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With over 14 million Bangladeshi nationals having migrated since independence, work 
migration has evolved as an important economic factor of the country. Over this 
period, Bangladeshi migrants have sent back about USD 270 billion in remittances. 
Coupled with its impact on employment generation and poverty alleviation, work 
migration has been duly recognized as a driver of development in Bangladesh.

The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) is committed to ensuring safe and dignified 
migration which contributes to the improvement of quality of life and overall social 
wellbeing of migrant workers and their family members. In her opening remarks at the 
first meeting of the National Steering Committee on Migration, Honourable Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina urged the Committee to establish a database of people going 
abroad for jobs, including details such as their socioeconomic background to develop 
better-informed migration scenarios for future. Bangladesh is also one of the few 
countries to have mainstreamed migration into the national development planning 
process through the Eighth Five-Year Plan.

The GoB has spearheaded many regional and global discourses in the arena of 
migration. The country was instrumental in advocating for the inclusion of migration in 
the Agenda 2030 and was also a key initiator of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, 
and Regular Migration (GCM). In May this year, Bangladesh’s permanent representative 
to the United Nations co-facilitated the drafting of a progressive and forward-leaning 
Progress Declaration on the GCM and it was unanimously endorsed by the Member 
States at the International Migration Review Forum (IMRF) in New York.

Under the leadership of the Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment, 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has been implementing the 

Bangladesh: Sustainable Reintegration and Improved Migration Governance (Prottasha) 
project since 2017. This flagship programme focuses on safe migration and sustainable 
reintegration in Bangladesh.

I would like to thank the European Union for their financial support, and IOM for 
the close partnership with the Ministry on all aspects of Prottasha’s implementation.

The project has contributed to many positive outcomes and can be treated as a model 
for future migration programming in Bangladesh. This photobook, cÖZ¨vkv: cÖevmx‡`i Avkv 
(Prottasha: Hope for Migrants), has captured some inspiring stories that highlight how 
the Prottasha’s interventions have transformed the lives of many vulnerable returnees 
and promoted safe migration. 

Dr. Ahmed Munirus Saleheen
Secretary
Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare and Overseas Employment

MESSAGE
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We live in an era of unprecedented human mobility, and international migration 
requires global cooperation and coordinated responses to challenges that arise 
throughout the migration cycle. These responses need to be appropriately tailored 
to suit global, regional, national and local contexts. Both the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration (GCM) recognize that well-managed migration supports inclusive growth 
and sustainable development. 

Over the past five years the European Union, through its support to the Bangladesh: 
Sustainable Reintegration and Improved Migration Governance (PROTTASHA), implemented 
by IOM and its local partner BRAC has assisted the Government of Bangladesh to 
establish a comprehensive and balanced strategy on migration management. This has 
involved working in close partnerships with not only the Government of Bangladesh, 
but also with UN agencies, development partners, civil society, and the media. We 
also provide financial, technical, and operational support to improved migration 
management, in line with the European Agenda on Migration.

In Bangladesh, migration and remittances are major contributors to the country’s 
development. The European Union recognizes that well-managed, safe, orderly and 
regular migration is most likely to support further sustainable development in the 
country. 

Storytelling is an effective tool to inform, educate and persuade people on issues 
related to safe migration and sustainable reintegration. This photobook - Prottasha: 
Hope for Migrants - brings together different stories as experienced by migrants and 
covers various aspects of migration to help us understand the complex experience, 

and to contextualize some of the opportunities and challenges of migration in 
Bangladesh. The photobook also highlights some ways in which the Prottasha project 
has supported migrants and communities to promote safe migration and sustainable 
reintegration. 

Moving forward, the European Union will continue to work with the Government of 
Bangladesh and our valued partners in the country to ensure safe migration, improve 
migration governance, and support sustainable reintegration of returnees. 

Charles Whiteley
Ambassador & Head of Delegation
Delegation of the European Union to Bangladesh

MESSAGE
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Bangladesh is the sixth largest migrants sending country in the world with more 
than14 million Bangladeshi migrants living abroad. The remittances sent by migrants 
have played a crucial role in accelerating the economic development of the country, 
such as poverty reduction, addressing unemployment problems, and increasing foreign 
exchange reserves.

There are currently close to 300 million migrants around the globe, representing 3.6 
per cent of the world’s population. Migration is increasingly recognized as a ‘megatrend,’ 
as evident from various regional, multilateral, and multi-stakeholder processes where 
migration has been featured as a prominent contributor to development. In the 
context of global, regional, and national migration discourse, Bangladesh has always 
been a global leader. For example, Bangladesh was the first country to be recognized 
as champion country of the Global Compact for Migration (GCM). Further, the 
Government of Bangladesh has also prioritized migration as part of its development 
strategy in the 8th Five-Year Plan. 

Since 1992, IOM has been closely working with the Government of Bangladesh to 
improve migration management systems and mechanism in the country to ensure 
safe, orderly, and regular migration. To do this at the national and local level, since 
2017 we have received generous support of the European Union (EU) – our key 
partner in Bangladesh through Bangladesh: Sustainable Reintegration and Improved 
Migration Governance (Prottasha) project.

Through sustainable reintegration, migration governance, and awareness-raising 
activities, we have contributed a stronger migration management system in Bangladesh. 
During project implementation there have been many truly inspiring stories by 

migrants and their families. Through this photobook - Prottasha: Hope for Migrants 
- we have brought together some visual stories from all over the country to share 
the experiences of migrants and how targeted interventions can bring transformative 
changes in the lives of vulnerable migrants.

