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Note of In-Charge

BRAC'’s Skills Development Programme has
taken this initiative to understand how skills
development interventions has changed the
lives of people, especially young women in
non-traditional occupations, persons with
disabilities, transgender people and other
marginalised youth. It is important to look at
labour market interventions such as skills
development with an inclusion lens; in order
to understand specific challenges that are
faced by people who lack access to such
services. This photo-narrative will help us to
look into the realities of these marginalised
people supported with skills training and
plan interventions accordingly.

Tasmiah Tabassum Rahman

Head of Strategy and Business
Development (Current in-Charge)
Skills Development Programme, BRAC
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BRAC Skills Development Programme

BRAC Skills Development Programme started its journey in
2012 with an aim to create an inclusive and sustainable
economic development for the disadvantaged and
marginalized youth in addition to creating decent employment
opportunities. Through two approaches; apprenticeship and
classroom-based model, learners are provided with trade
based skills training with additional training on soft skills and
foundational skills - Bengali, English, mathematics and digital
literacy. In the informal economy, BRAC Skills Development
Programme mainly works with young people aged 14-18 years
old and trains them in different trades such as tailoring and
dress making (male/female), mobile phone servicing,
refrigerater and air-conditioner repairing, beauty salon, wood
furniture designing etc. BRAC Institute of Skills Development
(BISD) provides training to youth who are 18 years of age and
above and help them find a job within the country or overseas.
BRAC Skills Development Programme always prioritize
inclusion of most disadvantaged and marginalized women,
people with disabilities, and transgender people into the
programme so that they can realize their potential to contribute
in their families, society and to the national economy.
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BRAC James P Grant School of
Public Health, BRAC University

Since its initiation in 2004, the BRAC James P Grant School of
Public Health (JPGSPH), BRAC University has been dedicated
to tackling the pressing public health needs of Bangladesh,
through four key approaches, namely - Education, Training,
Research and Advocacy. The institute focuses on innovative,
experiential and immersive research methods , to understand
public health challenges faced by different communities and
the various complexities involved in addressing these
challenges, proposing effective solutions and contributing to
creating improved policies and programmes.

Partnered with the internationally renowned health research
institute iccdr,b and the world’s largest NGO BRAC, BRAC
JPGSPH categorizes its projects under five Centers of
Excellence:

Gender and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights
Health Systems and Universal Health Coverage

Urban Equity and Health

Science of Implementation and Scale-up
Non-communicable Diseases and Nutrition

The Centre for Gender, Sexual and Reproductive Health and
Rights (CGSRHR), established in 2008, has been working on
all matters that encompass gender, sexual and reproductive
health and sexuality in Bangladesh. It focuses on empowering
the marginalized, historically disadvantaged, socially
excluded and economically underprivileged populations of
society through comprehensive research, capacity building
activities, education and training, awareness building and
advocacy. The ultimate aim of CGSRHR is to ensure human
rights, dignity and equal opportunities for vulnerable
individuals, and help create a world where everybody has a
fair chance at life.
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About the research

This book is based on stories from the lives of ten BRAC Skills
Development Programme graduates from selected population groups,
identified as the most marginalised when it comes to inclusion through
skills development. Over the course of the study, the research team
spoke to ten graduates in rural and urban areas of Dhaka, Rajshahi and
Sylhet divisions. The graduates were selected at random from the three
pre-determined groups - those who identify themselves as
transgender, persons with disabilities, and women in non-conventional
trades.

Qualitative research methods were employed, including in-depth
interviews and observation, to understand: (1) the participants’
experiences of the training and their need for support after graduation
from BRAC Skills Development Programme; and (2) the level of change
that BRAC Skills Development Programme brought to their lives. The
in-person interviews were audio-recorded, and the audio recordings
transcribed; observations, which took place in homes and at
workplaces, were documented in note form; and follow-up phone
interviews were done as required. Data from the transcripts and notes
were analysed to identify key aspects of the graduates’ journeys before
and after the skills training. This research was undertaken by BRAC
James P Grant School of Public Health and was conducted between
November 2019 and January 2020.

Ethical research statement

Ethical processes were followed during the research and publication of
this book bearing in mind that interviews were elicited from
adolescents, young women, and other vulnerable groups subject to
discrimination. The purpose of the study was fully disclosed to
participants, and informed written consent was taken to publish their
stories and their images. Privacy and confidentiality were maintained.
Participation in the study was voluntary and individuals had the right
not to participate or to withdraw at any time. No benefits were offered to
the participants as compensation for their time, but they were informed
that their experiences could inform the design of future programmes.
The research received ethical approval from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) prior to data collection.
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Preface

What gave Rimil, a young woman born with hearing and speech
disabilities the courage to train in metal sheet cutting and fabrication in
Bangladesh? Or Raju, who identifies herself as a transwoman, the will
to go to work every day dressed as a man? The narratives in this book,
based on interviews with Rimi, Raju and eight other young people,
attempt to answer questions like these - about the impact of equipping
school dropouts from marginal groups with skills to change lives.

The ten-young people, whose stories you will read here, are all
graduates of BRAC Skills Development Programme training project.
They are persons with disabilities, transgender individuals, or women
breaking traditional gender moulds to work in non-conventional
trades. These groups are often subject to discrimination or exclusion
and face diverse challenges when trying to earn a living. BRAC Skills
Development Programme improves their employment opportunities
by furnishing them with the skills that employers want, whilst in turn
supporting employers to foster enabling work environments.

Each of the graduates were placed under a Master Crafts Person
(MCP)? at a place of work for hands-on apprenticeship training over a
period of six months. Nine of them now work in their chosen trade.
However, things do not always go smoothly, and challenges remain.
Researchers from BRAC James P Grant School of Public Health, BRAC
University spent two months visiting the homes and workplaces of the
ten graduates, interviewing them about their experiences, their
successes, and the challenges they faced or still face. Those
interviews form the basis of this book, a photo-narrative with text and
images that are intended to pull you into their lives.

We hope it may also spark a discussion on how training programmes
can continue to support graduates after the training is over, to ensure
that disadvantaged people can have better jobs, better workplaces,
and better lives.

1 Real names have not been used

2 Master Crafts Person (MCP): An experienced shop- owner or worker within a particular
trade who has been appointed by BRAC Skills Development Programme.
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Background

Over ten million young people are currently unemployed or
underemployed in Bangladesh. Despite a fast-growing economy, two
out of every five people between the ages of 15 and 24 have no job,
no education or no formal training [1]. While these young people face
insecure lives and uncertain futures, employers report that skilled
workers are scarce. Nearly half the population is illiterate or
semi-literate with youth accounting for a large portion of that
segment. Skilling this potential labour force could earn great
dividends, both for them and the economy. In light of this, the
Bangladesh government has prioritised skills development for young
people. And in line with the government’s National Skills Development
Policy, BRAC has a target of securing jobs for disadvantaged young
people through skills training. This is where the BRAC Skills
Development Programme comes in, equipping young people with
skills and knowledge to improve their employment opportunities.

Studies have shown the positive impact of skills training in the lives of
BRAC Skills Development Programme graduates like increased
earnings, enhanced empowerment, and improved self-confidence of
the graduates [2]. Recently, a qualitative study was done to explore
the livelihood of graduates of the STAR: Skills Training for Advancing
Resources programme to document their livelihood trajectory and
aspiration. The study found many successful cases of the graduates.
However, it has also shown that employment status is not always an
indicator of wellbeing, particularly for marginalized and socially
excluded groups for whom cross-cutting issues continue to present
challenges [3].
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Social inclusion through
skills development

Social exclusion is rooted in prevailing beliefs and customs that
lead to stigma and discrimination against certain groups of
people. Excluding these groups from the labour force can be
costly, both for the individual and the economy. Social exclusion
deprives people of dignity and security; it also impacts negatively
on human capital, national income, and productivity [4]. According
to a study in 2015, exclusion of persons with disabilities from the
labour market resulted in a loss to the Bangladesh economy of
USD 891 million in a single year [5].

