




Of the more than 260 million Dalits globally, 
around 210 million (80%) live in South 
Asia.  While there are both commonalities 

and differences in how caste-based social division 
manifests in each country across the region, 
inequality, discrimination and social and economic 
exclusion of Dalits remain common features.

In Bangladesh, India and Nepal, Dalits still live 
in predominantly segregated areas, often with 
little or no access to the most basic resources, 
including housing, water and sanitation, 
education and health services. Like other forms 
of discrimination, caste-based discrimination 
and untouchability practices are not only human 
rights violations, but also major obstacles to 
achieving development. Caste-based inequality 
diminishes development gains, distorts allocation 
of human resources, contributes to labour 
exploitation and denies equality of opportunity for 
Dalit communities. The evidence for this can be 
seen in the large gap between Dalits and other caste 
communities along all major development indicators.

Ending caste-based discrimination and violence, 
therefore, is integral to achieving the globally-agreed 
Sustainable Development Goals 2015-2030.
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3.5–5.5
million 

Dalits
in Bangladesh

3.6
million 

Dalits
in Nepal

201
million 

Dalits
in India

Photo Credit: (L to R) Nagorik Uddyog, SAmATA foundation, Oliver O’Hanlon
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Taking measures to address deeply rooted caste-based 
discrimination and inequality, Bangladesh, India and 
Nepal have made constitutional and human rights 
commitments to guarantee Dalits the right to non-
discrimination and freedom from all forms of violence 
on the basis of caste. This compilation of good practices 
aims to promote Dalit human rights in South Asia by 
showcasing strategic initiatives by the Bangladeshi, 
Indian and Nepali governments to eliminate caste-
based discrimination and untouchability through 
constitutional, legislative and other measures. It also 
highlights ongoing efforts by affected communities 
and civil society organizations to activate these rights 
protections at the local, state and national level. Each 
practice presented in this compilation includes key 
areas for strategic action to facilitate further advocacy 
and regional cross-learning. 

As detailed in the thematic sections of this 
compilation, commitments to Dalit rights in 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal have been advanced 
through national legislation, policies and plans on 
a wide range of critical issues, including combating 
segregation and untouchability; assuring physical 
security and protection against violence; ensuring 
access to justice; equal employment opportunity and 
free choice of occupation; ending forced, bonded 
and child labour; access to adequate food, water and 
housing; access to education; public awareness raising 
and elimination of discriminatory customs; and 
addressing multiple discrimination against women. 
Recognizing that Dalits are not only impacted by caste 
based discrimination and untouchability but also 
intersecting forms of discrimination and violence, 
this compilation foregrounds initiatives that address 
the situation of Dalit women, children and those 
living in poverty.

In particular, this compilation highlights initiatives 
in which governments have collaborated with civil 
society organizations, schools and other institutions 
to advance Dalit human rights. These practices 
demonstrate how national and state-level laws, policies 
and practices, across the region, have been brought 
to life through sustained and dedicated efforts from a 
wide range of state and civil society actors, including 
civil society human rights defenders; local, state and 
national-level government officials; parliamentarians; 
national commissions; law enforcement officials; and 
university administrators. 

The good practices also align with the range of 
international human rights commitments agreed to 

by Bangladesh, Nepal and India, including under the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), International Convention on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), International 
Convention on the Elimination of All forms of 
Racial Discrimination (ICERD), Convention on the 
Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC). In line with these commitments, 
the 2009 draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the 
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on Work 
and Descent provide a comprehensive legal framework 
to inform government initiatives to end caste-based 
discrimination. This compilation illustrates how these 
principles have been operationalized in Bangladesh, 
India and Nepal through innovative and effective 
government and civil society initiatives to eliminate 
caste-based discrimination.

Some useful resources on caste-
Based discrimination In South Asia:
Benchmarking  the Draft UN Principles and 
Guidelines on the Elimination of (Caste) 
Discrimination Based on Work and Descent: 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal reports, 2014
www.nuhr.org/.../134-Benchmarking%20Study_
EIDHR_NU_BD.final.pdf
http://asiadalitrightsforum.org/publications.php 

Surinder S. Jodhka and Gyansham Shah, 2010. 
Comparative Contents of Discrimination: Caste and 
Untouchability in South Asia
http://www.dalitstudies.org.in/images/
stories/1005.pdf 

Anti-Slavery International, 2001. The enslavement 
of Dalit and Indigenous Communities in India, Nepal 
and Pakistan through debt bondage
http://idsn.org/fileadmin/user_folder/pdf/New_
files/Key_Issues/Bonded_Labour/goonesekere.pdf 

Human Rights Council, draft UN Principles 
and Guidelines on the Effective Elimination of 
Discrimination based on Work and Descent, Annex 
to Final report of Mr. Yozo Yokota and Ms. Chin-
Sung Chung, Special Rapporteurs on the topic of 
discrimination based on work and descent
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/
docs/11session/CRP/A-HRC-11-CRP3.pdf 

International Dalit Solidarity Network:  
www.idsn.org 

Asia Dalit Rights Forum:  
www.asiadalitrightsforum.org
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Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to prevent, 
prohibit and eradicate all practices of segregation.  
This includes protecting freedom from discrimination 

in marriage and choice of spouse; work and free choice of 
employment; public health, medical care, social security and 
social services; education and training; equal participation in 
cultural activities; and access to any place or service intended for 
use by the general public.1  This commitment includes taking 
proactive measures to secure the rights of marriage for people 
who wish to marry outside of their caste-based communities. 

This section highlights good practices for combating segregation 
and untouchability undertaken by government and civil society 
in Bangladesh and Nepal. In Jessore District, Bangladesh, local 
civil society organizations worked with government officials to 
end discrimination and untouchability in hotels and restaurants 
in Dhalgram Bazar.  

Taking steps to challenging traditional social prohibitions on 
inter-caste marriages, in 2009 the Government of Nepal passed 
the Incentive Grant Distribution Procedure of Marriage between 
Dalit and non-Dalit.  This programme has already provided some 
inter-caste couples who face social and economic exclusion for 
exercising their right to choice in relationships with immediate, 
short-term financial stability.2

1International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial 
Discrimination, 1965, Articles 3 and 5(d). Ratified by India (1968), Nepal 
(1971) and Bangladesh (1979). 
2CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, A/57/18 (2002) 
111, 6(ff).

	 Guideline 21 calls upon national and 
local governments to ensure access to 
public places, including community 
centers, hospitals, schools, places 
of worship and water resources for 
Dalits.  It also calls for government 
to take measures to eliminate and 
prevent segregation in employment, 
housing and education, and to ensure 
protection from violence against 
those who challenge segregation. 

	 Guideline 22 calls upon national and 
local governments to introduce and 
apply special measures to eradicate 
the persistence of social and cultural 
stigma or impurity and pollution 
practices that de facto precludes 
marriages between Dalits and non-
Dalits, and also gives rise to violence, 
collective punishment and social 
exclusion against couples from 
different communities. 

