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Symbiosis International’s work aligns with the goals outlined in the
United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
*all $ figures are Australian dollars (AUD) throughout the report. BDT or
TK. is for Taka, the currency of Bangladesh. 
*Data throughout this report is collected and analysed by our team to the
best of our ability seeking to present the most accurate results. 

At this significant
milestone of 30 years,
we extend our
heartfelt gratitude to
our dedicated staff,
supportive partners,
and the communities
we serve for their
generosity, trust and
collaboration.

OUR VISION is the transformation of the poor and marginalised within
their communities in Bangladesh, such that they are freed from
exploitation and dependency.

OUR MISSION is to empower the poor and marginalised in Bangladesh
through group formation, education and training, collective savings and
peer lending to deliver sustainable development outcomes within
community organisations.

OUR VALUES of cultural sensitivity, relationship, accountability, respect,
innovation and inclusion underpin our work and drive our people.

OUR PRIORITY are people who are illiterate, mainly women in rural
areas, disadvantaged groups including ethnic minorities and people with
disabilities.

http://www.symbiosis.org.au/


As we reflect on the past year, we are reminded
once again of the strength and resilience of the
communities we walk beside and the people who
stand with us. In many ways, it has been a year of
change, but also one of steady progress and
renewed purpose.

This report reveals a period of transition,
continuity, and renewed commitment to our vision
of a world where people live free from poverty
and dependency, able to determine their own
future. We honoured the retirement of Dr Md.
Abdur Rahman, whose leadership shaped so much
of our journey, and we welcomed Mr Abu Bakkar
Mia into the role of Country Director with hope
and confidence.

At the centre of everything we do is a simple but
powerful principle that lasting change happens
through relationships, sustainability, and dignity.
Savings groups continue to grow in importance as
fundraising becomes more difficult, offering a
lasting return on donor investment. 

Our avoidable blindness program shows what’s
possible when simple, targeted interventions
restore not just sight, but dignity, hope and
opportunity.

The strength of our team in Bangladesh in the face
of political turmoil and natural disasters
constantly reminds us that leadership grounded in
compassion and commitment can change lives. 

Symbiosis International is more committed than
ever to our mission of walking alongside those
living in poverty. This work is not quick or easy,
but it is meaningful, and it lasts. 

As we walk the long road of transformation, we
are so thankful for the supporters, staff, and
partners who continue to walk it with us.
Together, we are helping build communities that
are capable, confident, and connected, able to
thrive on their own terms.

Mr Noel Harvey OAM
Board Chair Symbiosis International
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9,728 12,661 12,705

EYE HEALTH

2,064 4,425

476 1,423

322 209 43

MATERNAL &
CHILD HEALTH

DISABILITY SUPPORT

33 22 57

844 94 44

122 144

26

41

70

50 152 4,010

THE YEAR IN NUMBERS
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16,303 group members

groups community-based
organisations

CBO
graduations

AU$1.58 million in collective savings

77% of savings invested in 
income generating activities

eye checks

in the clinic in community in schools

7 vision centres

low cost subsidised

spectacles medicines

training in vision testing for

teachers group members

231 cataract surgeries

12,759 people awareness of eye health issues

ante-natal 
care checks

post-natal 
care checks

referrals

3 safe births

3,125 attended disability awareness raising

HEALTH

people with
disabilities

assessed and
fitted with

assistive devices

people
trained in

maintaining
the devices

people with
disabilities
referred to
specialized

support services

GROUPS

TRAINING

graduates students learnt 
to drive

trainees 
graduated

women 
graduated

people

SEWING MOTOR DRIVING

COMPUTER

HAIR & BEAUTY

AGRICULTURE

WASH & ENVIRONMENT

tube-well
platforms

constructed

sanitary 
latrines 
installed 

saplings
distributed



560 280 144

FODDER MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

1,728 840

SURVEY IN NEW WORKING AREAS

144 test participants

cows measured,
drenched &
de-wormed

all participants trained
in safe handling

of cattle

test participants trained
on nitrogen-fixing plants

& fodder grasses

RESEARCH

+  136 control participants surveyed for baseline

fodder timber

trees distributed to participants

&

33,006 individuals8,922 households 33 villages
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THE YEAR IN NUMBERS



With significant political unrest in Bangladesh in
2024-25 and a shifting fundraising landscape
globally, savings groups remain more important
than ever in the way Symbiosis works. 

