Banglarights Progress Report: 2003-2004

< www.banglarights.net >

On February 2004, Banglarights reached 3 years of age. Within this time it has made significant inroads into the international scene. It is now recognised as a responsible gateway to information on the human rights situation in Bangladesh. The website on average records around 44,625 hits per month. The site is linked to the global Internet community through 50 popular search engines. 

Launching of a New Site: 

Since Banglarights’ inception, Drik’s multimedia department has regularly updated and maintained the site. In order to make effective use of the latest web technology, the site has been redesigned and launched in a dynamic form. 
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Now it is possible to upload and edit news from anywhere without FTP technology. This enables the editor to continue publishing without direct technical input from the webmaster, should the situation demand it. The new site is easier to browse and gives a better viewing experience. The new design has a lighter, easy-to-read look. 

News, issues and campaigns are published in separate sections of the site, divided into “Bangladesh” and “Worldwide” categories. A drop-down menu on the left of the screen shows how the user has navigated the site, and makes it possible to enter sections in a different area of the site with a single click. Thus it is easier for the user to navigate according to specific interests. Summaries of the latest articles are featured on the front or home page, giving the user the choice of opening the story straightaway. 

New Strategy and Action Plan: 

A meeting was held on 19 February 2004 to design a new action plan for Banglarights. Banglarights’ initiator, editor, co-ordinator and webmaster took part in the meeting. The following decisions were made at the meeting:

1. Restructuring Banglarights:

A new operational structure for Banglarights was discussed in order to invigorate and expand the current network and website. The following diagram shows how this structure should operate, and short summaries explain the activities of each body:







Volunteers

Once the volunteer network is up and running, a large number of publishable material and ideas for new features on the website should come from the volunteers. We have already started contacting several ‘e-volunteers’, those who have contacted Banglarights over email. We also hope to start a network of people around Bangladesh who can post their material to us in hard copy. 

Volunteers’ mail will be filtered by the volunteer co-ordinator, who will maintain direct email (or postal where necessary) contact with the volunteers. The material will then be passed on to the editor(s), who may decide to publish or forward it to the panel. 

Possible volunteers can be university students interested in human rights and/or journalism, who can benefit from being involved with Banglarights. School students at higher secondary level with interest in human rights issues can also participate individually, or as part of a programme organised in partnership between the school and Banglarights.

Volunteer Coordinator

The volunteer co-ordinator will keep in regular contact with all volunteers and organise collection of material to pass on to the editor. S/he will also keep a database of the material coming in to Banglarights, for future reference. 

Currently, we have Syed Rafiq Bin Arshad (Ron) trying to set up the volunteer network. He is working as a volunteer himself. He is liasing regularly with the editor, passing on information and ideas.

Editorial Panel

The idea behind creating an editorial panel is for Banglarights to have access to a body of senior resource persons with significant knowledge in human rights and experience in activism. The panellists will be called on to lend a hand in editing between one and four articles per month, and can be contacted by the editor for suggestions and comments. 

Panellists will be urged to contribute their own articles or material from their resources to the site.  The panellists will be in contact over email with the editor, and all material for editing will also be sent primarily by email. 

We are currently in the process of contacting and confirming participation of possible candidates to this panel. It is proving to be a challenge since almost all the resourceful people in human rights activism and journalism are also extremely busy. However, we hope to create a panel of at least 4 people, with an equal gender distribution.

Webmaster

The webmaster will continue to be responsible for all technical aspects of the Banglarights.net website. He will receive all the material to be published from the editor and uploads the files. He will also be in contact with the admin and finance manager about the finances and billing. 

The site is maintained and updated by Shahjahan Siraj, in charge of Drik Multimedia.

Admin and Finance Manager

Abul Anowar Hossain from Drik is looking after the administrative and financial management of the Banglarights website and network. He will continue from this position to maintain contact with the webmaster, editor, and the funding partners. 

Editor

In this structure of Banglarights, the editor will operate as a hub between the volunteers, editorial panel and the technical and administrative aspects of running the website. The editor will also collect and compile new material for publishing on the site. 