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for 
the Effective Elimination of 

Discrimination Based on Work and 
Descent (Caste) 

for combating caste-
based segregation

guidelines

c
o

m
b

a
ti

n
g

 s
e

g
re

g
a
ti

o
n

 a
n

d
 u

n
to

u
c
h

a
b

il
it

y
Combating 

segregation and 
untouChability

Photo Credit: SaMaTa foundation (Nepal Practice) & Nagorik Uddyog 
(Bangladesh Practice)
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The Bangladesh constitution guarantees all citizens the right to non-discrimination on 
the basis of caste. However, no comprehensive studies have been undertaken on the 
range of untouchability, segregation and related caste discriminatory practices present in 
the country. Despite considerable social and economic development among caste based 
groups, mounting evidence shows that untouchability practices, including in tea shops 
and restaurants, continue. 

For instance, in Dhalgram Village, Jessore 
District, many members of the Rishi community 
have transcended their caste-designated role 
as leather workers to gain employment in 
government jobs, as police and as teachers.  
Members have also been elected to the 
Dhalgram Union Council.  Yet they remained 
barred from drinking tea from common 
glasses and eating food from common plates 
in restaurants in the Bazar.  This persistence 
of untouchability practices sparked resistance 
from educated Rishi youth who took action in 
protest to integrate area hotels and restaurants. 

eradicating untouchability  
in tea shops and restaurants, 
bangladesh

1

a 2015 study by bangladesh dalit and excluded rights movement 
(bderm) and nagorik uddyog conducted  among 674 dalits in 35 
districts of bangladesh found:

(‘Untouchability Practices in Bangladesh’, presented at Untouchability and Dalit Human Rights: 
Obligations of State and Society workshop, Dhaka, 6/8/2015) 

Untouchability practices were present in  
33 out of the 35 districts

67% of Dalits reported being denied access to local restaurants 
and tea shops

52% had access to local restaurants and tea shops, but weren’t allowed 
to use the common utensils. Instead, they had to sit on the floor and use 
their own utensils.
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n	 Changing discriminatory mindsets: Caste-based discrimination practices are deeply rooted and 
accordingly provisions to end discrimination and untouchability require ongoing sensitization 
and monitoring initiatives. 

n	 Extending the impact of the local campaign: DHRDs are taking steps to ensure that the Dhalgram 
Bazar desegregation order is applicable across the district. At the time of writing, this order had 
also been applied in Charamon Kathi village. DHRDs involved and local communities engaged in 
this process may require protection to ensure their ongoing safety.

n	 Preparing for High Court litigation: DHRDs are also collecting evidence on untouchability 
practices to secure a High Court order prohibiting untouchability. 

Civil society and state collaboration to end untouchability in 
bagharpara upazila (sub-district), Jessore district

the issue 
untouchability practices in tea-shops and restaurants persist in bangladesh.

the practice 
dalit human rights defenders (dhrds), civil society organisations (Csos) engaged with local 
government officials to end untouchability in Dhalgram Bazar by:

	 linking the Dhalgram Village struggle against untouchability practices to national initiatives and 
networks to combat caste-based segregation

	 raising the visibility of untouchability practices through media and community awareness 
programmes 

	 calling upon the Deputy Commissioner to issue orders prohibiting segregation and ensuring entry 
by Dalits into tea-shops and restaurants

	 urging police to take action against those who assaulted Dalits for challenging segregation and 
thereby strengthening accountability to protect Dalit citizens and creating clear message that all 
are equally protected by law. 

and future directions
challenges
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2008 2010-
2011 2012

civil society

Community 
mobilization: 

Charaibeti Scheduled 
and Indigenous 
People Welfare 

Organization 
organizes community 
to end discrimination 

and untouchability.

civil society

Linking local and national 
initiatives: 

Charaibeti links Dhalgram Village 
campaign to end untouchability 

with national initiatives 
coordinated by Bangladesh Dalit 
and Excluded Rights Movement 

(BDERM).

Raising awareness:  
Charaibeti uses public seminars 
and media strategies to engage 

Dalit Rishi community to 
challenge untouchability practices.

government

Local authorities commit 
to end segregation:  

Deputy Commissioner 
commits to take action 
against discrimination 

and untouchability

civil society

Protesting discrimination: 
DHRDs request service in 

restaurants and are refused. 
Union Parishad and business 

association refuse to intervene 
in persistent discrimination.

Engaging state actors: 
Charaibeti submits letter to 

Deputy Commissioner  calling 
for action to desegregate 

restaurants. 

Building civil society and 
government coalitions:  
Charaibeti and DHRDs 

reach out to community 
members, CSOs and district 

administrators to take  action 
to end segregation.

the process of ending segregation and 
discrimination in dhalgram village 
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2013 2014

government

Deputy Commissioner issues a 
notice to the Sub-District Executive 

Officer to end segregation.

Local officials respond to directions 
from Deputy Commissioner: 
Assistant Commissioner and 

Executive Magistrate order Upazila 
Nirbahi Officer to take necessary 

steps to end segregation. 

civil society

Building pressure on 
government:  

Chairaivati submits memo 
to Deputy Commissioner’s 

office and letter to 
Upazila  Nirbahi Officer 
on the grounds that the 
Upazila Nirbahi Officer 

has not taken action. 
Memo also submitted to 

Superintendent of Police of 
Jessore. 

civil society

CSOs mobilize community: 
DHRDs and Dalit Rishis 

form a human chain at the 
city center. 

Rishi community members 
persist in trying to integrate 

tea-shops and restaurants 
and are physically assaulted 

by people acting on behalf 
of restaurant owners.  

CSOs meet with Deputy 
Commissioner of Jessore to 

ensure action.

CSOs meet with local 
police, Superintendent of 

Police, Upazila Nirbahi 
Officer and Deputy 

Commissioner to request 
response to violence against 

Rishi community

government

Deputy Commissioner issues 
a public notice ensure entry of 
Rishi community in tea-shops and 
restaurants in Dhalgram Bazar and 
calls for administrative action. 

Police file a case against tea-shop 
and restaurant owners responsible 
for the assault against Rishi 
community members.

Police issue a public notice that 
Rishi community must be allowed 
access to tea-shops and restaurants 
without discrimination.

Police meet with local government 
representatives and business 
owners to ensure desegregation in 
Dhalgram Bazar.

Protests and media campaign: 
DHRDs, Mayor and local government 

representatives hold a seminar to draw 
media attention to persistent segregation. 

Rishi community 
gains access 
to hotels and 
restaurants in 
Dhalgram Bazar.
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Promoting inter-caste  
marriages, nepal

Article 24 of the Constitution of Nepal, 2015 prohibits 
discrimination, untouchability and the denial of access to public 
services on the basis of caste. Section 4 of the Civil Rights Act, 1955 and 
section 4 of the Caste Based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offense 
and Punishment) Act, 2011 also prohibit discrimination, untouchability and 
segregation. 

The Nepal government has identified as its goal the establishment of a caste based discrimination  
and untouchability free country in its Thirteenth Three-Year Plan (2013/14-2015/16). Multiple national 
mechanisms are tasked with advancing this objective, including the Neglected, Suppressed and Dalit 
Community Upliftment Development Committee, National Dalit Commission, Badi Community 
Development Board, and Mechanism for Promoting Dalits’ Rights and Eliminating Caste-Based 
Discrimination and Untouchability. 