While the Symbiosis model still relies on new
investment to establish and support these groups in
their early stages, the long-term return is
extraordinary.

Once established, savings groups become self-
sustaining, empowering individuals - especially
women - to build financial resilience through
collective saving and lending, and mutual support. 

These groups are able in continue in any way that
best suits their situation and needs. For example in
one former project area within an urban slum with a
transient population, four groups continue to meet
and simply save together towards their annual Eid
celebrations.

When supporters give, you are contributing to a
process that usually continues to grow and thrive
long after external support for their initial education
with us ends.

These groups not only strengthen local economies
and reduce dependency on aid, but also foster
leadership, dignity, and lasting change.

We are committed to seeking ways to improve our
impact as we prepare for working in new areas, as
well as preparing for potential partnerships with
current groups and community-based
organisations.

An external evaluation in November 2025 will focus
on providing insights to help assess functionality
and sustainability of these groups, and help inform
our future efforts.
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INVESTING IN SUSTAINABLE CHANGE

In 2024-25, collective savings of the 884
groups and 94 community based
organisations we are currently walking
alongside increased by 126 per cent with
77% of these funds invested in income
generation activities. This shows the
confidence of members in their groups
continues to increase!

SURVEYS TO EXPAND INTO NEW AREAS
Community baseline surveys provide a picture of
the community's needs, strengths, and challenges in
new areas where our team can start future work. 

This year, a team of 11 staff conducted baseline
surveys in 33 villages in 6 unions across the 3
districts of our projects on the Jamuna River
Sandbar Island and in Gazipur and Madarganj areas.

In total, our team surveyed people from 8,922
households, covering 33,006 individuals in all. 

In entering new areas, we found the quality of data
collected was impacted by the age of respondents,
concerns for confidentiality and lack of awareness
of male respondents of the issues facing their wives.

Reducing the length of the survey, collecting data
digitally and providing training for staff will help to
improve future data collection.

The information collected will be used to inform
new activities in these 3 areas.
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In 2024-25, our team in Bangladesh assisted a
further 44 CBOs graduate as independent
organisations ready for partnership (see back
page for Momotaz’s story).

The remaining four CBOs are relatively new
and will continue to benefit from our team's
ongoing oversight and encouragement.



In rural Bangladesh, 35 per cent of births occur at
home without skilled support, increasing the risk
of complications leading to death and disability for
mothers and their new born children.

Symbiosis has two midwives working in
communities to raise awareness and provide ante-
and post-natal checks.

In 2024/25, these midwives conducted 322 ante-
natal checks, and 209 post-natal checks, delivered
3 babies and referred 43 mothers to other clinics /
hospitals for essential care. 

They also facilitated community information
sessions in rural areas on pregnancy, birth and
early-years childhood health.
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SUPPORTING HEALTHY FUTURES

In 2024-5 our team provided support for people with disabilities by:

Caring for expectant mothers and their babies

Symbiosis encourages our project staff to promote
inclusion of all eligible people in activities and
community organisations, regardless of ability.  

The local community organisations are also
encouraged to look out for people living with
disabilities and refer those who need assistance to
our field staff.

Our disability support program was boosted this
year by employing a local physiotherapist and with
extra support from two volunteer physiotherapists
from Australia.  

We are preparing a new program for early
detection and treatment of cerebral palsy (watch
this space!).

Increasing support for people with disabilities and their families

conducting awareness sessions for 3,125 group members
to improve inclusion, empowerment, and well-being of
persons with disabilities (PWDs) and their families

assessing 33 PWDs and fitted them with assistive devices
to improve mobility and independence

training 22 people to maintain the devices (in partnership
with Centre for Rehabilitation of the Paralysed,
Bangladesh)

referring 57 PWDs to specialized services, ensuring access
to health and rehabilitation support



In Bangladesh, there is one optometrist for every
576,514 people. As a result many people, particularly
in rural and impoverished areas, are suffering from
debilitating, yet treatable, eye conditions and even
blindness.

The impact of poor vision on a family's future can
be devastating. For parents, losing sight means
losing the ability to work and provide for their
family. Poor vision prevents children from learning
effectively and can block their path out of
generational poverty.