Social inclusion requires giving disadvantaged people the skills,
resources, and possibilities for employment through training and
education, as well as embracing them in local, cultural, and civic
life [6]. For BRAC Skills Development Programme, social inclusion
is a cornerstone of its training and skills development approach,
built-in from programme design to implementation and learning
[7]. BRAC Skills Development Programme’s approach focuses on
school dropouts, prioritizing adolescents and young men and
women, and other discriminated groups including persons with
disabilities, and transgender individuals. These groups are among
the most marginalized when it comes to inclusion through skills
development. Moreover, BRAC Skills Development Programme
places equal emphasis on helping employers to create inclusive
work environments and to foster decent work practices.
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Still a taboo: women working in
non-conventional trades

Social and cultural norms in Bangladesh prevent young women
from pursuing non-traditional jobs, greatly restricting their
employment opportunities to a handful of vocations, in beauty
parlours, garment factories, domestic help, and other gender
stereotypical work [8]. Skills training in most sectors is mostly
male dominated. An example is the low female presence in
technical and vocational education and training (TVET); women’s
participation in TVET in Bangladesh ranges from just 9-13% in
public institutions and 33% in private institutions [9]. While some
women are venturing into fields that have largely been male
oriented in the past, social taboos persist against women’s
participation in many trades, especially in the informal economy.
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On the margins: the stigma
faced by transgender people

For persons who are transgender®, social stigma, cultural
beliefs, and prevailing practices mean they are often excluded
from the labour market altogether [10]. The word ‘transgender’
is an umbrella term indicating gender non-conformity of
different groups of individuals [11]. In South Asia, one such
group is the hijra - this group or community includes persons
whose assigned sex at birth does not match his/her gender,
and intersex persons who are born with biological features that
do not fall into the typical definitions for male or female bodies.
The people from hijra community, as well as other groups and
individuals who identify themselves as transgender, commonly
face discrimination from employers [12], and are often victims
of verbal, physical or sexual abuse in the workplace and wider
community. Stigmatized and marginalized, they can be
reluctant to enter mainstream employment [12].
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2 A person who identifies as, or expresses, a gender that differs from the sex
they were assigned at birth.
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Eager to work:
people with disabilities

People with disabilities face an array of cross-cutting challenges in
trying to enter the labour force. One billion people, or 15% of the
world’s population, experience some form of disability, and
disability prevalence is higher for developing countries. Persons
with disabilities are more likely to experience adverse
socioeconomic outcomes such as less education, poorer health
outcomes, lower levels of employment, and higher poverty rates
[13]. Many are capable and want to work, yet employers view
persons with disabilities as unable to work and workplace
infrastructures are rarely enabling for them [14]. In those cases
where people with disabilities are employed, they still face
obstacles in terms of accessibility or misconceptions and
demeaning attitudes about their abilities. Women with disabilities
are often more vulnerable in the workplace, and in society in
general; along with the usual challenges that many working
women face, disabilities add to their difficulties [15].

afeafEor 8 el

HRIFIT @6 TAPTRYTI doo @I AT o¢ X1 JAT @A AT @A
AfoIFO! AR PIAT PA® 938 ST (HIBTETo 4f6afFold 21a
ST @ TS obd GIBTIFIES Selqaste afoqs SIS Fi
@ T I, T~ Y FEHT, et FIET Ol IHFAT Weld 3
wifgd mifday 1 [13]1 DO DA @iise @ AT AIDT g3
AEISIBIAET TE@ PR dfodat ITfHdl IS IO OHFFT 932
PHCH AT WP O AT WPl AT Jefter? bl [14]1 @
(9@ dfodal Ifemd fAYe Bl 27, CIUTHES B[N SRImsTod
TIGI], G 49T 992 BT WH ! D [T TSI 99 XIBId 2
P TAEIPSI@ @ NG  DAGH@  dfodal Al
QAP SIE @ PO AP FHCH@ HTSHIT AT A %A
AOIFPOIBER MR B dfodfFor 9Bt Irefe gt 2o @ist g7
[15]1

From 2012 to 2020, BRAC Skills Development Programme has trained:

87,868

5,489 14,805

Women graduates
in non-conventional
trades

Total number of Graduates with
graduates disabilities

50,503 3,395 263

Female graduates Transgender
with disabilities graduates

Women graduates
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RITA

A young girl makes men’s tailoring work for her
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11 | want to work. Even if
there is no sewing machine,
| can sew by hand. V44

Rita, 16 years old, has been shouldering an enormous responsibility since
her mother died two years back. Not only is she the family’'s sole
breadwinner, but also the main caregiver for her grandmother and two
younger siblings. From cooking and cleaning, to making sure food was on
the table, Rita’s childhood was cut short. But she remains thankful that
she can support her family with her tailoring skills. Uncommon for a
woman, Rita trained in men’s tailoring.

This was not the usual thing to do for a girl who lives in a relatively
conservative community in Sylhet, she said. But Rita was facing difficulties
at home and was forced to work in men’s tailoring and dressmaking to
support her family.

“I never imagined sewing for men... it seemed odd, when |
thought about what I'd be doing - talking to unknown men
coming to the tailoring shop, and most embarrassing of all
I'd have to take their measurements.”

Her father had remarried, and the step mother was unkind to her
stepchildren in many ways, said Rita. But the worst thing for Rita was when
her stepmother convinced her father to stop paying for her schooling, and
she had to drop out. “I felt really bad... Even my teachers cried for me. My
mother had always wanted me to study... | was very disappointed.”

Soon after this, Rita’s father stopped giving money leaving the household
in crisis. However, an aunt found out about BRAC Skills Development
Programme’s training programme, and Rita was enrolled as an apprentice
at a men's tailoring shop, which was known to the family.




“My family runs on the money I earn. Although I can’t
save much, | can make enough to keep the family going.”

One of the first hurdles was travelling there on her own. To start with,
her elder sister accompanied her to and from her training, but when her
sister got married, Rita gathered the courage to travel the 20 - minute
journey all alone. Another unforeseen problem was the lack of female
toilet in the shop, which meant she had to use one at a nearby temple:
“The temple would only let me use their toilet once a day. I had to hold
the urge of using a toilet most of the time, which was painful... And it
felt weird to go to the temple toilet every day, it was embarrassing.”

Nevertheless, Rita completed her training, and was offered a job at the
shop. This gave her the ability to support her family. “The first time |
gave my salary to my father, | felt really good,” she said.

Although she supports the family, they place a lot of restrictions on her.
Rita is not allowed to have a mobile phone, and the family keeps track
of her movements by contacting the tailor shop to know when she has
arrived and left.

Since her training, Rita has developed a wide range of skills in both
men's and women's tailoring. She has even managed to buy a sewing
machine with the small amount she put aside each week. Now she also
runs her own small tailoring business from home, besides her job at
the tailoring shop. She earns up to 5,000 taka (60%) a month. Rita said
she was confident in her abilities and she could get higher paying jobs
in other tailoring shops but her family will not allow it. According to her
aunt, it does not matter if Rita earns less, what matters is that she is
working with someone the family knows.

“I know, now I can get a higher paying job in other
tailoring shops, but my family will not allow me to work
under people they do not know personally.”

Rita is not thinking of marriage quite yet. Her younger siblings are too
young to care for themselves, and her grandmother is a person with
visual disability. When she does move on, she said, her future husband
may not want her to work in a men's tailoring shop. However, she thinks
she will always be able to make a good income from home with the skills
she gained through the BRAC Skills Development Programme.
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“I want to work,

whatever happens.

Now | know how to
sew, and | can use
my hands too.”

"TIR IRP AT (@A, Wify

DI IO b2l Ay
ALUF 712 PO GilfA
Q32 fATGId 21O D BIST

Srshto S|




PURNIMA

A transgender beautician from the Hijra
community fights social stigma
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£€ In the beginning,
customers were afraid to
be served by me...now
they treat me as a
common person. Jy

Purnima, 25, walks across the street, wearing her favourite red sari and
bangles, her hair clads in white jasmine flowers. She makes eye
contact with a teenage school girl. Suddenly, the girl screams and
faints. People rush over; her father is furious, asking Purnima
repeatedly what she has done to his daughter. Even though people
assure him that Purnima did nothing, he is angry and verbally abusive.
Purnima feels angry, and guilty at the same time despite having done
nothing. This is one of the many recurring incidents that make Purnima
feel like an outsider.

Born intersex, Purnima identifies herself as a transwoman living in hijra
community,* and is often viewed with fear and suspicion. In
Bangladesh, the hijra community people live on the fringes of society.
Traditionally, they make a living by singing and dancing at weddings or
when a child is born. But this tradition is disappearing leaving many to
beg in the streets as they are excluded from cultural, religious, political,
and professional spheres.

