
Fourteen-year-old Sabina lives in a rural area of the 
Rangamati district of Bangladesh. Previously when she 

had her period she would use a piece of rag, as she did 
not want to buy sanitary pads from her local medicine 
shop for fear of being teased or verbally harassed by 
the salesman. She used whatever cloth her mother gave 
during menstruation.

One day, Sabina’s abdomen began swelling up and 
she was in a lot of pain. Her family suspected she was 
pregnant, and no one would talk to her. She then fell ill, 
and her family took her to an unqualified doctor, who 
gave her medicines that made her worse. Her family was 
afraid to consult a male doctor.

The teenager’s health condition deteriorated and was 
finally admitted to a hospital. The doctor diagnosed her 
with urinary infection caused by unhygienic and dirty 
pieces of cloth that hadn’t been dried in the sun to kill 
the bacteria. Fortunately Sabina survived but, her family 
had to pay an exorbitant amount for the treatment. 

Menstruation is shrouded in stigma, taboo and shame. 
While there is a school curriculum on CSE that covers a 
range of SRH issues in Bangladesh, the content remains 
stigmatising, and fails to address the actual SRH needs of 
adolescents and young people. Chapters on menstruation 
and puberty, for example, equates them with purity, and 
perpetuates the concept of menstrual blood being dirty 
and something that women and girls should be ashamed 
of. 

And in cases where the syllabus does have chapters 
on SRHR, teachers tend to avoid teaching that chapter 
in the classroom in most countries as they are seen as 
‘optional’ topics. This is problematic for obvious reasons, 
but mainly, and as in the case of Sabina, discourages 
girls from learning and asking questions about menstrual 
hygiene, and from even buying sanitary pads.

To ensure youth friendly services for young people like 
Sabina, ARROW, along with Dance4Life and Rutgers,
worked with the Right Here Right Now (RHRN)10  

Indonesian partners from the RHRN platform gathered for a meeting in Kuala Lumpur.
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Bangladesh platform to develop the first youth-led 
CSO report, also known as a shadow report, for 
Bangladesh’s 3rd UPR. The report urged Bangladesh to 
act on unmarried people’s access to health services, 
non-implementation of CSE in schools, reform laws and 
policies to address sexual and gender-based violence, 
and address harmful cultural practices and discrimination 
of persons belonging to diverse sexual orientation and 
gender identities.

ARROW is the regional coordinator of RHRN, a global 
strategic partnership, which envisions a world where 
all young people are able to access quality and youth-
friendly health services, and are not afraid to openly 
express who they are and who they love. It is a five-
year programme in ten countries and the Caribbean 
sub-region, and in Asia, it is being implemented in 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Nepal, and Pakistan. 

RHRN is one of the initiatives within ARROW’s 
programme, ‘Mobilising Communities for Sexual and 
Reproductive Rights (SRR) Accountability.’ It focusses 
on women, young people and lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, intersex, and queer (LGBTIQ) communities 
so SRR can be realised without stigma, discrimination, 
and violence. 

2018 was a year of integrated programme management 
—we moved from reviewing programme components 
to managing budgets, and furthering our regional and 
global advocacy with our RHRN partners in Bangladesh, 
Indonesia, Nepal, and Pakistan. Carrying forward our 
work on regional linking and learning interventions, we 
organised the 3rd Regional Fora on CSE in September 
2018 in Bangkok with our RHRN platforms. The event 
provided the space to discuss the challenges and 
opportunities for CSE advocacy in the four RHRN Asian 
countries and learn the best practices from other 
countries in the region. 

To improve CSE planning and implementation in the four 
RHRN countries, we: oriented and strengthened capacity 
of participants with the new CSE technical guidelines
(ITGSE) issued by UNESCO, examined how ITGSE can 

Top: Painting done by RHRN Bangladesh youth SRHR advocates at PHA. Bottom: 
ARROW team with our partners at a briefing for reviewing member states prior to 
Bangladesh’s 3rd UPR in Geneva.
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bolster evidence for advocacy, enhanced understanding 
of international advocacy and accountability mechanisms 
on CSE and improved knowledge of regional and 
international norms and standards. Besides these, we also 
built capacities of RHRN members on using the
media for advocacy, digital safety and security, outcome 
harvesting and advocating for SRHR in these difficult 
times of rising fundamentalism and conservatism. 