In today’s increasingly interconnected world, more people are on the move than ever 
before. There is a need for our work to be expanded and for us to be more innovative 
in our approaches. IOM is committed to continuing to support the Government of 
Bangladesh and ensuring migration can be undertaken in a safe and dignified manner. 

Abdusattor Esoev 
Chief of Mission
IOM Bangladesh

MESSAGE
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ABOUT
THE PROJECT

To ensure safe migration, sustainable reintegration, and improved migration governance, 
since 2017 the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has implemented the 
European Union funded ‘Bangladesh: Sustainable Reintegration and Improved Migration 
Governance (Prottasha)’ project, under the guidance of the Government of Bangladesh 
and in partnership with BRAC. 

The main focus of the project was to: support the sustainable reintegration of irregular 
migrants returning to Bangladesh (1. Reintegration); strengthen policy frameworks 
and institutional capacities to facilitate safe migration (2. Migration Governance); and 
to ensure returnees, potential migrants, families and communities are empowered 
to make informed decisions about migration and adopt regular, safe, orderly and 
responsible migration behaviours including remittance management (3. Awareness 
Raising).   

The project piloted IOM’s Integrated Approach to Reintegration (IAR) in Bangladesh, 
working at the individual, community and structural levels across the economic, social 
and psychosocial dimensions of reintegration. Following the IAR model, the project 
provided individual reintegration support to the returnees, complementing that with 
community level sensitization and structural level capacity building activities. 

This photobook - Prottasha: Hope for Migrants – includes 10 stories that capture 
migration experiences, challenges and opportunities related to international migration 
and return, and the key impacts of the project in Bangladesh. 
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MOHARAJ
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Before tragedy befell Moharaj, he had travelled to the Middle East in the hope of a 
better life for his family like thousands of other Bangladeshi migrant workers. He 
first went to Saudi Arabia in 1996 and worked there for 12 years. He returned 

to Tangail after he had earned enough to provide for his family and to start a business 
in Bangladesh. But his luck ran out and a series of misfortunes - including broken 
marriages, hard-earned savings lost to betrayals, dangerous re-migration, the horrors 
of modern slavery, an ailing daughter, and a serious accident - befell him. He had a 
couple of failed marriages. Heartbroken, he decided to go to Dubai in 2015, and 
contacted a middleman. He worked as a manual labourer there, working long hours 
in harsh conditions, and was forced to return to Bangladesh due to a family dispute. 
In search of a better future, he soon went to Iraq hoping to go to Italy. Once again, 
this was facilitated through middlemen who smuggled him into Syria along with other 
migrants before sending them off to Italy. In 2016, Moharaj boarded an overloaded 
Greece-bound rubber boat from Syria, with nearly a hundred refugees. 

When a despondent Moharaj was stuck in an unknown refugee camp on an island 
in Greece, he discovered that the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
was willing to support his return to his motherland. Little did he know that in the 
next few years upon his return, IOM would become a crucial part of his life. When 
Moharaj nearly lost a leg after his speeding autorickshaw overturned and collided into 
a bridge. The accident shattered his thigh bone and left him permanently disabled. 
IOM extended necessary support for him through the Prottasha project. “From 
bearing my medical expenses to regularly checking in on me as one of their own – 
IOM remained by my side even when my brother and family had turned away,” he 
said gratefully. Prottasha generously gave monetary, strategic and emotional support, 
which helped rekindle hope in Moharaj and his family. He received in-kind and medical 
support worth more than BDT 100,000. Prottasha also helped him acquire a disability 
card which made him eligible for food support from the government.

Fatema, his present wife, has supported him all along. Her care and support never 
wavered, it kept Moharaj and their eldest daughter Maria alive during their darkest 

days. Maria became critically ill –at the same time as Moharaj’s accident. Maria is now 
recovering. Their youngest daughter Mahiya is a little fashionista who never misses 
an opportunity to flaunt her lovely frocks. Oblivious to the hardship her father went 
through, her playfulness and enjoyment breathe life into the family. 

Moharaj has made good use of the assistance and financial literacy training offered by 
Prottasha, and now runs a tea store successfully. His earnings support his family of 
five. His son, Jubayer, often lends him a helping hand in running the business.

Moharaj’s tea store is in the heart of the mohalla, it is more of a social hub than a 
mere store and attracts customers all day long. At night, it brightens up an otherwise 
mundane landscape. Moharaj has become a figure of hope for all the unfortunate 
migrants returning empty-handed and traumatized from distant foreign lands, which 
had once lured them with hope and possibilities. For many, he is Prottasha (hope) 
personified.

“From bearing my medical expenses to regularly checking in on me as one of their own – IOM 
remained by my side even when my brother and family had turned away.”
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RUMA 
BEGUM 

Still I rise...
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The life of a widow is put to the test at every step by the patriarchy, and Ruma 
Begum’s life was no exception. Before she became a successful entrepreneur, 
she had to fight for her life and freedom. Ruma was married at an early age, 

which meant she discontinued her studies. She had been married for only two years 
when her husband was killed during a violent family brawl in Hajrapur, leaving her 
pregnant with their first child. Her son, fatherless, was born in August 1999. That 
same day Ruma vowed to never get married again and to dedicate her whole life to 
raising her son. Ruma tried her best to provide her son with everything he wanted as 
he grew, but this proved difficult since she did not have a regular income. She talked 
it over with a cousin who lived in Italy, and it was suggested that Ruma travel abroad 
for work. The cousin also offered to arrange the travel. “She asked for BDT 800,000 
in exchange for taking me to Italy. I didn’t want to go to countries in the Middle East 
because Europe is generally considered to be safe for women. As a single mother, 
I couldn’t take any risks. So, I paid her in full selling all my jewelry and spending my 
savings,” recollects Ruma Begum. But the cousin kept asking for more and when Ruma 
refused to pay her further until she had her visa in hand, to her utter shock, the cousin 
finally revealed that Ruma would have to fake a marriage to get the documents for a 
family visa. Her son was no longer a little child but an adolescent (he was a student 
of class 9 in Abu Bakar Siddiqi School) and Ruma did not like the idea of re-marrying 
as she was anxious about her son’s future. Finally, after a lot of thought, she agreed. 

