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ABOUT THIS BRIEF
This brief is part of a series of case summaries designed to 
spotlight and draw lessons from the extraordinary stories of local 
leaders working in low-resource settings to respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and to the economic and human effects of 
COVID-19 restrictions. The briefs have been developed through 
qualitative interviews with local leaders; they include accounts of 
specific responses along with reflections on their broader 
implications. 

The case brief series is part of the CLEAR program, an initiative of 
the Center for Higher Ambition Leadership. CLEAR collaborates 
with local leaders to document, extend and enhance effective 
responses to COVID-19 in low-resource settings. The CLEAR team 
believes these stories are powerful learning tools, exemplifying how 
local leaders are working with their communities to adapt and 
innovate amidst the crisis, in ways that sustain and extend human 
services, deliver continued and new benefits for individuals and 
families, and build community resilience. The preparation of this 
case brief series is support by Grand Challenges Canada (funded in 
turn by the Government of Canada) and a lead private donor.  
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Founded in 2005 by Joke and Steven Le Poole following their infant son 
Max’s unexpected death from an infection, the Max Foundation seeks to 
prevent child mortality and foster a world where children no longer die 
from preventable diseases. Working mainly in Bangladesh, the Max 
Foundation focuses on water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) as critical 
to children’s health. Through its work promoting WASH, the Foundation 
developed partnerships with other organizations in Bangladesh and built 
up a network of local leaders and community members, to whom it offers 
information, ideas, advocacy and collaborative support.  

In 2016, the Foundation launched their Healthy Villages program, 
embracing the WASH agenda plus nutrition and safe motherhood. 
Currently, the Max Foundation works with 1,674 communities aiming for 
“Healthy Village” status. Local government institutions designate villages 
as “healthy” based on criteria developed with the National Institute of 
Local Government (NILG) Bangladesh: 

	 1. Safe water management and use 
	 2. Improved sanitation and waste management 
	 3. Hygiene, including handwashing at critical times 
	 4. Appropriate food and nutrition behaviour/knowledge, 	 	
	     especially for children, mothers and adolescents 
	 5. Essential care for mother (pre- and post-natal) and child, and 	            
	     sexual and reproductive health 
	 6. Good governance  
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Descrip(on Quan(ty Unit	Name

20	Liter	PVC	tank 1 Tank

PVC	tap	with	fi@ngs 1 Tap

Course	aggregate 1 cB

Sand 0.5 cB

Cement 5 kg

G	I	ware 250 gram

Color 10

Flexible	pipe 1 Pipe

Wooden	stand 1 Stand

Steel	stand 1 Stand

Liquid	Hand	WASH	
boQle/device	
(homemade)

1 Hand	WASH	
boQle
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COVID-19 is a health crisis, but 
it's also a social and economic 
crisis - it's caused a huge 
economic burden for the 
communities where we work

- Riad Mahmud

“ “

To provide an option for people to wash their hands at home, the 
Max Foundation invented the Maxi-basin, an affordable 
handwashing system that can easily be assembled from locally 
available components and materials. The Foundation also works 
with local entrepreneurs, for example in a program where women 
sell soap, other cleaning products and the Maxi-basin in their 
communities. 

Director Riad Mahmud leads the Max Foundation’s Bangladesh 
team, with program managers Kazal Adihul and Mohammad Irfan. 
Portfolio manager Suzan van der Wilt provides support from the 
Foundation’s Netherlands office. The team’s COVID-19 response 
was led by Mr. Adihul.  

Riad Mahmud
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RESPONDING TO COVID-19 

On March 23, 2020, the Bangladesh government announced a “general 
holiday,” a form of lockdown, which continued through May. The Max 
Foundation team noted that this was particularly hard on day labourers 
and informal workers. Loss of income, together with a spike in food prices, 
created an economic and food security crisis for millions of families. 

The Max Foundation started to respond to the threat of COVID-19 in 
Bangladesh even before the general holiday. In February, they began 
developing ideas on how to help during the pandemic. They didn’t have 
the funds to provide financial or food aid to families, but they took stock of 
the resources they did have: strong relationships with over a thousand 
communities, and local partners in each; a database of program users’ 
contact information; a call centre with good capacity for phone calls and 
text messages; and expertise in hygiene, hand-washing, and nutrition. 

The team decided to respond to COVID-19 through a large-scale 
messaging campaign. They aimed to leverage their database of 
beneficiaries’ contact information, which gave them access to 
communities across to reach the whole South coastal area of Bangladesh, 
with about 1.2 million people. Drawing on government and WHO 
materials, the team worked with partner NGOs to develop messages that 
included both hygiene and nutrition information. Noting that nutrition is 
important for a healthy immune system, they focused on nutritional needs 
of pregnant and breastfeeding mothers, and children under five. 
Additionally, they included information about COVID-19 itself to combat 
misinformation spreading through platforms like Facebook. The 
Foundation’s partner NGO’s also supported dissemination of the 
messages. 
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In addition to collaborating with national and regional partner NGOs, the Max 
Foundation team also worked with local government and mobilized their 
network of community leaders and other local stakeholders in the campaign. 
For example, each village in the Foundation’s Healthy Villages program has 
“Courtyard Leaders” who passed along Max Foundation messages to the 
households in their area – usually about 35-40 households per Courtyard 
Leader. This multiplied the campaign’s reach. The table below outlines the 
involvement of stakeholders in the pandemic response. 

