice but to drink salty
sea water along with bathing,
cooking, washing clothes and
utensils. The constant use of
salty water left them suffering
from various skin and stomach-
related illnesses.






After joining the East Baherchar Women’s Group she feels the opportunity to
change her fate. In the group’s bi-monthly meetings, women discussed vital
topics like weather updates and climate change to ending child marriage,
preventing violence against women, and ensuring safe water. In one of the
meeting she was introduced with an idea of storing rainwater to reduce
dependence on salty groundwater. To demonstrate the benefits, an exhibition
was organized. Along with other 50 families Ahida begum received a 1500-liter
water tank from the project distribution. With the guidance from the VERC
technical team, Ahida learned how to collect and store rainwater safely.
Soon, she was cooking meals and filling drinking glasses with clean, sweet
water. The rainwater harvesting mechanism given to her along with 50 other
families, sustained them whenever tubewell water was unavailable. They see
these families as resilient families who have the access of safe and drinkable
water for their family members. Ahida begum with a happy face shared here
happiness, “Now, I don’t drink salty water”.
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Rekha Begum, the third child of Mannan Gazi’s five. At the age of seven, her
father discovered something different, Rekha had a speech impairment. She
could hear every word, every laugh, every whisper but speaking was a struggle.
Her father enrolled her in the local primary school. But the classroom became
a place of pain to constant bulling her classmates, they mocked her, laughed
at her, and threw cruel words she could not answer. By the time she reached
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third grade, her father withdrew her from school. “Studying won’t help you
if you cannot talk,” he told her. “Better to work at home.” At just twelve years
old, Rekha was married to Rahim, a boy with no income from a nearby village.
Two years later, she was expecting her first child. But before her son could
be born, Rahim abandoned her, disappearing after speaking vaguely about
treatment for her disability. Six months into her pregnancy, she returned to her
father’s home. She gave birth to a son, but food was scarce for them and she
along with her child often went without eating. Two years later, Rekha learned
that her husband had remarried. By then, her boy was eight. Her brother the
only family earner struggling to feed his own family, said he could no longer
support both of them. At this point she didn’t know what to do.

As a part of the project intervention along with 30 other women Rekha joined
a women’s group supported by VERC. Through this group, she received
survivor support, enough to buy her first goat. She began poultry and vegetable
farming also. She was also offered 15 days of sewing training. Rekha learned
quickly how to measure, cut, and sew clothes for children and women. Instead
of spending her training travel allowance, she saved it. Adding a small amount
of her own, she bought a sewing machine. Soon, she started earning around 100
taka a day. She now dreams of using her earnings to educate her son and buy
another goat, building a small but stable livelihood. Rekha Begum’s voice may
not be heard in the way most expect, but her life speaks volumes of resilience,
determination, and the quiet power of a woman stitching her own future.




CASE-5

Elina, refused to early marriage to fulfill her dream

In the quiet Tilla village of
Chhotabaishdia  union of
Rangabali  upazila  under
Patuakhali district, the date and
time for Elina’s wedding had
already been set. Her mother,
Shakuri ~ Begum,  believed
marriage would bring her
daughter happiness, stability,
and peace. But Elina did not
agree. She had dreams, big
dreams and early marriage was
not part of them. The marriage
proposal had been accepted, and
preparations were underway
when the Union Community
Action Group, organized by
the Village Education Resource
Center (VERC) under the CREA
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Project, heard about the plan. Concerned, they immediately informed the project
officer. But Shakuri Begum, burdened by hardship, refused to listen.

Elina’s story had its roots in her mother’s own early marriage. At 16, Shakuri
Begum married her cousin by choice. Her husband, Shahidul, worked in a
private company. Within three years, she had two children Elina and her older
brother. But when Elina was just eight months old, Shahidul left the family for
another woman. At first, he sent money. Then, even that stopped. Shakuri’s
father-in-law supported them for a while, but when no news came of his son,
he too stepped back. Finally, Shakuri’s own father took them in. Faced with
years of financial struggle, social pressure, and limited opportunities, Shakuri
began to see Elina’s early marriage as a solution to ease the family’s burden.

Union Community Action Group tried to counsel Shakuri about the dangers
of child marriage its health risks, its denial of education, its cycle of poverty.
But she stood firm. It was then that the group took the bold step of engaging
the groom and his father directly. With the support of respected local leaders,
they explained the harmful consequences and legal implications. Gradually,
the groom’s family agreed to cancel the wedding. That day, a collective stand
saved a future.