“I had all the documents of Babu, an unknown man soon to become my husband on 
paper. My cousin arranged everything, and I never even had to talk to him. I made 
a forged marriage certificate in Uttara and appeared for a visa interview,” she said. 
Ruma finally got her papers in 2018 and flew to Italy by the end of the year, unaware 
of the ordeal that awaited her. The person with whom she had entered into a fake 
marriage met her at the airport. For her fake husband it was love at first sight, and 
he proposed an actual marriage to Ruma. When she refused the offer, he refused to 
appear for the final declaration that was needed to get Ruma her Italian residence 
permit. Ruma soon realized that she was in big trouble. Although she was staying with 

her cousin and was trying to hold her accountable for the fix she was in, she was 
helpless in a foreign land. Her cousin began to treat her badly, imposing restrictions 
on her movement, this forced Ruma to seek shelter in another city. She soon moved 
in with another cousin who lived in Napoli. He got her a job at a garment factory run 
by a Bangladeshi. Ruma quickly learned sewing skills and some tailoring techniques. But 
working there became increasingly difficult as Ruma did not have a valid work permit. 
After six months she was forced to return to Milan. During this time, her relatives 
tried hard to get her the necessary documents and permits but their efforts failed 
since Ruma had entered Italy on a family visa. Betrayed by her cousin and left to fend 
for herself, Ruma decided to give up and return to Bangladesh. 

She returned home in December 2019 after having used up all her savings. Her son 
had graduated from high school and taken a job at a medical facility in Dhaka. Ruma 
persisted in dreaming for a better future for her son. Despite being devastated by what 
had happened to her, she was determined to start again. She took a job at a tailoring 
shop in Charmuguriya, on a meagre pay of BDT 4000. She applied the tailoring skills 
she had learned in Napoli, and soon became popular among local customers. While 
she was struggling with living costs, her brother Shahid Munshi, told her about the 
Prottasha project and advised her to apply. Ruma approached the Prottasha team, 
and she received a financial literacy training. This was followed by an in-kind support 
in 2020. With her cousin she jointly set up a tailor shop using the bolts of fabric she 
had received from the project. As a single mother and a woman living on her own, 
she was not well-received by her community. Other store owners frowned upon her. 

But Ruma Begum was defiant. “I now run my own business and my shop is the most 
popular in this market. I have sent my son to Saudi Arabia where he is doing well. 
With the money that I earn, I live as I please,” she said, cheerfully browsing through 
the pictures she took during her latest trip to Cox’s Bazaar. Ruma Begum is one of 
the few women who defied the patriarchal clutches and earned her freedom through 
blood, sweat, and sacrifice.

“I now run my own business and my shop is the most popular one in this market. I have sent my 
son to Saudi Arabia where he is doing well by the grace of Allah. With the money that I make, I 
live as I please.”
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POT SONGS

Reviving traditional art 
for a cause



29

From the banks of the Jamuna river to the centre of the local bazaar, the music 
of Rupantar Shilpagoshthi’s Pot songs reaches people across the country. Using 
a form of traditional art, lyrics about safe migration set to popular folk tunes 

waft through the breeze in bazaars and fields. One of the primary causes behind 
people migrating through unsafe channels, putting their lives and the future of their 
families at risk is the lack of information. Middlemen eagerly exploit the ignorance of 
these people, often leaving them penniless. Innumerable migrants return from abroad 
feeling betrayed and frustrated. The Prottasha project has worked unceasingly to help 
resolve this situation. The public information campaign programme, through Pot songs 
and other tools, is fighting misinformation and ignorance by disseminating accurate 
information about safe migration.

Mohammad Sujon Rifat, a secondary school graduate from Sirajganj Sadar Upazilla is 
one of the quiz contest winners of the Pot song campaign at Shialkol bazaar. He is an 
example of how Pot song campaigns have impacted the decisions of aspirant migrants. 
Thrilled, after winning an unexpected prize, Sujon said, “I wanted to go abroad once 
I turned 18. I had made plans but after watching the campaign today my plan has 
completely changed. I know a few middlemen who approached me with unbelievably 
lucrative offers. But I don’t want to fall into their trap.” 

As the interactive performance of Pot songs unfolds, Mohammad Yunus from Notun 
Kolbari, Sirajganj listens carefully to the story about the dangers of unsafe migration and 
human trafficking. He works as a day labourer on construction sites and has no plans 
or means to travel abroad. But in his community, he has witnessed many cases where 
people unknowingly fall victim to trafficking due to a lack of awareness and limited 
access to regular migration routes. “I had no idea about the government and NGO 
offices mentioned in the songs. From now on, I will tell the people in my community 
who want to work abroad that they should follow the correct procedures,” he said.

