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Our vision 

Everyone has the right to 
independence and a good 
quality of life whether they 
are living with a disability, ill 
health, special educational 
needs, or entering later years.

Our mission

To improve the lives of 
vulnerable people with 
learning disabilities, autism 
and other special needs in 
urban and rural communities 
in Bangladesh.

Our aim

To provide high quality, 
personalised care and support 
to help people achieve their 
goals, live a fulfilling life, and 
be connected with society. 
We work in partnership with 
individuals, families, and 
communities.

Our values 

Respect
Compassion
Strength
Choice
Independence
Dignity

Rice paddy fields in Kapazia, Gazipur District, in Dhaka Division 
– close to one of Apasen International’s proposed project areas.
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empowering lives
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* Formerly known as Apasenth – Asian Parents Association for Special Education Needs in Tower Hamlets. 

Apasen International focuses on improving 
the lives of vulnerable people with learning 
disabilities, autism and other special needs in 
urban and rural communities in Bangladesh. 
We work with local partners and stakeholders 
to provide a range of services in health, 
education, and poverty reduction for children 
and adults with disabilities and reduce levels 

of discrimination and stigma. We advocate 
for the full inclusion of people with disabilities 
in society and provide information, advice, 
and support to families and carers.

Apasen International was established as 
an international not-for-profit organisation 
in 2013, in response to an urgent need 

to improve health and social care in 
Bangladesh. We draw on the considerable 
expertise of our sister organisation, Apasen*, 
which is one of UK’s biggest diaspora-
led charities with more than thirty years’ 
experience in the health and social care 
sector for people with learning disabilities, 
autism, and other special needs.

About Apasen International

international



Apasen International senior staff visiting 
a neurodevelopmental disability centre in 

Korail Slum, Dhaka, 2014. Discussions are 
underway to support this pilot initiative 

and provide a free integrated health and 
education service to local vulnerable children 

with learning disabilities and special needs.
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Message from Chief Executive

It is an inspiring time to be leading Apasen International 
and our team of staff and partners. The charity was 
established in June 2013 in response to increasing 
requests from key stakeholders in the UK and 
Bangladesh to help the millions of vulnerable children 
and adults in Bangladesh that are needlessly suffering 
because of untreated conditions and disabilities such as 
autism, epilepsy, Down’s syndrome and cerebral palsy. 

The scale of the problem is indeed vast – globally over 
a billion people worldwide are estimated to be living 
with a disability; 80% of whom are living in developing 
countries1. In Bangladesh, there is a severe lack of 
medical infrastructure and skilled professionals needed 
to treat children and adolescents with these kinds of 
conditions. 90% of children with disabilities are out of 
school or never enrolled – denying them the opportunity 
to escape a lifetime of poverty2. 

During our first year, we have been working hard  
to detail our strategic priorities, identify funding 

opportunities, and develop our flagship projects in 
consultation and partnership with local communities 
and wider stakeholders.

We were able to draw on our sister organisation’s thirty 
years of experience delivering health and social care 
service contracts for local government in the UK and 
transform this into realistic and achievable projects in 
Bangladesh. 

We are now entering a new exciting phase where 
real activities in health, education, and livelihoods are 
starting to be delivered on the ground in key divisions 
such as Dhaka and Sylhet – and where the most 
vulnerable and marginalised are starting to see genuine 
improvements in their lives.

If you share our vision for a just and equal Bangladesh, 
where children and adults with disabilities can live with 
dignity and have a good quality of life, then please help us 
by making a donation. We look forward to your support. 

1 World Report on Disability – World Health Organisation/World Bank 2011
2 UNESCO 2011

Mahmud Hasan MBE
Chief Executive
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“Children with disabilities are the 
least likely to receive health care or 
go to school – and they are among 
the most vulnerable to violence, 
abuse, exploitation and neglect.”

UNICEF State of the World’s Children 2013

Parents and carers of children with 
learning disabilities, autism, and other 

special needs attend a session, facilitated 
by Apasen International’s local partners, 

to identify their needs and priorities.
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Poor households with a disabled child are 
one of the most marginalised and vulnerable 
groups in Bangladesh. They struggle to cope 
with the higher health care costs and lost 
income opportunities from constant care 
duties. As a family, they experience multiple 
deprivations, barriers to inclusion, and stigma 
and discrimination. 