Despite these measures, caste-based discrimination and untouchability persist, due in part to traditional 
social prohibitions regarding inter-caste marriages that historically functioned to maintain caste-based 
social hierarchies.  Thus inter-caste couples, when exercising their right to choice in relationships, continue 
to face strong resistance from their families and communities.  This includes social exclusion, physical 
violence and withdrawal of any financial or familial support.

incentive grant to promote inter-caste marriage 
between dalits and non-dalits

the issue 
Inter-caste couples who may be socially 
ostracised from their families and communities 
often require initial government support to 
attain long-term stability and to safeguard 
themselves from immediate threats such as 
social and economic boycotts and violence.

the practice 
In 2009, the government of Nepal created 
the Incentive Grant Distribution Procedure 
for Marriage between Dalit and non-Dalit 
to break down caste-based divisions and 
discourage discrimination and untouchability. 

2
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Dalit led civil society organizations have 
spread awareness about the inter-caste 
marriage incentive through programmes 
honouring newly married couples and 
interventions in support of inter-caste 
couples facing harassment or violence. 
An increase in inter-caste marriages has 
been reported in a number of districts 
across the country, including Kathmandu, 
Banke and Surket, Parbat, Dhanusha, 
Makwanpur and Ilam districts.  In 
many districts Village Development 
Committees hold feasts to celebrate the 
marriage of inter-caste couples.

Prakash bK
incentive as a lifeline for  
inter-caste couples 

I am from Bardiya but now live in Nepalgunj with my wife. 
My wife’s family opposed our relationship. After two-and-
a-half years, supported by a senior political leader from 
my village, we married. After our marriage, her family 
continued to threaten us. The harassment disrupted our 
studies and compelled us to leave our home in poverty. 
When I heard about the government cash incentive, we 
applied immediately. The cash incentive has allowed us to 
open a small vegetable shop that will be an ongoing source 
of income. Without material support from our families, we 
needed this incentive to get on our feet.

sunita bK and ram bista
role of incentives in facilitating 
family consent for inter-caste 
marriages

I am from the Dalit community and Ram, my husband, 
belongs to a non-Dalit family. I had just taken my S.LC. 
Board Examination and Ram was studying in 11th standard 
when Ram’s parents came to my home to propose our 
marriage. My parents’ first concern was whether as a Dalit 
girl I would suffer in their household, and that they did not 
have money to give me to contribute to my future. Knowing 
of the incentive helped my parents feel secure that I would 
be well taken care of. We registered and received the 
incentive in 2015. We then had a gorgeous wedding feast 
in our village where people from the Dalit and non-Dalit 
communities attended and celebrated together.

in banke district:
Applications filed between 2010 and 
2014: 25
Incentives granted: 4 in 2010/11

in makwanpur district:
Applications filed between 2012 and 
2013: 35
Incentives granted: 27 in 2012-2013

increasing inter-caste 
marriages

creating imPact

(13 August 2013 report by Gorkhapatra National newspaper and announcements of inter-caste marriages in the 
Kantipur, Annapurna and Gorkhapatra daily newspapers)
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	 Applies to inter-caste couples married after July 16, 2009

	 Inter-caste married couples are eligible to receive NPR 100,000

	 Couples are eligible if both the bride and groom are between 20 and 40 years, 
and age gap is no more than 20 years.

	 To be eligible, marriages must be registered in compliance with the Marriage 
Registration Act, 1997 at the District Administration Office.

	 Couples can receive grants within 15 days of their marriage registration. They 
are required to submit marriage registration certificates, proof of citizenship, 
passport size photos and must have two witnesses of their marriage from 
both parties.

n	 Eligibility: Although the legal age of marriage is 20 in Nepal (18 with parental consent), more than half 
of Nepali women marry before the age of 18 years.3 Greater public awareness measures therefore are still 
required to eradicate child marriages and ensure that inter-caste couples are above 20 years in order to 
receive the grant.

n	 Expense: Couples seeking the inter-caste marriage incentive report having difficulties in meeting the 
expenses of travel and accommodation for themselves and their witnesses incurred in order to apply at the 
District Administration Office. The government should consider financial allocations to support inter-caste 
couples to meet these costs.

n	 Budget: According to the District Administration Office of Kathmandu, no budget was allocated for inter-
caste marriage incentives for FY 2013-2014. Effective implementation requires the Ministry of Finance to 
allocate the budget necessary to support the scheme, and for the government to collect data on the number 
of couples seeking inter-caste marriage incentives. 

n	 Local implementation: Couples face difficulties registering their marriages in the District Administrative 
Office. Delays also occur between the registration and  disbursal of the incentive amount. Difficulties in 
overcoming resistance from family and community members is an on-going challenge since parental 
support is integral to the process of attaining Marriage Registration and Citizenship Certificates. Village 
Development Committees should exercise their authority to register marriages and safeguard the rights of 
couples seeking inter-caste marriages against family and community pressure.

n	 awareness and outreach: Dalit civil society organisations and human rights defenders can conduct 
awareness and outreach initiatives to popularize the incentive scheme and its benefits. Lawyers should 
provide legal support to married couples seeking the incentive.

and future directions
challenges

of the nePal incentive grant distribution 
Procedure for marriage between dalits and 
non-dalits: 

Key features

3Aleksandra Percynska, “Let’s talk about girls: Nepal has laws that prohibit child marriages, but not the enforcement mechanisms,” 11 October 
2013, Nation, http://nepalitimes.com/article/nation/nation-child-marriage-young-brides,829 (accessed 27 September 2015).  
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Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to 
protect the rights of Dalit communities to physical 
security and freedom from all forms of violence,1 
including preventing injury and taking measures 
in response to past injury. This right includes 
freedom from confinement, including being kept 
in police custody and detention; and freedom from 
bodily injury and fatality inflicted by government 
or private actors.2 

In response to continuing police persecution and 
violence against the Kuruvan Dalit community, 
India’s National Commission for Scheduled 
Castes (NCSC) worked closely with civil society 
organisations (CSOs), human rights defenders 
and lawyers to independently investigate police 
practices, demand protection for the community 
and accountability for the violence, and call for an 
immediate end to discriminatory police practices 
targeting the community.  These initiatives 
demonstrate the important role national human 
rights institutions can play in investigating 
systematic violence against Dalit communities 
and coordinating action between local officials and 
CSOs to ensure their protection.  

1International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966, Article 
9(1). Ratified by India (1979), Nepal (1991) and Bangladesh 
(2000).
2Human Rights Committee, Draft General Comment No. 35: 
Liberty and security of person, CCPR/C/107/R.3 at I.8 (2013).

	 Guideline 24 calls upon state actors to take special 
measures, such as devising and implementing 
comprehensive plans of action and creating 
a monitoring mechanism, to protect Dalit 
communities from physical violence. 

	 Guideline 25 directs particular attention to the 
situation of Dalit women and girls, including 
under domestic violence laws, and laws pertaining 
to sexual violence, sexual exploitation and 
trafficking committed against women and girls. 

	 Guideline 26 calls for national and local 
governments to investigate, prosecute and punish 
perpetrators of all forms of violence, and sanction 
anyone found preventing or discouraging Dalit 
victims from reporting such incidents, including 
public officials. 

	 Guideline 27 calls upon national and local 
governments to encourage Dalit victims and 
witnesses to report acts of violence to the 
competent authorities and protect them from acts 
of retaliation and discrimination, and ensure that 
complaints under relevant legal provisions are 
properly registered.