Eye-catching graphics on the Pot scrolls, depict information sources, important phone 
numbers and the names of contact persons as well as necessary measures to mitigate 

risks. Curious villagers and bystanders enthralled by the paintings and performances, 
do not disperse even under a scorching sun or in pouring rain. Huge audiences gather 
on the banks of the Jamuna to watch the performances. Local community leaders 
and representatives of the District Manpower and Employment Office also join the 
crowd to raise awareness. “We can reach out to Prottahsa Reintegration Service 
Center or the District Manpower and Employment Office before planning to go to 
work overseas. We need valid passports and certificates. One must open two bank 
accounts before going abroad. We need to gather information about the recruiting 
agencies to examine their credibility. To fight trafficking and smuggling, it is crucial to 
share correct information with everyone in the community,” says Rubaiyat Rahman, 
a student of class eight from Dhanbari, Sirajganj after watching the Pot songs and 
winning the quiz contest based on the campaign. She is committed to spreading the 
information received from Pot songs because she realizes the transformative power 
of correct information.

Using Pot songs about safe migration is not only bringing back a traditional form of 
storytelling but also raising awareness within the community. Prottasha’s Pot song 
campaigns raise awareness about the dangers of using middlemen and traffickers, who 
exploit potential migrants by taking advantage of their ignorance about the pitfalls. 
Breathing life into a near-extinct art form is now saving the lives of hundreds of 
potential migrants and returnees. 

“Using Pot songs to tell stories of safe migration is not only bringing back a traditional form of 
storytelling but also raising community awareness.”
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SHEIKH 
FARUK 
AHMED

Transforming lives 
amidst environmental 
changes
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Sheikh Faruk Ahmed (36) is a returnee from Europe and also a member of the 
community-based Migration Forum in Paikgachha Upazilla of Khulna District, 
situated in the southwest region of Bangladesh. With rising sea levels due to climate 

change, Paikgachha is one of the country’s most vulnerable areas. 

Shrimp cultivation in Bangladesh dates back to the 1970s and Faruk’s family has been 
shrimp farmers for generations. But when increased levels of salt made it impossible 
for his family to make a decent living from farming, Faruk was left with no choice but 
to travel abroad in search of a better livelihood. Faruk contacted village dalals and tried 
to go abroad. He ultimately went but failed and in the process he lost several thousand 
Taka and his passport. 

He tried again, and finally left for Libya through a recruiting agency in January 2009 
after having to sell a piece of his family land to pay for it. “I soon realized that I was 
betrayed once again. I was given a job as a painter in a construction company. They 
were supposed to pay me in dollars, but my payments were in Libyan dinars instead,” 
he said holding his one-year-old son in his arms in his home in Paikgachha. Although he 
was not making the amount of money he was promised, he still managed to support 
his family with his monthly wages. But Faruk’s dream for a better livelihood soon turned 
into a nightmare. 

Violence escalated in Libya, pushing the county to the brink of a civil war. People were 
being mugged and stabbed in the streets for a dinar. “I couldn’t send a single penny back 
home in those years. At one point I had to spend 27 days out in the street along the 
borders of Egypt”, he recalled in anguish. War and loss of livelihood forced Faruk to 
return to Bangladesh. But after a year, Faruk travelled back to Libya in 2012, hoping for 
a better outcome. For the next three years, Faruk worked hard to repay his debts and 
build a house in Bangladesh. Sadly, misfortune struck again. Unable to send money to his 
family, Faruk decided to set sail for Italy through routes run by Syrian smugglers. In 2015, 
he boarded a wooden boat in Tripoli with hundreds of refugees and migrants sailing to 
Europe across the Mediterranean Sea. The death of Aylan Kurdi (2015) shocked the 
world, and the UN appealed to all European Union Member States to rescue refugee 
boats from the Mediterranean. After spending seven hours on a wooden boat in the 
rough sea, a Turkish navy ship rescued Faruk and his fellow travelers and took them to 

Sicily. They were driven in a bus to Milan’s refugee center from where they were sent 
off to designated cities where they could stay and work until their case was resolved 
in court. With the help of Caritas, Faruk fought his case in court through a lawyer and 
sought to work in a Chinese bag factory. He felt drained and exhausted after his plea 
was rejected for the third time by the Italian court and decided to return to Bangladesh 
and start his family business all over again. This time he did not take Caritas’s help, and 
returned to Bangladesh in April, arranging his return ticket with the money that he had 
saved from working in the bag factory. After paying for his tickets, he was rendered 
penniless. The local Migration Forum member, Roman, contacted him through a mutual 
contact and offered him counselling support and financial literacy training. Irregular 
rainfall and the changed climatic conditions had made it impossible to earn decent 
amounts from shrimp and fish farming, but Faruk had no choice. He leased sections of a 
gher (large pond) in September 2019. Prottasha helped him start his business by buying 
him baby Bagda shrimps worth BDT 60,000.

While setting up his business, Faruk also joined the community-based Migration Forum 
in 2019 and began mobilizing the committee to raise awareness about safe migration. 
He would often go to the local market and discuss ways of safe migration with fellow 
villagers and warn them about the dangers of human trafficking. Today, Faruk conducts 
the Migration Forum and they hold meetings every two months about how they can 
inform members of their community and create an impact on migrants’ lives. Members 
of the Forum sometimes have to travel for hours to attend the meeting and yet their 
enthusiasm keeps it alive. 