Purnima is fighting stigma and exclusion through skills training. She
has made the leap into a mainstream job and is known as one of the
best beauticians at the parlour where she works. “When | started at
the beauty parlour customers were afraid to be served by me. Maybe
they were assuming me to behave aggressively... that’s what people
expect from a transgender person from hijra community. Now that
fear has gone”

#In South Asia, many hijras live in well-defined, organized, all-hijra communities, led by a
guru.




She now has a loyal set of customers these days, who come to her for
hairstyling, make-up, facials, and threading. When asked how she
changed their perceptions, she replied, “Actually, | didn’t do
anything... they just know that | do good work. That’s what helped
bring this change.”

“This is my job, I'm good at it, so the customers
want to come back to me.”

Purnima joined the beauty salon after completing the apprenticeship
based training programme at BRAC. The programme personnel were
initially concerned that her lifestyle would clash with the training
environment. But she performed well in the interview and was
selected for the apprenticeship.

Purnima was nervous about the training, and about entering a
mainstream  workplace, knowing she would face many
preconceptions about being transgender. She had faced workplace
discrimination before and was even fired from her previous job. But
Purnima was apprehensive about the learning environment as her
memories of school were painful. She had been bullied by the other
children for being different, she said, and even the adults would say
to her: “Why should you attend school? You are hijral What value
does such a life have?” She soon dropped out of school altogether.
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Despite her initial anxieties, the apprenticeship was a catalyst for
change in Purnima's life; it boosted her sense of worth after a
childhood scarred by guilt and anger. She said her training was one
of the best experiences of her life, and she would not be working in a
beauty salon (a job that she loves) if it was not for BRAC Skills
Development Programme.

Purnima still supplements her income by collecting money on the
streets with her friends from the hijra community. She said she finds
it humiliating, but necessary to support a household of eight.
“People say to us, ‘why are you still begging? The government has
created so many opportunities for the people of hijra community®.
Why don’t you work instead of being out on the streets?” But,
Purnima said, there are still very few employment opportunities for
people like her and only the young, good-looking and educated ones
are recruited for the jobs available.

Purnima earns around 13,000 taka (150%) a month from the
collection, while her income from the beauty salon is 4,000 taka
(45%) a month. Nevertheless, she is ambitious about her future in
the beauty trade. She wants to start her own business, although she
has concerns about whether this will be possible.

“I want to take a loan and open my own parlour.
Perhaps BRAC would give me a loan. But | heard that
hijra people cannot get an official permission to start a
business. Even if they have a business, the government
still doesn’t give them a permission.”

>The Bangladesh government officially recognized people from hijra community as a
third gender in 2013; since then, the government has been trying to include them in
mainstream employment [16]
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| wish to help people like
me become successful in
life. | don’t know if | will

be able to do that. | don’t
know if | will ever have

the money to do that.”
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Rimi
A young woman with hearing and speech
disabilities learns sheet metal cutting and fabrication
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£ £ She remains hopeful that
her training and hard work
will go to good use

- Rimi’s mother J)

Eighteen-year-old Rimi was born with hearing and speech disabilities
in a poor household in Gazipur. Society had limited expectations of her
when she decided to receive training in sheet metal cutting and
fabrication trade at BRAC Skills Development Programme. However, as
Rimi’s mother explained the reason for going into this work was not to
fight prejudice, it was simply to survive.

Rimi’s early life was challenging. She started school late, at the age of
10, and had to be closely monitored on the busy streets by her mother.
The family’s fears were realised when Rimi was knocked down by a
van, unable to hear the horn. She spent days in hospital, which pushed
the family into debt. Sadly, this was not the end of Rimi’s troubles.

At the age of 12, she was harassed by her uncle. There followed a
traditional form of community arbitration known as a shalish, which
Rimi’s mother hoped would deal with the matter. “But the community
elders just told me to stop sending my daughter to school,” Rimi’'s
mother recalled sadly. “They said she can’t even say her own hame, so
what’s the point - and what if more people abuse her?”.

Worse was to come when the same uncle found Rimi alone and
attempted to molest her again. Luckily, her screams were heard by
neighbours who rescued the terrified child. Rimi stopped attending
school after this, leaving her mother concerned about her daughter’s
future, about who would marry and take care of her. Rimi’s father
earns little as a boatman.

Her mother worried, “She is a person with disability... and
is also dark-skinned...Whoever marries her will demand a
large dowry... How can we afford it?

50 |




A ray of hope came when Rimi’'s mother learned about a woman
enrolling young apprentices in sheet metal work as part of BRAC
Skills Development Programme apprenticeship based training. She
hoped this would offer a path forward for her daughter, and the
monthly stipend of 800 taka (9$) was much needed. Initially, many
in the family opposed the idea of Rimi entering a male-dominated
workplace; however, Rimi’s father supported the move, although he
insisted her mother accompany her during training.

Rimi’s mother maintained her vigil for six months of training; she is
grateful to the trainer for allowing her to sit with her daughter while
she worked. Rimi was provided with a hearing aid from BRAC Skills
Development Programme, which proved invaluable for her training.
Three apprentices, including Rimi, worked under one master crafts
person in the metal workshop. They learnt how to cut a rolled metal
block and then hammer the metal into a flat sheet for fabrication.
Her mother said Rimi worked with care and attention that even with
sharp and heavy tools, she never hurts herself while training. Rimi’s
mother observed the care the master crafts person took in training
the apprentices. “He was a man with a good soul,” she said.

Rimi also got on well with her two fellow apprentices. The training
gave her confidence and positivity following her childhood traumas,
her mother said. According to her mother, Rimi started interacting
with more people now and had the beginnings of an independent life
- all while learning a very non-conventional trade for a young woman.

However, since successfully completing her training in 2019, Rimi
has yet to find a job. Despite BRAC Skills Development Programme’s
best efforts to encourage employers, many remain reluctant to
recruit people with disabilities fearing they will be less productive
than others without disabilities.

Nevertheless, Rimi’s mother said she was proud to see her daughter
trained so competently in a difficult trade. She said Rimi remains
hopeful that all her training and hard work will not go to waste and
she will secure a position soon.

“Rimi worked with heavy tools, and learnt her
work with care” said her mother
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Rimi’s mother said,
“| felt proud seeing my
daughter trained so

well in a difficult trade
like metal sheet cutting
and fabrication.”
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MOTIN

A young man with physical disability gets hands-on at work
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V14 you support people who
have disabilities, they can have
a livelihood. They have a

future. - Motin’s mother ”

Motin is 18 and works at a motorcycle servicing shop. He cannot walk,
being partially paralysed from the waist down. He finds it difficult to do
many of the daily tasks that most people take for granted. But with just
the strength of his upper body, he takes on repairing jobs at the shop.

Motin’s father works as a rickshaw puller and does not earn very
much. But, said Motin’s mother, they always tried their best to give
Motin a good childhood despite their poverty. His father bought little
treats for Motin when he was downhearted. And his mother carried
him in her arms all the way to school so he could attend classes.
During the interview, Motin looked to his mother for reassurance, and
she spoke on his behalf. She is a constant source of support for him.

When Motin became very withdrawn, not leaving the house or seeing
anyone outside his immediate family, it was his mother who found
out that BRAC Skills Development Programme was enrolling young
people in the neighbourhood to train as motorcycle servicing
mechanic. At first, she thought her son would not be eligible because
of his disability. But the BRAC Skills Development Programme
personnel assured her that Motin could learn to do many of the
repairs using just his upper body strength. During his on-the job
training at the repair shop, he learnt how to dismantle parts of a
motorcycle, pump air into the tyres, and do other tool work, all of
which he was able to do with his hands. After his apprenticeship, he
was offered a job at the shop. Motin’s mother said she had never
imagined that her son would be able to work and earn a living.

Motin’s mother said “He learnt to do something, and he
can earn now. | never thought this could happen.”




BRAC Skills Development Programme also provided Motin with a
wheelchair which allows him to venture out of the house more. But
mobility is still an issue. The wheelchair cannot be carried onto most
common types of public transport, rickshaws, auto rickshaws,
legunas and other local transport. So, when Motin needs to travel
any distance, for example to his workplace, his mother must carry
him on and off a rickshaw.

But the benefits of his training and his job have been enormous, his
mother said, and have been felt in other areas of Motin’s life. Now he
is less isolated, she said, and realising that he could accomplish
many different tasks at work. Over time Motin has also learnt how to
manage household work. He now helps his mother with cleaning the
house and preparing meals.

