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EVENT SUMMARY 

Event Title Women’s Empowerment: Celebrating the Success of the Women’s 

Voice and Leadership Bangladesh Project (WVL) 

Event Organized by Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF) 

Funded by Global Affairs Canada (GAC) 

Date and Time 9 October 2024 | 10:00 am. to 02:30 pm 

Venue Radisson Blu Water Garden Hotel 

Key Speakers  Welcome Speech and Expression of Gratitude - Shaheen Anam, 

Executive Director, MJF 

Guests: 

Special Guest – Rasheda K. Choudhury, Executive Director, 

Campaign for Popular Education (CAMPE) 

Special Guest – Debra Boyce, Chargée d'Affaires, High Commission 

of Canada to Bangladesh 

Special Guest – Md. Saidur Rahman, Director General (Grade 1), 

NGO Affairs Bureau, Bangladesh 

Chief Guest – Farida Akhter, Hon’ble Advisor, Ministry of Fisheries 

and Livestock, Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh.  

Event Management 

Agency 

SPECTRUM 

Total Participants 144 

 

On October 9th, 2024, the Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF) hosted a national conference titled 

“Women’s Empowerment: Celebrating the Success of the Women’s Voice and Leadership 

Bangladesh” at the Radisson Blu Water Garden Hotel, Dhaka. The event, organized under the 

Women’s Voice and Leadership Bangladesh (WVL-B) project, aimed to highlight the significant 

impact this initiative has had on Women’s Rights Organizations (WROs) and their communities. By 
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sharing powerful stories, key data, and achievements, the conference sought to reinforce the value 

of WROs, demonstrate their societal influence, and address the challenges they continue to face. 

Moreover, the event emphasized the living stories of changes and showcased how they have 

evolved into community leaders through the empowerment journey facilitated by the WVL-B 

project. Representatives from the government, donor agencies, development partners, NGOs, 

MJF’s partner organizations, and the media joined in this event. Distinguished guests included 

Farida Akhter, Honorable Advisor, Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock, Peoples Republic of 

Bangladesh, who attended as the chief guest. Special guests included Md. Saidur Rahman, Director 

General, NGO Affairs Bureau, Bangladesh; Debra Boyce, Chargée d'affaires, High Commission of 

Canada to Bangladesh; and Rasheda K. Choudhury, Executive Director, Campaign for Popular 

Education (CAMPE).  

It was an impactful day celebrating the strides made in women’s empowerment and the power of 

teamwork and collective actions of MJF and twenty-seven (27) WROs worked together in the last 

five years.  

 

 

 

  

Highlights from the conference, featuring participants, guests, and the chief guest. 
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Welcome Speech by Ms. Shaheen Anam, Executive Director, MJF 

She starts the day looking delighted at the success of the WVL Bangladesh project. 

  

The Welcome Speech was delivered by Ms. Shaheen Anam, Executive Director, MJF. 

She warmly addressed the Chief Guest, Hon'ble Advisor Farida Akhter, referring to her as 

"fearless." She shared a powerful story from 1995, recounting their joint efforts in seeking justice 

for the Yasmin murder case, which the Women’s Movement successfully brought to court. She 

expressed her gratitude to distinguished guests and representatives from women’s rights 

organizations, development partners, donors, and grassroot representatives for their presence. 

She highlighted that despite the existence of laws, domestic violence remains a persistent issue. 

She also touched on the ongoing challenge of child marriage, stressing that it is everyone's 

responsibility to act and combat such injustices. The speech was a call to action, underscoring the 

collective role in ensuring justice and equality for all women. 

During her address to the representatives from women’s rights organizations (WROs) and 

community groups, she delivered an empowering speech, praising them for their bravery in being 

on the frontline and for their contributions. She acknowledged the WRO partners for standing 

against injustice for years. She emphasized the importance of standing for women’s rights and 

stated, "Women from every sphere of life—whether from the hills or rural areas, whether a sex 

worker or anyone else—have rights." 

She briefly discussed the concept of feminism, emphasizing that it involves three key elements: 

- Belief in equality 

- Transformative leadership 

- Participation 

She defined feminists as individuals who advocate for equal human rights. She emphasized that 

men are considered allies in the journey toward gender equality and equity. 

