MOBILE BOAT EDUCATION: SHARING OPEN LEARNING & KNOWLEDGE, AND PROMOTING FREEDOM, ECONOMIC & EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES AT RIVER BASINS PROJECT
Ar. Abul Hasanat Mohammed Rezwan

Executive Director

Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha (SSS)

House No-3, Road No-2, Sheyalbari

Rupnagar R/A, Mirpur-2, Dhaka-1216

Bangladesh.

Tel: 880 2 8056282, 8051124, 880 189228241

Fax: 880 8018478

E-mail: sss@bdmail.net

Website: http://www.interconnection.org/sss

PROJECT SUMMARY
With the very high density of river systems i.e. 7,000 rivers and streams, large part of Bangladesh remains seasonally submerged for 3-4 months during monsoon. In spite of having the highest rural population densities in world around 1,000 people per square km, people living in river basins are lacking of electricity, telephone, television etc, because the planning of paved-earthen roads did not consider the predominant river networks and development initiatives are concentrated around roads, in this way these riverside areas are lacking of facilities to offer development projects, as a result Government and NGO’s are not active for the development of these areas. Hence people living in river basins do not have any access to information society, which results high land-water rights violations and domestic abuse-trafficking-early marriages, less enrollment of girls to education, and also knowledge gap of farmers on proper use of pesticides most of the rivers have reached alarming levels, aquatic ecosystems are being affected, and chemicals entering the food chains creates public health implications. Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha’s Distance Education Unit on boats reaches to the target groups via river ways, anchoring at riverside the units introduce: Mobile Boat Schools having class rooms, library  and computer labs for primary education to girls, Digital Schools providing technology mediated open learning on non-formal education and human rights in evening-night for all age groups, Mobile Internet-Educational Units with multimedia display, mobile phone, email and internet features for distance education on agriculture-environment and commodity-farm input prices. The project has ensured more enrollments of girls in primary education, improved literacy rate, lessened girl’s rights violation and trafficking, ensured landless people’s rights to khas land-water bodies, enhanced overall health of aquatic system, controlled killing of fish and beneficial insects, maximized agricultural productivity and improved the quality of life of thousands of landless female farmers.

PROJECT'S DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION:

Background: Bangladesh has the very high density of river systems including 7,000 rivers and streams covering 22,155 km in length, and a large part of the country remains seasonally submerged for 3-4 months during monsoon. In the country most of the bazaars, mosques, temples, public places, play-fields etc were developed near the river ways in the earlier periods. Thus the country has the highest rural population densities in the world covering around 1,000 people per square km, and about 2,02,32,039 people of 16,860 villages are still living in the riverside remotest areas which is only accessed by boats. River plays an important role in the communication system of rural Bangladesh as there is only 15,603 km of paved roads and 1,89,679 km of earthen roads; on the contrary 50 % of the total goods and 21% of all passengers are still transported via rivers. But the planning of the road ways did not consider the existing river networks of the country, and the Government development initiatives are concentrated around the roadways, thus people living in the riverside remotest areas are always deprived of the availability of electricity, telephone, television, video cassette player etc. These riverside areas are not in the focus of development initiatives of NGOs as well. Therefore people living in the distant parts of the Union Council or riverside areas do not get any facilities offered by the development projects. There is a river network across the country, which is easily accessed by boats, but development initiatives using the river ways have not yet started in Bangladesh.
In the rural areas of Bangladesh, primary schools are located faraway from the locality, most of the cases it takes more than hours to get to the classes. Rural communication is based on rivers, but the parents can’t spend extra amount for their children’s transport via river ways. And also during the monsoon river basins are flooded every year, students enrolled can not attend classes due to their poor access to boat based communication, eventually they remain out of the education for 3-4 months, and finally leave schools. Due to social insecurity and religious superstitions, parents are worried a lot about girl’s safety, while she is away from home; it affects the enrollment of girls in to the mainstream of education. In fact, girls are not allowed to move around freely, even at early stages of their life. Further more, if poor parents can afford to send a child to school, it would most likely to be a son, as girl child is an important source of labor for poor family. About 97 percent of the rural parents are landless and do not have any work to do, due to the limited access to resources these parents are unable to carry the educational expenses of their children. Thus children enrolled to schools can not complete the primary education. 

Due to the lack of access to information society, the families have four to six children and two third of these children are girls. Families effort to alleviate poverty & desire to protect daughters, often forces the parents for child marriage, but unfortunately many of these girls, once married, face prolonged domestic violence and eventual abandonment, this increases the risk of girls in entering the commercial sex trade. In Bangladesh, about seven to ten thousand young women and girl children are being trafficked to other countries for sexual purposes, most of these girls and young women come from the remotest parts of the country. Most trafficked victims are lured by promises of good jobs or marriage, seeing no alternative for breaking the cycle of poverty, parents often willingly send their children away with Traffickers. 

In Bangladesh about 84 percent of the total population live in rural areas and are directly engaged in a wide range of agricultural activities, which plays a very important role in the economy of the country covering 31.6 percent of total GDP. But the farmers of the riverside remotest areas do not have any access to the information society and due to their knowledge gap on proper use of fertilizer and pesticides, the usages went up a hundred times over last thirty years with prices, resulting 2 million tons of fertilizer usage per year. Therefore farmers started to go bankrupt all over the country. Water quality is negatively impacted through movement of sediment and sediment-associated nutrients or as a result of runoff in riverside areas. There are thousands kilometers of eroded stream banks with 6 to 12 inches loss each year and thus one percent of the rivers storage capacity is lost in every three years. In this way river erosion grabs nearly 25,000 acres of land each year resulting thousands of homeless people in Bangladesh and to date more than 2.5 million people were rendered homeless. 