Today, Elina is in the 11th grade. She never misses a class and earns her own
tuition by teaching younger children. Step by step, she is moving toward her
dream of becoming a teacher. Elina is now a voice against child marriage in her
community, proof that when a community comes together, change is possible.
Her journey is a testament to the power of awareness, courage, and collective
action to protect the rights of girls. One girl’s future was saved, but Elina’s
story is also a call to protect the futures of millions of girls at risk.
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CASE-6

Maya Begum has proven that knowledge is not just power it is the
foundation of justice.

In the remote Koralia village of Chhotabaishdia union in Rangabali upazila,
Maya Begum’s life once followed a path familiar to many girls in rural
Bangladesh. The second of five siblings, she was married at a young age, just
after completing her primary education. Her days were filled with household
work, yet her ears and heart were open to the stories of the women around
her, their struggles, their conflicts, and their search for solutions. Maya often
found herself informally mediating small disputes among neighbors.

But it wasn’t until she connected with the Village Education Resource Center
(VERC) and its CREA Project that she discovered how much more she could
do. Through regular bi-monthly meetings with a field facilitator, Maya learned
about women’s rights, community engagement, and the importance of legal
literacy. Her turning point came when she attended a two-day arbitration
training. There, she gained knowledge of crucial Muslim law, dower and
maintenance, marriage and divorce, guardianship, inheritance, the Prevention
of Violence against Women and Children Act 2000, the Dowry Prohibition
Act, Hindu law, marital property rights, and village court procedures.

18



Armed with this knowledge, Maya transformed from a concerned neighbor
into a respected community arbitrator. Women in the area began to seek her
advice, knowing they would find not only empathy but also get guidance. Her
fair and balanced approach earned the trust of male community arbitrators as
well, who valued her presence and the perspectives she brought to arbitration
sessions. Today, Maya Begum is more than a mediator, she is a symbol of justice
and empowerment in her community. She has become a voice for fairness, a
bridge between law and everyday life, and an advocate for women’s rights at
the grassroots level.




CASE-7
Koli inspired the whole village to say NO to child marriage

Koli, a ninth-grade student at Chhota Baishidiya Fazlul Karim Secondary
School, is the third child among the four sons and two daughters of Hasinur
Begum and Ripon Hawladar. Her father, a farmer and agricultural laborer on
leased land, works tirelessly to provide for the family. Yet, despite his hard
work, the family struggles to escape poverty. Koli dreams of finishing her
education, finding employment, and lifting her parents out of hardship. But
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those dreams were tested when her father received a marriage proposal for her
from a wealthy man in Patuakhali district, considerably older than her. Seeing
financial security in the proposal, her father considered it a good match.

Koli thought otherwise. She was determined to continue her studies and
refused to marry at her age. Her courage came from the knowledge she had
gained through the Hawla Adolescent Group, where she learned about the
harmful consequences of child marriage and the legal protections available
to her. She knew the 109 hotline could be used to report child marriage, and
999 could summon the police. Out of respect for her family, Koli did not call
the numbers. Instead, she left for Dhaka to stay with her brother, avoiding the
impending marriage. Her decision was seen as rebellion. Neighbors criticized
her, and her parents felt embarrassed. Still, she remained firm.

The Hawla Adolescent Group refused to give up. Members visited Koli’s home
repeatedly, engaging her parents in open discussions about the dangers of
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advocacy worked. Koli's

early marriage, especially I ||\||lmwu j|i
its health risks for girls. [

Over time, their consistent

parents promised never #:l! ]l”l |‘ .t IHL
to marry her without her
consent. When Koli heard 1

the news from Dhaka,
she returned home and
resumed school. Her bold
stand not only protected
her own future but also
encouraged other girls in
the community to say “no
to child marriage. A young

girl who turned knowledge ﬁﬁ'l.. e

Er

into action and inspired others to claim their rights. Her story shows how
adolescent-led groups, even in remote villages, can trigger lasting change.




CASE-8

Champa’s determination made her self-reliance

Champa Begum, a resident of Nayabhanguni village in Rangabali upazila of
Patuakhali district, was born into hardship. She grew up in a home where
daily survival depended on scarce and unpredictable earnings. Married at
just 15, she had little opportunity for education and soon faced the reality
of raising a family in poverty. Her husband, Md. Faruk Khalifa, worked as a
day laborer. The arrival of their three children brought joy, but also mounting
financial pressure. Faruk suffered a severe leg injury in an accident, leaving
him unable to work. The injury also affected his mental health, forcing him to
spend his days at home. With the family’s only breadwinner incapacitated,
Champa found herself staring into an uncertain and frightening future.