22.5 million people with a disability  
in Bangladesh

While Bangladesh has made significant 
progress over the last few decades in 

reducing poverty rates, 47 million people are 
still living in poverty and 26 million people 
in extreme poverty3. Hunger is a serious 
problem with 41% of children under five 
stunted and 37 million people food insecure – 
one of the worst levels in the world4. Poverty 
and malnutrition are both the causes and 
consequences of disability.

Government spending on health and 
education (1.4% and 2.2% of GDP) is 
extremely low5. As a result, there is a severe 
lack of medical infrastructure and skilled 
professionals needed to treat the estimated 
22.5 million people with some form of 
disability in the country6. 

The few specialised health services that do 
exist are mostly in the capital city, Dhaka, 
and inaccessible to poor households due 
to distance, cost, or lack of awareness. Out 
of 30,000 non-government organisations 
(NGOs) working in the country, less than ten 
have specialist programmes for children and 
adults with learning disabilities, autism, or 
other special needs7.

1.7 million children with disabilities  
out of school

In Bangladesh, despite educational stipends, 
there are 1.7 million children with disabilities 
who are out of school or never enrolled8. 
This lack of education compounds poverty in 
adulthood through a lack of livelihoods and 
independence, further pressuring family and 
state resources.

As a result, poor children and adolescents 
with learning disabilities such as autism 
spectrum disorders, Down’s syndrome, 
severe epilepsy and other special needs 
do not receive the treatment, education, 
and support they need to manage 
their conditions and maximise their 
opportunities for personal development and 
independence. The poverty of their families 
worsens with the additional care needs, 
and cost of expensive but poor quality 
treatment. If they are girl children, they face 
the double rejection of their sex and their 
disability and are highly at risk of abuse  
and sexual violence.

3 UNICEF 2011
4 Government of Bangladesh Millennium Development  
  Goals Progress Report 2013

5 National Health Budget 2011-212
6 Ministry of Social Welfare’s National Foundation  
  for the Development of Disabled Persons (NFOWD)

7 Handicap International 2013
8 Ministry of Social Welfare’s National Foundation  
  for the Development of Disabled Persons (NFOWD)

Why we need your help
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UN Conventions 
Apasen International supports the Bangladesh Government’s 
commitment to uphold the Convention on the Rights of the Child and 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities that demands 
recognition of each child or adult with a disability as a full member of 
her or his family, community, and society. We focus on removing the 
physical, cultural, economic, communication, mobility, and attitudinal 
barriers that impede the realisation of their rights rather than on seeing 
people as passive recipients of care and protection.
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Target groups and areas

Apasen International and our partners on the 
ground have worked hard on undertaking 
needs assessments and identifying which 
groups of people would most benefit from our 
assistance and support.

Prioritising children and youth

As a result, initially we are focusing the 
majority of our efforts on improving the lives 
of vulnerable children and young adults who 
have moderate to severe learning disabilities, 
autism, or other special needs and live in 
communities where there are no services for 
them of any kind. 

They are at a crucial stage in their 
development where access to community 

based education and regular speech and 
physiotherapy can transform a young person’s 
quality of life within a short space of time and 
make an enormous difference to their life 
chances. 

Isolated rural areas and urban slums

We will prioritise regions of Bangladesh 
that have the most need – such as Sylhet 
Division that has the highest levels of learning 
disabilities in the country9 and urban slum 
areas that have the highest incidences of 
overall child disabilities. 

Children and young adults with learning 
disabilities are often the most hidden in society 
– through their families over protecting them 

or deliberately hiding them. By working in 
partnership with highly respected and well 
established national NGOs, we will use their 
extensive community networks and local 
outreach to identify the most vulnerable and 
most isolated. 

We will train experienced community health 
workers to recognise the most common 
impairments in children so they are promptly 
referred for proper diagnosis and care plans. 
We will undertake activities in the strictest 
confidence, and ensure that parents and 
primary carers are properly supported and 
counselled.

9 Apasen International commissioned independent research, Shahjalal University of Science and Technology, Sylhet, Bangladesh 2012.



Our strategic 
priorities

 
We will tackle the issues that prevent poorer communities from seeking and accessing 
the support they need for children and young adults with learning disabilities, autism, 
and other special needs. Our activities will promote inclusion in education, health, and 
livelihood services – and full participation in the family and community.