Despite all these, people still say hurtful things, she said. At school,
Motin’s disability made him an outcast; the children would bully him,
and his teachers discouraged him from going to school altogether,
his mother said. “His teachers would say, ‘It's best if he doesn’t
come to school anymore. He cannot stand or move on his own, and
he creates a mess wherever he goes.’” Eventually Motin dropped out
of school, withdrew from social interactions, and rarely left home. His
only distractions were television and his two younger siblings.

When people are disparaging, Motin’s mother is there to stand up for
him. She could not emphasize enough how important it was for
people with disabilities to have options for suitable work, to earn a
living. Motin makes around 3,000 taka (35%) per month now. His
mother encourages him all the time. If they can save enough, she
dreams of one day running a small grocery shop with her son.

“The training was such a good thing for him. He learnt
to do something and he can earn now. | never thought
this could happen, because of his disability. Before he
used to sit at home, he wouldn’t go anywhere. They
gave him a wheelchair which was also a great help.”
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JHORNA

A young woman wants to pass
her wood working skills on to others
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€€ Now | take care of my
family and | know | have to
work hard for the future of

my son. §y

Jhorna, 23, is employed at a wood furniture designing shop. She
wakes up at 5 a.m. to do housework, prepare breakfast and lunch for
her family and feed the baby. Then comes a long commute on public
transport, with her baby in her arms, to arrive at her workplace by 9
a.m. A full day of work is juggled with caring for her son at the shop,
and she begins her journey back home at 5 p.m.

“I have to wake up very early in the morning. | need to
finish my household work, prepare food for my son and

only then I can start for work at the furniture shop”

Jhorna left school at 13, when her family could no longer afford her
education. She married soon after but suffered six years of abuse
until her husband divorced her. She returned to her parents' house
and knowing they could not support her she got enrolled in BRAC
Skills Development Programme as an apprentice. She wanted to
study tailoring or the beauty salon trade, she said, but both courses
were full, so she entered the traditionally male dominated trade of
wood furniture designing.




She and two other women were apprenticed to the master crafts
person who now employs them. The women learnt to craft different
designs onto wood, as well as sanding, staining, and varnishing the
individual items of furniture. The men at the shop do the heavier
work, said Jhorna, sawing and seasoning the timber and making the
furniture. Jhorna was a good trainee and the others would come to
her for help, she said. On graduating in 2017, the master crafts
person offered all three women full-time work. Because she is the
best at the job, Jhorna is now paid more than the other two women,
earning around 3,000 taka (35%) a month.

As her training was coming to an end, Jhorna was coerced by her
family into a second marriage. “I didn’t want to marry again. | was
forced by my parents when they found a suitor because they thought
no one else would marry a divorced woman like me,” she said.

Her new husband’s job as a day labourer did not provide a steady
income, which left Jhorna as the main breadwinner. Despite this,
Jhorna’s husband initially objected to her joining a male-dominated
workplace. Her master crafts person spoke to her husband and
convinced him of Jhorna’s security at work. He explained that the men
worked in an open space outside the shop, while the women worked
inside. But her husbands was not the only prejudice she faced; Jhorna
spoke of harassment by some of the customers, who asked Jhorna’s
employer why he hired women, or pestered the women about why
they worked there, implying that it was ‘improper’.

“They think woodworking is a man’s job... Many people
still disapprove of women doing such work.”

Moreover, Jhorna said, her in-laws still do not know about her job.
“None of my in-laws know... They think | sew clothes,” she said. “They
would consider woodworking a man’s job. Many people disapprove of
women doing such work. If my in-laws found out I'd feel ashamed, so
| lied about my trade.”
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Because of such issues, and the long commute with her baby, Jhorna
has thought of quitting her job, but she knows the family cannot
survive without her income. Besides, she said that her employer is a
good person. Jhorna can go to him with problems; he was the one
who persuaded her husband to let her work at the shop. He always
arranges transport to home for the women, and he even allowed
Jhorna to bring her child to work. “He even plays with him when | am
busy,” she added. Nevertheless, she felt that having her son with her
hampered her productivity compared to her co-workers.

Ideally, she would like to do her work at home, but is not sure how
that would be possible. Despite the difficulties, Jhorna valued the
financial independence that her job provided, as well as the standing
it gave her within her own family.

“I don’t want to quit my job. But now I have a child to
look after. | am not sure how I will manage both!”

Jhorna said she also wanted to use the skills and knowledge she has
gained to help others. She suggested that BRAC Skills Development
Programme could think about peer trainers within its programme.
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“I want to encourage
more women into the
trade. | could train

others, just like my
master crafts person
trained me.”
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HAPPY

A young beautician gains
courage and confidence
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6 | became brave...
| gained confidence...

and | learnt about the
outside world. }’

With a bag hanging by her side, her scarf folded at the front, and a
comfortable pair of heels on, Happy, 25, is ready for the day. She
yells for an auto rickshaw. As usual, some people look at her from
head to toe, but Happy pays no heed to them.

Happy is shorter than most adults. She is considered a person with
disability by family and neighbours. Happy told her interviewers that
she does have hearing difficulties. However, there is no way a stranger
would be able to identify her disabilities, other than her height.

Happy is a confident, independent, and outspoken young person. But
this was not always the case, she said. For years, Happy felt house
bound, rarely going out into the world, or meeting other people.
When she was 13 her father became seriously ill, and not wanting
her education to become a burden upon her family, Happy dropped
out of school. She believed, as her family did, that her brothers would
make better use of education. She thought she is a girl after all and
has a disability. “l made the decision myself. How many of us could
be supported?”, she said.

So, she stayed home. She felt hopeless and aimless with little to do
except household chores, and didn’t dare think about her future.
Until, one day, her elder sister heard about BRAC Skills Development
Programme apprenticeships and suggested that Happy should apply
for training at a beauty parlour.




Initially, Happy was scared to apply as she barely went out or
interacted with people; she also doubted her abilities but her
family insisted. According to Happy, being pushed out of her
comfort zone was the best thing for her.
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“I wasn't like this before. Now I can talk to people
freely.”

Happy enjoyed the training, on how to do facials, threading,
haircutting and styling, and makeovers. She said her trainer, the
beauty parlour owner, was always helpful and throughout the
training everyone was willing to accommodate her hearing
difficulties. She felt supported by her peers in the training  which
helped building her self-esteem, she said. After training she was
hired at the parlour.

“The training turned out to be one of the most useful
experiences of my life,” she said. “I made friends... |
became brave... | gained the confidence to get out of
the house, and I learnt about the outside world.”

However, becoming an employee at the same parlour was quite
different from the training. Happy was anxious about taking this to
the next step, interacting with customers. Her employer reassured
her saying “there’s nothing to be scared about, you’'ll talk to
customers, tell them where to sit and ask what service they
want...” “and | started gaining courage” Happy said.




Happy has been at the parlour for five years now and has many
customers who ask specially for her. Her family sees how much
she has gained through her work, she said. Happy, who previously
depended completely on her family, can now pay her own way.
Happy said she is also amazed at how much she has changed
since she first started training.

“I was afraid to go out of the house. Now because of
my work, | travel every day to the centre of town by
myself. | also manage my own expenses. This is what
I’'m proud of.”

Happy works from 8 a.m. to 9 p.m., and usually the first to get
there she opens the parlour in the mornings. Right now, Happy
has no fixed plans and is content with how life is, she said. She

earns about 4,000 taka (45$) a month. “The fact that I'm
earning my own money and supporting myself is a big
deal for me,” she said. Her eyes filled with tears as she
explained how glad she was that she no longer needed
to ask anybody for anything.
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“The fact that | am
earning and

supporting myself is
a big deal for me.”
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RAJU

A young trans woman faces success
at work and heartbreak at home
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££ Being transgender does
not mean | am less than
anyone else... I'm earning
money and taking care of
myself...and others. »

Twenty-year-old Raju is a skilled clothier, working full time in a
tailoring shop as well as embroidering and selling her own designs
from home. Raju is a trans woman®, but knowing she will face
hostility if she expresses herself as a woman, Raju introduces herself
as a man. She suppresses her feminine side as much as possible
and dresses like a man in her daily life, trying to follow her parents’
wishes to fit into society “as their son”, “as a man”, to maintain the

family’s honour and reputation.

“Pressure from my family and society’s expectations
stop me following my heart. If it were up to me, | would
dress in women'’s clothes all the time.”