Recently fish production has declined to about 50 percent with a negative trend of 1.24 percent per year due to the cropland runoff contaminants, result of using the pesticides more than the needed application rates. It has reduced people’s income and also has negative impact on the livelihoods of thousands of fishermen. The overall health of the aquatic system is degrading day by day, according to the Red List of IUCN, there are 54 species of inland fishes, 8 amphibians, 58 reptiles, 41 resident birds, and 40 mammals are threatened throughout the country. Latrine usage is very poor across the country, averaging only 16 percent in the rural areas. The open latrines located beside the rivers or very close to the water sources are causing Diarrhea diseases. Thousands of children and adults are suffering from diarrhea each day in rural Bangladesh.

Due to the socio-cultural and religious superstitious, the rural women are not allowed to move freely, therefore their participation is not satisfactory in any meetings or training that are organized away from the locality. On the other hand trainings can not be organized at the villages due to poor communication and lack of basic facilities. Thus the unskilled landless people work on the land of others either on seasonal or day basis, sometimes they had to buy essentials with money borrowed from the village moneylender known as Jotdars, who are illegally occupying khas or government land that is needed to be distributed to landless families under a permanent contract. But landless people do not know about khash land and water bodies’ distribution due to their lack of access to bureaucratic information society. One side of river erodes and another side gradually silts up, and in this way the low-lying agricultural lands are emerged besides rivers, are usually grabbed by the Jotdars with falsified documents which by law should have been leased to the landless poor. On the other hand according to the laws of ownership, water does not belong to any individual, but Jotdars are illegally occupying rural surface water sources and river areas for different types of fishing like suti (redirecting water flows with obstacles for generating current to catch up more fishes, which generates massive stream bank erosion resulting thousands of landless each year). Heavy withdrawals of groundwater for irrigation have lowered the water table in many areas below the effective reach of hand tube wells, which creates scarcity of quality drinking water. Lack of access to safe water supply in these areas is a special hardship for women who have to carry water over long distances, with significant impact on their health and productivity. 

Project Areas: The project areas of Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha cover the distant parts of the northern districts of Bangladesh i.e. Natore, Sirajganj, Pabna etc besides the different rivers i.e. the Greater Chalan Beel (largest wet land of the country), Nandakuza, Atrai, Baral, Gumanin rivers etc. The target beneficiaries of the project are mostly the poorest of poor and most disadvantaged segments of the population. The target beneficiaries are classified under the two different categories: Landless (with no homestead land) and Marginal (landless with only homestead, but 0.2 to 0.4 ha land). Most of the target groups are comprised of girl children and young women, who are engaged in different activity in their locality, with the circumstances they have it does not help them to get education or skill development trainings; as a result they remain out of the educational system. This makes them one of the most vulnerable groups in the society, being women, minors and main income source of families. Parents, youth and people living in the surrounding villages are also regarded as the direct beneficiaries of the project, because these people are benefited from the open-distance learning programs of the project.

The Organization: Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha is a non-governmental voluntary organization, which has been working for the distressed people since 1982 in the fields of non formal education, open distance and technology mediated learning, environmental awareness and conservation, food security,  the rights of children and women in Bangladesh. The top most priority has been given on the improvement of education and Living-Environment of the rural riverside remotest areas. Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha won the second prize of the Stockholm Challenge Award 2003/04 (environment category) of the City of Stockholm, Sweden for using technology on boats for the benefit of human beings. SSS also received the Citizen Based Initiative Award 2002 of ASHOKA for using solid waste as the resource of rural community and for working towards the rights of the waste pickers for the first time in Bangladesh. 

Resource Mobilization: Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha has established Waste Ex-change Program (Winner CBI Award 2002), which contributes to the income of the organization through solid waste recycling process. The revolving fund of the loan program for waste pickers, parents & young women and water-land user associations are also contributing to the income of SSS. About 39% of total organizational budget is generated from SSS’s income-generating activities. The amount raised from its income-generating projects is usually spent as start-up funds for other innovative pilot projects. In this way the Mobile Boat Schools and Library was started in 2002, later SSS developed the Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on boats with the financial support of Commonwealth of Learning (COL) for open-distance-technology mediated learning’s. SSS also involved Scientists and Specialists of other national Institutes like Bangladesh Sugarcane Research Institute, BADC, ICDDRB Bangladesh, Rajshahi University, Bangladesh University of Engineering & Technology, and Department of Agricultural Extension with the project. The project receives necessary support from these institutions with regard to the development of necessary educational lessons, water quality monitoring equipments, agricultural innovations and technologies etc. In order to carry out the project successfully SSS also developed human networks across the project areas involving 5500 water-land user associations, 30 farmers committees, and 45 grassroots extension delivery teams, targeting women as the main focus group.

Objectives:

To encourage girl children for higher education by creating information base for women groups. 

To improve the quality and relevance of education with locally developed multimedia educational materials and ensure the schooling of under privileged girl children. 

To provide education to people of different age groups of the riverside remotest areas by using Digital Schools. 

To build child trafficking monitoring system to analyze the current state of child trafficking and prostitution with the formation of grassroots Girl Children’s Rights Association’s (GCRA’s). 
To guide girls and women groups in the non-violent political action regarding the elimination of child prostitution, child trafficking, and sexual exploitation of children in rural areas. 

To inform farmers about the impact of inappropriate use of pesticides on the overall health of the aquatic system, identification & preservation of beneficial insects, so that fish and beneficial insect kills will be reduced, farmer’s income increased and used towards the education of children. 

To inform farmers of inaccessible villages about the crop production practices that reduce the dependency on pesticides-fertilizers, in this way the use of pesticides-fertilizers will be minimized, and female farmers will be able to spend the saved amount for micro-enterprise developments. 

To make the rural parents to be self-reliant so that they can able to carry out the necessary expenses of their children’s education.

To ensure landless people’s access to khas land and water bodies.

