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Bangladesh is a tropical country with seasonal monsoons 

during which a high rainfall occurs. Associated with the 

monsoons are tidal surges and an increased run-off from the 

mountains to the north of the country; these can, and do, 

cause disastrous floods. Cyclonic storms are also frequent in 

the south. It is a poor and populous land of seventy-eight 

million inhabitants, eighty-five per cent of whom can be 

considered rural. Of those, sixty per cent can be classified as 

landless. In a country where the national income per capita is 

estimated at about US $140 per annum, the income level of 

the landless rural population is virtually that of the destitute. 

It is this landless rural population that are hit the hardest by 

the annual monsoon flooding and the cyclones. Their 

sufferings are augmented by the fact that they usually have to 

live on marginal lands, in frail, feeble shelters or makeshift 

homes that leave them exposed to every risk. 

Although the landless poor provide the bulk of the 

agricultural labour force in Bangladesh, a substantial propor

tion of them also engage in a variety of other activities such 

as weaving, mat making, small scale trading, rearing goats or 

sheep, keeping pigeons, sewing, rice husking and making 

pottery. Because they lack the financial resources their time is 

not used productively, they cannot buy the materials or tools 

that are needed to allow them to expand and rise above the 

poverty line. 

The Grameen Bank Programme was started in 1976 in the 

village of Jobra by Dr Mohammed Yunus, the then Director of 

the Rural Economics Programme, of the Department of 

Economics in Chittagong University. It set out to provide 

credit to the rural, landless poor for income generating 

activities, and offered it to them at the low interest rate of 

sixteen per cent. Because they lack the collateral, the poor 

are normally barred from obtaining credit from official 

institutions. They are then forced to borrow from the private 

sector at exorbitant interest rates. 

The significant and truly revolutionary aspect of the 

Grameen Bank Programme was that it required no collateral 

from its poor customers. They had to repay their debt 

through their own commercial or artisanal activities. The 

condition of the Grameen Bank Programme was that people 

organise themselves into small groups who could act in 

concert and with discipline. The group would oversee the 

punctual payments of the loan instalments of all their 

A participant in the programme proudly displays the payment book 
which made her house possible: OPPOSITE: A clean raised concrete 
slab, on which to build, has an enormous impact on hygiene, self-
worth and human dignity 





members - if not the group had to pay. This ensured suffi

cient peer pressure from within. 

The Grameen Bank Programme was transformed into an 

independent bank with the name of the Grameen Bank in 

1983. The Government provided sixty per cent of the initial 

paid up share capital while forty per cent was held by the 

borrowers of the Bank. Recently this was revised and set at 

twenty-five per cent for the Government, with the remaining 

seventy-five per cent to belong to the borrowers. The Bank's 

conditions for membership are as follows: any person whose 

family owns less than 0.5 acres of cultivable land, and whose 

assets together do not exceed the market value of one acre of 

medium quality land in the area, is eligible for loans for 

income-generating activities from the Grameen Bank. Only 

one person from each household is allowed to become a 

member. To get a loan he or she must form a group of five 

like-minded people from similar economic and social 

backgrounds. They elect a chairman and secretary, and hold 

weekly meetings. Sometimes several groups in a village get 

together and form a 'centre' with an elected Centre Chief and 

Deputy Chief. The Centre Chief then conducts the weekly 

meetings, and is responsible for the observance of the rules 

of the Bank. Between two and ten groups can form a centre, 

the average being six groups. Eighty-four per cent of the 

Grameen Bank members are women. In fact, the belief of the 

Bank is that women are a potential and reliable economic 

force amongst the poor. Over the past decade the members 

of the Bank have evolved a manifesto, called the 'Sixteen 

Decisions', which is adhered to by all the groups. 

Loans are given to individual members or to the group as a 

whole, each loan being valid for one year only. It is paid back 

in weekly instalments, each being two per cent of the total 

amount. In addition, every group member deposits one taka 

per week (TK 30 = US $1) as a personal saving which is 

placed into the Group Fund Account. When a group member 

receives a loan an obligatory deduction of five per cent of the 

loan amount, known as a Group Tax', is deposited into the 

Group Fund Account where it can be used for the benefit of 

the members. On approval from the group, members can 

then borrow from this fund. In addition, a member pays a 

weekly sum into an 'Emergency Fund' which is set at a rate of 

one-fourth of the total interest being paid to the Bank. This is 

basically an insurance against default, death, disability, 

accident or other disasters. The maximum individual loan is 

TK 5000 (US $ 166), although proven borrowers can get more. 