She ended her speech by highlighting the WVL Bangladesh project and emphasized that the 

women present here are all leaders. Whether or not there is a specific project, leaders must 

continue to lead. 
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Event Purpose: 

The main purpose of the national-level conference was to showcase the impact of the Women’s 

Voice and Leadership project and share the positive changes it has had on Women's Rights 

Organizations (WROs) and their communities.  

WVL Bangladesh Project Impact Presentation 

The project lead, Mohuya Leya Falia, provided a brief overview of the Women’s Voice and 

Leadership (WVL) Bangladesh project. She emphasized that the project aimed to integrate 

feminist principles and values into its design, implementation, capacity building, and project 

management. Additionally, the project sought to promote feminist governance, leadership, and 

organizational culture. 

She emphasized how this project excelled in empowering local initiatives by enabling participating 

organizations to design their own models, plans, and outcomes. Continuous hand-holding 

capacity-building support from MJF ensured long-term sustainability. Tailor-made efforts 

addressed the specific needs of 16 organizations that received multi-year funds with 

comprehensive needs assessments. Flexibility was integral to the approach, allowing for ongoing 

evaluation and adaptation of plans and initiatives to ensure project effectiveness. 

She ended up with a visual impact documentary to witness five years of efforts and benefits 

brought by WVL Bangladesh. 
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PARTICIPANT AND BENEFICIARY TESTIMONIALS 

 

Nargis Islam – Person with disability (blindness) and acid survivor 

  

Nargis Islam is sharing her story of confidence. 

Nargis Islam grew up in a financially struggling family with six siblings, a situation that worsened 

when her father fell ill. At just 14, she began working in a garment factory to support her family. 

However, her life was tragically altered when a local thug attacked her with acid on her way home 

from work, leaving her blind. This traumatic event led to deep depression, but over time, Nargis 

realized the importance of resilience and confidence, especially as a woman with a disability. 

Determined to create a support network, she sought out other women with disabilities and 

established a self-help group called Bauniabad Pratibandhi Nari Parishad. Despite their best 

efforts, limited human, financial, and skills resources hindered the group's growth. In 2020, the 

National Council of Disabled Women (NCDW) included the group in the Women’s Voice and 

Leadership (WVL) Bangladesh Project. Through the project, they received funding, organization 

management, leadership training, and other essential skills. 

Today, Nargis and 688 other women with disabilities are actively working in the Mirpur area, 

collaborating with public service departments to address the needs of disabled women. Their 

organization has gained recognition as a social entity, and Nargis takes great pride in the positive 

changes they have collectively achieved. 
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Maruf Purnima – transgender 

  

Maruf Purnima is sharing her story on transgender rights. 

Maruf, a transgender individual from Dingadoba, Rajshahi, faced bullying and isolation from an early age 

due to their identity. Despite the constant ridicule, Maruf found comfort in wearing sarees and secretly 

cherishing their mother's clothing. Neighbors and classmates mocked Maruf for being different, often 

taunting the mother with comments like, "What a feminine son you’ve given birth to!" These relentless 

insults led to moments when the mother, overwhelmed by the pressure, would beat Maruf, a deeply painful 

experience. 

In spite of these challenges, Maruf persevered with their education. During college, she discovered Diner 

Alo Hijra Sangha (DAHS), an organization dedicated to supporting Hijra and transgender individuals. With 

DAHS's assistance, Maruf completed a diploma, although societal prejudice made securing a job nearly 

impossible. 

A turning point came when Maruf became involved with the Women’s Voice and Leadership project through 

DAHS. After years of advocacy, Maruf finally secured a position at the District Commissioner’s (DC) office. 

Initially, working with colleagues who didn’t accept them was difficult, but over time, Maruf proved their 

worth. Today, she is recognized not for her differences, but for their skills and resilience. 

 

Jannatul Adan Akhi – Football player 

  

Jannatul Adan Akhi (Football player) is sharing her dream. 
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Jannatul Adan Akhi comes from a farming family in Kakina Union, Lalmonirhat. From a young age, 

she had a passion for playing football, but in her village, it was not widely accepted. Her family 

initially disapproved when they learned of her intention to join a football team, with concerns about 

her wearing t-shirts and shorts like the boys. However, after discussions with the Women’s Voice 

and Leadership (WVL) project team from FIDA, her father eventually agreed to let her pursue her 

passion for the sport. 