Description of the project: Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha’s Distance Education Unit on Boats has different components which are as follows: 

(a) Mobile Boat Schools and Library:  The beneficiaries of the program are the girls (working children, school dropouts, socially handicapped girl children, aged 5-13 yrs), who are engaged in different activities either at home or other places. Mobile Boat Schools reach to the target groups via river ways; it collects students from different riverside areas and finally anchoring at the last courtyard Boats arrange classes. One female teacher acts as the main facilitator in each School, and is selected from the local villages. Educational materials are given free to the students. There are special classes for the victims of sexual exploitations and socially handicapped girl children during the early hours of the day. There is a library facility on each boat along with six PC’s, 4500 books, locally developed educational CD’s and printed materials. The library facility of the boat is used by the students along with other girls and young women groups who are in a position to share their knowledge with other members of the community regarding rights, job opportunities, micro enterprise development, and effective healthcare message (HIV/Aids) etc. The boats use solar energy for the power supply of its class rooms and computer equipments. In order to ensure the proper schooling of children, parents of students and young women are registered as groups, and receive necessary instructions on micro-enterprise development monthly, afterwards necessary credit supports are provided to them for undertaking different kinds of small-scaled income-generating activities. In this way more small businesses have been started, parents are now able to carry out the necessary expenses of their children’s education and the Boat Schools have become self sustainable with the revolving funds.

(b) Digital School on Boats: Boats with Open Learning Unit on the board move across the waterways, anchoring at the riverside, the Units arrange evening-night educational programs on the large screens. Usually the boats are equipped with Laptops, Multimedia Equipments, Wireless Tellular Mobile System, Printer etc. Digital Schools provide two types of distance education: (i) Basic Non-formal Education and (ii) Human Rights Education. For Basic Non-formal Education, the curriculum covers the pre-primary education for children who have never enrolled in any school or do not have any chance to enter the main stream of education due to the age gaps. The duration of each class is 8 months, and is arranged according to the age groups, it also accommodates illiterate young women and parents. For Human Rights Education, the curriculum of Digital Schools cover information’s on child rights, women’s empowerment, early marriage, trafficking etc including other available information’s of the World Wide Web on child rights. The beneficiaries of this program are children and youth of different age groups, the parents of the children and their neighbors living in surrounding villages also attend the programs. Usually 250-300 people attend each educational show. In this way community listener's groups of illiterate rural women are now able to get access to informations on child issues and concerns. After the education of Digital Schools, group discussions, meetings and formal training sessions are arranged on children’s right, independent media, message delivery and reporting, child trafficking and prostitution, later Girl Children’s Rights Associations (GCRA’s) are formed (girls and young women, age 13 to 29 years).  Selected girls and young women between the GCRA’s are entrusted with the task of sending messages to the Central Database of the project regarding child trafficking and rights. 

(c) Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats (MIEUB) : The MIEUB has been successful in reaching the landless people living in river basins and educating them on land-water rights and river water quality. MIEUB are the boats equipped with necessary computer equipments, display screens, sound systems, power supplies, tellular mobile systems etc along with volunteer groups on the board. Anchoring at any riverside courtyards, the MIEUB arrange evening-night educational programs on large screens at the time when the women groups do not have any work, and can able to spend two to three hours on the distance education, sitting at their own courtyards. People from all walks of life and age groups also watch the programs sitting at the river banks. MIEUB moves through the rivers and streams of northern districts to provide distance education on land-water rights, sustainable agriculture, agricultural non-point source pollution, water quality of rivers, soil & stream bank erosion, sanitary latrine usages, volunteer water quality monitoring, health of the aquatic system and bio-diversity. The educational lessons of MIEUB also covers informations on existing khas lands & water bodies, lease application, payment of land revenue tax and mutation, physical recovery of land & water bodies, communication with land administration and liaison, land record reviews, changes in land classification (from water body to agricultural land) etc, with special considerations on the joint lease of lands & water bodies in the name of the husband and the wife, contract clauses emphasizing the loss of shares of husband to divorced wife, and woman’s right to keep her shares in case of suing for divorce and wining cases. MIEUB also provides informations on the opportunities in which people can come together to defend their water rights and involve in the negotiation processes on water distribution during periods of scarcity. There are informations on the importance of baors, haors and beels on people’s livelihood with special emphasize on natural processes of groundwater recharge, maintenance of aquatic life and ecological balance, disposal of wastes through the dynamic river system. The extension and training officers trains the volunteer groups and, help them to develop the educational lessons (i.e. web based tutorials, animated drawings, presentations, recorded documentary etc) for the distance education on water quality and land-water rights. The other project activities i.e. street dramas, jari songs, discussions, farmers success stories etc are recorded with the digital camera, and then it is displayed on the large screen along with the other informations available on the World Wide Web. Informative websites and articles with Bengali voices have been introduced to the farmers; there are also village wise weather updates, web casts, interviews of the scientists etc on environmental friendly agricultural practices and water quality issues, which are developed with the collaboration of research institutes. Due to the audio-text-drawing feature of the educational materials, the participation of rural farmers specially the women groups are increasing day by day. Farmers are now familiar with websites, e-mails, and the overall benefits of technology to humanity. The Mobile Data and SMS feature of the Boat allows the rural farmers to get informations on commodity and farm input prices. With this features, the rural people are able to send and receive mails, and get necessary information from the internet. The beneficiaries of the project area also get the facility to use the Mobile feature of the Boat for contacting others. Changes in the rivers during different seasons, data of the water quality monitoring stations, and relevant field experiences are gathered and summarized for display during the programs of the MIEUB, and soon it will be published on website in order to disseminate the projects learning to the wider audiences across the world. 

After the education of MIEUB, the landless farmers mostly women, are organized in to groups like land and water user associations (i.e. LUA’s and WUA’s). A credit and savings schemes are launched simultaneously, in order to mobilize groups in developing capital resources to ensure their access to khas land and water bodies. WUA’s are encouraged to be active in the protection of stream bank erosion and take non violent action on the illegal practices of Jotdars on river  like suti.  