After finishing secondary school, Raju got a part-time job at a
tailoring shop. She found out that the tailor next door was affiliated
with BRAC Skills Development Programme’s apprenticeship training
and was enrolling trainees. Raju applied, thinking it would be a good
opportunity to develop her skills and pursue a full-time career in the
trade. She enjoyed her time in training and also worked very hard.
Lunch time and breaks were always filled with laughter. Most
importantly she felt she could be herself with the people around her,
said Raju. However, she was dressed outwardly like a male and that
made it easier. After graduating from training, Raju was offered a job
by the master crafts person she trained under and still works there
today.

“In the classroom training, | could be myself
with the people around me. | really enjoyed it a lot”

5 Trans women (transgender women) are women who were assigned male sex at birth
[16]
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“Before the training, | didn’t know how to do the work properly,” she
said. “Like I could stitch the cloth, but | was no good at cutting the
fabric. There were many things I didn’t understand. In the training |
could ask, and the master crafts person would guide and teach
me.” From a young age, Raju had always felt she was different.
During her school years, she constantly questioned herself. “I would
ask myself, why do | like hanging out with girls? Why not with boys?”
Her family, especially her mother, knew she wanted to live life as a
girl, but they did not understand it, leading to beatings from her
father. “My father told me not to get involved with the people from
hijra community who collect money from people for a living. | have
to work and build a life of my own.”

Raju never did identify herself as part of the hijra community, and it
was only after she left school that she learnt about being
transgender, and finally understood her own identity. Nowadays,
when going far away from home, she leaves the house in men’s
clothing and changes into a saree and her favourite jewellery and
changes back to men’s clothing again before coming home. She
knows her parents would be upset if they ever saw her in women’s
attire.

‘The way I feel inside is not my fault...”

Raju makes a substantial contribution to the household finances,
fulfilling the role of “the son” that her parents expect. She earns
around 7,000 taka a month from her tailoring job and a further
6,000 taka from home embroidery and occasional work as a
make-up artist, a total of 13,000 taka (150$) a month.

Raju has a newfound confidence as a self-sufficient person making a
positive contribution to society, but she fears she will never live the
life she really wants. Even though she is attracted to men, her
parents will want her to marry a woman, and she will live her life
pretending to be something she is not, she added.

“You need to consider many things like society and
family when it comes to marriage - this is the tradition,
so this is what I have to do as well.”
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SHUMI

A young beautician finds
an identity beyond disability
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l{ | have a thirst to do
something on my own. Vo4

Shumi, 19 years-old, lives with her mother and elder sister. She
walks with a confidence that is rare for girls of her age. People stare
at her, but that is not an unusual occurrence, she said.

“I know people stare at me because | have a hunched
back. I feel irritated when they look at me, so | stare
right back at them and they look away. | don’t want to
think about those things.”

When she was just seven months old, Shumi suffered an iliness that
left her with a severe curvature of the spine, commonly called a
‘hunchback’. Doctors advised that surgery would be risky and the
outcome is uncertain. Shumi was also taken to see traditional
healers. Eventually she and her mother stopped looking for
treatment. “I can do things on my own. Why should | risk my life
going for surgery?” Shumi said.

But her mother felt she needed an job to make the most of her life.

TR E TR R R R R S 8 5 o

sesssssasassatneet ; f Since childhood, Shumi has loved dressing up, doing her hair, and
: [ putting on make-up. Shumi’s mother felt a career as a beautician
would be a perfect fit for her daughter. A local beauty parlour owner
helped her get in touch with BRAC Skills Development Programme’s
training, which was looking for young people to train in the beauty
salon trade, and Shumi began six months of apprenticeship training.

She said she found the first day of training and introductions to her
fellow students difficult as she was the only person with disability.
The other girls would stare at first, but she never hesitated to explain
her condition to them. She soon started the training, during which
she learnt hair styling, facial treatments, and manicures and
pedicures, alongside classes on how to run a business.
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“All | want is to master my skill as a beautician and
eventually have my own parlour.”

She now works at the beauty parlour where she was trained. The
parlour has become an important part of her life and identity, Shumi
said. She has good relationships with her colleagues and especially
with her boss, the owner of the parlour, who is supportive and
encouraging. Shumi also mentioned the trust that has developed
between her family and her employer, an important element in
creating a good workplace for young people with disabilities.

Shumi wants to advance her career by applying to other beauty
parlours. But experience tells her this will not be easy. Shumi
explained that, despite the parlour owner’s assurances, customers
often assume she is unable to do the job and refuse to be seen by
her. “They say, ‘she has disability, can she do the work?’ People don’t
even want to find out how well a person with disability can work.”
But, she adds, given the opportunity, the customers see she is as
talented as anyone else.

Shumi said it was important to her that she can contribute to the
family expenses; she earns 4,000 taka (45%) a month and hopes to
make more in future. She said she was glad to be following in her
mother’s footsteps, leading a life without being dependent on a man.
Her father was an alcoholic who did not work or support the family,
she explained. Shumi’s mother left him when the two sisters were
young. She worked hard to bring up her daughters, said Shumi,
although she was unable to earn enough to keep the girls in school.

Now, Shumi said, BRAC Skills Development Programme’s training
has allowed her to pursue the career of her dreams. It has boosted
her self-esteem and she is optimistic about her future ambitions.

“I wish to do something on my own. But starting a
parlour needs capital, so | am saving my money,” said
Shumi with assurance.
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SHUMON

Living with post-polio syndrome was no
bar to building a business
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£€4 Look up and read
the shop sign, my
name is not ‘Lengra’,
it's Shumon. »J

Shumon, 27, is married to the love of his life, and has his own mobile
repair shop bearing his name on the sign - Shumon Telecom.
However, his journey was not without struggles. Living with post-polio
syndrome means he cannot walk unaided. His childhood consisted
of visits to doctors and hospitals to find a cure. The treatments were
costly, especially one unsuccessful operation, and it was a difficult
time; he dropped out of school at an early age.

Shumon’s family has always been supportive. “My brother used to
say, ‘you never have to worry - as long as your brother is here your
future is secure.”” But Shumon felt bad asking his brother for money
and wanted to support himself. “I always wanted to reach a certain
position, maybe one day have a business of my own.”

“I never liked asking for money from my brother. It felt
bad. | wanted to support myself on my own”

When the opportunity came, he took it. He secured a place in BRAC
Skills Development Programme as an apprentice, chose mobile
phone servicing as his trade, and was apprenticed to a master crafts
person who owned a repair shop.

“So what if | don’t have any strength in my legs? | have
two hands and good eyesight. So, | chose mobile phone
repairs. | could do that by sitting in one place.”

Shumon enjoyed the training, he said, but was always late because
the legunas (a type of local transport) would not stop long enough for
him to climb aboard. But his master crafts person was a sensible
person, and Shumon came to think of him as a brother.




His training hours were 9 to 5, but most customers would come to the
shop after 5 p.m. on their way home from work. So, the master crafts
person let Shumon stay late to observe as he repaired their phones.
This allowed Shumon to learn the job much faster; his hard work paid
off with greater responsibilities and the respect of his workmates.

Following training, Shumon worked full time at his master crafts
person’s shop for three years. Then, in 2019, he started another
BRAC Skills Development Programme course, which supports young
people in starting their own businesses, with classroom training,
mentoring, and financing. After the course, Shumon secured 50,000
taka (590%) loan from BRAC to invest in his new business and was
given additional help to find premises for the new enterprise. His
master crafts person also lent support by introducing him to
suppliers and asking them to help Shumon as he started out. To this
day, Shumon said, he remains close with his former master crafts
person.

Nowadays, after loan repayments and monthly shop rental of 3,000
taka (35%), Shumon earns around 13,000 taka (150%) a month.
Even the commute is easier these days as he now knows some of the
leguna drivers, he said. Shumon’s younger brother, a student,
assists him in the shop, and at the end of the day helps with the
tricky task of drawing down the metal shutters. Although Shumon
has his own solution to this using a bent metal rod.

“I don’t like depending on others. | know what my
condition is, but | manage to do things in my own way.”

Crucially, his new business meant that Shumon could finally marry
his long-time girlfriend, he said. They have been together since 2013,
but his disability did not make it an easy love story. For years, his
mother-in-law refused to accept him as a potential husband for her
only daughter.

Shumon feels the earning power, achieved through his training under
BRAC Skills Development Programme, was vital in winning her
approval. As for his wife, “My wife never paid attention to what
people said about my disability. She says it is enough for her that |
can earn and take care of her,” said Shumon.