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the 
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on 

Work and Descent (Caste)

on physical security and 
protection against violence

guidelines
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physical security and 
protection against 
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september 2

Engaging the NCSC: 
CSOs present 28 
individual cases of police 
persecution against the 
Kuruvan community to 
the NCSC.

september 8

NCSC member Ms. 
Kamalamma summons 

Director General of 
Police to appear before 

the NCSC in Delhi.

september 23

Building political support: 
12 survivors, accompanied 
by CSOs and Dalit Human 
Rights Defender (DHRDs) 

travel to Delhi to meet with 
Member of Parliament 
Dr. Udit Raj, standing 

member of Parliamentary 
Committee on Social 

Justice and Empowerment.

MP Dr. Udit Raj writes a 
letter to the Tamil Nadu 

Director General of Police 
calling for protection and 
rehabilitation of Kuruvan 

community and immediate 
measures to address 
survivor allegations. 

Survivors are trained  
on deposing their cases 

before NCSC.

september 24

Survivors testify before the 
NCSC: 12 survivors testify 
before the NCSC member 

Ms. Kamalamma with 
the Tamil Nadu Director 

General of Police and 
Deputy Inspector General 

of Police responsible for 
Social Justice and Human 

Rights present. 

NCSC member mandates 
independent inquiry to 
investigate allegations 

against police officials and 
suggest relief, rehabilitation 

and remedial measures. 
Home Secretary and 

Director General of Police 
also directed to conduct 

independent inquiry into 
the matter, and to ensure 

security and protective 
measures for 12 survivors 

who testified.

october 12

CSOs organize Legal 
Advice Camp for 50 

Kuruvan survivors of 
violence.

september 30

Extension of political 
support: MP Dr. Udit Raj 

writes a letter to the Tamil 
Nadu Chief Minister 
calling for protection 
and rehabilitation of 

Kuruvan community and 
immediate measures to 

address allegations by 
survivors.

India’s constitution protects the right to equality and prohibits deprivation of 
life or personal liberty without due process (Articles 14 and 21). In line with 
these principles, the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention 
of Atrocities) Act, 1989 seeks to protect scheduled castes from caste-based 
violence. India’s National Commission for Scheduled Castes (NCSC), tasked 
with safeguarding the rights and welfare of scheduled castes, has authority to 
inquire into specific complaints of atrocities against scheduled castes. 

national commission for scheduled 
castes investigation into violence 
against dalits, india

1

In 2014, the National Crimes Records Bureau recorded a total of 47,064 
crimes against scheduled castes across the country. When comparing the 
number of crimes committed in 2005 (26,127 crimes) with that 
committed in 2014, this represents a 55.5% increase in such crimes in the 
past decade.

(NCRB, Crimes in India 2005 and 2014)

national 
crimes 

records
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november 15

Media outreach: CSOs 
hold a press conference in 

Chennai to raise awareness 
about NCSC inquiry into 

police persecution of 
Kuruvans.

January 14

Release of draft report.

october 30

Strategic planning by 
CSOs in Delhi in order to 

launch a media strategy 
to publicize the NCSC 

inquiry into ongoing 
police persecution of 

Kuruvan community; 
and systematically collect 

information to support the 
testimony of survivors.

november 25- 
december 2

Intensive on-site support 
to survivors from civil 

society lawyers and DHRDs: 
CSOs, DHRDs and lawyers 
travel work intensively with 

29 survivors from three 
districts to prepare necessary 
documentation and evidence 

to substantiate their cases 
before the study team.

december 15 - 
January 13

Civil society – DHRDs and lawyers – 
engagement in collecting data to present 

to NCSC investigative committee: 
identifying critical cases in which the 

committee can interview survivors; 
facilitating interviews with survivors; 

supporting inquiries in 35 police 
stations in 10 districts; and collecting 

relevant evidentiary documents.

october 29

CSO head appointed to 
investigation committee: 

General Secretary of 
the National Dalit 

Movement for Justice is 
invited to be a member 

of the independent 
committee investigating 
police atrocities against 

Kuruvans for the NCSC.

the issue 
to elicit confessions Kuruvan men and women are arbitrarily picked up from their homes, held for 
extended periods of time and subjected to torture, including physical and sexual violence. in some 
cases this has resulted in custodial deaths.

the practice 
the national commission for scheduled castes

	 responded to CSOs and political leaders raising the issue of systematic and persistent police 
harassment and caste-based violence against the Kuruvan community

	 launched investigations into cases of police abuse 

	 called upon the Tamil Nadu police to take immediate action to protect the Kuruvan community

		 emphasized security for survivors who sought justice, with particular attention to the situation of 
Kuruvan women and girls. 

Despite these measures, discrimination against Dalits remains deeply entrenched and atrocities against them 
have increased in recent years. For centuries, the Kuruvan community—a sub-caste of the scheduled caste 
community in Tamil Nadu—has been stigmatized as a “criminal caste” due to colonial era classifications. 
Although the Criminal Tribes Act was repealed across India in 1952, these communities continue to bear the 
stigma of criminality.  The Tamil Nadu police, facing pressure to solve pending cases, subject the Kuruvan 
community to ongoing harassment, including false charges, illegal detention and extreme custodial violence.
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n	 Providing justice, adequate relief and rehabilitation: Given the losses suffered by the survivors in terms 
of medical and judicial expenses, time loss, loss of livelihood and dignity in facing the false charges and 
torture while in police and judicial custody, the recommendations of the NCSC investigation report should 
be implemented in full in order to ensure justice and rehabilitation of the victim/survivors.

n	 Ensuring protection in future:  A strong deterrence message to police and adequate measures are needed 
to protect the Kuravan community and prevent their arbitrary arrest under false charges, detention and all 
forms of psychological and physical torture.

n	 Expanding the powers of NCSC: An expansion of the powers of the NCSC beyond summoning and issuing 
directions, to investigation and recommendations regarding punishment of the accused would support the 
commission in fulfilling its duties to safeguard the rights of scheduled castes. 

n	 Removing social stigma: One of the biggest challenges is to put in place social measures to remove the 
stigma of criminality which is still attached to this particular community.

and future directions:
challenges
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to protect dalits
taking action

Mr. Rajni, a daily wage labourer in 
Tamil Nadu, has had 15 false cases filed 
against him between 2009 and 2015. 
Due to these charges, Mr. Rajni has 
suffered 45 days in illegal detention and 
physical violence amounting to torture. 
Desperate for help to stop the ongoing 
police violence faced by her husband, 
Mr. Rajni’s wife visited the District 
Collector for relief. Upon being denied 
support, she attempted to commit 
suicide in the District Collector’s office 
by consuming rat poison. Her drastic 
action prompted the NCSC to instruct 
the Police General to take immediate 
action to end the persecution Mr. Rajni 
faced. 

“The way in which innocent Koravas are brought into the vicious cycle of crime is a 
mockery at all accepted process of legal procedures and fundamental rights... right 

from top to bottom, police officials treat denotified tribes as potential criminals. very 
significantly many of them also know that they are convenient scapegoats.”