Jannatul had to challenge societal norms to follow her dream, but with time, her father became her 

biggest supporter, proudly attending her games and cheering her on. In 2023, she joined a 

permanent teenage football club, and by 2024, she was selected for the Bangladesh U-17 girls' 

football team, where she scored two goals in a tournament. Now, her dream is to represent 

Bangladesh in the Women's World Cup. While she knows the road ahead won’t be easy, Jannatul is 

determined to make it happen and hopes to inspire other girls to pursue their dreams, no matter 

the obstacles. 

 

Toma Akhter – Member, CWFD 

  

Toma Akhter is sharing the challenges she faced in pursuing her education. 

Toma Akhter comes from a small village called Ranahar in the Naogaon district. Life has not always 

been easy for her. She lost her father when she was in the sixth grade, and everything changed 

after that. Financial struggles became a part of her life, and there was significant pressure from the 

community for her to get married and abandon her education. It felt as though her dreams were 

slipping away. 

However, a turning point came when Toma became part of the 'Agamir Pathe' program, which is 

part of the Women’s Voice and Leadership initiative by Concerned Women for Family 

Development. Through this program, she began receiving a monthly stipend, which allowed her to 

continue her education. This support was invaluable to Toma and her family. Now in 10th grade, 

she is preparing for her 2025 Secondary School Certificate exam, a milestone she credits to the 

encouragement and help from the program. 

One of her proudest moments came when she was rewarded with a tablet for her academic 

achievements. To Toma, it wasn’t just a gift—it symbolized all the hard work she had invested and 

served as proof that no matter how difficult life becomes, there is always a way forward with 
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determination. She feels immense gratitude for the opportunities she has had and hopes to inspire 

other girls to persist in their education, no matter what challenges they face. Programs like 'Agamir 

Pathe' truly make a difference in people’s lives, and Toma is living proof of that. 

Tusi Chakma – Indigenous (Chakma) woman 

  

Tusi Chakma is sharing her courageous story. 

Tusi Chakma, a 22-year-old from Kharikhang village, is currently studying Tourism and Hospitality 

at Rangamati University. Growing up in a rural area, she often felt the limitations faced by many 

girls like her—scarce opportunities and societal expectations that were discouraging. However, her 

life took a new direction in 2020 when she joined the Kharikhang Kishori group. Through the group, 

Tusi received life skills and leadership training, which opened her eyes to her rights and gave her 

the confidence to pursue her dreams. 

As part of the program, Tusi also completed self-defense training, which empowered her with a 

sense of independence and strength she hadn’t felt before. This newfound confidence motivated 

her to think about how she could contribute to her community and improve her family’s situation. 

In 2022, Tusi received a grant that enabled her to start her waist loom weaving business. With the 

funds, she purchased the necessary materials and expanded her operations. Today, she sells 

traditional Chakma fabrics in local stores and online. Her business has become a reliable source of 

income, helping her pay for her education and support her family financially. 

This journey has been transformative for Tusi, showing her that with the right support, resources, 

and belief in oneself, anything is achievable. Proud of her accomplishments, she hopes her story 

will inspire other young women to believe in themselves and pursue their goals, regardless of the 

challenges they may face. 
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GUEST SPEECHES 

 

Chief Guest – Ms. Farida Akhter, Hon’ble Advisor, Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock, 

Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh.  

  

Ms. Farida Akhter, Hon’ble Advisor to the Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock, Government of the People’s 

Republic of Bangladesh, participated and delivered a valuable speech as the Chief Guest. 

Farida Akhter, Advisor to the Interim Government, delivered an inspiring speech affirming her 

commitment to gender equality. She praised the courage and resilience of project beneficiaries, 

viewing them as future leaders of Bangladesh. Reflecting on her long-standing activism, Akhter 

expressed hope in the rising number of women speaking out against gender-based violence and 

emphasized the government's role in supporting them. 

She highlighted key issues such as child marriage, dowry, and child trafficking, stressing the need 

for better nutrition for women. She also acknowledged the diverse experiences of marginalized 

women and emphasized the need for tailored approaches to address their challenges. She 

concluded by reaffirming that feminism seeks justice for women, not the belittling of men, and 

called for continued efforts to achieve gender equality. 

