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Leading with Courage: The Journey of the Feminist Leadership Forum at
ActionAid Bangladesh (2007-2025)

Background:
It began with a question.

"What would it take for every woman at ActionAid Bangladesh to lead - truly lead -
without fear, without hierarchy, without apology?"

In November 2007, a powerful question emerged at the Spectrum Convention Centre in
Dhaka. With the support of ActionAid International, over 50 women came togetherin a
circle built on honesty, trust, and shared ambition. This transformative three-day gathering
gave birth to the Feminist Leadership Forum (FLF).

The workshop was thoughtfully designed and facilitated by Kamla Bhasin - renowned
feminist activist, poet, author, and gender expert in South Asia. Under the leadership of
Farah Kabir, Country Director of ActionAid Bangladesh, and with the dedication of the
female staff at the time, the idea of a dedicated platform for women within ActionAid
Bangladesh took shape. Thus, the Feminist Leadership Forum (FLF) was founded, marking
a significant step toward empowering women and fostering feminist leadership within the
organization.

The FLF wasn’t just another working group or committee. It was a space—an idea, really—
where women could breathe, speak, lead, and grow together. The movement started from
the ground up. Ms. Shaida Begum, a support staff member, was uncontested elected the
very first convener. She ran unopposed. That choice—intentional and symbolic—was the
Forum'’s first strike against hierarchyj, its first bold step toward collective feminist
leadership.

2009-2013: Building the Foundation, Breaking the Silence:

By 2009, FLF was ready to formalise its vision. An election was held. The mood was festive.
Out of around 60 women, 42 cast their votes. It was a tie—Shirin Akhter and Husni Zannat
stood neck-and-neck. The winner was
decided by a toss. Shirin stepped into the
convener’s role with grace.

During her time, FLF grew roots. More
than ten powerful conversations were
held on issues long kept in the dark:
sexual harassment, domestic violence,
gender bias. Language was simplified to
include everyone, especially those from
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non-English backgrounds. Women who had never spoken in meetings before began to find
their voice.

Then came 2010, and with it, structure.

Groups formed to write FLF’s vision. Leadership training and literacy programs targeted
at support staff were launched. A Feminist Leadership Development (FLD) programme ran
in two phases, facilitated by feminist scholars and board members. Even a video
documentary was drafted—though never completed.

In 2011, Husni Zannat returned, this time as convener. Under her guidance, FLF began
connecting nationally and internationally, joining hands with other women’s forums. She
pushed for yoga sessions, mental health support, and mapped out a full-year plan for
2012. The year ended with a vibrant election campaign - and Sanzida Parvin was chosen
as the next leader.

2014-2016: Reviving the Flame

After a brief pause, FLF returned with renewed energy in 2014. An election was held on 1
April, and Zinat Hasiba emerged victorious among three contenders. With 41 votes cast,
she was handed the baton by her predecessor. Within days, a lively gathering was held at
Nasreen Milonayoton. Sabina Yasmin welcomed everyone with charm, and the forum was
backin motion.

Zinat’s time was creative. FLF developed a
monologue for the Safe City Campaign,
staged plays, and celebrated festivals like
Falgun and International Women’s Day.
Members spoke up against gender-based
violence and became more visible within
AAB and beyond.
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2017-2018: Feminism in Policy and Wellness

When Mokkadesa Kadery Korbi became convenerin 2017, she brought with her clarity
and purpose. Under her leadership, FLF provided critical feedback on AAB’s
Administration Policy, pushing it to become more gender-sensitive.

I
|
4‘
|
|

She also focused on wellness. Self-
defence classes, cervical cancer
awareness sessions, Zumba, yoga
- FLF wasn’t just talking change; it
was living it. The team successfully
advocated for a rest room in the
office for pregnant and sick staff. A
small space, but a huge win.

2019-2020: Stories and Sisterhood

With Fowzia Afroze’s uncontested election in 2019, the forum entered a reflective phase.
She introduced a culture of storytelling, asking members to share not just opinions, but
personaljourneys.

Social media has become a powerful tool. FLF discussions and knowledge sharing reached
wider corners of the organisation. One of the most impactful initiatives was the translation
of the “Top Ten Basics of Feminist Leadership” into Bangla, turning theory into
something tangible. With HR’s support, posters were printed and displayed, keeping the
principles visible and alive.