His own independent streak and BRAC Skills Development
Programme ’s support has helped Shumon build a business he takes
pride in. Some people still make fun of his disability, calling him
‘lengra’ (‘cripple’); however, he said, he is quick to point up to his
shop sign that reads ‘Shumon Telecom.’
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“Because of my training
under BRAC Skills
Development
Programme, | am now
able to earn money on
my own. This is also
how | managed to win
my mother-in-law’s
heart”
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FATEMA

A young woman with disability puts skills
and resources to work
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€€ Fatema tells me, ‘I can
teach people how to sew. |
can even take apart the
machine and show them how
it works! Who will call me
‘disabled’ nhow?’” her mother
said with pride. V44

Fatema, 25, with hearing and speech difficulties, is employed in her
uncle’s tailor shop; she also works at home, taking tailoring orders
from friends and neighbours. Although she dropped out of school at an
early age, Fatema has many talents, from cooking to craftwork. Her
skills can be seen in the handicrafts her mother proudly hangs on their
living room walls, the first sight that greets visitors to their house.
Because Fatema has difficulty forming words, her mother spoke to the
interviewers on her behalf.

Fatema learnt her tailoring skills through the BRAC Skills Development
Programme’s training. She was apprenticed to a master crafts person
at a tailor shop where she was taught hand stitching and machine
sewing, as well as how to take measurements and cut cloth, her
mother explained. She was taught the basic cuts for salwar kameez
and sari blouses, which are the main items of clothing she makes for
her customers. Fatema has also mastered hand embroidery, but not
through BRAC Skills Development Programme’s training; she learnt to
embroider from her mother and from YouTube, resourcefully building
on her existing skills.

After her training, Fatema was offered a job by her master crafts
person, but her mother did not allow her to take it, as she felt the shop
was too far from home. Her parents were also concerned about her
working with people they considered strangers, her mother said.
Fatema’s parents are conservative, and they are also careful about her
movement ever since an incident in her childhood.




Fatema started attending school as she could see and understand the
lessons; she faced some difficulties communicating with her teachers
but kept going as she wanted to graduate, her mother said. However,
on her way to and from school, boys would sometimes taunt Fatema
and make lewd comments. They would invite her to ride on their
bicycles, and not understanding their words or intentions, her mother
explained, Fatema would get on - and the neighbours would gossip.
When her father, who is a maulana (religious leader) at a local
mosque, heard the gossip he told his wife to take Fatema out of school.

“We stopped Fatema from going to school because
our honour comes first.” - Fatema’s mother

But she did not want her daughter to stay idle. “We wanted her to do
something, but without having to interact with the outside world too
much,” said Fatema’s mother, who runs a small catering business
from their home. Being an entrepreneur herself, Fatema’s mother
went to great lengths to make her daughter self-sufficient. She taught
her all the skills she knew and enrolled her in vocational courses run
by the government.

“Besides her training from BRAC Skills Development

Programme, Fatema also learnt embroidery from me and
from YouTube.”- Fatema’s mother

Fatema’s mother also took her to a disability centre once. But Fatema,
angry and hurt, refused to enrol there; she didn't feel ‘disabled’ she
told her mother. Her mother empathised and eventually enrolled
Fatema in BRAC Skills Development Programme’s training. When her
father found out he forbade her to go. But Fatema put her foot down,
her mother said, saying she would walk all the way to the tailor shop if
she had to. Her mother supported her, and her father eventually
backed down.

For a time, after her BRAC Skills Development Programme’s training,
Fatema did tailoring at home. Her mother hung a signboard outside
the house and customers, mostly neighbours, would come along. More
recently, she started the job at her uncle’s tailoring shop. Now, she
works at her uncle’s shop, continues to tailor at home, and also helps
her mother with her catering business, earning about 6,000 taka
(70%) a month in total, her mother said.




€€ o SIEIE I, i
OATMd CTeTi? BT AT AT
QTATD @Iy AATG et aft
DI IS P O3 B
@A e difd! 9UF &gID
@ O IAR? BIodd It
ST T I §y

S5t T2 TN BIOF! BT FFK eI GIBIH TS S| GIF I3 8 I1B
dfoafaot litz| o B IFIFI 3 Ao BT QTS TSI A
IS J073 UG Do B | TME YJ TIGEITCTR Fel B0 AR, 543
JATIET (AP BF DK 2OIDIC 2 BIOFT AIFS8 TIAD dfos! @I
JITO 9@ HAOR 9T T ASK DG ©f 267 INI-TEI M BIATAT
DO A 2O IR 2B | ARy B 316 dfodf@ot we
©IR OId JT OTd 2T BAT IEIEA|

TIE SO SATA DHI6 AT DIOFT ORI HH Ol B S|
93BG WET MBI JRIT FIHo AP TG BIoa! FIAwd Jid
@, DIAG DB, 2AOI-CAR 932 @HF-CEE a7 DG HRE|
DIOIE NI IIfIS 932 JIGGH IAT BIoK @iferd fAgaf®
CIITTAT 2Tfoe, AT (7 BIF (@O ST 99140 (0fd D ATD| Do
ATITCIT PGS WHOI OIS FER| WHO! SAYA S04 SRR
JIGT AT, T 932 GBOERA RIT BIOFT! 20l Do AT3 PEE

BIOTIF A-T TEH T | FIOIR CPRBIN 9356 o717 97 QTP 87
Bl A ©Idt TN ATH| B gFEHT 97 Biedi@ oid 2
PO AT 936 BB SB17 MeT3 MIBIATG IS (S @ [ 28T
DO BIF FT O13 BIBIAI6 BA© G| 92T WAIBO IFImd M
DO BIo Bl FAIS OIdT Sag fRetq|




DIOFT (RIBEAT BT ASBTET (IE 932 JH© A1d6| ST M
QTSRS GHa fPRB! T (T3 BIOAT (58T BT A0 GHIHII
Ot G AR (g BT @i W8T Sl @[T 9713 Biodrd
Tt Fhie 932 ORI J3dT putol| Oidl BIOAP Bitd AR
BGId WI3A ATl 9392 BIid BAT I ST JH© AT (| Dol
TIRBE BIG IO I fAW drotaforTiar SAT IBNT I Hioad gt
SIATY | SeIK I-T, I BT SIS IS8T, 57 I6IAT FAT BH
BT BIP I DO F 16T I& DR Mo|

"SI BIOAI Fe 8T IF I feera Siad
O] BIR BIIFT A AT - BIOIIG AT

g Do f BIAA @ OF TG @K 1P| BIOFR Jl, IFSH
SwTE! fIfA IS I0712 9Bt @ YRR T A6 dEA| fofy
I, "OITEdT R O {62 $FP, ©W A2EI Sisltod S YJ @
A @A 71 27 oI ¥ @' Do J A 9doA
TOTI®T 28YY BIF @@ FIAT D (OAd Tbel G8T fofy DAl
BT GIAT 3BT MiH ol BIOFTD PRI 972 9D Afabifeo Jayed
@PIOf S0 B @D PERA|

TP WIH Ol SHIF HII6F AFEHET A=, Sitoat
ST (ATF 932 25O M 2Ied IS FHIE!” -
PNCRIRR]

BIOFR J 9B Oid dfoqat @ty AR ST ArsiifFe 8 TAEHREA
DO CRITH JTH @O 5IIA; o7 OI JIP IR of (S OBy
Q@I B AT BITOAID 7D WP 6T GAYA BIA6 AFIHT (ST efod
I BA BIOIIF AT OIE ORI @@ fAEY dEA| 53 Biod @™
4 J0T 932 QAT @ RIS @I 92 OF AT QG 8% Wiod i
Y[ LA JT a9 TILAI P BIOFI T 2T @A T 932 B0 &
SfE B fAte ofo S|

g7 WH0! YA SHADJ BT 99 PR TIWT SAT Bitod! ©id
JfST IRW@ 9B TRARIG AU oo iia nfod I Bl
TG, BIOFT O TR 7ed GIBE IS BF dEE| AU 67 ©17
TR GBI BIST BT AP, IfTres s Iion oee @,
932 I TP LI IS ST BE; It QS 67 AfGTT 17 v,000
BIBT (q0 TeTld) oy B!







—

11

“Putting all her skills
and resources to
work, Fatema has
become self-sufficient
and refuses to be
deterred.”