Lessons learned: Digital Schools and MIEUB of the project is able to be fitted and actuated in any local country boat and at any riverside remotest areas. If the equipments are accommodated in a smaller country boat, and then another country boat will be needed to accommodate the display screen. In case of using any local boat for Digital Schools or MIEUB, large cover sheets should be hanged over the uncovered spaces to protect the projection screen and generator from the rain, and the computer equipments should be placed in the covered areas. During the winter season the cover sheets should be partially hanged over the uncovered places of the boat to protect the computer equipments from dews.
Success of any project relies on the human resources involved in its execution, so before the execution of the similar project, staffs in charge of the project should be trained on the related hardware and software management. It is identified that in some cases the software used for the multimedia educational materials did not support and were not compatible with the local Software’s, so there should be strong considerations on minimizing the gaps between different software’s in developing educational materials in future.

Economic and technological resources will be of no use if project staffs cannot motivate the rural people to actively participate in the initiatives, therefore beneficiaries must be motivated and integrated in the development projects. 

Barriers: (i) As there is not any coordination among the information resources of Bangladesh, therefore it was difficult to get any education-environmental information from the reliable sources. (ii) During the monsoon, sometimes the heavy rainfall makes difficult to stage educational shows of MIEUB and Digital Schools at the riverside areas. (iii) It is found that the software’s used for the multimedia educational materials does not compatible for the Bengali Software’s. 
Solutions: (i) SSS developed a platform and encouraged the national institutional specialists in participating educational-environmental dialogue. (ii) In rainy season large cover-sheets are used to hang over the uncovered spaces of boats to protect the projection screen and generator from the rain, and the computer equipments are placed in the covered areas. During the winter season the cover-sheets are partially hanged over the uncovered places of the boat to protect the computer equipments from dews. (iii) In future there should be strong considerations on minimizing the gaps between different software’s for developing educational materials. Instead of having the difficulties, the project has succeeded to become an important reference in Bangladesh, as it has reached 1233 villages and continuing the open-distance education.
ROLES OF THE SENIOR PERSONNEL OF THE INSTITUTION:

Executive Director: Develop and monitor guidelines for the smooth operation and follow up of projects, develop policy & objectives of organization and projects, and maintain relationship with partner organizations, coordination of projects etc.

Media Specialist: Develop multimedia educational materials for open distance learning, monitoring & evaluation, technical support to project, progress reporting etc. 

Program Manager: Coordination of project activities, supervision, program and staff management, progress reporting, liaison with project authorities at central level etc.

Webmaster and Software Analyst: Develop website, software management and multimedia training materials development, hardware & software support to MIEUB and Digital Schools, training to staffs and volunteers, etc. 

Education Officer: Develop educational materials and organize trainings, coordinate Digital Schools, program coordination and supervision at district level, financial management, supervision of upazilla (Sub-District) activities, liaison with local authorities, progress reporting etc.

Agricultural Extension and Training Officer: Provide training service, coordinate MIEUB activity, technical support to WUA’s etc.

Supervisor: Supervision of field activities, coordinate Mobile Boat Schools, liaison with authorities at field levels, preparing reports, mobilizing WUA’s, LUA’s and GCRA’s, facilitating local resource mobilization, field financial management etc.

PROJECT'S PROGRESS TO DATE, INCLUDING ITS IMPACT ON INTENDED BENEFICIARIES: 
As Schools are located faraway and students have to cross several rivers and spend more times for schooling, parents were not encouraged towards the education of their children. Therefore girl’s enrollment in schools were less, but with the education of Boat Schools students do not need to go to Schools as it is coming to their neighborhoods, in this way the interest of both the parents and children towards education is increasing.

Due to poverty rural families could not send their children to schools and were unable to ensure their education, with the revolving funds and micro-enterprise education of the Boat Schools these families become self-reliant towards the education of children. 

About 3 percent of the populations have access to power; therefore they do not have any access to Television and Radio educational campaigns, video cassette player etc. There is a low level of awareness among the rural people on major human rights issues like child trafficking, domestic abuse, child prostitution etc. The Digital School on Boats educated thousands of girls and young women on elimination of child prostitution and child trafficking, which finally reduced girls rights violation in the project areas.

Due to the knowledge gap of farmers on the proper use of fertilizer and pesticides, the uses went up a hundred times over last thirty years with the prices. Therefore farmers started to go bankrupt, but with the education of the Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats, thousands of farmers are trained on proper use of fertilizer and pesticides, agricultural productivity is increased and thousands of landless farmers did not have to leave their villages in search of work. 

There are thousands kilometers of eroded stream banks and one percent of the river's storage capacity is lost in every three years. The Mobile Unit trained thousands of people on the tree & grass filter strip establishment and the riverbank residents have established hundred acres of trees and grasses in the stream banks of their neighborhoods, which has controlled the erosion and polluted runoff. 

The fish kill happens due to cropland runoff contaminants and result of using pesticides more than the needed application rates. The Mobile Unit trained thousands of the farmers on the identification and preservation of beneficial insects and mechanical means of controls. The usages are reduced in the watershed, the fish kills is controlled in this year and thousands of fishermen-cum-farmer’s income has increased.

The landless people did not know any information on khas land and water bodies, MIEUB ensured their rights on khas land and water bodies.