In addition, FLF held a bold discussion on body shaming, again pushing boundaries, again
speaking the unspoken.

2020-2023: Transitions and Quiet Leadership

After Fowzia’s departure, Samiha Ali was elected. Her tenure, though brief, held the forum
steady. After her exit, Rifat Sangida took the reins—quietly, effectively—keeping the spirit
alive through internal coordination and groundwork for the future.
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2024-2025: A New Chapter of Creativity and Courage
Then came 2024, and a new convener stepped in—visionary, driven, and ready to rebuild.

Her first mission: connection. She opened a Microsoft Teams channel for those with
emails and created a WhatsApp group for field staff, especially from the Rohingya
Response Programme (RRP), ensuring no woman was left out of the conversation.

She then launched something truly special.

scwensid "Her Story", a year-long series of real voices, real struggles, and

HERSstories o .
oo NEXT? realvictories. Women wrote about motherhood, professional
é growth, balancing chaos with calm. These were not just stories;

they were mirrors, mentors, and medicine. The best of these

would be published in a book titled “aATCAT ST (Our Stories)

by August 2025. L - —
5 yset] She didn’t stop there.
ﬁ Amid political unrest,
T she introduced

(T ascossemues ViFtual photo
exhibitions—themes
like “Monsoon” and “August Revolution.” Staff T
submitted photos, and a jury featuring 3
cartoonist Nasrin Sultana Mitu selected the best
ones. These were displayed at the Global
Platform Bangladesh, and many are now

used in AAB’s publications.

I Regular meetings - both online and in-person,
kept momentum alive. Elections were held for
" RRP co-conveners, making FLF more

it inclusive than ever.

Health and legal awareness sessions were

e Breast cancer awareness (October 2024)
¢ Inheritance law session (February 2025, supported by BLAST)

e Marital act legal briefing (April 2025)
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In January 2025, she orchestrated a cheerful
Pitha Uthsob, with strong participation
where the AAIBS Board Chair and some other
Board members also joined with the staff
and guests.
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Though her journey as a convener ended
earlier than planned due to a new career

opportunity, she left behind a revived,

responsive, and respected FLF.

Following the conclusion of her predecessor’s tenure, Ms. Fariha Hossain, Project
Manager, has been elected as the FLF Convenor for the next 12 months. Notably, this
marks the first time a Convenor has been elected from outside the Country Office,
reflecting the evolving structure of our organisation.

As ActionAid Bangladesh continues to grow and expand its presence across various
locations in the country, this presents a unique opportunity - and challenge - to foster
deeper connections across all offices and ensure inclusive participation within the
platform.

With Ms. Hossain stepping into this important role, we look forward to a vibrant and
impactful year ahead under her leadership. We are confident that the momentum built so
far will continue to strengthen and reach new heights in the coming days.

Investment in GBP

While the Feminist Leadership Forum (FLF) has benefited from significant indirect / non-
financial investments over the years - including staff time, resources, and financial
contributions from various projects—the total direct investment from the Core Budget
since 2011 amounts to GBP 4,530.

The Lessons, The Legacy
This journey has not been without its struggles.

Some male colleagues misunderstood FLF’s intent. Cultural taboos discouraged support
staff from sharing. Drop-boxes for anonymous complaints went unused. Resources for
psychosocial and legal support were hard to secure.
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And yet - women led.

They wrote. They fought for policies. They danced. They cried. They created rooms to restin
and platforms to speak from. They engaged male colleagues in different forum and
discussions, The organised internal and external events as part of greater campaigns and
advocacy. They turned FLF into more than a forum. They made it a movement.

Epilogue: A Legacy in Progress

From Ms. Shaida Begum in 2007 to Ms. Fariha Hossain in 2025, FLF’s story is a testament to
what women can build when given a platform - and what they can transform when they
claim it.

At ActionAid Bangladesh, feminist leadership isn’t just a principle - it’s a practice, a
journey, and a promise.

And the journey continues.

Prepared in June 2025
Based on collective documentation, reflections, and records of the Feminist Leadership
Forum (FLF), ActionAid Bangladesh