“The Migration Forum itself is like a community, it brings together people from different 
areas of Paikgachha. We have been able to stop a significant number of irregular 
migrations in recent years,” Faruk proudly described their role in the community. In 
2017, Abiron Begum, a woman from Faruk’s village, had gone to Saudi Arabia to work 
as a housemaid. She was raped, tortured, and eventually murdered by her captives. 
Faruk and members of the Forum spearheaded the campaign to bring her body back to 
Bangladesh. Their efforts resulted in Abiron’s final rites being conducted in Bangladesh, 
and the arrest of her murderers in Saudi Arabia. Faruk continues to work as a change-
maker in his community through the Migration Forum and aspires to ensure safe 
migration for all.

“The migration forum works as a community, it brings together people from different areas of Paikgachha. 
We have been able to stop a significant number of people choosing irregular migration in recent years.”
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HAFIZA
KHATUN

Life would have been 
very different if only…
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When sorrow dims each earthly view,
When every fairy hope has fled
Life weighs heavy on our shoulders. - Percy Bysshe Shelley

Barred from entering the graveyard for being a woman, Hafiza Khatun’s eyes welled 
up with tears as she pointed towards her beloved son’s grave in Raghunathpur. 
Hafiza lost her husband in 2013; with three young children, she had nowhere 

to go. The children from her husband’s previous marriage took over the house and 
evicted her. She was forced to move in with her mother and siblings to raise her 
children. “I couldn’t have made it this far if my family hadn’t looked after my children,” 
Hafiza recalls with gratitude. But soon her gratitude turned into lament as living with 
her mother and brother also meant living with her brother’s wife who resented Hafiza 
and the love shown to her by her family, and went out of her way to make life difficult 
for her.

In the hopes of a better life, Hafiza decided to go abroad with the help of a middleman 
from her village who had promised she would get a decent salary and nice working 
environment. Desperate to provide for her children, she gave the middleman BDT 
80,000 in exchange for help getting to Saudi Arabia and getting a job as a domestic 
maid. “He assured me repeatedly that the work would be in a good household with 
good pay. I had no idea that all his promises were blatant lies. If I had the slightest idea 
of the torture I would have to face, I wouldn’t have made the decision,” she recalled. 

In 2014, she travelled to Saudi Arabia with a heart filled with hope. It soon dawned 
on her that she was being traded like a slave. Even after working for five months as 
a housekeeper, she did not receive the promised salary. When she asked for her 
rightful payment, the owners responded by subjecting her to torture. She was beaten 
regularly by both the house owner and his wife. The middleman had received his share 
of the money and stopped communicating with Hafiza. “I begged and cried for mercy. 
There was no respite. I even went to the police station once, but the police were 
on their side,” said Hafiza in a quavering voice. The horrors she faced in Saudi Arabia 

haunt her to this day. She finally managed to flee from the house with the help of a 
Sri Lankan domestic worker. After ending up in a safe-home run by the Bangladeshi 
Embassy in Riyadh, she realized that she was one among hundreds of women who 
had been trafficked in the name of work. But she was one of the lucky few as many 
others had suffered a far worse fate.

Hafiza lacked access to reliable information and wholeheartedly trusted the 
middleman who convinced her to pay the demanded amount. After finding out 
about the Prottasha project through a pot song campaign, she went to the local 
Prottasha Reintegration Service Center in Sirajganj. She expressed her interest in 
remigration and shared her previous migration experience at the office. The local 
Reintegration Service Center provided Hafiza with necessary information about safe 
migration including available government and non-government resources for aspirant 
migrants. A psychosocial counselor also worked with Hafiza over several sessions 
to identify issues and develop effective coping mechanisms for her. The counseling 
sessions supported Hafiza to address the mental health issues she faced following her 
migration experience.

“If I had known all this information a few years back, my life would have been very 
different. Speaking to the counselor was truly an eye-opening experience for me. 
With all the new information that I have received, I can now safely plan my journey 
overseas without having to pay a penny to the dalals,” said Hafiza with newly found 
optimism. The psychosocial counseling has planted hopes and instilled confidence in 
her that she will be able to build a new life for herself.

“If I had known all this information a few years back, my life would be very different.”
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MOHAMMAD 
NASIRUDDIN 
SARDAR

Casting the net at 
home for a better 
future
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Mohammad Nasiruddin Sardar from Shariatpur lost his father at an early age. 
Being the eldest son he was forced to stop his studies and start working 
to provide for his family of five. Like other families in his village, Nasiruddin 

wanted to go abroad for a better future since working as a fish farmer did not make 
enough money for him to sustain his family. He got in touch with some middlemen 
from his village who assured him that they would take him to Europe. He paid 
them nearly BDT 80,000 in the belief that they would take him abroad, but he was 
eventually betrayed.

They took the money and never contacted him. They were part of a group which 
travels back and forth between Bangladesh and different countries in the Middle East. 
He then changed his strategy and contacted his uncle in Dhaka who worked at an 
insurance company. Through his uncle’s contacts he was able to get some training as a 
construction worker. Nasiruddin worked hard in the training sessions and passed with 
good grades. With his new qualification he was able to get a visa for Libya through a 
manpower agency in 2009. 

Once in Libya, he started working as a tile setter for a company in Tripoli. The extreme 
heat during the daytime made it impossible for him to work outside. Working as a tiler 
enabled him to largely work indoors, this saved him from harsh weather conditions. 
Nasiruddin earned about BDT 10,000 to 15,000 per month, with this he supported 
his family back home and paid for his own living expenses in Libya. When the civil 
war broke out, the streets were filled with muggers, with widespread bombing and 
rampant gun violence. Nasiruddin was very anxious and his company moved all its 
workers to Tunisia. Despite this, he decided to stay back in Tripoli, in the hope that 
the situation would improve.