Sameera Huque is working in this position as a part-time editor. Since joining in 2003, her main involvement has been in redesigning the website to a more informative and dynamic presence on the Internet and devising ways to increase the quality and quantity of material being published on the website.
Advisory Body 

The Advisory Body should contain a group of people over who have interest in Banglarights and human rights activism, and are able to play an advisory role through the Internet. We would like this to be a diverse group, those who will add strength and new dimensions to the work of Banglarights. When in operation, the body will liase with the editor and editorial panel on improvements and further development.

In the meeting it was suggested that Dr. Shahidul Alam be a permanent member of the Advisory Body, and he accepted the role.

2 Editorial Policy: To be created by the editorial panel working in conjunction with editor, and if necessary, the advisory board.

3 Publicity: To publicise the launch of Banglarights’ new website to human rights organisations and the media, the following steps will be taken:

· Printing a brochure and mailing it to selected organisations from database with covering letter informing about the new website and calling for volunteers and submission of material

· Creating a mailing list of HR organisations to receive the brochure.

The brochure has been designed by Drik Publications, and will be printed in the first week of May. The mailing list is also being compiled.

4 Developing New Content: The following suggestions came up in the discussion on new content: 

· Media overview of issues with short synopsis and hyperlinks to relevant websites

· Contacting HR editors of newspapers for contributing to Banglarights, perhaps through stories they don’t publish and using them on Banglarights, if applicable, citing the advantages of web presence.

Since the meeting, a media overview of the knife attack on writer Humayun Azad has been published in Banglarights in March. 

5 Future Expansion: The following suggestions came up for further expansion of Banglarights -  
· Developing a research cell

· A printed publication of the material published on the web

· Annual HR overview report

· Photography competition and exhibition

· Human rights award

Editor’s Comments in Conclusion:

The new structure of Banglarights offers a wider scope for participation by human rights activists in Bangladesh and overseas. It creates opportunities for students to interact with senior resource people over the Internet, and gather valuable experience in Internet journalism as well as human rights activism. It also allows people to participate and take interest in Banglarights regardless of their physical distance to Bangladesh. We hope that this participation will lead to wider understanding of human rights issues as well as enrich Banglarights through contributions of articles, photographs, reports and new ideas.

For the Bangladesh Human Rights Network to take full advantage of the new developments, more attention needs to be given to networking. Expanding and maintaining the network also requires dedication and significant blocks of time. As of now, this networking is done by the Volunteer Co-ordinator and Editor. The volunteer co-ordinator is a volunteer himself, and has access to limited resources and time. The editor, working part-time, also has a wide range of responsibilities in the new structure as that role deals with practically all aspects of Banglarights. It is beginning to be clear that unless we have on board someone dedicated to doing the networking activities, Banglarights’ progress will again slow down. 

As mentioned above, the editor’s position now carries more diverse responsibilities than before. It is my opinion that instead of one part-time editor, we should form a team of at least two editors working full time on the website. This will not only ensure more current and in-depth information being published on the site, but also be more efficient in managing the network itself. My suggestion would be to make one editor primarily responsible for network management and screening of incoming content, while another editor looks after the editing of content and consultation with the editorial panel. I think this will help to make the structure more efficient and dynamic. It will also build a greater sense of ownership in each editor for the specific areas s/he is responsible for, rather than trying to do everything at once and ending up with a lacklustre result.

So far, an enormous number of articles and photographs from international and nationally recognised writers, journalists, and photographers have been donated free of royalty to the site. In order to publish timely articles on human rights violations and in-depth material such as investigative reports, Banglarights should be able to commission journalists and writers offering the necessary financial support. In this way the story will receive media attention, the journalist his/her means to do the story, and Banglarights an exclusive article that can be later sold to or shared with other publications and partner organisations.

The future areas of expansion discussed in our meeting on 19 February are also concerns that should receive adequate attention. Banglarights as an entity has excellent international acceptance and credibility. It should build on both its external activities as well as its internal structure, to carry forward its mission. I am hopeful that the new developments and ideas presented here will keep up the progress of Banglarights, and help us to improve on its role in human rights media activism in Bangladesh. 
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