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Is Bigger Better?

Using market incentives, Fazle Hasan Abed built
the largest antipoverty group in the world and
helped pull Bangladesh out of the ashes. Now
he wants to take on Africa | By David Armstrong

ROM THE LARGE GLASS WIN-
dow of his modern, well-lit and
spacious offices 19 floors above
Dhaka, Bangladesh, Fazle Hasan
Abed, a former executive for
Shell Oil, can keep tabs on nearby Korail,
a dense slum of 60,000 people living in
single-story mud, aluminum and bam-
boo shacks, some built on thin stilts over
the brackish water of an urban lake.
Abed, 72, has more than a little interest
in the slum. The organization he founded
in 1972, BRAC, the largest antipoverty
group in the world, with 110,000 paid
employees and a $482 million annual

budget, has its hands everywhere in
Korail.

Down one muddy lane a teacher
trained by BRAC instructs 36 students
using a BRAC-designed curriculum of
Bengali, math and English. Nearby a
group of women in the final month of
pregnancy sit shrouded in colorful saris
on the floor of a BRAC-built “birthing
hut,” staffed with BRAC-trained health
workers, getting a lesson in prenatal nutri-
tion. Not far away, Mosammat Anwaraan,
an energetic woman in her late 50s, runs
a mini real estate empire, the fruits of a
3,000 taka ($44) microloan in 1997 from

BRAC. She owns 25 rooms in the slum,
renting out 18 for 700 to 800 taka a
month, making $2,500 a year. “I think rent
will go up to 1,000 taka by next year,” she
says proudly.

Abed has replicated all-in-one pro-
grams like these in 1,000 urban slums and
70,000 rural villages across Bangladesh
(the group was originally called the
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Com-
mittee). Its microfinance program has
made $4.6 billion in loans versus $6.9 bil-
lion from the better-known microlender
Grameen. It runs 52,000 preschools and
primary schools, with 1.5 million stu-
dents. Its 68,000 health care volunteers,
egged on by financial incentives, cover a
population of 80 million. It operates com-
mercial dairies, silkworm-raising centers
and department stores to provide mar-
kets for the goods its poor beneficiaries
produce. Says Abed, “If you want to do
significant work, you have to be large.
Otherwise wed be tinkering around on
the periphery”

The World Bank credits BRAC in part

All-in-one: Abed at one of BRAC's 52,000 schools in Bangladesh, The organization also gives out microloans and runs health care programs.
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