1 Tackling the lack of free quality health, 
and education, and livelihoods services 

for children and adults with learning 
disabilities, autism, and other special needs 
by establishing and operating community 
based inclusive centres and activities in rural 
areas and urban slums;

Apasen International will work with local NGOs 
to establish and operate quality services for 
vulnerable children and young adults, and their 
parents and carers, who have little or no access 
to support or specialised services.

We will adopt a comprehensive approach that 
ensures every individual has a person centred 
plan and health action plan that identifies their 
health, educational, and other needs. We will 
meet their needs by establishing and operating 
community based centres and home support to 
provide a range of specialised services. These 
will include: specialised education and training, 
fully supported day care and respite, daily and 
weekly therapies, behaviour management, 
recreational and leisure activities, and home 
care training for family care givers. 

We will also support local partners to set up 
vocational training centres to build and develop 

the confidence of young people with special 
needs to pursue a livelihood and generate an 
income.

Where available, we will increase referrals 
and uptake of free government services – for 
instance at the new child neurodevelopmental 
disability centre at Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib 
Medical University Hospital in Dhaka or Sylhet 
MAG Osmani Medical College Hospital.

2 Tackling the lack of trained health 
workers, care workers, therapists, 

medical professionals, and teachers in 
rural areas and urban slums by investing in 
human resources and helping to build and 
strengthen the health and social care sector 
in Bangladesh;

Apasen International is committed to developing 
an appropriate health and social care work 
force to meet the demands for new services 
and facilities in Bangladesh. Our extensive 
experience of training and developing 
care workers in the UK is of great value in 
Bangladesh where the care sector is embryonic 
or non-existent in most parts of the country 

– especially in poor under-served areas like 
crowded urban slums and remote rural villages.

We will particularly focus on addressing the 
chronic shortage of trained locally available staff 
and care workers – especially health workers, 
teachers, doctors and nurses, developmental 
therapists, care workers, and trainers – who 
need to be able to provide a professional 
level of care and understand minimum 
requirements and quality standards. We 
will focus on increasing knowledge about 
specialised disability areas and safeguarding 
children, young people and vulnerable adults. 
We will do this by delivering training courses 
in internationally recognised health and 
social care qualifications for people who are 
directly engaged with the client and providing 
hands-on care. We will also make the courses 
available to parents who need qualifications 
because they are looking after other people’s 
relatives as well as their own.

Many of our local partners have substantial 
expertise in training teachers, community 
volunteers and parents, and we will 
collaborate with them through joint projects 
and programmes to maximise reach and  
build the capacity of local communities.

11

transforming care, 
empowering lives



3 Tackling social stigma and discrimination 
by producing informative materials and 

organising public awareness activities to 
increase support for the rights of children 
and adults with disabilities in Bangladesh;

There has been some recent progress in 
changing public perception of learning 
disabilities, autism and other special needs in 
Bangladesh through government and World 
Health Organisation campaigns such as the 
Global Autism Public Health Initiative (GAPH). 
Apasen International directors have been 
involved with GAPH since its inception in 2011 
and we will continue to support and integrate 
our activities for maximum awareness raising 
across the country.

Working locally, regionally, and nationally, we 
will design and implement comprehensive 
awareness campaigns that increase support for 

the rights of children and adults with learning 
disabilities to be actively included in society and 
be provided with equal opportunities. 

We will address the different reasons for social 
stigma including: ignorance about the nature 
and causes of impairments, invisibility of people 
with learning disabilities themselves, and lack of 
knowledge about their potential and capacity to 
make progress and achieve life goals. We will 
do this by actively involving the local community 
through project management committees, local 
leaders’ workshops, recruitment and training of 
staff and volunteers. We will raise the profile of 
disabled people’s skills and capabilities through 
public events such as local theatre, stadium 
sports days, and media broadcasts – to increase 
respect and understanding. National level 
activities will include round table discussions, 
seminars, and specialised conferences.

4 Tackling the lack of free government 
services available by lobbying the 

Government of Bangladesh to develop 
health, education, and livelihood facilities 
and opportunities and supporting national 
advocacy campaigns;

In parallel with public awareness campaigns, 
Apasen International will work at a macro-level 
to influence policy and decision makers and 
support the Government’s efforts in continuing 
to build momentum following the making of 
two important new laws: The Trust Act for the 
Protection of Neurodevelopmental Disabled 
Persons 2013 and The Rights and Protection 
Act for Disabled Persons 2013.