The smallest loan on record was for one taka. 

Each centre is looked after by a Grameen Bank Branch 

Assistant who attends the weekly meetings and collects the 

payments. He identifies future customers, distributes the 

loans, supervises the groups under his charge, and ensures 

that accounts are kept and payments paid back on time. In 

fact, he is involved in many extension activities with his 

groups. Each Grameen Bank Branch Assistant is responsible 

for up to ten centres, and, with an average of six groups per 

centre, that means seeing up to three-hundred people per 

Women have played a key role in the success of the lending 
programme, and have also been directly involved in bouse 
construction; OPPOSITE: A light inexpensive rush skin, wrapped 
around the bamboo 





week. He works out of a branch office that supervises and 

services some sixty centres located in about twenty villages. 

Ten branch offices are supervised by one Area Office 

covering an area of two hundred square miles which in turn 

is supervised by a Zonal Office. Each Zonal Office looks after 

an average of eight Area Offices. These Zonal Offices have a 

high degree of autonomy and are given a free hand to 

administer their areas. The head office is based in Dhaka, and 

it oversees the whole project. 

By March 1989 the Grameen Bank had 53.5170 members 

spread out over 11,793 villages in nine zones of Bangladesh. 

There are 571 branches in operation looking after 21.612 

centres. Of these centres. 18.831 are comprised of female 

groups and only 2,781 are of male groups. Excluding the 

Housing Loans, the Grameen Bank lias currently distributed 

just over TK 4,013.536.000. or US $133,764,533- As of June 

1988 the astonishing recovery rate was 98.35 per cent. 

The Housing Loan Programme was initiated in October 

1984 after a National Workshop during which Grameen Bank 

workers exchanged their practical experiences and ideas. 

From this exchange it became clear that as the income 

generating capacity of the Grameen Bank borrowers 

improved their demand for better housing increased. The 

decision was then made to start a Housing Loan 

Programme as a specific and important part of the Grameen 

Bank operations, and not just as an adjunct to another loan. 

Its aim was to make funds available for Grameen Bank 

members of good standing for building new houses, or 

rehabilitating their old ones. Only members who regularly 

paid their dues on time, and who adhered to the rules, were 

considered for these loans. And because the sums involved 

were much larger than those that were available through the 

general loan programme, new lending policies and proce

dures had to be set up. Preference, as always, was given to 

the most needy. 

A two tier system was established. The larger loan, for 

amounts up to TK 18.000. was called the Standard Housing 

Loan', while the smaller loans, of up to TK 10.000, were 

called 'Basic Housing Loans'. They were to be repaid at a rate 

of TK 1.000 per year, so that a person taking out a loan of TK 

15.000 had up to fifteen years to pay it back. The housing 

loan is charged at five per cent interest instead of the sixteen 

per cent interest charged for the regular or short term loans. 

The Grameen Bank Housing Loan Programme covers a 

wide geographical zone which includes a range of architec

tural styles. Most of the houses occupied by the poor are of 

single storeys with one or two rooms at the most, and with 

the cooking area and animal shelter clustered around the 

house forming a yard or outdoor work area. The house space 

is multi-purpose and acts as a sleeping area, and a storage 

space for all the utensils that the family owns including those 

for income generating activities such as weaving and sewing. 

A ceiling level platform, built using the base of the roof truss, 

frequently acts as the repository for valuable objects. A 

number of the houses have interior altars. 

FROM ABOVE: Structural system of basic units: quickly drying mud 
allows for creative variation and different organic forms in each 
structure: concrete posts for the houses have been prefabricated, but 
in a far less energy-intensive way, showing the possibilities of 
appropriate technology: OPPOSITE: Once a basic structural frame is 
provided, individual owners are able to erect readily available reed 
panels to enclose their houses; OVERLEAF: Deep roof overhangs 
accommodate the small cottage industries, such as weaving, which 
have helped residents improve their standard of living and repay the 
bank loan 





The archetypal house form consists of a rectangular 

building with a pitched roof, and hipped or gable ends. They 

are small, and can measure from 2x3 metres to 4 x 7 metres 

in size. Most pre-Grameen Bank houses seem to have been 

smaller than those built with the loans. All are built on raised 

earth platforms to preserve them from the rising flood waters 

of the rainy season. Some houses have windows, others do 

not. Doorways, made of bamboo matting or wood, seem to 

provide most of the interior light and usually open inwards. 

