Message From the Executive Director

Bangladesh is at a watershed moment in its history. The student movement that began in early
July last year, demanding quota reform in public service recruitment, met with brutal
suppression from the government machinery. This transformed into a student-led, countrywide
uprising with spontaneous citizen participation from all walks of life, ultimately toppling the
government.

The uprising, although a culmination of past governance and economic failures, laid bare the
weaknesses within our collective sociopolitical structures. The challenge for Bangladesh is
twofold: to recover from the deeply entrenched injustices of the past and to rebuild the nation in
line with the vision that motivated the mass uprising and bloodshed in July 2024. While it is
unclear how events will ultimately unfold, it is evident that we need a fundamental shift in how
the government interacts with citizens and what role citizens play in charting a new path forward
for the nation.

As we observe the formation of new political forces, the strengthening and weakening of old
forces, and the emergence of various reform ideas to improve key institutions, we must also
reflect on what we can learn from this experience.

What would it take for citizens to emerge as a sustained, effective alternative force to steer the
country toward a more desirable political equilibrium? How can we prevent history from
repeating itself—the tendency of any party to unlawfully benefit from and cling to power at all
costs? The system of installing an interim caretaker government, introduced in the early 1990s
to uphold democracy, has been repeatedly undermined. Subsequent elected governments
scrapped reforms suggested by caretaker governments, and the system was ultimately
abolished in 2008.

The present interim government must implement crucial reforms to repair the damage done by
15 years of authoritarian rule and foster democracy. What reforms should it prioritize? How can
it prevent future elected governments from rolling back these reforms? How can the needs and
aspirations of citizens be reflected in these reforms?

The answers to these questions will shape the future course of our country. At BIGD, we are
deeply invested in these broad questions centred on governance and development. As a social
science institute dedicated to creating knowledge for a better world, we are committed to playing
a constructive role in this pivotal moment in the country’s history. That is why we have launched
a Rapid Research Response initiative, RRR ‘24, to provide the interim government, student and
citizen networks, and other relevant stakeholders with real-time, research-based insights for
better decision-making and action.

First and foremost, we are systematically documenting the events that transpired, using an
analytical lens to understand the catalysts, evolution, and outcomes of the student movement.
Since July, we have conducted two rounds of a rapid phone survey—an effort we plan to repeat
frequently—to monitor the pulse of the citizens: their perceptions, needs, and aspirations. We
also aim to generate concrete policy suggestions based on global evidence and our
research-based understanding of the Bangladesh context.



At this moment, we are exploring potential governance mechanisms and redefining the
state-citizen relationship—rooted in the realities of informality, weak information systems, and
poor rule of law—with the goal of improving accountability and citizen participation. We are also
actively involved in advising the interim government on strategies to address poverty, inequality,
and the economic empowerment of youth.

We have already published two white papers: one on electoral reform and another on local
government reform. Along with my colleagues, | contributed to the chapter on poverty,
inequality, and vulnerability as part of the committee tasked with drafting a white paper on the
state of the Bangladeshi economy, invited by the Chief Advisor.

This July, we hope to inaugurate our biennial BRIDGE for Bangladesh (Bridging Research and
Ideas for Governance and Development) international conference. The theme for the 2025
BRIDGE conference will be Inclusive Reform: Politics, Economics, and the Political Economy of
Change.

| am simultaneously excited and anxious about the future of our country. At BIGD, we aspire to
play the right role as a knowledge institution committed to shaping a better world during this
critical transitional phase. | invite our friends and stakeholders to join us on this momentous
journey with ideas and collaborative actions.
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