B s ajeetha
High Court Lawyer and Legal Expert in Special Committee constituted by NCSC

4



Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to 
take the steps necessary to secure equal access to 
the justice system for those who face caste-based 

discrimination.1   This includes protecting the right to 
an effective remedy, including for discrimination on the 
basis of caste and a fair and public hearing by a competent, 
independent and impartial tribunal established by law. 
A key component of access to justice is prompt redress 
for the harm that avoids unnecessary delays in disposing 
cases and executing orders granting rewards.2 

In order to facilitate access to justice through special 
courts in atrocity cases involving Dalit victim/survivors 
in India, CSOs undertake legal clinics to link victims and 
witnesses with lawyers, Dalit Human Rights Defenders 
(DHRDs) and CSOs. Intensive support is then provided 
to the victim/survivors at each stage of accessing justice 
through the courts.

DHRDs in India have also strategically engaged police and 
government officials in calling for justice and accessing 
rehabilitation and compensation measures for surviving 
family members following caste-based atrocities. A clear 
example is where, following DHRD Chandrakant Gaikwad’s 
murder, DHRDs from Maharashtra have been working 
with police and government officials to secure justice.  

1 CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent. UN Doc. 
A/57/18 (2002) 111, 5(u),(v),(w).

2 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966, Articles 2(1), 2(3), 
4, 6, 14(1). Ratified by India (1979), Nepal (1991) and Bangladesh (2000). 

	 Guideline 28 calls upon judicial, legislative 
and law enforcement bodies to take 
specific and concrete measures to ensure 
equal protection of the law for Dalits. 

	 Guideline 29 calls upon national and local 
governments to take all necessary steps to 
ensure equal access to judicial remedies 
for Dalits, including the provision of legal 
aid or other kinds of support to public 
interest organizations representing the 
interests of Dalits. 

	 Guideline 30 calls upon state actors, 
including all bodies of government and 
public corporations to adopt specific 
guidelines, including a scheme of 
incentives and sanctions prohibiting caste 
discrimination in their internal practices. 

	 Guideline 31 calls for law enforcement 
officials, including police, judges and 
prosecutors to be provided with adequate 
training in the prevention, investigation 
and prosecution of cases involving caste 
discrimination. 

on access to justice 
Guidelines
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Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the 
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on 

Work and Descent (Caste)
Photo Credit: Swadhikar – NCDHR

Access to justice Access to justice 
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the issue 
Dalit victim/survivors of atrocities face barriers in accessing justice through special courts.

the practice 
DHRDs and csos

	 support victim/survivors and witnesses through legal clinics to link them with lawyers and other 
necessary support 

	 facilitate monitoring and engagement in the judicial process by lawyers

	 call for rehabilitation and compensation for surviving family members

	 unite victim/survivors and witnesses of atrocities so they can support one another during the 
process of seeking justice and rebuilding their lives

	 work with Dalit women survivors in particular to help them sustain their case in the face of pressure 
to compromise or withdraw cases

	 build and strengthen a network of advocates trained to take up atrocity cases. 
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The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) 
Act, 1989 defines criminal, economic, political and property-related 
offenses committed against scheduled castes and scheduled tribes as 
atrocities. Atrocity cases are to be tried in special courts with special 
public prosecutors to ensure speedy justice. Despite these protections, 
Dalit victim/survivors often face hurdles at every stage of accessing justice. 
This is evidenced by the low conviction rate for crimes against scheduled 
castes under the SC/ST (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, much lower than for 
crimes in general  tried under the Indian Penal Code. 

legal clinics to support access 
to justice through special 
courts, india 

1

charge sheets filed under 
sc/st (Prevention of 

Atrocities) Act

cHARge sHeet

75.4%

conviction rate for 
crimes

45.1%
15.6%

inDiAn 
PenAl coDe

sc/st (PoA) 
Act

2
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Barriers 
to registering 

complaints

threats from 
the accused 

Poor 
understanding of 
court processes

Delays or 
gaps in 

investigations

Failure to arrest 
those accused of 

atrocities

Humiliation 
during trial 

proceedings

lack of 
understanding of the 
sc/st (Prevention of 

Atrocities) Act

Pressure to 
compromise or 

adjourn cases prior to 
conclusion

in accessinG justice throuGh special courts 
challenGes

s.no. state total no. of districts in 
the state

no. of districts with 
exclusive special courts

No. of identified 
atrocity prone districts

1. Andhra Pradesh 23 23 8
2. Bihar 38 11 33
3. Chhattisgarh 27 6 0
4. Gujarat 33 26 11
5. Karnataka 30 08 30
6. Kerala 14 2 3
7. Maharashtra 35 0 4
8. Madhya Pradesh 52 43 8
9. Odisha 30 0 16
10. Rajasthan 33 25 36
11. Tamil Nadu 32 4 150
12. Uttar Pradesh 75 40 0
13. Uttarakhand 13 2 0

Total 435 190 299

no. of districts with exclusive special courts and atrocity prone districts by state

the capacity of lawyers
BuildinG

In order to build a network of lawyers prepared to take atrocity cases through the legal clinic network and 
facilitate cross-learning among lawyers, NDMJ has supported the formation of lawyers’ forums. Through 
state-level conferences, these lawyers’ forums have built confidence and provided a platform for legal capacity 
building for lawyers, including those from marginalized communities.

Victim & 
Witnesses

Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Annual Report under sec. 21(4) SC/ST (Prevention of Atrocities) Act for 2013

3



intervention Model
leGal clinic

Preliminary case investigation: DHRDs, lawyers and CSOs collect all 
complaints, FIRs, charge sheets, court orders and statements from special 
courts and victims.

Case identification: Cases tried under SC/ST (Prevention of Atrocities) 
Act are identified at the fact-finding stage by district and state-level CSOs. 
Pending cases in which fact-finding has not taken place are referred to legal 
clinics.

Case file preparation: DHRDs prepare and collate case files. 

legal clinic: DHRDs sit with victims, witnesses and assigned lawyers to 
discuss the cases, identify weaknesses and develop strategies to strengthen 
the cases. 

engagement with victims and witnesses: DHRDs, trained in special 
court procedures and legal case management, visit victim/survivors to 
explain legal clinics and offer support at all stages of accessing justice. 

case status assessment: Based upon this information, DHRDs assess case 
status and any challenges faced by victims and witnesses. 

ongoing monitoring of special court proceedings: Following the legal 
clinic, DHRDs continue to monitor special court proceedings to ensure victims, 

witnesses and lawyers have the support they need to access justice. Monitoring 
of court proceedings also facilitates systematic documentation and analysis of 

legal processes to inform advocacy and institutional reform initiatives. 

Identification and assignment of advocate: Lawyers who may be willing 
to take up the atrocity case are identified and contacted. All case-related 

documents are handed over to a designated lawyer.

CASE-ID

PRELIMINARY
CASE

CASE FILE

 
PREPARATION

LAWYER
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of leGal clinics, 2012-2015
outcoMes 

In the five states of Haryana, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, 
Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh 40 Dalit victim/
survivors of atrocities have been supported to file 
petitions to the District Magistrate/Collector for 
the appointment of a supportive Special Public 
Prosecutor of the victim’s choice. 

In around a quarter of the cases, 
this request has been granted and 
cases are under trial with adequate 
support being given to the victim/
survivors and witnesses to face the 
trial process.