We believe it is paramount for communities to be 
empowered to advocate and demand accountability from 
governments and relevant stakeholders at the national, 
regional and international levels. We are facilitating this 
empowerment through mobilisation, capacity building, 
forging national level partnerships for advocacy, and 
through linking and learning mechanisms. We are 
confident that a strong youth movement gearing towards 
the SDG implementation with meaningful youth, adult and 
inclusive partnership is in the making in the region.

UN and GLOBAL PROCESSES: We engaged with several 
UN & international mechanisms through: 

-  Submission of the youth-led CSO response on 
Bangladesh’s UPR Outcome Report adoption at 
the 39th session of the HRC’: ARROW also made 
an oral statement at the main UPR session. As a 
result, Bangladesh received the highest number of 
recommendations, for the first time ever, on young 
people’s SRHR—a significant accomplishment for 
ARROW and RHRN Bangladesh.

- Engagement with CEDAW implementation in Nepal for 
its 5th cycle of review: we developed and submitted 
a country brief on SRHR to the CEDAW Committee, 
participated in the ‘global to local’ training by the 
International Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia-Pacific 
and the NGO coordination meeting, and were part of a 
lunch briefing with the Committee and an NGO informal 
meeting with CEDAW members. 

- Technical support to the Pakistan platform to include 
UPR recommendations in advocacy briefs used at 
country-level.
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Lobbying for Sexuality Education 
Md. Asaduzzaman Abir
RHRN Youth Advocate, Bangladesh

I received a two-day training in Rangapur on SRHR 
in September 2018, as part of the BRAC education 
programme under the RHRN Bangladesh platform. 
Since then, I have been raising awareness on SRHR and 
advocating for it to be taught in secondary schools. There 
are separate chapters on SRHR in textbooks, but it is 
not being taught properly because teachers are shy and 
think these subjects are social taboo. This could mean that 
Bangladesh will fail to achieve the SDGs and the goals of 
the National Education Policy 2010. We strongly feel this 
situation needs to change.

We routinely have meetings and awareness sessions 
with secondary school teachers, students and adolescent 
club members. We even organised debates and cultural 
activities for ‘16 days of Activism on SRHR’ at the Begum 
Rokeya University, Rangpur, on 10th December. More 
than 300 students participated from different schools, 
colleges and universities.

It was attended with great enthusiasm by several youth 
advocates from Rangpur, NGOs and academics from the 
Women and Gender Studies programmes. The District 
Commissioner (DC) of Rangpur, who also attended 
the event, said in his speech that all the secondary 
school teachers should teach existing SRHR content as 
per Bangladesh’s National Curriculum and Textbook 
Board. His office, after our follow up, issued a circular 
to all schools under his jurisdiction directing then to 
immediately start teaching SRHR topics.

The DC requested us to work in a specific upazila (sub 
district) on raising awareness about SRHR so he could 
declare that upazila as a model for others to follow. 
Currently, we are in communication with BRAC-
Education and Right Here Right Now Platform to 
accelerate this process and bring positive change in 
our communities.  Asaduzzaman Abir, a youth advocate, speaking at an event in 

Rangpur, Bangladesh. Photo credit: RHRN Bangladesh Platform.



Young People Claiming Their Space  
Medha Sharma  
RHRN Youth Advocate, Nepal 

Earlier, I had only heard about the Convention 
on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) but, did not know 
any details about it. Honestly, I never believed 
these forums could be for young people, because I 
have always seen adults and so called ‘big people’ 
representing Nepal. 

RHRN made us, young people, believe we can 
also be the change agents, even in international 
platforms. RHRN had an intensive training 
dedicated to understanding these processes, 
including mock sessions for all the platform 
members. There was capacity strengthening 
through skype and emails, and actual presence 
and support from the consortium partners.

ARROW’s support made our participation 
meaningful at CEDAW at all steps including 
helping us finalise briefs before Nepal’s review, 
designing the position paper and advocacy 
briefs, linking us to the ‘Global to Local’ training 
to understand the CEDAW process and by 
supporting us through an ARROW focal person 
during the process.

Among all the international processes, CEDAW 
provides the largest space for civil society 
presence. Because of our intervention, Nepal 
had its first meaningful and inclusive youth 
participation in CEDAW. For the first time, 
young people themselves were able to advocate, 
alongside adults, to deliver oral statements on 
their issues. 

Medha Sharma, Right Here Right Now youth advocate.
Photo credit: Visible Impact.