It was during this time of despair that Champa heard from fellow women
in the village about the Community-Based Climate Resilience and Women’s
Empowerment (CREA) project. The Nayabhanguni Women’s Group, formed
under this project, had established a 40,000 Taka fund to support alternative
livelihoods, with members contributing savings of their own. Champa joined
the group and began attending meetings. There, she learned from the filed
facilitator that the Income Generating Activity (IGA) fund could be accessed
by members at only 2% interest to start small businesses and become self-
reliant. She received training from VERC on goat and cattle rearing.

Armed with new knowledge, Champa applied for a 10,000 Taka loan from the
IGA fund and bought two goats. In time, the goats multiplied one giving birth
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to three kids, the other to four. As the herd grew, she sold three goats and,

combining the earnings with her personal savings, opened a small grocery
shop. Now, Champa earns from both her livestock and her shop. She can cover
household expenses and ensure her children’s education, something that once
seemed impossible. Champa says with a smile. “When my husband’s accident
left us unsure of even three meals a day, my earning showed me a new path
forward.”
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CASE-9

Shahinur’s journey towards financial independence

Shahinur Begum, from Chatalakhali village in Chhotabaishdia union of the
upazila, lived with her uncle after her father passed away. At the age of 14, she
was married to Liton Matabar, who worked in someone else’s shop, earning
barely enough to cover the family’s essentials. As the years passed, Shahinur
gave birth to a son. Later, her father-in-law separated her from the extended
family. Shahinur started anew, building a small house and room on a piece of
land her father-in-law gave her.

Everything began to change when Shahinur joined a local women’s group. In
the group meetings, she learned about climate-resilient farming, poultry and
cattle rearing, and small business skills. She began cultivating vegetables in
her small yard using sacks, hanging gardens, and organic pesticides, earning
1,500-2,000 taka each month. Shahinur had always known how to sew but never
had the means to buy a sewing machine. With a small livelihood loan of 10,000
taka from the group, she finally purchased one. Soon, she was making and
selling clothes, earning an additional 2,000-2,200 taka a month. Today, Shahinur’s
monthly income has grown to 3,500-4,200 taka. She covers her son’s school
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expenses, contributes equally
to household costs, and is
respected as a decision-maker
in her family.

Her dreams are bigger now.
She wants to rent a shop in the
local market and expand her
clothing business together with
her husband. If she can establish
the shop, she will no longer
allow her husband to work in
someone else’s store. She also
plans to send her son to Dhaka

for better coaching to prepare for admission to a reputed university. Shahinur
hopes to give her son the best education possible. She also plans to cultivate the
unused low land her father gave her, but first she must raise it by filling it with soil.
With quiet determination, Shahinur has turned hardship into opportunity. “This
transformation would not have been possible without the opportunities given to
me by the project,” she says with a smile.
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CASE-10

Shilpi Begum knows how to best use of loan

Shilpi Begum is one of 30 members of the women’s group in Kazir Hawla
village. The group received 40,000 taka seed money from the CREA Project
to help members start small businesses/IGA. Members could take loans from
the group with only 2% interest. Shilpi at first took a 5,000 taka loan and added
2,000 taka from her own savings to buy ducks to start her farm.

Life was never easy for Shilpi from her early age. She got married after finishing
grade five only. Her husband worked as a daily labourer in agriculture. They
often struggled to have enough food. Soon, Shilpi became a mother of three
children, and the family’s situation became even worse. She wanted her
children to go to school so they would have a better future.

She joined the women’s group in hope to increase her family income. She
attended two days training on climate-friendly farming, poultry, and fish
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farming in CCDB Climate village in Gazipur arranged by MJF. She learned
how to grow vegetables using organic fertilizers, natural pesticides, and simple
pest traps. She started growing tomato, cauliflower, cabbage, chilli, beans, and
other seedlings at home. She sold the extra seedlings in the market and earned
about 15,000 taka in one year. She also began growing vegetables in the field
near her home. Later, she sold her ducks and used the money to grow more
vegetables in her courtyard. She made good profits from selling both ducks
and vegetables.

Shilpi took another loan of 15,000 taka from the group. She used it to expand

her duck and vegetable farming. With her savings she later bought a cow for

30 000 taka. Now, Sh11p1 is an active partner in all family decisions. Her family

s g adually 1mprov1ng their earnings. She feels haEH that e can support
: dres n S educa e dreamt of . =5
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