Meeting needs of Dalit women 
survivors of sexual violence
Dalit women victims of sexual violence often 
face pressure from not only dominant caste 
communities, but also from their families to 
compromise on prosecution to avoid social 
stigma. Legal clinics have focused on ensuring 
that Dalit women have the support to access 
justice in cases of sexual violence. For instance, 
in Erode District, Tamil Nadu DHRDs worked 
with a women survivor to select a Special Public 
Prosecutor with whom she was comfortable to 
help her sustain her case—ultimately resulting in 
conviction of the accused in 2013.

using new technology to support access to justice
The Atrocity Tracking and Monitoring (ATM) system is a digital portal that functions as a first point of 
contact for victims of atrocities and a repository for documentation on atrocity cases across the country. 

•	 Scheduled caste victims of atrocities can access support by sending a text message received by a 
dedicated ATM operator. The victim is linked to CSOs and DHRDs that will work with them to register 
the case, engage in fact finding and obtain support through the Legal Clinics;

•	 DHRDs use the ATM system to aggregate and access registered contacts from over 15,000 police 
stations; track cases; and send out automated reminders of key dates to police, judges and lawyers.

strategy: justice delivery through nationalized AtM website, and local partner 
csos supporting victims through trained sPPs of their choise matched through 
legal clinics

national  
AtM Website

localized support  
of regional cso

sc/st victims of 
atrocities text on number 
given on AtM website

Dedicated AtM official 
calls back to take details, 
then passes these on to 
district DHRD

Details (dates, 
names, evidence 
etc.) passed 
backed into AtM

AtM sends 
automated 
reminders of 
dates, documents, 
etc. to lawyers, 
victims

Victim chosen 
sPP represents 
in special courts

Victim chooses her/his sPP 
at legal clinics
More than 1 sPP assigned

DHRD contacts victim
Registers case
conducts fact finding
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the issue 
Dalit human rights defenders (DHRDs) who challenge violence and promote Dalit rights routinely 
face threats of retaliation and violence from perpetrators of atrocities.

on February 12, 2013,  chandrakant gaikwad, a DHRD from Maharashtra, was murdered by a dominant 
caste man released on bail despite three atrocity cases filed against him by Chandrakant and other 
DHRDs. chandrakant was survived by his wife, two children and mother. Although he had reported 
threats of retaliatory violence to the police, national Human Rights commission (nHRc) and Home 
Ministry, he received no protection.

the practice 
DHRDs

	 took strategic action at each stage of initiating legal proceedings against the accused

	 acted to ensure compensation, rehabilitation and access to employment for surviving family members

	 used Chandrakant Gaikwad’s case to highlight barriers to accessing justice and attacks on DHRDs.

complaint 
and FiR

Access to 
justice

investigation

Arrest of the 
accused

opposition 
to bail 

petitions

Filing 
charge sheet

Preparations 
for trial

support to 
surviving family 

members

enGaGeMent to access justice in atrocity cases
staGes of police and leGal

access to justice for  
Murder of dalit human  
rights defender in  
Maharashtra, india

2
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Action by DHRDs Action by Police and other state Actors

1. complaint and First information Report (FiR)

•	 Timely	filing	of	a	complaint	and	FIR,	within	three	hours	
of the crime.

•	 Police	transfer	FIR	to	the	station	with	
jurisdiction over murder and  
re-register case.

2. investigation

•	 On	the	same	day	as	the	murder,	DHRDs	meet	District	
Superintendent of Police, invoke investigative authority 
of Superintendent and demand immediate spot 
inspection of the scene of the crime.

•	 DHRDs	demand	video	recording	of	post	mortem	report.

•	 Superintendent	visits	site	of	the	
murder on the very same day to 
collect evidence and assess loss of life 
and other damages. 

•	 District	Collector	completes	spot	
inspection at home of deceased to 
assess  dependents’ needs.

3. Arrest of the accused

•	 Following	post-mortem	report,	family	members	refuse	
to receive body until police arrest the accused.

•	 Seven	people	accused	for	murder	are	
arrested.

4. opposition to bail petition

•	 DHRDs	meet	with	Public	Prosecutor	and	appoint	their	
own advocate to oppose the bail petition. 

•	 DHRDs	work	through	an	advocate	to	assist	Special	
Public Prosecutor in opposing the Bail Petition before 
the Mumbai High Court.

•	 Prosecutor	and	Special	Public	
Prosecutor work with DHRDs to 
oppose bail petitions.

5. Protection for family members and witnesses

•	 In	response	to	threats	from	the	accused	who	were	
released on bail, DHRDs seek protection for the family, 
witnesses and DHRDs involved in the case.

•	 Family	and	witnesses	received	police	
protection 

6. charge sheet

•	 Charge	sheet	filed	by	District	
Superintendent of Police in Magistrate 
Court under Indian Penal Code and 
section 3(2)(5) SC/ST (Prevention of 
Atrocities) Act.

7. Preparing for trial: collaboration between DHRDs and special Public Prosecutor

•	 DHRDs	advocate	for	appointment	of	supportive	Special	
Public Prosecutor by writing to District Magistrate and 
Law and Judiciary Departments and meeting with police.

•	 During	trial,	two	advocates	will	assist	appointed	Special	
Public Prosecutor in ground-level investigation as 
necessary.

•	 Consistent	with	these	requests,	
selected Special Public Prosecutor 
appointed.

for chandrakant’s Murder
access to justice
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	 State level consultations highlighting the targeting of DHRDs and forming coalitions to protect the 
rights of DHRDs.

	Month-long march to inform media, government, police and broader community about the widespread 
attacks on DHRDs—murder of five more DHRDs in one month period—in Maharashtra. 

	National people’s tribunal in Delhi to draw the attention of the media, government stakeholders and 
human rights institutions to ongoing caste discrimination and attacks on DHRDs.

	 Roundtable meeting with national human rights institutions, which resulted in the NCSC pursuing 
Chandrakant’s	case	by	requesting	the	Superintendent	of	Police	of	Pune	District	 to	 furnish	a	status	
report on the case.

n		 Enhanced protection for human rights defenders: Increasing attacks on Dalit and other human rights 
defenders in recent years indicate the need for legislation to protect them. This could be complemented 
by strengthening the capacity of National and State Human Rights Institutions to protect DHRDs through 
measures including facilitating fast-track access to protection, justice and rehabilitative support for DHRDs 
and their families. 

n		 Training for law enforcement: These good practices can be used to inform training for law enforcement 
officials on how to prevent, investigate and prosecute cases of caste-based violence and ensure equal 
protection of the law for communities facing caste-based discrimination and violence.  

n		 Monitoring mechanisms to ensure access to speedy justice: Adequate monitoring systems, involving 
both government and civil society, are required to track the process of access to justice at every stage of 
a criminal case, identifying the barriers Dalits victims and witnesses face, and strengthening procedures 
with adequate resources to eliminate these barriers. 

n		 Building model case laws: More and more model case laws need to be built, along the lines of Chandrakant’s 
case, to bring the spotlight on issues of access to justice, including the wider issues of access to protection, 
compensation and rehabilitation.