Evaluation: Surveys at the beginning and end of each year, number of girls enrolled, interviews with beneficiaries, human rights monitoring reports, number of issues raised by girls and young women groups, pesticide sale records, number of water-land user associations and GCRA’s formed & actively involved in project, water quality monitoring reports, number of participants regularly attending MIEUB and Digital School’s programs, number of landless received khas land and water bodies etc. are used to measure the results. The specialists of SSS, Universities, DAE and Research Institutes are engaged in the impact assessments of the project. The field experience of the project is reported as Progress Reports to the funding partners periodically. Water user associations and committees involving beneficiaries are also involved in the planning and monitoring of the Project Management Plan. Elected union council and municipality members & chairmen, farmers, environmental clubs, CBO’s and government officials are also invited to participate in the discussions on projects findings at the end of each year.
PROPOSAL FOR THE EXPANSION OF THE PROJECT: 
The Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats, a component of the project was one of the Finalists of the Stockholm Challenge Award 2003/2004. The project was selected under the Environment category of the Award for its innovation of using technology along with traditional transport method for the benefit of a large number of people who had no ways to get access to the information society. In the developing countries there are not enough road networks to cover the communication of the rural areas and in the rainy season these areas are only accessible by boats. Therefore river still plays an important role in the communication system of the ‘have-not’ countries and the boat with Distance Educational Unit on board is the only way to reach to these target groups. The project has convinced the government of Bangladesh that it can be replicated with the procurement of some equipment on local country boats to reach several more thousands villages all over the northern districts. In next five years over one million of people will be educated, four thousand villages will be self-reliant and hundreds of rivers will be free from pollution.

PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS AND THEIR RESPECTIVE CONTRIBUTIONS:
Partner 1
a) Name of Organization: Commonwealth of Learning (COL)

b) Type of Organization: Intergovernmental Organization created by Commonwealth Heads of Government

c) Type of Support: Financial Support and Technical Support

Partner 2
a)  Name of Organization: Global Fund for Children

b)  Type of Organization: International Organization 

c)  Type of Support: Financial Support 

Partner 3
a) Name of Organization: Levi Strauss Foundation
b) Type of Organization: International Organization
c) Type of Support: Financial Support
Partner 4
a) Name of Organization: Bangladesh Sugarcane Research Institute
b) Type of Organization: Research Organization

c) Type of Support: Technical Support

Partner 5
a) Name of Organization: Upazila Krishi Office

b) Type of Organization: Local Government Authority 

c) Type of Support: Technical Support
Partner 6
a) Name of Organization: Daridra Bimochon Sangstha (DBS)

b) Type of Organization: Community-Based Organization 

c) Type of Support: Political Support

Partner 7 

a)  Name of Organization: Water and Land User Associations 
b)  Type of Organization: Community-Based Organization 

c) Type of Support: Financial Support and Political Support


Partner 8 

a)  Name of Organization: Farmers Steering Committees
b)  Type of Organization: Community-Based Organization 

c) Type of Support: Political Support
Partner 9
a) Name of Organization: Grassroots Extension Delivery Teams
b) Type of Organization: Community-Based Organization 

c) Type of Support: Technical Support
Partner 10
a)  Name of Organization: Girl Children’s Rights Association’s
b)  Type of Organization: Community-Based Organization 

c) Type of Support: Political Support


CREATIVITY / INNOVATIVENESS: 
Bangladesh being one of the largest watersheds has the highest rural population densities in world, but the rural people do not have any access to information society; thus the socio-economic conditions of riverside areas are degrading with negative impact on the education, human rights, local economy and rural environment. In order to improve the rural life and environmental health, Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha introduced the technology mediated Distance Education Unit on Boats (DEUB) that travels through the water ways to ensure the access of poor to the needed knowledge resources which is context based and sustained by the community itself. There is a river network across the world, which is easily accessed by boats, but development initiatives using the river ways have not yet started in the world. SSS is the only organization in Bangladesh and world as well, who is using the rivers for delivering development initiatives (i.e. DEUB) to the remotest areas. The specific technological basis of the project is as follows:

Improvement of the quality of rural education with locally developed multimedia educational materials, and also ensured more schooling of under privileged girl children through audio-text-drawing feature of the educational materials.

Motivation of parents to send their children to Boat Schools as it is traveling with its own class rooms, sitting arrangements and computer equipments. Since the students do not need to go to Schools and Schools are coming to students, children’s enthusiasm and interest towards education is increasing.

Minimization of digital divide as the Mobile Data feature of MIEUB of the project is providing commodity and farm input prices, and ensuring the access of rural poor to internet and e-mails. MIEUB and Digital Schools also democratize information resources for the underprivileged people who had no rights to be accessed to knowledge society. 

Ensuring the participation of girl and women in MIEUB and Digital Schools as these programs are organized close to their dwellings, and they can easily sit on the courtyards and watch the multimedia programs. There are cases where participants are found on the both sides of the small rivers or canals, and the keen interest of rural people in new technology also influences women groups to participate in the programs. 

Involvement of the rural people with technology as the project officials trains the volunteer groups on computer literacy and development of educational materials i.e. recording of documentary using digital camera, use of locally developed drawings along with sound and effects etc.

Initiating networking among the farming communities through the Mobile Phone feature of the boats as the Water User Associations, Land User Associations, Farmers Committees and Girl Children’s Rights Associations are able to communicate and interact with each other on development issues.

Operational flexibility of the MIEUB and Digital Schools as it is able to be fitted in any local country boat of any size, anywhere and at any riverside remotest areas. 

SOCIAL IMPACT OF THE PROJECT:
Due to the socio-cultural and religious superstitious, the rural women can not participate in any activity side by side with men in rural Bangladesh. In order to introduce women groups to information resources, the Distance Education Unit on Boats anchors at any riverside areas during the evening when the young women and girls do not have any work to do, and easily spend two to three hours on the open-distance education sitting at their own courtyards. During the educational program the girl and young women’s participation are always satisfactory as the programs are organized close to their dwellings and there is not any religious-cutural restriction in preventing them from attending the programs. And rural people’s keen interest in the new technology also influences women groups to participate in the programs.          

The project has established relationships among the different sectors of development such as rural girls, young women groups, Educational Institutions, Universities, Research Institutes, Government and NGOs. Therefore women’s issues and farmer’s success stories are now under the considerations of the Scientists of Research Institutes for further developments. The project gives an opportunity of exchanging views and opinions that have a great impact on the rural development in Bangladesh.