In the central area of Bangladesh the houses are mostly 

built with a bamboo or wood frame that can support a light

weight wall made of either bamboo matting or jute sticks. 

The facades are frequently plastered with mud. Thatched 

roofs are made of grass, rice stems, bamboo matting or jute 

sticks. All these materials are not durable, and have to be 

replaced almost every two years. Yearly flooding adds to 

their brief lives. So thatched roofs are dispensed with as soon 

as the owner can afford to buy corrugated sheeting. Some

times even the walls are replaced with sheeting. 

Bamboo and jute sticks are the cheapest materials to build 

with. They are also light and can be removed and carried to a 

new location at flood time, and/or easily replaced. 

Bamboo is now in short supply and sometimes has to be 

imported from India, thus increasing its price, but jute is still 

the cheapest material. However, it does not last as long as 

bamboo and is easily attacked by termites. The floors are 

usually of mud, and frequent mud coats gives the houses a 

neat and clean look. North of Dhaka where flooding is 

common the houses have massive rammed earth and cob 

walls, but in 1988 the flood waters rose so high that many of 

these houses collapsed. People now prefer to build a frame 

house with light walls, or else include columns in the corners 

to help support the roof. More expensive materials, such as 

fired brick and reinforced concrete, are rarely used as 

building materials by the poor. 

The Grameen Bank Housing Programme proposes a basic 

house which can be built with a Basic House Loan, and 

which can be modified and extended by the borrowers if 

their resources permit it. A Standard House Loan would, of 

course, provide a larger house but the materials remain the 

same. The basic house has a usable floor area of at least 

twenty square metres. Four reinforced concrete columns, 

manufactured by the Grameen Bank, are supplied to each 

borrower. The early Grameen Bank Housing Loan houses 

had wooden posts but these proved to be susceptible to 

termites and unstable during the floods. A more secure 

structure was needed. 

Reinforced columns were introduced and have proven to 

be very successful. They provide a secure attachment point 

for the walls, and they hold up the roof in such a stable 

manner that in times of floods the people can safely sit on 

them. The columns are sunk upright into the ground at the 

four corners of the house, to a depth of 0.50 metres. 

Additional posts, made of wood, bamboo or reinforced 

concrete have to be provided by the borrower, and depend 

on the resources to hand. The loan allows for the obligatory 

purchase on the local open market of eighteen corrugated 

iron sheets, measuring 2.438 x 0.820 metres each, and 

sufficient to cover the basic house with a simple pitched roof. 

This can be supported by a wooden or bamboo roof frame 

which, in turn, is supported by the four columns and any 

other secondary posts. 

Walls can be filled in with any material chosen and bought 

by the borrower who also decides on the number and types 

of windows and doors he or she requires. Grameen Bank 

staff favour doors and shutters that open inwards because 

they are not exposed to the sun and rain, and can therefore 

survive longer. Heights of plinths and floors are left up to the 

borrowers. The Grameen Bank has a plan for the basic 

house, and makes sure that at least the minimum requirement 

is achieved. However, the borrower is basically responsible 

for the real design of their house. And even though they 

usually choose materials that belong within the local architec

tural style for their roofs and as fillers, no two houses ever 

seem the same. 

Since mid-1988, the programme has also required the 

borrower to build a latrine for the house, using a latrine's 

base with syphon and cement liners for the pit. These are 

manufactured by the Grameen Bank production yards, and 

are given with the rest of the materials at the start of the 

house, but the Grameen Bank does not advise on their 

placement. The Grameen Bank does not involve itself with 

such details as the siting of a house, its orientation, or its 

relation to nearby buildings. They also do not provide loans 

for public facilities; however, some centres are using their 

savings fund for setting up schools for the younger children. 

The reinforced concrete pillars and the latrine kits are 

manufactured at thirty-four different sites across the country, 

using moulds which are easily transportable according to 

demands. The local branch office only needs to specify the 

amounts required. The masons running the production units 

receive a loan from the Grameen Bank at sixteen per cent 

interest to help them finance the work. The borrower has to 

arrange the transport. Two pillars can be moved in one 

rickshaw van, and/or three men can carry one pillar at a time. 