Compensation 
and 
employment 
secured for 
widow and 
surviving 
family 
members

and future directions
challenGes

DHRDs and csos promoting justice and security for  
Human Rights Defenders

compensation and rehabilitation for surviving family  members

n		 Engaging relevant departments on employment, widow’s pension, rehabilitation 
and legal assistance for surviving family members: Letters to Social Welfare 
Department, District Collector, Sub Divisional District Magistrate, Law and 
Judiciary Department, Chief Minister and State Scheduled Castes Commission. 

n		 Calling for support from relief funds: Sub-Divisional Magistrate forwards call for 
support to Ambedkar Foundation Relief Fund. 

n		 Building support among government actors: DHRDs approach National 
Scheduled Castes Commission, District Magistrate and Superintendent of Police. 

n		 Public demonstration to put pressure on Social Welfare Department: Dalit 
activists hold a hunger strike until the promise of employment to the surviving 
widow is fulfilled.
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BBangladesh, India and Nepal have 
committed to uphold the right to work, 
which protects the right to gain one’s living 

by work that is freely chosen or accepted,1  free from 
discrimination on the basis of gender2 or caste.3  
They have also committed to take special measures 
to promote employment of communities affected 
by caste-discrimination in the public and private 
sector and educate the public on the importance of 
affirmative action programmes for communities 
facing caste-based discrimination.4

Reservations and affirmative action policies that 
promote equal employment and free choice of 
occupation are significant in upholding the right 
to work for Dalit communities.  The Indian 
Railways—with roughly 1.5 million employees—is 
the world’s largest employer subject to affirmative 
action through reservations for scheduled castes 
and scheduled tribes. Reservations here have been 
shown to be positively linked to productivity and 
productive growth.

 1International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, 1966, Article 6(1). Ratified by India (1979), Bangladesh 
(1998) and Nepal (1991).
2Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, 1979, Article 11(a)-(f). Ratified by India (1993), 
Bangladesh (1984) and Nepal (1991). 
3International Convention on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination, 1965, Article 5(e)(i).
4CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, 
A/57/18 (2002) 111, 1(h), 7(jj).

	 Guideline 34 calls upon national and local govern-
ments to enact equality laws that prohibit public and 
private employer discrimination on the basis of caste, 
take steps to remove customary constraints on leaving 
traditional caste-based occupations, and promote 
gainful alternative employment opportunities and 
full access to markets for Dalits. 

	 Guideline 35 calls upon national and local govern-
ments to enact and enforce legislation guaranteeing 
decent work, a living wage and labour rights for 
Dalits; in particular, national and local governments 
should ensure the complete eradication of manual 
scavenging and other unhealthy working conditions. 

	 Guideline 36 calls upon governments to enact 
measures to enhance Dalits’ access to the labour 
market by introducing or extending reservation 
policies to the public and private sectors.

	 Guideline 37 calls upon the state and other 
agencies to secure and support the exercise of the 
right of Dalits to free choice of labour and other 
occupations traditionally withheld from them 
because of their caste. 

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the 
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on 

Work and Descent (Caste) 

on equal employment opportunity 
and free choice of occupation

Guidelines
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Photo Credit: Nagorik Uddyog (cover photo), Swadhikar – 
NCDHR (page 2 photo) 

Equal EmploymEnt 
opportunity and 

occupational choicE
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India has the oldest and most comprehensive affirmative action system 
in the world today. The Indian constitution prohibits discrimination 
in employment and commits to promoting the economic interests of 
scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. In particular, Article 16 allows for 15% 
reservation for scheduled castes to enable their participation in government 
services, educational institutions and political bodies. While in 1965, Dalits 
held just 1.6% of senior civil servant positions, this number has risen to 11.5% 
since 2011—far closer to the 16% or so of India’s general population represented 
by Dalit communities.5 Reservation policies have been inextricably linked to the 
promise of full citizenship for historically excluded communities.6 

employment reservations 
in the railways, india 1

the outcome 
the proportion of 
scheduled caste 
employees in high-
level positions 
within the railways is 
positively associated 
with productivity and 
productive growth.

the issue 
dalits (scheduled castes) in india historically faced barriers to 
employment on the basis of caste.

the practice
	 15% of government jobs in the Indian Railways are reserved 

for members of scheduled castes 

	 Reservations have been key to raising the proportion of 
scheduled caste employees in high-level managerial and 
decision making jobs.  
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 5“Affirmative Action: Indian Reservations”, THE ECONOMIST, June 29, 2013. 
6Satish Deshpande, “Reservations are not just about quotas”, THE HINDU, March 27, 2015. 

Reservation 
is our 
Right
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private 
affirmative 
action initiatives

While not mandated, some 
private firms also take voluntary 
measures to ensure inclusion 
of Dalit and Adivasi workers 
among their employees. The 
Tata Group, for instance—
an employer of over 350,000 
workers—maintains in-house 
surveys to assess the proportion 
of its workforce from Dalit 
and Adivasi communities and 
provides incentives to ensure 
representation among Dalit and 
Adivasi workers. 

myth versus reality on reservations in employment for scheduled castes

Myths and objections 

Reservations diminish quality of service, efficacy and 
productivity.

Reality

The proportion of scheduled caste 
and scheduled tribe employees in 
high-level positions is positively 
associated with productivity and 
productive growth due to:

	 motivation among scheduled 
castes and tribes when they 
attain decision-making and 
managerial positions;

	 effective supervision and ability 
to motivate workers from their 
own communities;

	 greater diversity of talents and 
perspectives made possible 
by integration of scheduled 
castes and tribes in high-level 
employment.7

 7Ashwini Deshpande and Thomas E. Weisskopf, “Does Affirmative Action Reduce Productivity? A Case Study of the Indian Railways,” World 
Development, Vol. 64, pp. 169-180 (2014), 169.

rEsErvation

rEsErvation

intErviEw

The recent Socio-Economic and Caste Census 2011 has shown that only 3.96% of rural scheduled castes are in 
government jobs, much less than their percentage share of the Indian population. Likewise, the latest MSME 
Census 2006-07 showed that only 6.3% of scheduled castes owned micro, small or medium enterprises. 
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n	 Despite affirmative action initiatives, there remains a higher percentage of scheduled castes in low-level jobs 
within the railways. This suggests that additional equity measures are necessary to correct this imbalance 
and enable Dalits to access all level of employment.

n	 Affirmative action measures like reservations are only one tool to promote access to decent employment for 
Dalits. Data suggest the need for a comprehensive employment policy, covering both the public and private 
sectors, with special emphasis on promoting equitable access to resources, skill development, vocational 
training and employment opportunities for scheduled castes.

n	 The reservation policy is confined to a state-run and state-supported sector whereas the private sector, 
where more than 90% of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe workers are engaged, is excluded. Greater 
emphasis needs to be made on measures to encourage the private sector to adopt affirmative action and 
diversity measures that promote non-discriminatory access to employment for Dalits. 

n	 Currently there is no gender-disaggregated data on the numbers of scheduled caste women who are 
accessing reservations. Such information is vital to ensure equal access for these women to affirmative 
action measures.

and future directions
challenGes

Breakdown of scheduled caste and scheduled triBe 
employees in the indian railways By occupational 

classification, 2012

Source: Indian Railways (All data for 2012)
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Group
a

12.12%

sc employees st employees other employees *total employees

total

7.46%
7.21%

6.21%

13.44%

17.14%

13.77%

80.42% (9,124)* 75.65% (8,202)*

80.02% 
(11,61,939)*

44.17% 
(1,26,590)*

42.39%

Group
b

Group
c

Group
d

Note: Groups A, B, C and D refer to differentiation by skill level with Group A representing the highest-level positions. 