- Fatema’s mother
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Reflections

The narratives in this book shed light on the successes and struggles of ten
BRAC Skills Development Programme graduates as they went through their
apprenticeship training and, in all but one case, found employment that
improved their lives in many ways. All the graduates spoke positively about
their training experiences, describing supportive master crafts persons
(MCPs) and friendly peers (fellow apprentices), as well as the self-confidence
and opportunities their training gave them. For some graduates, it brought
them out of the home and into the outer world for the first time. Almost all of
them went on to be employed at their places of training, which they found to
be enabling work environments. However, we can see from these narratives,
employment is not the sole measure of wellbeing. Despite being employed,
especially for marginalized and disadvantaged groups, many different
challenges remain in the graduates’ lives.

For the women graduates, with disabilities and without, in traditional and
non-traditional trades, their skills development training and subsequent
employment instilled a valued sense of independence, while allowing them
to contribute to or entirely support their households financially. For some,
this significantly elevated their standing within their families. On the other
hand, the women still faced many trials, which included social stigma,
household and childcare worries, lack of agency, and accessibility
problems, among others. There is a persisting stigma in our society
surrounding the idea of women and men working together. Moreover,
women must still take care of household duties and/or children while
working, which can put them at a disadvantage in the workplace. One of the
female graduates plays a pivotal role to support her family financially by
working in a wood furniture designing shop. She has to take her child to
work with her every day, even though it poses some hazard to her child.
However, with the support from her master crafts person and fellow peers,
she is continuing her work whilst ensuring the safety of her child. The notion
that a woman’s reputation should be protected by restricting her mobility
and agency was another issue for some of the working women. Some were
permitted to work only in places with family connections. One of them was
not allowed to move to a higher paying job irrespective of the fact that she
supported her family through her work. A different frustration for one young
graduate was the lack of women'’s facilities in her workplace. In general,
however, the women found their workplaces to be inclusive and enabling,
despite the societal or familial problems some of them continued to face.

166 |

For the two graduates who are transgender, societal, cultural, or familial
challenges also persist. While one of the graduates was able to express her
hijra identity when training and working, she continued to face harassment
on her way to and from work. She also worried, as she considered her
future, whether government support existed for people from hijra
community to have their own businesses. Our other transgender graduate
felt she needed to hide her real self to enter mainstream employment and
to fulfil her family’s wishes. Presenting herself as male while training and
then in her job, she feared never being able to live the life she wanted as a
transwoman. However, both graduates described their workplaces as
supportive, and their training as having had a positive impact in their lives.
Rather, it was influences outside their work environments, from society and
family that continued to have a negative impact for them.

BRAC Skills Development Programme training shown to have a great impact
in the lives of the graduates with disabilities. All had been regarded at one
time or another as “unable” to work, and many had been disregarded as
valuable members of society. Their narratives showed that given the
opportunity, they were able to learn, work, and contribute to household
incomes and thereby lead richer lives. All their narratives spoke of BRAC
Skills Development Programme providing a safe and enabling environment
for their training and subsequent employment. The choice of trades also
gave the graduates flexibility to choose jobs according to their
functionalities. And, importantly, the training exposed some graduates to
the outside world for the first time since dropping out or being forced to
drop out of school as children. However, not everyone had the same
experiences. While one of the graduates went on to build his own business,
another has been unable to find any employment since her training. And
discrimination against disability continues in the workplace for many of the
graduates, as clients and customers still pass hurtful comments about their
perceived abilities. Nevertheless, as one graduate put it, “not having to ask
anybody for anything” was an invaluable result for these graduates who had
previously been so reliant on others.

Overall, the narratives convey that BRAC Skills Development Programme
training gave these 10 - young people, almost all of them school dropouts,
the skills, resources, and possibilities for inclusion in mainstream
employment. Their employment in turn gave them courage, strength, and
confidence to navigate through personal, emotional, and material
insecurities. But challenges persist, according to their narratives, which
draw attention to and raise some questions about the continued wellbeing
of these young people, about their future lives, ambitions, and hopes. We
hope that these questions may open up discussions about follow up support
for BRAC Skills Development Programme graduates, after the training is
over, to ensure lasting inclusion, wellbeing, and dignity in their lives.
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The ongoing pandemic has resulted in devastating outcomes and
people around the world are struggling to contain its social and
economic impacts. However, disadvantaged and marginalized
communities from low income backgrounds [17] have been the most
affected, as they are already more vulnerable in society. Women,
transgender individuals from the Hijra community and the people with
disabilities have been impacted negatively in particular, turning their
lives upside down and adding to their existing struggles [17] [18] [19].

The first three cases of coronavirus were detected in Bangladesh on
March 8th, 2020 [20], and as the number of cases increased,
educational institutes were officially announced as closed on the 18th
of March [21] and social gatherings were banned from the 19th of
March, 2020 [22]. Later on, a more serious lockdown was
implemented from the 26th of March, 2020, which was extended in
periods [23]. During the lockdown, as shops and garments factories
were closed, workers in the informal sectors suffered greatly [24].
Many were not paid fully for the months they had worked and others
had completely lost their source of income [25] [26]. This sparked
many protests amongst workers, and led millions to go into complete
poverty [27]. In this light, the restrictions in Bangladesh were partially
lifted on 31st May, 2020 [28] [29], after which the economy gradually
started running again. As of August 14th, 2020, Bangladesh stands in
the 8th position in the world’s country list of most active COVID-19
cases [30]. Although the number of cases are still on the rise,
business on the streets have returned to usual, with government and
private offices being reopened and functioning fully. This lifting of
restrictions has been welcomed by the underprivileged and working
class, as they can now go back to earning a regular income. However,
many still are struggling to make ends meet due to the long-lasting
impacts of COVID-19 on the economy.

Our research had initially wrapped up with the graduates of the BRAC
Skills Development Programme graduates in February 2020, before
the COVID-19 pandemic hit the country. Based on the request by BRAC
Skills Development Programme, a decision was made to follow up with
the respondents to understand their experiences during COVID-19 in
July, 2020. Phone interviews were conducted and informed consent
procedures were followed as per research ethics. Each respondent
was given BDT 300 as compensation for their time for the phone
interviews, and this was sent through mobile money transfer system.
We were able to contact 8 of 10 respondents, except for two; Happy
and Rita, who could not be reached.
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Livelihood during State
Sanctioned Lockdown:

All the 8 participants interviewed reported that when the nationwide
lockdown for COVID-19 was implemented on 26th March 2020 [31],
all the 8 participants interviewed reported that they had to stay at
home and this created numerous challenges and problems for them.
While Rimi (19), who has hearing and speech disabilities, was not
working, still suffered greatly from the restrictions. When we called
Rimi’'s mother during August 2020, we found that she had recently
gotten married and found out she was pregnant during the lockdown.
But her husband, a rickshaw puller had no income, as transport was
stopped during the lockdown in Kapasia, where the restrictions were
very strict during the months of April and May. Rimi, often longed to
visit her mother, who she is very attached to, and cried frequently,
despairing of the situation. Her husband would often beat her and
their household after marriage was very impoverished, so her
mother’s house was her only recluse. Once, Rimi missed her mother
so much that she left her in-law’s house all on her own during the
lockdown, as she did not understand the purpose of all these
restrictions and the state of the pandemic. However, she was stopped
by a police officer as any movement unless its urgent was banned, and
made to return home. Not being able to talk to her mother, who was
her only confidante and the only person she can communicate with
freely, took a great toll on her mental health, leaving her to deal with
her problems completely alone.

As for 21 year old Raju, a trans woman, now also works as a loan
collection officer, besides her tailoring job and boutique shop
business. Her loan collection office was shut down for a month. During
that time she and she had to get by with only half the amount of her
usual monthly salary 6000 taka (USD 70). She also had to live with her
parents again, whereas for so long she was living independently, in the
accommodation provided by her office, which made her feel ashamed.
She was also worried by this unfamiliar uncertainty that she and her
family were facing as they were also struggling financially. She shared
feeling guilty because she felt like he was living off their scarce
earnings.

On the other hand, the beauty parlour, where 20-year-old Shumi with a
hunched back, used to work, was also closed for 3 months and she
received no salary at all. Previously she was earning 4000 taka (USD
45) monthly. For the most marginalised with no safety nets, etc, this
was an extremely precarious situation. Nobody in her family, consisting
of her mom and sister, could go to work during the lockdown period
and so they had to manage the household with great difficulty, relying
on savings and borrowing money from others. They did not have the
money to pay rent either, which was 10,000 taka (118 USD) The debt
was increasing and the situation remained uncertain.