Each column is 3.35 metres long and 13-3 centimetres 

squared in cross section. The production of these pillars 

operates as an independent income generating unit. A mason 

and five labourers can produce twenty-nine columns per day; 

each sells for TK 325. They are made with a mix of two parts 

cement, to four parts sand, to two parts of brick chips. Each 

column also has four ten millimetre diameter bars and thirteen 

links. The person who takes out the loan pays the workers. 

The concept and the design of the houses originated in 

Bangladesh. Many of the materials are local, although 

corrugated sheeting is essentially an imported product. 

Cement comes from local factories as well as from Indonesia, 

and the steel for reinforcing is milled in Bangladesh. 

All the Grameen Bank Housing loans are given to the rural 

poor who either live in rural settlements, or on plots of land 





sited by road embankments or fields. There is such a great 

variety in these houses that they cannot be described in 

general terms. The following descriptions of three specific 

loans will suffice as examples of houses built with housing 

loans granted by the Grameen Bank. 

Afiya Begum has been a member of the bank for nine 

years. She took out a house loan after her house was de

stroyed by floods. Her new house stands on a high platform, 

fourteen square metres, which rises several metres above the 

level of the paddy fields that surround it on three sides. The 

Dhaka-Tangail road lies alongside the fourth side. The house 

consists of a single room measuring 6x4 metres, and an 

outbuilding, 2x4 metres in size, that functions as a kitchen. 

The two sections are positioned at right angles to each other 

and so create a small open-air space that also acts as an 

outdoor cooking area. She is also intending to build an 

outside latrine on the site. Her husband and three children 

share the house. In this small space she keeps goats and 

ducks which help to augment her income. She bought the 

land from a local landowner with a loan from Grameen Bank. 

Kamala Begum lives with her husband in a new Grameen 

Bank loan house, situated some fifty metres away from the 

Dhaka-Tangail road, in a small compound with three other 

households. Her husband owned the eight-hundred and fifty 

square metres on which they built their house, but since she 

was the Grameen Bank member the title deeds were trans

ferred to her name. The houses have a large open area 

between them, and sit high above the level of the paddy 

fields around them. She earns her living by sewing, using a 

machine she bought with a loan from the Grameen Bank. 

From her savings she bought her husband a rickshaw. 

Rahissa Begum has a two-room. 5x3 metre house which 

was built with a Grameen Bank housing loan in the village of 

Habibpur, Munshiganj Upazila District. The village consists of 

many clusters leaving little room for expansion. Her house 

faces the river bank on one side and a small neighbourhood 

open area on the other three. She has a kitchen shelter. Her 

husband owned the land and it was transferred to her name. 

Although it is difficult to expand she wants another loan to 

add an extension for her four sons and one daughter who 

live with them. Her income comes from two milk cows which 

she bought with Grameen Bank loans. 

The Grameen Bank Housing Loan Programme started in 

October 1984 with a potential house loan of up to TK 15,000. 

In 1984 these came to a total of 317 loans. The number rose 

in 1985 to 1.264, but they decreased in 1986 when there were 

only 416 new housing loans given out. After the disastrous 

Hoods of 1987 there was a sharp increase in the number of 

borrowers, 21,366 in 1987 and 21.148 in 1988. This increase 

coincided with the two tier house loan system mentioned 

above. In 1988 these loan plans were modified and a new. 

Small Housing Loan was introduced for amounts up to TK 

8.000 and renamed the 'Basic Housing Loan'; the sum was 

later raised to TK 10.000. The 'Moderate Housing Loan' was 

increased to TK 18,000. The Basic Loan is taken nine times 

FROAI ABOVE: The plaiting of rush siding, reinforced with bamboo 
strips is achieved with heavy gauge steel wire, which makes the wall 
surprisingly strong and durable; as with posts, sanitary units for 
each house are also prefabricated, which has helped in cutting 
costs; OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE: Choice of material makes a 
significant difference in the appearance of each dwelling, but the 
cost of each is similar 
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more often than the Moderate. In all cases, it is not necessary 

to take the maximum amount. 

