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The Banglarights.net (Bangladesh Human Rights Network) is an independent platform for media professionals and activists who believe in a society which is respectful of the rights of all its members.
The idea was to develop a platform for democratic practice, develop an indigenous criteria for human rights, compare the human rights situation between countries, use best practice examples to give a voice to people at grassroots levels and address social inequalities and domination. The site will also look at attempts by global forces (governments, TNC, international organisations) through surveillance, and covert mechanisms, to monitor and control other nations and communities. Participants hoped to develop an indigenous working definition of human rights which takes into account the realities of majority world experiences. It was hoped that the website would help form a wider network of media professionals active in the field of human rights, who would champion human rights reforms both within their countries and across geographical and political boundaries.

From the 18 to 26th February 2001, Bangladeshi journalists active in the field of human rights, gathered at Pathshala, the South Asian Institute of Photography, to design and launch the first human rights web portal in Bangladesh. The launching of the site was part of a workshop designed to help journalists use the Internet to promote human rights practices. Supported by local resource persons from Dhaka University, Drik, Pathshala and various human rights organizations, as well as international resource persons from Sri Lanka and India, the participants - grouped under the banner Bangladesh Human Rights Network - were involved in hands-on training on Internet tools and strategies, that would help them address global and local issues related to human rights. Drik, Pathshala FCO and DFID have provided support to the initiative. The site www.banglarights.net Bangladesh’s first human rights portal, was launched at the end of the workshop.

Within 2 years www.banglarights.net has made rapid inroads into the international scene. It is now recognized as the gateway to information on human rights in Bangladesh. The index page itself contains links to the UN, Bangladesh government official sites and commonwealth web networks. Each month almost 45,000 users around the world visit the site. 

The site, containing almost 500 link pages and displaying thousands of screens, is continuously updated by the Drik multimedia department. So far 55 organizations, 82 subscribers (journalists, academics, anthropologists, photojournalists, writers, development workers, educationist, and human rights activists) and a large number of internet users are linked up with the initiative.

Banglarights is an open platform with contributions from all over the world. Community contributors: sex workers, acid victims, slum dwellers, garments workers, indigenous people and marginalized communities are some of the groups who directly share their stories.

Hundreds of articles from international and nationally recognized writers, journalists, and photographers have so far been donated free of royalty for the site. The immediate beneficiaries of the project are journalists, human rights activists, humanitarian organizations, marginalized communities and disadvantaged groups.

In the recent World Information.org conference – Brussels 2001, www.banglarights.net was one of the three sites that were selected for discussion by an international group of NGO, Media and Activists organization. The other sites were, www.redcross.be and www.echoscommunication.org
Besides the technical skills learnt at the workshop, the site itself is a human rights web portal that collates and catalogues all relevant human rights activities at a local level and has extensive links to global networks. The training given will strengthen the media by developing web-reporting skills. The focus on human rights news and press freedom has created greater awareness both within the media and the public at large. Media outlets that do not have Internet access are also using the site to increase coverage. The emphasis on tactical methods, lobbying, forming pressure groups and developing campaign strategy are part of the practical tools that activists are using to help marginalized voices to be heard. 

To promote the website an attractive poster was published. The posters covered the whole of Dhaka city. It was also distributed across the country in the journalist community through the press clubs of 64 districts, and also distributed to human rights organizations.

Since all parts of Bangladesh do not have Internet access, the hard copies of banglarights were sent to recognized human rights organizations around the country. 

Unfortunately, within 24 hours of the site being launched, the Bangladesh Telegraph and Telephone Board blocked all outgoing phone lines of Drik Picture Library Ltd. Despite protests in newspapers and complaints being lodged, and constant lobbying only three of the 16 telephone lines were restored after over six months. Two years after the launch, Drik’s international phone lines are still blocked. Unofficially, high ranking officials of BTTB have admitted that the blockage was totally unjustified. We have come to know that the blockage was due to our publications of articles critical of the government. 
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