Sadly, the war only got worse and eventually Nasiruddin was forced to flee Libya, 
and attempted to get to Germany like others. He had become an avid supporter of 
Germany during the 2014 FIFA World Cup and he was very impressed by its players, 
and was attracted to the idea of working and settling there. In June 2015, after having 
spent six years in Libya, he fixed a deal with a Syrian middleman and boarded a 
wooden boat in the Mediterranean. After sailing for six hours many of them became 
severely ill. Luckily, they were rescued by a ship and taken to Malta. “It was only after 
boarding the ship I realized the danger of the journey. The ship sailed for three days 

and three nights before reaching the shore. I would have surely been dead if we hadn’t 
been rescued. At one point I fainted thinking of all these things,” Nasiruddin recalled 
the horrors of the journey as he sat in his home in Shariatpur.

After taking different modes of transport and using tricks that he had taught himself 
or picked up from the middlemen, he finally entered Germany through the Austrian 
border in June 2015. He said, “It was a dream come true. Europe is nothing like you 
have ever seen. They truly value human beings, and you feel respected and taken care 
of. But if you’re irregular, there’s no way you can remain off the radar. Their system is 
like a fishnet. Once you’re in, there’s no getting out.”

He first went to München and later travelled to several other cities for work in 
construction. He also went to language classes to learned German and English. For six 
years Nasiruddin struggled hard to regularise his migration status. He went through 
courts, immigration offices, and other channels but his plea was not granted. When 
it dawned on him that living in Germany without any documents was far more 
challenging than he had anticipated, Nasiruddin decided to return to Bangladesh. Using 
up his savings, he bought a plane ticket and arranged the return himself. 

He returned empty-handed in 2021, and sought help from the Prottasha project, 
of which he had learnt through an online information platform called, BdeshJaatra, 
launched under the same project. He received financial literacy training at the local 
Prottasha office and was granted in-kind support for his biofloc fish project. With 
the support he received from Prottasha he started his own fish-farming business. 
Although his struggle continues, he has managed to buy a piece of land and build his 
own house. To recreate his life in Germany, he has installed custom made windows 
for his house. He is now married and has a one-year-old daughter. 

“Their system is like a fishnet. Once you’re in, there’s no getting out.”
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SCHOOL 
PROGRAMME

Creating 
changemakers from 
within
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The Prottasha School Programme is designed to ensure returning migrants, 
aspirant migrants, families and communities make informed migration decisions, 
and promote safe, orderly and regular migration. As part of the programme, 

a video documentary, a quiz show and an interactive session focusing on different 
aspects of migration, including safe migration, reintegration, and migration governance 
were designed and delivered. The documentary speaks of the pitfalls of irregular 
migration and the procedures and channels which would make safe migration possible.

The school programme is a countrywide travelling awareness campaign designed by 
Prottasha. In 2019, along with a hundred other students, Tamim Sheikh and Monirul 
Islam Talukdar attended the Prottasha school programme at G.K.S.K. Ideal School in 
Dumuriya, Khulna.

Monirul Islam Talukdar, currently an SSC candidate preparing for the exam hailing from 
a modest socio-economic background, was in class ten when the school programme 
took place in his school. “Two of my cousins went to Dubai and Libya for work. They 
were held captive by the middlemen and were subjected to torture there. Watching 
the programme struck a chord with me, since I already knew about the dangers of 
irregular migration. After the school programme, I went home and told my parents 
about the ways in which one could migrate safely and about Prottasha’s reintegration 
programmes. They talked to my cousins overseas, later both of them returned to 
Bangladesh and settled here with the help of government programmes and other 
initiatives like Prottasha,” he recalled.

Although he attended the school programme several years ago, Monirul still 
remembers it vividly, and tells his neighbors and acquaintances about the suffering that 
can result from not going through the proper channels.

Tamim Sheikh also went to the same school and was in class six when the Prottasha 
school programme was conducted. Tamim came to know about the government’s 
scholarship for the children of migrant workers through the programme. “With the 
help of my teachers, I applied for the stipend and received about BDT 14,000 in total 
for over three years. This boosted my confidence, and my parents were relieved 
to have a savings account in my name. With my father saving money for me in the 
same account, I no longer have to worry about my future education,” Tamim stated 
firmly. He regularly shares his learning on safe migration with his classmates and other 
members of his community.

Tamim’s father is also a returnee who worked in several countries and learned about 
the dangers of unsafe migration. Tamim shared the knowledge he gathered through 
the school programme with his father which resonated well with him.

“My son learnt about the scholarship because of the Prottasha project. Even after 
spending years overseas, I did not know about the existing resources for migrants. 
While the scholarship was very helpful for us, the information learned during the 
programme is invaluable for everyone. I would now be able to make better plans for 
both Tamim and his younger sister,” said Tamim’s father.

The school programme has not only benefited students but has also created a lasting 
impact, as teachers can now inform future students and their families about different 
aspects of migration. Like Tamim and Monirul, many changemakers are being created 
through the Prottasha school programme to ensure safe migration for all.

“The school programme has not only benefited the students but has also created a lasting impact 
as teachers can now inform future students and their families about different aspects of migration.”
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AZIZ 
MAHMUD 

Turning the wheels of 
fortune
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The Prottasha project not only works to reintegrate returnees like Aziz Mahmud 
but improves access to reliable information to encourage regular and safe 
migration amongst aspirant migrants as well. 