In particular, Apasen International and our 
partners will engage with the advisory and 
technical committees that guide the priorities 
of the National Steering Committee for 
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Neurodevelopmental Disorders under the Ministry 
of Health and Family Welfare. We will work closely 
with the newly formed Neurodevelopmental 
Trust and, with our partners, participate in the 
National Forum of Organisations Working with 
the Disabled (NFOWD), increasing collaboration 
between government and civil society. We will 
advocate strongly for a regulatory system to 
monitor the safeguarding of vulnerable adults and 
children in all health and social care services and 
provide capacity building for key organisations.

As an international NGO based in London, we will 
also publicise the need for international targets 
and increased funding for health and social 
care, education, and livelihoods development 
for children and adults with disabilities. We will 
engage the international development research 
communities in increasing research studies in this 
area and influence broadcast and social media 
for more accurate commentary on these complex 
conditions and issues.

5 Tackling the lack of dedicated specialised 
multipurpose centres for people with 

disabilities and other special needs – including 
the elderly – by building and operating new 
care centres across Bangladesh.

Apasen International will draw on our UK 
experience of establishing and operating day 
care and residential respite centres to benefit 
parents and carers of family members with severe 
disabilities or conditions that need constant 
care. In discussions with partner organisations 
in Bangladesh, the concept of a ‘respite break’ 
for carers was seen as being greatly needed by 
professionals, families, and people with disabilities 
themselves. In particular, there are no services for 
poor families with children with learning disabilities, 
severe autism and other conditions, elderly people 
suffering from dementia, or people recovering from 
debilitating illnesses or accidents.

Apasen International will target major donors and 
funding bodies to secure capital funds to establish 
residential respite centres – initially in Sylhet Division 
where levels of learning disabilities are the highest in 
the country. These regional centres will be operated 
as non-profit social enterprises where some 
revenue is generated from fee-paying residents to 
subsidise free places for poorer families. Land will 
be donated in perpetuity to Apasen International 
and buildings designed for maximum eco-
efficiency in energy, water, and use of materials.

Families from across Sylhet Division will be referred 
through our partner organisations for a short 
break or long term residential care depending 
on their initial assessment. Residents will be able 
to enjoy access to daily therapies and support 
as well as recreational and leisure activities that 
make their stay a positive experience for them. 
Family members will have access to counselling 
and training to help improve the situation at home 
and increase their loved one’s independence.
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Poor families in Bangladesh – especially those in 
rural areas – are condemned to a cycle of poor 
nutrition, illness, and poverty. If they are caring 
for a child or adult with a disability – especially a 
disability that the community labels ‘mad’ – then 
their situation is desperate. The mother is often 
abandoned by the father for having brought a 
‘curse’ on to his household. She has to provide full 
time care to a vulnerable child and has no time to 
earn an income – or look after her other children. 

Often, the child is allowed to wander free in the 
slums or village – putting them at extreme risk 
of abuse, accidents, or drowning – or locked in 
during the day to protect them from the community. 
Those families with some income seek advice 
from inadequate and under-qualified medical 
staff and waste valuable money on unnecessary 
treatments and inaccurate diagnoses. By the time 
the child is five years old, families have given 
up seeking medical help and as a result, they 

are not receiving any care that could improve 
their condition and quality of life – like basic 
physiotherapy or speech therapy. The whole family 
suffers from reduced income, nutritional diversity, 
extra caring responsibilities, and social stigma and 
stress. The child is isolated and marginalised and 
becomes invisible to society. They are denied a 
decent standard of living and the opportunities to 
participate fully in family and community activities 
in their family and community life.



Apasen International draws on the considerable 
expertise of our sister organisation, Apasen UK, which 

has more than thirty years experience as a disapora led, 
health and social care provider in the UK. 
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Ensuring Excellence

Apasen International and our local partners’ 
activities in Bangladesh will meet the same 
high standards of excellence in service 
delivery as Apasen does in the UK. We have a 
robust monitoring and evaluation system that 
will ensure our target groups receive the best 
care and treatments and that all funding is 
spent effectively. 

