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TWO months ago I wrote about the grassroots activists whose work, motivation and mobilisation keep Pakistan going. 

In the doom and gloom that shroud the country today and which the media has taken to reporting in a fiercely competitive spirit, the commitment of these humble workers came as cheering news for readers. I found it reassuring that people do not derive sadistic pleasure from the misery of the underdogs. Many see a ray of hope in the activists’ performance. 

Today I have a story about activism of another kind. These activists are women who are not underprivileged — in fact they can be classed as the elites of society. They are volunteering their time and energy not for themselves but for the wider community which might be on the periphery of their lives. But it is a community that cannot be wished away. 

Working on a voluntary basis to sustain an organisation with the help of public donations, they have been extending support to the not so privileged under the umbrella of the Behbud Association. This they have been doing for 40 years now and have chosen to remain individually anonymous. 

Karachi’s Behbud has expanded incrementally and is going strong, though the entire socio-economic environment in the country has changed since the seventies when Behbud was founded. Even philanthropy is no longer fashionable. There are no more free lunches now, we are reminded. But that has not affected the commitment of the Behbud volunteers to provide sustained service to the poor in education, healthcare, vocational training and much more. 

Many cynically point out that these are the fundamental rights of people which is the duty of the state to provide. NGOs cannot bring about social change. But that should be no reason to discredit an organisation that is functioning and quite effectively at that. Behbud describes its mission to be to “uplift and empower communities by providing health, education and income-generation opportunities through vocational training”. The emphasis in its strategy is on “motivation, commitment and participation of all stakeholders”. 

What is striking about Behbud is the teamwork of a band of dedicated women who work together to help operate 11 schools, literacy centres, a learning resource centre, computer labs, a vocational training complex, and an extensive health programme comprising a variety of specialised clinics numbering 36. Considering that its outreach has been growing — there are over 3,000 students enrolled in its schools where 102 teachers are employed — the association could well inspire others to do the same to promote the well-being of all. 

In an age when the market is the driving force, it is rare to get anyone to render a service free of charge. But Behbud’s volunteers do. Of the 128 members, an executive committee of 22 is elected. With professionals employed for teaching, healthcare, vocational training and other activities, and the fees and charges kept at a minimum or waived, the most immediate need of the association is funding. It is here that the volunteers’ role takes a key position. 

They raise funds running into millions, which include the sponsorship programme for students. Supervision is another time-consuming task. There is a need to oversee the sales outlet of the industrial home and the quality control of the goods produced which generate an income to cover the costs incurred and provide a salary to the workers and their beneficiaries — now estimated to be over a thousand. Then the clockwork functioning of the various projects calls for a lot of coordination by the volunteers. 

Had the volunteers not won public confidence in their work they could never have pulled in donations, for Pakistanis are known to be generous with their philanthropy only when they know their money will be put to good use. Volunteerism attracts volunteerism and 40 or so workers including doctors put in honorary service for the sick in the clinics. 

Without meticulous planning, policymaking and supervision of the committee members this huge project would not have worked. What is remarkable is that they have their feet planted firmly on the ground and therefore the judicious prioritisation of their options. They prefer to spend money on computers to expand the capacity of their classes and will limit their expenses on the construction work being undertaken in the spacious building by keeping it on a modest scale. 

Ostentation is shunned and it is found preferable to invest money instead in the park facing the Behbud complex. They will not chase foolish schemes such as making English the language of instruction because it sounds so fancy. Children are taught in Urdu, which is familiar to them, while they learn English as a second language. 

When faced with the challenge of finding good teachers, Behbud set up a learning resource centre and has trained 9,000 teachers — many from other schools — to date. True, some leave for greener pastures but that is not grudged. “They go to other schools and in this way we are serving the community,” one of the executive committee members remarked. Of course one wonders how much teachers can learn from the short courses that are now the norm. But that is a problem of the entire education system for which a solution has still to be found. 

But what is important is that many who have learnt a skill in one of Behbud’s units very often return to serve the association. This will eventually build a Behbud community one hopes that will foster greater volunteerism — the spirit to work not for money but for less tangible rewards such as satisfaction. Volunteerism should not be allowed to die. 

One of the executive committee members says that the youth do come forward to serve the community but they do not like too many checks and constraints to be imposed on them. As for sensitivity towards the needs of the community, she admits there is more of it in the Pakistani children who live and study abroad and come here on short visits.