Symbiosis projects operate seven Vision Centres
that provide eye care to anyone who walks in. In
2024/25, our team tested and treated 9,728 patients
through these centres. Through the projects, 2,064
people received low cost subsidised spectacles and
4,425 people gained subsidised medicines.

However, visiting an optometrist is not a common
practice, so Symbiosis Community Health Workers
also set up mobile clinics which screen people in
local centres and schools. 

Through these mobile clinics, a further 12,661 people
and 12,705 school children had their eyes tested,
and where appropriate treated on the spot or
referred to the vision centre.

Our eye health program is highly valued by our
group network and we work together to coordinate
mobile screening and community awareness raising
on eye health issues. Furthermore, 1,423 group
members and 476 teachers were trained to detect
vision problems early and refer people to gain
treatment.

Thanks to our partners, Operation Eyesight
Universal, who supported our team to work in 4
villages providing every resident with essential eye
health screening, treatment, and where needed,
referrals for subsidised cataract surgeries.

For Symbiosis, these villages declared “free from
preventable blindness” are a demonstration to the
wider community that most blindness is
preventable and to motivate people to seek help
when vision is impaired and then regular checks.
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At 70, Nobab Ali Shordar from Jamalpur had nearly lost all hope due to
rapidly worsening vision over 4–5 years. The former farmer, who
cultivated rice, vegetables, and made bamboo crafts, became unable to
work or move safely.

“I felt helpless,” he recalled. “I could not even recognise people standing
near me. I thought my life and my family’s future would be full of
darkness.”

Distressed for his family as they plunged deeper into poverty, Nobab
Ali was at a loss as to what to do and had no where to turn for help.

When Symbiosis conducted village-wide eye-screening for avoidable
blindness, he was assessed and referred for a double cataract surgery
86km away!

Now that his cataracts have been removed, Nobab Ali is back in his
fields, cultivating his land, providing for his family and living with
dignity. With tears of joy, he shared, "It feels like I lost everything and
then regained it all. I am so grateful".﻿

Nobab Ali is one of 231 patients who had cataract operations through this
program in 2024/25.

Tackling avoidable blindness for a brighter future



In 2024-25, training activities in six projects met
stronger demand than anticipated, reflecting their
value to the community.

Vocational training provides valuable skills, for paid
employment and also to generate income at home
(like sewing and hair and beauty) and also equip
students for further study (e.g. computer training).

Sewing: Across three project areas,
there were 131 trainees, 122
graduates of whom 44 found
employment.

Car Driving: In two projects 151
people enrolled, with 144
successfully learning to drive and
24 securing employment.

Computer Training: In Gazipur, all
26 trainees graduated and found
employment.

Hair and Beauty Training: Our team
trained 42 women across long,
medium, and short courses. 41
graduated, of whom 24 gained
employment.

Agricultural Skills Training: Our
staff provided training for 70
people in vegetable production,
fish culture and cattle management
to help them improve their income.
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BUILDING SKILLS AND GROWING INCOME
THROUGH TRAINING

Our Hair and Beauty Training program has been developed,
supported and built up over the last 18 years through our friends
at Empower Aid. Over this time, 540 students have graduated
with the skills and confidence to make their own way. Now, it is
our turn.

With leaders able to adapt and innovate, trainers who are well
equipped and revenue of Jennifer Spa Parlour offsetting costs,
Symbiosis is taking on full responsibility for the project in
2025/26. 

Our team are stepping up! This year, they responded to
community demand and provided a new short course in hair and
beauty. Next year, they are keen to provide better job placement
support and/or help graduates start their own salons.

Thank you Jennifer and Empower Aid who have generously
invested your skills, heart and wisdom into our team. 



LOCATION: KALINAKANDA

This project grew from a desire to help women in
villages improve their cattle's nutrition (and
thereby their family’s income) using home-grown
fodder that is highly nutritious. 

The research aim is simple: to measure the impact
of leguminous fodder grown by smallholder cattle
owners on the growth and return on their
investment.

Bilkis Akter, wife, mother of three, and member of
the Membi Rangdhan community-based
organisation. She is also a member of the test
cohort receiving targeted training and support.

When Bilkis noticed her cow had a swollen
stomach and had lost its appetite, she was greatly
concerned as bloating is a common but
potentially serious problem in cattle. However,
remembering mulberry leaves could help, she and
her family immediately collected about 15 leaves
from the tree provided by the project and fed
them to her cow. Relief came fast.