There was not any coordination among the grassroots organizations working on education and rights in the northern parts of Bangladesh, therefore it was difficult to get any reliable education and human rights information from the rural areas; in this regard SSS developed a platform to encourage the persons/organizations involved in education and human rights to participate on grassroots dialogue, and later  advisory committees were formed to enhance education-human rights dialogue by using the data’s of the Girl Children's Rights Database. Elected Female Union Council and Municipality Members & Chairman, Women and Human Right Organizations, Clubs, NGO’s, CBO’s and Government Officials were invited to participate on the advisory committees. The members were invited to participate in the centre meetings of GCRA’s, and also meetings were organized at the project office on regular basis. There were public meetings to disseminate the findings of the GCRA’s database, where University Teachers, representatives of national NGO’s, Government Officials were invited to participate the grassroots dialogue on rights. The project publications were sent to other organizations working with women’s issues and concern. The collected data on girls rights monitoring and reporting were utilized and cited in the press, and in this way government and national organizations were familiar with the issues. The project also generated a substantial amount of additional resources for further research on the topic.  

Water User Association’s have banded together to start on-farm water management schemes at their agricultural fields based on knowledge provided by the mobile unit activity. The other villagers are reposing their faith on the water user associations. Two hundred neighborhoods other than the original ones have contacted the WUA’s and LUA’s members of the surrounding villages, and now meeting regularly on the possibility of acquiring the khas land and water bodies from the Jotdars, and also expecting the mobile unit activity at their neighborhoods. The villagers are beginning to self-organize themselves to address other village problems such water distribution during scarcity, riverside sanitation and clean drinking water. The landless-marginal farmers have started speaking on the language of development, as well as gaining their knowledge and believe on the importance of the river in the local economy. The villagers have voiced the need for the mobile unit activity at each of the neighborhood regularly; in this way it is helping them to solve the local agricultural-environmental problems. There is also an increase in demand from the community to create longer and frequent shows of the mobile unit. 

The informative price-lists of the Mobile Units activity have brought changes in the activities of landless-marginal farmers, as it has helped them to sell their products to the market in better prices. Therefore the terms of negotiation between the middlemen and the farmers have improved a lot, and at least two steps in the marketing line have been eliminated and the number of farmers that take their production to the district markets by themselves has increased. As a result, the income of the families in the area has 25% increased.

The mobile unit activity has established relationships among the different sectors of development, such as the rural farmers are getting access to the innovations of the research institutes like paddle pumps, the field experiences of department of agricultural extension officials are now documented and available to the farmers through mobile unit, farmers innovations and success stories are now under the considerations of the scientists for further developments etc. The mobile unit activity gives an opportunity of exchanging views and opinions that have an impact on the local development.

The field experiences of the mobile unit activity have revealed a new feature of development, which is “the importance of the river in the rural development”. It has cast light on the importance of local country boat in the rural development as well; it is true that these elements are able to catalyze the processes of local development and to put new life into rural economy. The experience has proved that it is possible to carry out more developments based on the mobile unit on boat activity i.e. mobile Telecentre on boats, independent media, mobile healthcare units etc for support of the landless people, who are always neglected by local governments and organizations as these areas are the remotest and only accessed by boats.

The quality of environmental health of the rivers is improving, as rural people are engaged in improving surface water courses, utilizing the river water for agricultural purposes, engaged in removing riverside open latrines etc. The number of macro-invertebrate found in a unit area has been increased to 17 percent and a good number of the water quality monitoring stations is free from fecal contamination.

The rural life of Bangladesh is evolved around the river, and the use of technology on the boat is definitely responding to the needs of rural people. It also contributes to the democratization of information and offers assistance to the underprivileged people of the remotest areas. This project has helped the people who did not have any access to the information society especially the women groups.

POVERTY ALLEVIATION AND DEVELOPMENT AND IMPACT ASSESSMENT: 
Poverty Alleviation and Development: The Mobile Boat Schools and Library program has following impacts:

- The parents are now self-reliant and able to carry out the necessary expenses of their children’s education.

- 24,000 Micro-businesses have started through the credit support programs benefiting 1,68,000 people.

- 17,500 families have started savings towards education, and good numbers of boat schools are self sustainable with the revolving funds of the credit programs.
The informative price-lists of the mobile unit activity have brought changes in the activities of landless-marginal farmers, as it has helped them to sell their products to the market in better conditions. Now they can make their own choices according to the prices, as they are in a position to decide the best moment to harvest their products. And it has also increased of their incomes, in this way it is beneficiating the rural economy and livelihood of all the farmers in the project area. The impact of Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats is as follows:
- Agricultural productivity is increased to 30 percent.

- About 65 percent of trained farmers have been liberated from the extra time spent in agricultural fields and thousands of landless female farmers did not have to leave their villages in search of work.

- The landless-marginal female farmers are selling their products to the different markets in better prices and income of landless and marginal farmers has been increased to 25 percent.

- 2000 landless people’s rights on khas land and water bodies have been established benefiting 10,000 people.
Impact Assessment: Number of micro-enterprise started, amount of savings accumulated, increase in individual’s income, number of people received khas land-water bodies, etc are used as the indicators for impact assessment.
COST PERFORMANCE: NUMBER OF BENEFICIARIES AND DEGREE OF BENEFITS:
Under the Mobile Boat Schools and Library program about 1419 girl children of 148 villages have been enrolled to the Boat Schools, and 8,957 girls and youth of 144 villages are using the library facility regularly. 

Digital Schools reached about 35,000 girls and youth of 395 villages. Followings are the impact:

- 18,500 girls and youth received education on basic literacy.

- 4000 young women are regularly participating in grassroots dialogue on public policy making on women’s empowerment.

- Child trafficking monitoring system is developed involving 8,830 girls as GCRA’s which reduced child trafficking to 20% and domestic violation to 40%.

- 3,670 Women consulted with the volunteers trained by the program.

The Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats (MIEUB) is providing education to the farmers of 546 riverside villages on environmental friendly agricultural practices and improvement of the water quality of rivers. SSS has been successful in minimizing the rate of fish kills and killing of beneficial insects; it also enhanced overall health of mollusks, turtles and tortoises, frogs, aquatic insects, snails and other species. About 42,500 rural people are directly benefiting from the project i.e. about 30,000 female farmers were trained on mechanical means of controlling insects and proper use of fertilizer-pesticides, 4,500 people were educated on the tree & grass filter strip establishment program, and  8,000 farmers were trained on new agricultural technology. The impact of MIEUB is as follows:

- The usages of pesticides are reduced to 25 percent, which controls fish kills.

- Hundred acres of trees and grasses are established at the river banks, which control the soil erosion and polluted runoff. 

- Rural people have removed thousands of riverside open latrines.
Therefore the project is directly benefiting 87,876 families with an average of 5 members per family, in this way 4,39,380 people are directly benefited.

REPLICABILITY IN OTHER COUNTRIES, REGIONS AND CULTURES:
It has a good potential for replication. As the training materials and curriculum are already developed under the project, now only some equipment are needed for others who want to replicate the Digital Schools or MIEUB in other parts of Bangladesh. The Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats, a component of the project was developed in association with the Commonwealth of Learning (COL), Canada as a new media or method for open-distance education for Commonwealth, it is expected that this type of technology equipped educational boats will move through the river ways of the Commonwealth Countries in near future. The project is already replicated by other local NGO’s like National Development Foundation in the northern districts of the country and the Government has expressed keen interest in developing such boats for the education of the riverside areas of the country. Sustainability Partnerships (Sweden) has expressed keen interest in replicating this project in Mali of West Africa involving SIDA, Eriksson and SSS. It is expected that this type of technology equipped educational boats will move across the river ways of the different parts of the world soon.
CAPACITY BUILDING ASPECT OF THE PROJECT TO HELP PEOPLE HELP THEMSELVES: 
The villagers are also self-organized to address local development issues such as child education, control of trafficking, land & water rights, women’s empowerment, sanitary latrine usages, clean drinking water, river & local economy, and control over khas land & water bodies. About 87 percent of the watershed farmers are now concerned about the need for preserving the bio-diversity (i.e. mollusks, turtles and tortoises, frogs, aquatic insects, snails and other species) and developing Water and Land User Association in their localities. 

People now know about the top pollution problems affecting rivers. They now can identify the problems like polluted runoff from cropland, potential source of pollution and soil erosion. Watershed residents are aware of the relationship of local economy and river. They have started believing that they would be benefited if they get rid of the pollution problems of their rivers. 

The project has succeeded to organize the landless people on their rights to khas land and water bodies, and also influenced the local governments to support landless farmers in their efforts to obtain the khas land and water bodies. 

During the online interviews of the Digital Schools, young women now have the opportunity to discuss their points of views and express their opinions like trafficking, women’s empowerment, girls rights etc. It is also possible for rural women to put local issues and agendas under discussion. And with the Digital Schools their voices are now disseminated in the distant areas. They are able to think and decide the alternative ways for their local problems. Now they can look at the whole world, establish their relationships with it and, in this way they are building up a vision of development.
AN INCREASE IN SKILL DEVELOPMENT OR AN INCREASED WILLINGNESS TO LEARN NEW SKILLS AMONG TARGET GROUPS:
The project was warmly welcomed by the beneficiaries, both male and female and the project seems to be a knowledge source for the all. The active participation and enthusiasm of the villagers concerning the Distance Education Unit on Boats is increasing day by day. The regularity of rural people in the MIEUB and Digital Schools program at each of the neighborhood is steadily increasing along with the wide range of participation of villagers including youth, children, male and female of all castes. It is heartening to see girls and female farmers curiously standing at their own courtyards, exploring the contents and learning new things. Indeed, the villagers have learned to live with the technology and started to customize it to suit their unique needs. There are also visitors coming from nearby villages.
The information’s that the villagers requested (such as local agricultural problems, village wise agricultural development issues etc.) were collected, delivered to the responsible resource persons, and after that the solutions & suggestions were also converted in the textual format with sound, and was displayed during the mobile unit program, as well as during the monthly meetings of the water user association’s. A number of remarkable issues are beginning to come in regularly from the farming groups. In the view of the rural women’s strong willingness to participate in the Land and Water User Associations, project team had to increase number of LUA’s and WUA’s in the watershed. 

The Digital School’s program has generated awareness among the beneficiaries on child education, trafficking, domestic abuses, girls rights. Also it influenced the girls and young women groups to participate in the monthly meetings of the GCRA’s. The girls and young women are now conscious about their rights and practicing the knowledge they received. Sustainable development of rural areas, gender equity and environment are always under discussion among the women groups as they are now linked to information sources like the Internet, and they can get much benefit from its services. 

The quality and relevance of Boat School education is improved with locally developed multimedia educational materials and innovative curriculum which ensured more schooling of under privileged girl children of the project areas. The need of the working children has been accommodated, and flexible schooling hours are provided with Mobile Boat Schools. Students have been informed about their local environmental resources like river, and in fact they have started sharing the knowledge with others. 

LOCAL OWNERSHIP: 
Each mobile unit was self supported after one year as the operational cost is low and rural communities are able to pay the monthly contributions to carry out the necessary expanses like fuel of boat and organize the program at their neighborhoods. This is the first time poor farmers have been paying for their own training in Bangladesh. The amount raised from the mobile phone services of the boats are also accumulated as the Education Fund to carry out other expanses like cartridge of printers, internet bill, papers etc. With the  revolving fund of parents and young women more small businesses have been started, the parents are now contributing towards the education of their children and in this way the boat schools become self sustainable. The Farmers Committees and Water-Land User Associations of the project are also involved in mobilizing local resources to sustain the project activities.