Beyond providing information to fight the pandemic, the team also wanted to 
be sure households and entrepreneurs received critical government support. 
Max Foundation could not offer direct financial and food aid, but through their 
information campaign they steered people to available government aid. 
Meanwhile, the entrepreneurs who sold sanitation products could not work 
because of the “general holiday;” the team advocated for them directly with the 
government and helped secure permission to continue making sales. This both 
enabled the entrepreneurs to support themselves and helped assure people 
had soap and other supplies for preventing infections like COVID-19. 

Many of the communities where the Max Foundation works had only a central 
well where 20 to 30 families draw water. This led to congregation, and 
increased probability of viral spread. The Foundation’s Maxi-basin not only 
made handwashing more convenient, but it also reduced the need to visit the 
central well. Despite the strain on household finances, installation of Maxi-
basins actually increased: 20,000 Maxi-basins were purchased during the 
pandemic, surpassing the team’s goal of 8,000. 

Caption
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Stakeholder Description Activities

Partner NGOs

National/regional NGOs 
with local presence with 
whom Max Foundation 
Bangladesh works to 
plan and administer 
programmes  

• Collaborated with Max Foundation on the 
development of the campaign’s messages 
• Facilitated orientation for staff 
• Supported the dissemination of text messages 
• Supported phone call-based program monitoring

Health promotion 
agents

All-female micro-
entrepreneurs supplying 
WASH, health and 
nutrition products to 
communities • Continuation of service delivery and marketing of 

hygiene and latrine products while maintaining 
physical distance 

Local 
entrepreneurs

Sanitation 
entrepreneurs or micro-
entrepreneurs selling 
latrines, handwashing 
devices, menstrual 
pads, micronutrient 
supplements

Union Parishad

Local government 
administration unit in 
rural municipalities. 
Elected officials. 

• Conducted in-person campaigning through 
mobile loudspeakers (often via rickshaw) 
• Supported communities through government 
relief work, case management

Community 
support leaders

Group of community 
leaders providing 
advisory and technical 
support to households 
in pursuit of Healthy 
Village goals • Disseminate messages to the community while 

maintaining physical distance 
• Advocacy with Union Parishad to distribute 
government food-based relief to the hardcore poor 
• Monitoring physical distancing, child growth 
measurement, and hygiene issues - especially 
collection of water from common wells 

Community 
mentors

Group of Healthy 
Village “champions” in 
community providing a 
link between the 
community and Union 
Parishad, service 
agencies

Courtyard leaders

Group of women 
leaders who mentor 
35-40 households  

The Max Foundation Bangladesh found 
that some people were resistant to the 
messages they were sharing, and that 
mindsets and habits were hard to 
change. In response, they reinforced 
their approach by sending messages 
up to three or four times per day. They 
also found that the shift away from 
face-to-face communication to mobile 
communication was difficult. Many 
people were simply more comfortable 
with talking in person, and some rural 
residents were not well-versed in using 
mobile phones. 

Economic and non-COVID-19 health 
effects of the pandemic have been 
severe in Bangladesh, particularly 
among rural populations. Prior to the 
pandemic, 600 of the 1,674 Healthy 
Village communities were on track to 
reach “Healthy Village” status by the 
end of 2021; but because of the 
pandemic’s economic impact on 
families, only 300 communities are 
likely to reach this milestone. The 
Bangladesh government expects 
stunting rates among children to revert 
to 2011 levels. In the words of Mr. 
Mahmud, COVID-19 is a health crisis – 
but more acutely for rural people in 
Bangladesh, its impact is felt socially 
and economically.  
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The Max Foundation Bangladesh team’s COVID-19 response 
highlights the importance of creativity. Though money is a useful 
and versatile resource in a crisis, creative ideas on how best to 
use even limited resources can make a big difference. 

Recognizing that they themselves could not provide financial 
and food aid to families in the crisis, the Max Foundation instead 
focused on a capacity they did have: to get information to large 
numbers of community members. So the Foundation responded 
to the financial and food crisis by reaching out to villagers with 
information on how to access government aid programs. More 
broadly, the Foundation drew upon their communication abilities 
and their expertise in sanitation to undertake a messaging 
campaign empowering people to protect themselves from 
COVID-19. To achieve maximum reach and to best address 
community needs,  

Max Foundation Bangladesh collaborated with its extensive 
network of national, regional and local partners and 
stakeholders in planning and administering their COVID-19 
campaign. As Mr. Mahmud shared, “When the NGOs and 
government work together, handling the situation was much 
better.” 
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This brief is part of a series from the CLEAR initiative – 
COVID-19 Leadership Response in Vulnerable Settings.  
To learn more about the CLEAR initiative, visit the Center 
for Higher Ambition Leadership.  
 
https://www.higherambition.org/clear  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