Earlier in his life, poverty forced his parents to send him to Dhaka to work as a manual 
labourer in a Jute mill in Narayanganj. In 1993, due to unfavourable work conditions, 
Aziz became seriously ill leaving him no choice but to quit both his education and 
work. While he was in Dhaka, Aziz’s father passed away and he had to provide for 
his family despite his frail health. After spending a few years in his village, in 1998, Aziz 
returned to Dhaka in search of a job and worked in several garment factories as an 
operator for the next seven years. But he was fired for participating in a wage protest 
and was forced to move back to Noakhali. He tried to set up a small business in his 
village, but Aziz was not earning enough despite working extremely hard. He made 
several failed attempts to go abroad losing nearly all his savings in the process. 

In January 2014, he was finally able to go abroad to work. He went to Egypt in the 
hope that he could get to Italy from there. He worked for two months in a garment 
factory in Giza before starting his journey to Italy through desert and sea. Aziz and 
his fellow migrants were kept in cramped campsites located in the middle of the 
desert, where conditions were worse than those in cattle sheds. Those who refused 
to submit to the middleman’s orders were brutally tortured.

Aziz was one of the lucky few who quickly adapted to conditions, by remaining silent 
he evaded torture. They walked for two nights to reach the Libyan border, where the 
group of middlemen held him captive in a house for seven days, demanding that his 
family pay more money for his release. The middlemen had a network of accomplices 
all over Bangladesh and Aziz had no option but to transfer BDT 150,000 through 
bKash, in the hope of being taken to Libya and finally Italy. He lost contact with his 
family and had to survive on dry bread for months. 

Realizing they were not going to get any more money from him, his captors in Libya 
finally released him and Aziz managed to get a job at a factory in Tobruk. “I’d never 
faced anything like this in my life. Although I’d worked in factories as a child and passed 

days without proper food, the flat bread they gave us to eat was simply inedible! 
They treated us like animals. I didn’t think I’d be alive,” Aziz recalled. Hoping to make 
a decent living and earn enough to pay his debt, Aziz worked in Libya for more than 
three years. But due to the political strife which led to a civil war, he struggled to make 
ends meet.

In October 2017, after failing to earn a living in Libya, Aziz returned to Bangladesh. 
Despite being distraught, shattered and empty-handed, he was determinded to rebuild 
his life at home. With the help of a few friends and his elder brother, he began a small 
store in the Kaladarap bazaar in 2020. But since he had no savings, he could not buy 
essential goods to run the store – particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. One 
of his friends who is also a returnee and previously received support from Prottasha 
suggested he contact the local Prottasha Reintegration Service Center.

Aziz initially was hesitant, but soon he was comfortable when staff from the Center in 
Noakhali warmly welcomed him. He received psychosocial counselling which helped 
him manage his emotional state and was referred to the Prottasha office in Cumilla 
for financial literacy training. In the same year, Aziz received in-kind support from 
Prottasha and started stocking a variety of goods, especially tea, in his store. With 
this support, his store at a prime location in the market is now running well and he is 
able to provide for his family including sponsoring education of his children and save 
for future as well.

With this positive turn of events in his life Aziz wants to contribute to enhance safe 
migration practices in his community. He became a member of migration forum, 
and actively involved in raising awareness in the community about perils of irregular 
migration and supporting returnees and community members to get access to 
different services. 

“I could not have restarted my life without Prottasha’s support. Their help restored my confidence 
and helped to build a promising future for my daughter.”
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MUNNA 
GHOSH

A game of chance
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Munna Ghosh from Chandpur had always wanted to go to Europe for better 
pay and working conditions, but the network of middlemen and human 
traffickers had concocted a different future for him. A professional singer and 

keyboardist, Munna had a way with music before migrating overseas. 

In 2007, while working as a dressmaker in Sharjah, a family friend lured him with 
the idea of going to Greece, “I had no idea that he had turned into a middleman 
or smuggler after going there. He promised that it would be an easy journey and I 
completely believed him. It would take months to describe the length of suffering I had 
to go through,” Munna said of his first journey to Europe. 

In 2012, Munna set off for Greece without realizing how dangerous it would be. ‘But 
once you start, there’s no going back. I was shaken to the core, but I kept going only 
to save my life in this game of chance. They took us through two different countries, 
made us climb several mountains, forced us to board a wooden boat in the rough 
sea and kept us deep inside a forest without clean water and food. They constantly 
asked for more money, refusal would result in heavy beating, sometimes even death.’ 

The middlemen were part of a trafficking network, and all had arms. “They tortured 
me and threatened me with death. I paid them BDT 300,00 to make it to Turkey 
alive.” The mafia gang of middlemen took Munna to the Turkish border where he was 
arrested by the Turkish border guards and sent to a refugee camp in Istanbul. They 
released him after a week. He met another middleman in Turkey who promised him 
he could smuggle him into Greece. He had to pay another BDT 300,000 to make it 
to Greece. Munna was eventually arrested by the Greek police while working in the 
factory and was sentenced to two years in jail. Since he had lost all his documents while 
trying to reach Greece, the police were unable to send him back to Bangladesh. After 
getting released, he tried to start all over again, but Greece went into an economic 
crisis. The Syrian civil war had already started, and the EU had opened their borders 
for Syrian refugees. Munna used this chance to try to move to Germany. 

