
Growing Up Safe And Healthy (SAFE) 
Addressing Sexual and Reproductive Rights and Violence against 

Adolescent Girls and Women in Urban Bangladesh
Despite considerable improvements in a range of 

gender equality indicators in education and health, 
child marriage and gender based violence remain 
significant impediments to achieving gender equity in 
Bangladesh. The law provides for penalties for those 
responsible for marriage of girls aged under 18 but 
more than 60 percent of girls in the country continue 
to get married before they reach 18. Legal and policy 
reforms to address gender based violence have been 
limited in impact because less than 2 percent of married 
women who have experienced physical violence 
seek any kind of remedy or service. The situation is 
considerably worse for women living in urban slums. 
Dire poverty, insecure living arrangements, frequent 
squatter evictions, weak social networks, the absence 
of civic society institutions, absence of public services 
and poor coordination among the services compound 
the vulnerability of young women.

The SAFE project works with adolescent girls and 
boys, and young women and men as well as with the 

local community leaders in urban slums. It seeks to 
provide context-specific strategies for vulnerable 
adolescents to build their social and health assets, with 
the eventual goal of improving their lifelong functional 
capabilities and well-being. 

The SAFE project takes a rights-based approach 
and raises awareness about women’s and girls’ rights 
through a combination of messages on prevention, 
service provision and on proposed legal and policy 
reforms. Prevention messages focus on bodily integrity 
and decision-making in intimate life. Issues of choice 
and consent are highlighted as essential elements in 
enabling women’s and girls’ self-determination over 
their lives, and in particular, to realisation of their 
rights to health and to freedom from violence. 

The program offers a comprehensive package of 
skills and services equipped with protective strategies 
against sexual and reproductive health risks and  
gender-based violence and mechanisms for coping 
with and mitigating their impact. For this, the partners 
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have integrated sessions and services points through 
One-Stop Service Centers near slums. The project 
builds on recent reforms that have provided all citizens 
with the scope for obtaining birth registration and 
identification cards as critical elements of promoting 
rights and accessing services. In addition, the project 
aims to enhance access to available remedies and 
related referrals through implementation of the 
Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act 
2010 and emphasizing knowledge about relevant rules 
and procedures. 

The action research project includes quantiative and 
qualitative research. Qualitative research will offer rich 
data to inform all phases of program implementation 
and analysis of outcomes. An experimental design 
will allow comparison of changes attributable to the 
program. This research project will measure young 
people’s vulnerability, social capital, and specific 
reproductive health knowledge, skills and preventive 
behaviors. 

The project, supported by the Embassy of the 
Kingdom of the Netharlands, establishes links and 
creates a strong network between legal services and 
reproductive and sexual health service providers, 
human rights and women’s rights advocates, research 
organizations, and the Ministry of Women and 
Children Affairs.  Partners include:
 Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST), 

a national legal services and human rights 
organisation, conducts legal rights awareness 
sessions for community-based organisations and 
operates district offices and legal aid clinics in 19 
districts across the country, and uniquely from                      

the frontlines of the justice system to the apex 
court for providing information, advice and 
mediation support, and access to judicial remedies 
where  appropriate. BLAST undertakes strategic 
litigation, or public interest litigation, as a key part 
of its advocacy for law and policy reforms to 
ensure effective legal protection of rights. www.
blast.org.bd/

 Nari Maitree (We Can Campaign), a community 
mobilization campaign, is creating an enabling 
environment for young women to live  
violence-free lives through information education 
and communication on the exercise of choice 
and consent as integral to decision making. www.
wecanendvaw.org/campaign-country/bangladesh

 Marie Stopes Clinic Society (MS) exists to improve 
the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) and 
well being of women and men and adolescents in 
Bangladesh. www.mariestopes-bd.org

 Population Council is an international, nonprofit, 
nongovernmental organization that seeks to 
improve the well-being and reproductive health 
of current and future generations around the 
world and to help achieve a humane, equitable, 
and sustainable balance between people and 
resources. www.popcouncil.org

 icddr,b is an international health research 
organisation based in Dhaka. Dedicated to saving 
lives through the translation of research into 
treatment, training and health policy advocacy, 
it addresses issues related to women’s equality 
through research and services. www.icddrb.org/
genderresearch

For the SAFE project, Marie Stopes is providing sexual and reproductive health awareness and individual 
access to services through One Stop Service Centers located nearby slums linked with BLAST’s legal aid and 
support services, and Nari Maitree’s campaigning activities. In collaboration with the government and implementing 
partners, icddr,b and Population Council are conducting action research to inform the study design and reflect 
upon the findings generated by the study.