PROJECT'S EXPANSION USING THE RESOURCES OBTAINED FROM THE AWARD: 
The Distance Education Unit on Boats is a very important tool for the rural development in Bangladesh, because it is able to provide instantaneous information ranges from local to national and international in the riverside remotest areas. About 16,860 villages are located in the riverside areas of country which is only accessed by boats and 2,02,32,039 people are still do not have any access to the information society. The Distance Education Unit on Boats is the only technology based educational program which has the potentiality to reach these target groups. Therefore it has opened a new way for the development of rural Bangladesh.
The prize money will be used for providing open-distance education to 1,25,000 people of 800 villages of northern districts of the country under the Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats program. In this regard designed boats will be developed along with necessary equipments and multimedia educational materials. 

PROJECT’S EFFECTIVENESS AND IMPACT TO DEVELOPMENT:
More developments on boats are completed according to the need of the Boat schools, now Schools have its own class room, sitting arrangements and necessary spaces. Enrolled students are successfully continuing their study in the Mobile Boat Schools and other parents of the locality have been motivated to send their children to Boat Schools. In this way the number of students is increasing in the existing Boat Schools and people of surrounding villages started wanting similar programs at their own locality.

The Boat School saves time for the child engaged in different activity; therefore the parents of working children are motivated for the enrollment of their children to the Boat Schools. Since the students do not need to go to Schools and Schools are coming to students, children’s enthusiasm and interest towards education is increasing. Teachers are from the local villages and female, it encourages parents to send their children to the Boat Schools. No fees are required at Boat Schools, it also draws mass people’s attention on the importance of Boat Schools at the locality. Rural people are impressed with the flexibility of the Schools, as the girls not having any chance to enroll schools because of age, can easily get admit and continue education at Boat Schools.

The Digital Schools and MIEUB offer maximum participation i.e. 250-300 people during the distance education program, as the web tutorials, animated drawings, presentations and recorded documentary are displayed on the large screens, in this way more people can watch the programs standing at different courtyards besides the rivers. 

The Digital Schools and MIEUB integrate rural culture with technology, as recorded documentary on street dramas (students of educational institutions as actors), jari songs (country songs and dances with the participation of local people) etc are displayed along with the other relevant information of the World Wide Web. Since rural people are finding their relatives and neighbors as key actors in different recorded documentaries, their interest, involvement and participation in the program are increasing day by day.

ENCLOSURE 
The Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats, a component of the project was featured along with the winning projects of the Stockholm Challenge in The Guardian (UK) dated May 20, 2004. The Guardian writes: "On the waterways of Bangladesh, another finalist Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha has equipped river boats to carry mobile internet services and multimedia presentations on protecting the environment to remote villages where roads and telecommunications don't normally reach … … … ". (A competition to find IT work that benefits society throughout the world attracted hundreds of entries, reported by Michael Cross, The Guardian-UK, May 20, 2004; page 15). 

In the Finalists Book of Stockholm Challenge, Professor Alfonso Molina (University of Edinburgh, Department of Business Studies and Chairman of the Stockholm Challenge Jury) portrays the Environment Category by stating the Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats project, and describes it as the innovative and sustainable solution for the developing countries. Professor Alfonso writes: ... ... ... in the have-not countries, the focus is much more local with organization’s trying to use ICTs for basic local economic agrarian issues such as food, water, wood, soil erosion, fewer pesticides, etc. Here a major e-inclusion challenge is to reach the villages and the Internet-illiterate population to benefit large amounts of people currently excluded from the benefits of the information society. Fortunately, innovative localized solutions are emerging which, for instance, blend traditional transport methods e.g. boats with ICTs to bring villages access to information and courses that are relevant, demanded and sustained by the villagers themselves... ... .... (The Stockholm Challenge Award has once again attracted hundreds of projects working for the information society, the projects come from all corners of the world, demonstrating the relentless advance of the information society, Professor Alfonso Molina, Finalists Book 2003/2004 -The Stockholm Challenge Award, page 3).

Dr. Allen L. Hammond, Vice President for innovation and special projects and Director of the Digital Dividends Project at the World Resources Institute writes: "Bangladesh's Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha, a non-profit organization, uses boats that are outfitted with computers, printers, and an Internet connection to deliver agricultural education modules to isolated farmers that are unreachable by roads... ... ...perhaps Andhra Pradesh's new government could take a page from the book of its … ... ...in all of these cases, information technology is driving innovative solutions to the problems of poor farmers. More Internet is not what plagues these farmers; in fact, Internet technology is helping them climb out of poverty by connecting them with information, educational opportunities, and financial resources.... ... ..." (Commentary: In the Aftermath of "India Shining", Dr. Allen L. Hammond, WRI Features, June , 2004; Vol. 2, No. 6 )   

The MIEUB of the project was highlighted along with two other Stockholm Challenge projects in the Digital Dividend Digest dated May 20, 2004. The Digital Dividend Digest describes: “Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha (SSS), a Bangladeshi NGO, developed a sustainable agriculture education module using multimedia and information technologies to teach farmers how to protect the environment and increase productivity at the same time. Unfortunately, project leaders soon realized that their target audience is accessible only via boat. In response, SSS launched its boat-based agricultural education program, incorporating new age IT systems with proven transportation technology to improve farmers' lives …. … … … … …”. (Boat-Based Agricultural Education, Digital Dividend Digest, May 20, 2004; vol. 43).
Reaching Wider Audiences through Mobile Unit on Boats: Educating Rural Farmers on Water Quality, a case study on the Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats was presented at the Third Pan-Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning in Dunedin, prepared by Dr. M. S. Alam, Assistant Senior Adviser, Strengthening Plant Protection Services Project Phase II, DAE- MOA and Ar. A. H. M. Rezwan, Executive Director, Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha.
Mobile Internet-Educational Unit on Boats, a book written by Ar. A. H. M. Rezwan on the project was published by the Commonwealth of Learning and Shidhulai Swanirvar Sangstha.
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