Opening Remarks for "America Week" in Rajshahi

by USAID Mission Director Gene George
NGO leaders, citizens of Rajshahi, members of the press and USAID partners and associates.  A Salaem Uwalekum.

I am very pleased to have the opportunity to address you at "America Week" in Rajshahi.  This week USAID has had the opportunity to feature its programs and demonstrate the types of activities it implements to positively impact the lives of the poor throughout Bangladesh.

During this week, organizations that collaborate with USAID have provided useful information about the programs we support.  Today, in the Parjathan, 29 of these groups are present, displaying their accomplishments in Bangladesh.  These activities cover a wide range of development topics, including natural resources management, fish pond production techniques, disaster preparedness and mitigation, energy, population and health, shrimp production and processing, income generating opportunities, education, labor development, local governance and anti-trafficking activities.  USAID appreciates all of you who visited the displays and attended the presentations and those who are working toward the same goal of improving lives in Bangladesh.  Each day, we highlight a different part of our program.  Yesterday was health, today democracy and human rights, and tomorrow economic growth.  Information about our entire program is available in the USAID booth located in the main hall.

I'd like to tell you briefly about the U.S. Government's partnership with the Government of Bangladesh.  Over the years, we have been providing assistance to improve the quality of life of the poor people in this country extending back to pre-independence times.  Since 1971, the U.S. Government has provided approximately 4.3 billion dollars in assistance to Bangladesh.  Nearly half of that amount has been in the form of food aid, including assistance in times of disaster, such as floods and cyclones.  My government provides this assistance because we believe that healthy, well-educated and prosperous countries make better global neighbors contributing to a more peaceful world community.

In collaboration with the Government of Bangladesh, USAID is now implementing programs aimed at improving health coverage, encouraging and supporting the growth of small businesses and especially agricultural enterprises, ensuring food security for the poorest elements of the population, helping Bangladeshi communities and organizations prepare for and mitigate the effects of disasters, developing a system to provide electricity to the rural populace, protecting the natural environment -- rivers, wetlands and forests.  We are also helping to strengthen the foundations of democracy, improving access to quality education, promoting human rights, and combating trafficking.
In health, USAID assistance has contributed significantly to Bangladesh's remarkable success in slowing population growth and improving the health of mothers and children.  As an example, from the mid-1970s to today, family size has been reduced from about 6 children per woman to about 3.  Thirty years ago, one out of every 14 couples used contraception compared to half of all couples now.  Children today also have a better chance of survival than 30 years ago.  Then, 1 out of every 7 children born died before their first birthday.  Now that number has dropped to 1 in 15.  

Although there have been many great successes in health over the past 30 years, Bangladesh still has work to do.  The growing population continues to be a problem, and over the next ten years the population is likely to grow by 40 million.  Still today, a Bangladeshi child dies every 84 seconds from a preventable cause, and a Bangladeshi mother dies every 11 minutes from pregnancy or childbirth.  HIV/AIDS poses a great threat.  USAID is working with both the Bangladesh government and NGOs to address these problems.  USAID directly supports 350 NGO clinics around the country to provide basic health and family planning services and works to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS through information and education programs for the most vulnerable groups.

A growing economy provides income for a broad spectrum of the population as well as the means for the Government of Bangladesh to support many social programs.  USAID believes opportunities in the agricultural sector abound.  USAID assists small business and agribusiness to grow and provide new jobs by helping individual businesses to improve their products and services, identify new markets and obtain access to finance.  This is very true in Rajshahi, where we find a vibrant entrepreneurial spirit that looks for opportunities to expand their business interests.  Today we visited a villager doing fish farming, and tomorrow we will visit Thanapara swallows, two examples of our effort to improve the local economy.

In agriculture, Bangladesh is now self-sufficient in rice and is emerging as a significant exporter of high value agricultural products.  Rice production more than doubled between 1974 and this year, and wheat production over the same period increased by at least 15 times.  A large part of this success stems from USAID's work over the years with the Ministry of Agriculture and other agricultural institutions to develop new, more productive agricultural technologies -- seed varieties, irrigation and machinery -- and to get them into the hands of farmers.
USAID is working to ensure the long-term viability of Bangladesh's water and forest resources, on which so many livelihoods depend, by engaging local communities in management of the resources and providing them with needed technical, organizational and financial support.

In the energy sector, USAID has been the key supporter for Bangladesh's rural electrification program, and this country can be proud of the achievements of its rural electrification program that is recognized as being one of the most successful throughout the world.  On transparency, we have plans to strengthen the newly formed energy regulatory commission to ensure it acts in an open manner and establishes itself as a credible entity looking out for the good of the country.

In democracy and governance, USAID works with elected local governments to improve service delivery and increase citizen participation in decision-making.  In parliament, we work to build inter-party dialogue.  Our work in labor development has helped empower garment workers and improve industrial relations.

As you will be learning later this week, support also goes to human rights groups for work to combat trafficking, child labor and domestic violence.  These efforts are carried out in close collaboration with the ministry of women and children's affairs, which is becoming the model of responsive, proactive leadership in South Asia in these fields.

USAID has started a broad-based initiative to improve children's performance in primary school through the use of innovative learning models, including the world-acclaimed children's television program called Sesame Street, the first on the subcontinent.

I would like to thank all of you in attendance and especially the organizations that have displays in Parjathan.  Without strong implementing partners with creative approaches to solving development challenges, USAID would not have achieved the measured successes of the past 30 years.  I invite all of you to spend some time meeting the partners and learning more about their methodologies and approaches to development.  

Thank you for your interest in USAID/Bangladesh.