Similarly, 26-year-old Fatema, who has hearing and speech disabilities,
suffered because of the shutdown too, along with her parents, as all of
them lost their source of income. But things were perhaps the bleakest
for Jhorna (24), a poor woman, who works at a furniture shop. She
could not go to work for 1.5 months during the lockdown and couldn’t
manage medication or clothes for her baby, nor could they eat properly
or manage wood for cooking during this period
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Food deprivations

One of the biggest challenges for our participants during the lockdown
was managing food for the households. All of them mentioned that
they had to reduce their food intake, change food habits, and
consumed only basic food items like rice and lentils owing to a lack of
regular income. They had not consumed protein sources like fish or
meat for months during the lockdown. While Shumi, Raju, and
Shumon said that they would make do with basic food items like rice,
lentils and potatoes for all three meals; others like Fatema, Motin, Rimi
and Jhorna were coping with the difficult situation by skipping meals.

“It was a very difficult situation for my daughter during
lockdown. There were days, she survived on just rice with
dried chili pepper and water”, said Rimi’s mother.

Fatema’s (26) mother, who she lives with, mentioned that there was a
time when the whole family would fast for months, and only have one
meal at sundown. Jhorna (24), on the other hand was constantly
worried about her little child and was unable to manage food for her
child, even now that the lockdown has been lifted. She said,

“For days, | was feeding my baby just rice. | can’t even buy
5 taka worth of food for my baby.”

However, even in these tough times Jhorna (25) and Motin (19) were
fortunate enough to have neighbours who helped them out by sharing
food, when they found that they had no food in the house. Raju (21)
also shared the food reliefs he received with others in his area
because she had enough for her household. Of all people, this was
particularly harder for Purnima (26), a trans woman working in a
beauty salon in Dhaka, who only eats once a day now, since the
coronavirus pandemic started. Like Purnima, the onset of lockdown
has affected many from the marginalized and socially excluded Hijra
community. Owing to their status as third gender, many were left out of
government relief efforts in many cases.
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Most of our participants reported to have received food relief
commonly consisting of rice, lentil, potatoes, oil, and a soap from ward
councillors, union members or influential people of their community.
However, when asked about relief, Shumi (20) mentioned having
received no such support. People like Jhorna (24), who do not have a
national ID card, also had difficulty in receiving relief support. Raju
(21) mentioned receiving cash support through organizations
supporting transgender. Purnima (26) received food and cash support
from the owner of a television channel and from the police station in
her area. Motin (19) also received 1500 taka as cash support from
BRAC. Fatema’s mother said that even though they were facing
problems during the lockdown, it was not easy for families like
Fatema’s to go and collect relief due to their standing in the society.
However, she had food relief from the government and BRAC delivered
to their doorstep. She said,

“When you belong to such a family, you cannot go
anywhere and ask for help. We couldn’t do that. But
efforts from the government and from BRAC to leave food
relief at our doorstep has really helped us in these tough
times.”
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Life during ‘relaxed lockdown’

In an effort to keep the economy going, the lockdown was lifted from
31st May 2020 [32], and the government permitted shops and small
enterprises to operate on limited scale following health safety
directives such as maintaining social distancing, arrangement of hand
washing at shops etc. Most of the participants who were previously
working have returned to their old jobs except Motin (19), Fatema (26)
and Purnima (26). When the shop where Motin worked opened up,
and his master crafts person called for him to come back, Motin’s
mother refused as she was scared of Motin catching the virus from the
motorcycle repair shop. Motin’s mother said,

“So many people would visit the motorcycle repair shop.
Nobody knows who is carrying the virus. My son, Motin
does not understand things a lot. | worry he will catch the
virus if | send him to work.”

As for Fatema (26), she also went back to her tailor shop, but she got
sick with cold and fever, and was scared to go back ever since.
Purnima (26), is now out of work since very few people come to the
beauty parlour for services. Her employer had also promised to
increase her salary, but even that was put to a halt because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Collecting money from people was no longer an
option for her either, as people would not let anyone into their houses
from fear of COVID.

All the participants that went back to work since the lifting of lockdown
reported fewer customers, be it Jhorna (24), Shumon (28) or Shumi
(20). Since all the shops were ordered to close early, working hours
were also reduced. Shumon, who runs his own mobile phone repair
shop said that customers now ask for discounted rates, as they were
also going through a financial crisis owing to COVID-19. Besides,
closing his shop early also means reduced income.

Raju (21), who runs a boutique shop reported that her sales have gone
down a lot ever since the pandemic hit. She had already made a lot of
dresses, but did not get enough orders. However, he still had to pay the
employees who helped sew those clothes. To make up for the losses,
and to keep her own shop running, she now works longer hours at her
master crafts person tailoring shop for a fixed salary.
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Jhorna (24) revealed that although now she had returned to work at
the furniture store, her salary had reduced a great deal from BDT 2500
(USD 30) to BDT 1500 (USD 18). This was due to the lower number of
orders at the furniture shop since the start of the pandemic. Jhorna’s
husband still does not have a fixed income, and with this reduction in
her monthly income, Jhorna is now facing difficulties paying bills and
buying necessities.

These workplaces where our participants worked took precautionary
measures against coronavirus, for its staff and customers. Shumon
(28), who runs his own shop, said that he kept a bottle of hand
sanitizer at his shop for the customers, and he always wore a mask
while at his shop. The beauty parlour, where Shumi (20) worked, asked
customers to apply hand sanitizer upon entering. All employees were
asked to maintain cleanliness and were given masks which they had to
wear at all times. Given the nature of their work at the beauty parlour,
working with gloves on was not comfortable for them, so they would
always wash their hands with soap before attending to a customer.
Raju’s (21) workplace has kept a bucket of water and soap outside,
and requires everyone to wash their hands before entering. They
change the water in the bucket every few hours. They were also given
masks and asked to keep themselves clean.

At the furniture shop where Jhorna (24) works, all the employees were
provided with masks and gloves which they had to wear while at work.
They were asked to work further away from each other maintaining a
distance of at least 3 feet. The furniture shop is kept cleaner than
before, and they regularly apply disinfectant. To her, it smells like
shampoo. Before the pandemic, they used to get snacks during work,
but it has also stopped now, given the risk of spread. Given that Jhorna
has to bring her child to work, her master crafts person was kind
enough to also give her a separate room to work. She said,

“Sir now let’s me work in a separate room in our shop as |
have to bring my child with me. I brought some toys for him
from home, and kept it in the room. My son plays with those
while I work. All the other women work in the other area.”
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Towards an Uncertain Future:

After talking to most of the participants during the COVID-19 pandemic, one thing
was clear - while all of them were struggling, they were determined to stay afloat.
Setting their differences and struggles aside, their one true wish was to have the
opportunity to join the workforce and fend for themselves, like every other citizen
of the country. However, the onset of COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdown had
put a stop to their journey, adding to their pre-existing pile of obstacles.

Although now, things are gradually reopening on a limited scale and businesses

R : AL are running again, life is hardly the same. Work environments have changed

¢ . a1 . Uy REEA :..'-‘ drastically, salaries have decreased and work opportunities are scarce. Yet, the

AWl B ) R RN BRAC Skills Development Programme graduates are thankful for being able to

simply go out again and work hard to earn a living and pay for their own food,
despite whatever adversities they may face. Jhorna said,

“I didn't lose hope since | have continued with this work for so
long, | won't let it go. The 10 taka that | get, | will manage with

that 10 taka.”

To cope up with these difficult times, many have taken loans, and spent all their
savings. Shumi (20) mentioned that if the current situation continues, she and
her family will have no option but to leave Dhaka. Their landlord was not excusing
their rent and her mother ultimately had to take a loan from a neighbour, the
repayment of which is an added burden on their family. She said,

“The biggest impact for us is financial. It will affect us financially
the most because our households run with our money. Before
there was no debt...now this has increased as well.”

For others, the funds that they are using to run their households were actually
meant for future plans that they had in mind. The graduates’ dreams and hopes of
advancing in their careers have taken a back seat, in the fight for survival amidst a
pandemic. With great sadness, Raju said,

“The goals that | have for the future... | don't think a single one of
them will get fulfilled because of this corona virus”.

Speaking to our respondents gave us a picture of how drastically this COVID-19

pandemic has changed people’s lives, especially those who were already

S i - : disadvantaged and vulnerable. We hope that the participants graduates can

Y N o . N WEER, g ALY “J3 - survive through these dark times and overcome the obstacles COVID-19 has
y '}! 3 Fi \ : presented, so that they can continue on the path to fulfilling their dreams.
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