Financial Monitoring

We will undertake rigorous financial 
monitoring of all projects that we support. 
Partners will be required to submit regular 

accounts to Apasen International and funds 
released only when we are satisfied that they 
have the correct systems and procedures in 
place. Apasen International will be audited 
annually by independent external auditors.

 

Performance and Quality Monitoring

Our projects and activities will have clear 
objectives, outputs, and targets to enable us 
to monitor how each project is performing. 
Apasen International will review progress by 
our partners to make sure projects are on 
track and are running within budget. We will 
commission external evaluations to identify 
further learning.

Safeguarding children, young people, 
and vulnerable adults

All our local partners will need to complete 
a safeguarding of vulnerable children policy 
workshop to strengthen their existing 
practices and identify scope for improvement. 
We will ensure that clients are free from risk 
and hazards by conducting thorough risk 
assessments for each person and we will 
produce an individual care plan that informs 
all activities. 

We will regularly review partner implementation 
in this area in line with disability legislation, local 
community requirements, and our own vision 
and values.

Our standards



Our Supporters

16



Anne Main MP
Chair of All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on Bangladesh

“There is no issue more urgent 
than helping those who are 
the most marginalised in 
Bangladesh’s poor communities. 
Recent data has shown that 
despite incredible progress 
towards achieving many of 
the Millennium Development 
Goals, Bangladesh is still failing 
to reach those with disabilities 
who are isolated, excluded, 
and worse stigmatised for their 
conditions. I fully support Apasen 
International sharing its expertise 
with local partners in Bangladesh 
and establishing vital services for 
the most vulnerable. We know 
they will have a positive impact 
on so many people’s lives –  
just like they do in the UK.”

Rushanara Ali MP
Shadow Minister for 
Education and former 
Shadow Minister for 
International Development

“I am delighted to see that the 
dream of Apasen International 
taking its expertise to help 
the most vulnerable - children 
and adults with learning 
disabilities, autism, and other 
special needs – in Bangladesh 
is becoming a reality. Their 
work in my constituency and 
across Tower Hamlets is truly 
exemplary. As a diaspora led 
UK charity, they have made 
an enormous contribution 
to health and social care in 
the UK and I look forward to 
seeing Apasen International 
develop its innovative work in 
Bangladesh in the near future.”

Richard Fuller MP
Bedford and Kempston

“When I visited Bangladesh 
with Mahmud Hasan, 
Chief Executive of Apasen 
International, we were both 
struck by the desperate 
need of poor children and 
adults with autism and the 
absence of services in health, 
education, and livelihoods 
for people with special 
needs. Apasen International 
has the right kind of skills 
and experience to help 
Bangladesh start tackling this 
hidden issue and alleviating 
the suffering of thousands 
of vulnerable people as they 
struggle with the double 
disadvantage of their poverty 
and a disability.”
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“The underestimation of the abilities of people with disabilities 
is a major obstacle to their inclusion and to the provision of 
equal opportunities. Dismissive attitudes exist throughout 
society – as well as people with disabilities themselves, who 
in the absence of evidence that they are valued and supported 
will often underestimate their own abilities.”

UNICEF State of the World’s Children 2013



How you can help
We are well positioned to realise our strategic goals 
and improve the lives of vulnerable people with 
disabilities in Bangladesh.

Our work is entirely dependent on the generosity of 
our supporters. If you share our vision, please help us 
by making a donation. Please do get in touch if you 
have ideas for fundraising or helping us in other ways 
– such as increasing awareness of these issues. 

Thank you 

www.apaseninternational.org.uk
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Apasen International is developing detailed architectural designs for a 
multi purpose resource centre in Sylhet Division that will provide a range 
of services including respite care, day care, and training facilities for health 
care workers. We will be launching a capital appeal for this project in 
the near future. The land has already been very generously donated by 
Jalalabad Ragib Rabeya Medical College.



www.apaseninternational.org.uk

Carmine Wharf, 30 Copenhagen Place, London E14 7FF
Tel: 020 7001 2266 Email: info@apaseninternational.org.uk

Apasen International is the operating name of Apasenth International - a charitable incorporated organisation (CIO) registered in England and Wales 
(registration no. 1152535). Registered office address: Carmine Wharf, 30 Copenhagen Place, London, E14 7FF D
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