The Basic House Loan of TK 10,000 which has to be repaid 

hack at five per cent interest breaks down as follows: 

Reinforced concrete pillars 

at TK 325 each TK 1,300 

Two bundles of corrugated iron sheets TK 5,000 

Sanitary latrine TK 500 

Other materials, roof frame etc TK 3,200 

Total TK 10,000 

By the end of 1988. the Grameen Bank had distributed TK 

337,582,618 to 44,556 borrowers, at an average of TK 8,058 

per head. Payments are made on a weekly basis at a mini

mum rate, but if the borrower wishes, the repayments can be 

larger and the time period shortened. 

But the maximum period is fixed in the ratio of years to 

thousands, so TK 18,000 has to be repaid in eighteen years. 

The repayment rate is running close to a hundred per cent. 

Funding for the project has primarily come from the 

Bangladesh Central Bank and from foreign donors, including 

NORAID, SIDA, CIDA, GTZ and 1FAD. 

The maintenance cost for these houses is very low. It 

basically includes the replacement, every two or three years, 

of the jute and bamboo matting on the walls. The reinforced 

concrete pillars should last for eighteen years maximum, 

although the corrugated iron sheeting will not survive that 

long. Termite attacks and humidity cause the deterioration of 

the organic materials used in the walls, and these have to be 

replaced at intervals. Some families have experimented and 

used the poison aldrin at the base of bamboo posts to try to 

limit the termite attacks; others have coated these posts with 

liquid bitumen. 

Technically, these house loans are sound. The houses' 

protection from the rain is good, an important point in a 

monsoon country, and for most households it is a significant 

improvement on their traditional housing. They also with

stand the floods better. After the 1988 floods the Grameen 

Bank house owners spent less money repairing their houses 

than those who had traditional houses. 

This was also apparently true for the disastrous cyclones 

that hit the Bangladesh coastline in the spring of 1991. The 

Grameen Bank house owners fared much better, and they 

lost less of their belongings. The reinforced columns provide 

a strong frame for the house as long as soil erosion is not a 

major problem. If erosion becomes serious then the columns 

can be removed and transported to safer ground. 

The level of technology required for building and main

taining these houses is perfectly adapted to the users. All the 

materials are familiar, and no new technical innovation is 

required. The users have faith in the materials used in their 

houses, all of which have been tried and proved successful. 

Innovative techniques and materials would probably not be 

popular with people of such modest needs. 

The response to the programme has proved its success and 

greatness. The number of borrowers is increasing, and the 

Grameen Bank hopes to add another twenty-two million US 

dollars to their fund by 1992. Grameen Bank also plans to 

expand the areas it serves, but only after it has trained the 

necessary staff to carry out this work. The staff are dedicated 

to the objectives of the Bank. In fact, they are really the ones 

who are responsible for the success of the operation, and it 

could not have been achieved without their hard work. 

The reaction of the users has been difficult to measure. 

The Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies has tried to 

assess the reaction of the Grameen Bank Housing Loan house 

occupiers. From a survey conducted in the Tangail, Dhaka 

and Rangpur Zones, on a sample of a hundred and sixteen 

cases, the benefits from moving into the new houses in the 

order of their importance is given as follows: 

- things are saved from damage caused by rain 

- things are saved from thieves 

- a decreased intensity of diseases 

- increase in the quality of work 

- increase in social dignity 

- capability of doing more as mental strength increases 

The most significant factor seems to be that everyone that 

was visited had plans to go on adding to their houses. Many 

have already enlarged their original investments by adding 

better windows, cemented floors, a roofed verandah or even 

additional rooms. However, one cannot and should not 

disassociate the physical product of a house and the provi

sion of a loan from the fact that Grameen Bank has been 

providing general loans for the promotion of finance generat

ing activities among the Grameen Bank borrowers. The 

Housing Loan, and its end result, is an effective and success

ful operation because the borrowers are already engaged in 

activities stimulated by a general Grameen Bank loan which 

enables them to cope with the repayments on the house, and 

embellish it with savings made from their self-employment. 

The two parallel aspects of the Grameen Bank loans are 

what makes it successful. It would not have been possible for 

poor people to take out a loan for a house without an income 

to repay the loan. The income generating loans provide them 

with the wherewithal to do that. The vision of Dr Mohammed 

Yunus in creating such a package is to be commended. It is 

truly an extraordinary project. 

OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE: Not all mofs are tin, as other choices have 
been allowed; the Grameen Bank Housing Programme has shown 
how minimal means can make an important difference in the lives 
of people who bad previously held out little hope for a better life 