“I thought my cow’s problem could only be solved
by taking it to a veterinarian. But I remembered
what I was taught in training. Now my cow is
healthy, and milk production has increased. I have
truly benefited.”

Positive experiences like this change attitudes and
practices of other people in Bilkis’ community.
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FODDER MANAGEMENT RESEARCH PROJECT

Severe flash flooding in October 2024 had a
devastating impact on the local community and
project alike. However, our staff valiantly
supported recovery efforts, including replanting
of fodder plants with participants and re-
establishing our own project plots.

To further boost morale, the project team
inaugurated a cattle competition in collaboration
with Australian industry for over 280 cattle.

Progress in 2024/25:

Collected baseline data for 144 test and
136 control participants (and their 560
cows) using a digital data system and a
simple tape measure 

Trained all 280 participants in safe
handling of cattle, and drenched and
de-wormed over 550 cattle of both test
and control participants

Trained 144 test participants in the
value of nitrogen-fixing plants and
fodder grasses for livestock nutrition
and productivity

Distributed 1,728 fodder and 840
timber trees 

Ensured all test participants
established fodder trees and grasses at
home

Renovated a cattle shed for a small test
herd in a controlled environment



We extend our heartfelt thanks to Dr Md. Abdur
Rahman, who retired as Country Director in
Bangladesh in June 2025. His visionary leadership
has left an enduring mark on Symbiosis. 

Over his 11 years of service, Dr Rahman skilfully
navigated the organisation through a CEO
transition, the challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic, and the recent periods of political
instability—always keeping the needs of
communities at the centre.

Dr Rahman’s personal motto, “Achieve big in a
simple way,” guided everything he did. It helped
the organisation remain effective during lean
times, making the most of limited resources
without compromising on impact. He was also
instrumental in working towards the graduation
and phase over the the network of locally-led
Community Based Organisations for greater
independence and self-sufficiency.

Dr Rahman’s wisdom and belief in doing great
things simply and effectively have inspired us all.
We wish him every happiness and fulfilment in his
well-earned retirement.

We warmly welcome Abu Bakkar Mia as the new
Country Director of Symbiosis Bangladesh. Bakkar
first joined Symbiosis in 2007 and worked closely
with our founding Country Director, Mr Akand, for
three formative years.

Over the years, Bakkar has become a trusted and
respected leader within the organisation, known
for his diligence, wisdom, and deep commitment
to our vision and values. 

As a key support to Dr Rahman in recent years,
Bakkar was personally recommended by him as
his successor—an endorsement that reflects
Bakkar’s leadership capacity and dedication to the
mission of Symbiosis. Affectionately known as
Bakkar Bhai (brother), he began his new role in
July 2025 with a listening tour, visiting each project
and engaging staff in conversations about their
experiences, insights, and hopes for the future.

We are confident that under Bakkar’s leadership,
Symbiosis Bangladesh will continue to grow in
strength, impact, and unity. 
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ENTERING A NEW SEASON
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FINANCIAL SNAPSHOT
Throughout the 2024-25 financial year, we again
benefited from the great generosity of our
everyday, loyal supporters.
 
However, inflation (particularly in Bangladesh)
negatively weighed again during the year. The
Bangladesh Taka continued to devalue against the
AUD (mainly Taka devaluing against the USD in
2024), which resulted in an exchange gain when
AUD funds were sent to Bangladesh. We set an
optimistic end of financial year (EOFY) fundraising
target and were blown away when the target was
exceeded, yet again, with your support.

The $400k surplus for the year was very
encouraging, but is mainly due to donations
received in 2024-25 that are earmarked for use in
future years. This included a $250k estate gift (to be
used over several years) and the EOFY donations
(to be primarily used over the 2025-26 year).

The proportion of our budget funded from the
annual EOFY appeal has grown to 37%. With the
large percentage received in  late June, the budget
year starts before we can thoughtfully consider and
commit to a sustainable budget. In the coming year
we are working on ways to achieve this in a more
timely manner.

Activities that rely heavily on income produced in
Bangladesh struggled substantially during the
political unrest in-country in July-August 2024 and
the subsequent economic downturn, particularly
the Symbiosis Friendship Tower in Mymensingh but
also the Jennifer SPA Parlour and SPECS Vision
centres.