After spending four years in Greece, he made it to Germany through several European 
countries. “I stayed in Bielefeld and was given a refugee card and a work permit. 
Instead of working, I decided to learn German and took training to work in old homes. 
I could finally make some time for music. I made many friends, and we would regularly 
jam together. I am still in touch with them. One of my German friends named his new 
house after me.” 

In 2016, his elder brother suddenly died of a stroke. Munna was devastated. This 
brother who had been like a guardian was now dead, but Munna did not have the 
means to come to Bangladesh and perform his last rites. Munna’s case for political 
asylum was rejected. One day, the police came knocking on his door and he was sent 
back to Bangladesh overnight. He did not get the chance to bring anything with him. 

He was received at the airport by an IOM staff member who offered him immediate 
support under the Prottasha project, but Munna was too upset to accept it. He was 
trying hard to process what had happened to him. He returned to Chandpur empty-
handed. For several months, Munna did not talk to anyone outside his family. He then 
took a job at a local tailor shop and decided to go to the Prottasha Reintegration 
Service Center, which had tried to contact him. Munna received several sessions of 
psychosocial counselling to deal with his mental health issues .

“Prottasha rekindled hope in me. I started dreaming about my own business after the 
counseling and applied for in-kind support to blend in my passion and work together. 
I started my own sound system business after buying two speakers and a mixing 
console with Prottasha’s support. I also occasionally work as a tailor to harness my 
skills and make some extra money,” recalled a grateful Munna. He now runs his own 
sound-system and dressmaking business. He is also the keyboardist and vocal of the 
local band, Ronger Dhol. Ronger Dol performs regularly at events across Chandpur and 
beyond, the music helps cope with the emotional trauma he went through during his 
migration journey.

“But once you start, there’s no going back. I was shaken to the core, but I kept going to save my 
life in this game of chance. They made us climb several mountains and kept us deep inside a forest 
without clean water and food. They constantly asked us for more money, refusal would result in 
heavy beating, sometimes even death.”
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MD 
OHIDUZZAMAN

In search of dignity…



83

“It was only after I had received psychosocial counselling from Prottasha that I could gather the 
courage and confidence to meet people, they would keep asking me why I had returned.”

“I felt worthless as an irregular worker, always on the run to avoid being taken 
into police custody. You feel like a rat being chased by a cat. How can you make 
a living if you are too scared to go outside?” Md Ohiduzzaman’s question is 

not unique. Millions of irregular migrant workers have asked the same question at 
some point in their lives. The fear that accompanies them throughout their migration 
journey affects their mental and emotional health. 

Born in Arjun Char village of Monohardi Upazilla, Narsingdi, Ohid could not complete 
his higher education due to poor health and lack of financial support from his family. 
After completing his higher secondary degree, Ohid began working in a machinery 
parts store. He worked there for 7 years, while his brothers migrated abroad in 
search of a better life. Ohid got married to a woman from his village and the couple 
soon had a son. Constantly finding it difficult to make ends meet, he decided to go 
overseas. The dalal asked for BDT 100,000 to take him to Italy. “I had to mortgage my 
house and sell my cows to gather the money. I even borrowed some money from my 
brothers and friends to pay the dalal. I thought all my miseries would soon disappear 
but that wasn’t the case.” 

After handing over the money to the middleman, Ohid left for Rome in May 2012. 
The middleman had gotten him an agro-training visa which permitted him to stay in 
Italy for only a couple of months. After entering Italy, he took a train to Naples as 
instructed by his middleman; on reaching there, they later took away his passport and 
all other documents and abandoned him. With no language skills and connections in 
a foreign land, Ohid was in a dire situation. “At that moment, I realized I had been 
betrayed. But I was helpless. I had mouths to feed and debts to pay. I had to try 
anyhow to make a living in Italy.”

Ohid reached out for help to the local Bengali community, he began selling bracelets 
and pieces of jewelry to tourists at the beach. He was forced to hide from the police 
as he was an irregular migrant. The police would often drive Ohid and others like him 
away from the beach, unable to sell he would be forced to go hungry. Life in Europe 

was difficult to bear. He borrowed money again from his family and paid more than 
BDT 300,000 for Italian citizenship. 

But fate had other plans for him, and his case was rejected. Although Ohid found a 
job in another city several kilometers away from Naples, once his employer found 
out about his irregular status he was quickly fired. Without any means of earning an 
income and unable to pay his rent, Ohid was forced to live at railway stations, often 
for days on end. After months of planning and borrowing, he gathered enough money 
to fly back to Bangladesh. 

He returned empty-handed in 2015. “My return broke me into pieces. I stopped going 
out and meeting people. But since I had to bring food to the table, I would sneak 
out early in the morning, work as a day labourer in a faraway village where no one 
recognized me. At one point, I sold a bit of land and trees to start a poultry farm, but 
the shame stayed with me. It was only after I had received psychosocial counselling 
from Prottasha that I could gather the courage and confidence to meet people, they 
would keep asking me why I had returned.”

Ohid learnt about Prottasha after he met one of its field officers at a tea stall near 
his village and sought his support. In addition to psychosocial counselling, he received 
financial literacy training from the local Prottasha Reintegration Service Center. Ohid 
had started a poultry farm after his return, but he did not have the money to buy 
sufficient feed or chicks for the farm. Prottasha offered him in-kind support of nearly 
BDT 100,000 and bought him a new batch of chicks and poultry feed in 2020. His 
eldest son, who studies at school, helps his father manage the poultry farm during his 
free time.

During the Covid lockdown, Ohid made large profits by selling eggs and chicken. He 
now owns three farms and he is doing well financially. 
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