Special Guest – Md. Saidur Rahman, Director General (Grade 1), NGO Affairs Bureau, 

Bangladesh 

  

Special Guest, Md. Saidur Rahman delivered his speech.  
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Md. Saidur Rahman, Director General (Grade-1) of NGOAB, expressed deep emotion while 

sharing the stories of project beneficiaries. He praised the project's success, urging the funder to 

continue supporting and expanding its initiatives. 

Rahman highlighted the negative impact of child marriage on women's higher education, 

pointing out that female participation decreases as educational levels rise. He emphasized the 

need to ensure women's safety, stressing their roles as mothers, sisters, and daughters, and called 

for collective responsibility in caring for and protecting them. 

Concluding his speech, Rahman envisioned a future where men and women collaborate to 

achieve gender equality. 

Special Guest – Debra Boyce, Chargée d'Affaires, High Commission of Canada to Bangladesh 

  

Debra Boyce delivered her speech 

Debra Boyce, Chargée d'Affaires, High Commission of Canada to Bangladesh, expressed delight 

in hearing the courageous stories of women leaders and emphasized the vital role of youth in 

advancing the nation. While acknowledging Bangladesh's progress in women's empowerment, 

she highlighted ongoing challenges. She stressed the importance of collaboration between the 

global community and Bangladeshi communities to address these issues. 

The speaker shared alarming statistics: 51% of women in Bangladesh experience child marriage, 

one of the highest rates globally, and 73% face mental and physical abuse. Although 42% of 

women are employed, only 3% work in the formal sector, often underpaid. These figures highlight 

the critical need to address discrimination and support women leaders. 

She emphasized that change requires collective voices, and recent months have shown that 

united efforts can resist injustice. The Canadian government's support for MJF reflects this belief. 

The stories shared at the event showcased women leaders who represent those unable to speak 

for themselves. 

The speaker concluded by underscoring the importance of celebrating and investing in women's 

leadership. She praised WROs and MJF for their exemplary leadership, believing their legacy will 

inspire future generations and promote gender equality. 
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Special Guest – Rasheda K. Choudhury, Executive Director, Campaign for Popular Education 

(CAMPE) 

  

Rasheda K. Choudhury gave her special speech 

Rasheda K. Choudhury honored the women of the "Boishommobirodhi Andolon" (anti-

discriminatory students’ movement), recognizing their sacrifices in the fight for justice. She 

highlighted the challenges NGOs faced during a critical time in the nation's history when structural 

inequalities hindered their participation in nation-building, yet many still contributed significantly. 

She reflected on the evolving nature of inequality and the ongoing struggles marginalized women 

continue to confront, particularly the disparity between privileged and underprivileged women 

striving for their livelihood. She emphasized the importance of distinguishing between equality and 

equity for women's empowerment, since, equity must be considered for achieving gender equality 

in Bangladesh. 

Addressing extremism, religious conservatism, and judgment against women’s dress, she called for 

firm resistance to these regressive forces and urged respect for all religions. She also emphasized 

the need to cultivate future leaders, noting that leadership is meaningless without nurturing 

successors. 

In closing, she highlighted the importance of democracy and true representation, advocating for 

gender equity and continuing to build an inclusive society. 

 

 

The event concluded with Shaheen Anam, the Executive Director of MJF, delivering the closing 

speech.  
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Ms. Farida Akhter, Hon’ble Advisor, and Rasheda K. Choudhury, along with the participants 

  

 

  

Debra Boyce expresses greetings with the honourable advisor  

 

 

 

Group photographs of the guest participants, WROs, honourable special guests, and the chief guest 

donor representatives and organiser.  
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Cultural Segment  

  

  
Photo credit: Spectrum Advertising Limited 

 

Crests were presented to the Women’s Rights Organizations that empower communities to 

promote gender equality. 

   

   

Photo credit: Spectrum Advertising Limited 
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Photo Gallery  

   

   

Photo credit: Spectrum Advertising Limited 

 

Branding Visual Highlights 

   

   

   
Photo credit: Spectrum Advertising Limited 
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Photo Highlights 

  

  

  

Participants, guests, WROs, and donor partners  
 

 

 

 