In-kind services income (and equal expense) has
grown substantially, primarily due to the
deployment of new expatriate volunteer
consultants seconded at no cost to us from Service
Fellowship International in Australia. We are
thankful for the service of Ryan and Suzie Smith
and Anthony and Jacqueline Jenyns who will be
supporting project teams in Bangladesh.

Our staff are our most important asset and
Employee Benefits / Salaries and Wages make up
64% of our cash expenses (#1). Salary increases in
both Bangladesh and Australia were prioritised in
budget deliberations for both the reporting year
and the coming year. Despite the increasing
Australian cost of governance, compliance,
administration and leadership, 76% of cash
expenses are spent in Bangladesh (#2).

In 2024-25, we are working towards prioritising the
improvement of our systems and processes for
greater organisational sustainability. 

The full financial statements and audit report are
available at http://acnc.gov.au or from the
Symbiosis office. 

Footnotes:
#1 - Cash expenses are derived from the financial
reports (including note 2 of the full financial
statements) and includes all expenses except: In-Kind
Services, Depreciation, Income tax. 
#2 - Bangladesh cash expenses are derived from the
financials reports and includes all expenditure
undertaken in Bangladesh and foreign currency gain
or loss.
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THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Dr Neil Parker
Board Member

Nick Young
Deputy Chair

Krystal Wallis
Board Member

Lisa West-Newman ~ CEO Symbiosis International

Roger White ~ CEO UTE Holdings (Volunteer)

John Davis (PhD)~ Programs Director - Australia

Travis McAuliffe ~ Chief Finance Officer - Australia

Helen Young ~ Funding, Programs & Communications

Manager - Australia

SYMBIOSIS INTERNATIONAL MANAGEMENT TEAM 2024/25

Scott Dale
Board Member

Adam Robinson
Board Member

Caryn Chan
Board Member

Sam Faulkner
Board Intern

Lisa West-Newman
ex-officio

CEO & Board Member

Mr Noel Harvey OAM
Board Chair Symbiosis International 



1. The accompanying concise consolidated
financial report is presented fairly in accordance
with applicable Australian Accounting Standards
and the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits
Commission Act 2012. They are consistent with the
consolidated June 2025 financial statements: 

 (a) The consolidated financial statements,
associated notes and the accompanying summary
reports comply with Accounting Standards -
Simplified Disclosures for For-Profit and Not-for-
Profit Tier 2 Entities, the Australian Charities and
Not for profits Commission Regulation 2022 and
the requirements of the Australian Council for
International Development (ACFID) Code of
Conduct; and 

(b) Give a true and fair view of the consolidated
financial position and performance as at 30 June
2025 and of the performance for the financial year
ended on that date.

The Directors of the Group declare that: 
2. In the Directors’ opinion there are reasonable
grounds to believe that the Group will be able to
pay its debts as and when they become due and
payable. This declaration is made in accordance
with a resolution of the Directors.

Symbiosis International is a member of ACFID and
a signatory to the ACFID Code of Conduct, which
is a voluntary, self-regulatory sector code of good
practice. As a signatory we are committed and
fully adhere to the ACFID Code of Conduct,
conducting our work with transparency,
accountability and integrity.

Pictured: Dhaka, Bangladesh
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TRUE SUCCESS

When Momotaz first joined a functional
education course with other women in
her village, she could not write her name.
Today, she is the secretary of the Jamuna
Women's Development Association - a
community based organisation with 200
members.

On the day of their graduation ceremony
in October 2024, the leadership team of
shared their vision for the future. "We
would like to have our own office and
handle all the work ourselves."  This work
includes managing collective savings and
investments, resolving conflicts and
advocating for change within their
communities. 

Momotaz is a gentle leader who has not
only educated her three girls, but has also
taught others how to learn to read and
write.  She admits that her confidence has
grown significantly over the years.  "I
could never speak in front of others like I
did today". 

Momotaz is also a test participant in the
fodder management research "Symbiosis
regularly monitors the weight of my
cows". She has received training and grass
seeds, which she planted to supplement
her cow’s feed. After the research, her
leadership will be invaluable in
encouraging others to adopt new
practices.

Project Manager, Salma, considers
Momotaz like family. "When someone
from my family achieves such progress,
it's difficult to convey my feelings.  A
different kind of joy comes from the
heart. Seeing such a transformation in a
person's life, it seems that Symbiosis has
truly succeeded."