16.56%

6.93%

76.48%
(13,05,855)*
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Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to end forced and 
compulsory labour in any form1 and protect the right to work and 
the equal opportunity to gain a living under favorable conditions 

of work. This includes fair wages, equal pay for work of equal value, 
safe and healthy working conditions, reasonable limitations on working 
hours and non-discrimination in access to these rights.2  In South Asia, 
Dalits are particularly vulnerable to forced, bonded and child labour, 
with studies estimating that 90% of bonded labourers come from these 
groups.3 Addressing these challenges, Bangladesh, India and Nepal have 
committed to take measures to eliminate debt bondage and degrading 
conditions of labour associated with caste-based discrimination.4

Engaging with affected communities, in 2008 the Government of 
Nepal banned the haliya practice—an agrarian system of bonded 
labour prevalent in western Nepal. Since 2008, the government has 
taken steps to identify Dalit families engaged in the haliya system, 
establish monitoring committees and institute rehabilitative support.

1International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966, Article 8(3)(a). Ratified by 
India (1979), Nepal (1991) and Bangladesh (2000).
2International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, Articles 2(2), 6, 
7. Ratified by India (1979), Bangladesh (1998) and Nepal (1991).
3Krishna Prasad Upadhyaya, Poverty, discrimination and slavery: The reality of bonded 
labour in India, Nepal and Pakistan. London: Anti-Slavery International, 2008. 
4CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, UN Doc. A/57/18 (2002) 
111, 7(qq).
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	 Guideline 38 calls for nation-
al and local governments, 
corporations, labour groups, 
and international labour, fi-
nancial, and development 
organizations to collaborate 
to ensure concrete mecha-
nisms for the prevention, 
identification and eradica-
tion of exploitative labour ar-
rangements and the imple-
mentation of rehabilitation 
schemes for forced, bonded 
and child labourers with spe-
cial attention to Dalits. 

on eliminating 
Forced, bonded 
and child labour

guidelines

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines 
for the Effective Elimination of  

Discrimination Based on 
Work and Descent (Caste) 

What is forced or compulsory labour?
All work or service done involuntarily under the threat of penalty.
(ILO Convention No. 29 concerning Forced or Compulsory Labour, 1957)
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Forced, bonded 
And child lAbour
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The Government of Nepal has taken important steps to end bonded 
labour.  Article 29 of the Constitution of Nepal 2015 prohibits forced or 
bonded labour.  Legislative provisions against caste-based discrimination, 
trafficking and bonded labour include the Caste Based Discrimination and 
Untouchability (Offense and Punishment) Act, 2011, Human Trafficking and 
Transportation (Control) Act, 2007, and the Bonded Labour Abolition Act, 2002.  

rehabilitation of haliya bonded 
labourers, nepal1

Forms  
of haliya  
bonded  
labour

labour to 
repay loans

labour based 
on ancestral 
patronage 

Working land 
for small crop 

share 

Building a Haliya Movement for Justice (2004-06)
•	Evidence for advocacy: cSo research to inform national advocacy with clear 

evidence. 

•	Networking: national Haliya conference leads to central and district-level 
Haliya rights Forums, that network with various stakeholders via capacity 
building and workshops in order to support national advocacy.

•	Public support: Through public hearings, press conferences, hunger strikes, 
seminars, workshops and interactive programmes, dhrds raise awareness 
about rights abuses faced by Haliya.

•	Legal support teams: cSos establish untouchability crime Watch centres to 
support district Haliya rights Forums.

•	Linking Haliya rights movement to other national/international campaigns: 
Haliya rights movement builds solidarity on Haliya concerns with over 1000 
people’s organizations in nepal and raises international profile at Peoples’ 
SAArc meet. 

Government and CSO Collaboration (2008)
•	National advocacy: rashtriya haliya Mukti 

Samaj, together with 60 haliyas, presents 
11-point demand to the Government. 

•	Prime Minister meets with Haliya activists 
and commits to address abuses faced by 
Haliya.

•	September 6, Government declares Haliya 
emancipation and exemption from any 
loans that maintain debt bondage, a 
historical achievement and turning point.

•	Minister of Peace and Reconstruction 
issues 5-point agreement on Haliya 
liberation, writing off generational family 
loans; assigning task force including 
Haliya and government representatives; 
providing security to Haliya rights 
defenders; committing to act on task 
force recommendations.

•	Appointment of Haliya activists to Nepal 
Constituent Assembly and High Level 
Commission for Scientific Land Reform. 

•	Task force created to inform Government 
initiatives 

•	Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction 
updates government statistics on haliya.

Haliya Rights in  Nepal 
Supreme Court (2007)
Nepal Supreme Court 

recognises that haliya system 
constitutes bonded labour, 

prohibits its practice, calls for 
liberation and rehabilitation of Haliya 

and directs government to enact 
legislation prohibiting Haliya labour.

Engaging Affected 
Communities (2001)

issues faced by Haliya 
raised in community literacy 
Programme. Haliya commit to 
end bonded labour.

5  International Labour Organization, Forced Labour: Facts and Figures, The Cost of Coercion, Regional Perspectives, May 2009.

HALIYA
RIGHTS
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Despite these legal protections, bonded labour persists in the 
agricultural, domestic, brick and other sectors. For instance, in western 
Nepal, Haliya workers take loans from landlords and moneylenders 
at exorbitant interest rates that they work to pay back. Debts are 
frequently passed from one generation to the next. Landowners and 
moneylenders use coercive measures to prevent the Haliya from 
seeking paying work. The Haliya, the majority of whom are Dalits, do 
not own land, lack access to alternate livelihoods and face persistent 
caste-based discrimination, denial of access to education and exclusion 
from decision-making forums.
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The issue 
Agricultural bonded labour among Haliya dalits in western nepal persists.

The practice 
The Government of nepal has taken proactive measures to end the Haliya system, including:

	 Taking steps to identify dalit families engaged in bonded labour 

		 establishing monitoring committees to implement protection measures

		 instituting rehabilitative support for former bonded labourers.

Initiating Government Action (2009)
•	Government forms national and district-level 

Rehabilitation of Freed Haliya and Monitoring 
Task Force to identify and certify Haliya to receive 
rehabilitation and relief.  

•	Freed Haliya Problem Resolution Committee formed.

Haliya System 
(Prohibition) Bill (2010)

Ministry of Land Reform 
and Management puts 
forward draft Haliya System 
(Prohibition) bill, including 
committees to gather 
information and coordinate 
rehabilitation programmes; 
a rehabilitation fund; and 
provision for punishment. bill 
pending with Ministry of law 
and Justice.

Government Guidelines, Budget and Survey (2011-15)
•	2011: Government issues “Freed Haliya Rehabilitation 

and Monitoring Guidelines” with six-month period 
for district taskforces to update information and 
provide identity cards to eligible families. landless and 
homeless Haliya receive first priority in rehabilitation.

•	2012: Action Plan on Haliya Rehabilitation forwarded by 
Ministry of Land Reform and Management to Ministry of 
Finance seeking  nPr 1.56 billion for implementation. 
Three-year plan seeks Haliya rehabilitation, livelihood 
and empowerment across 12 districts with a nPr 
1,565,000,000 budget.

•	2013: Ministry of land reform and Management 
reports a total 19,059 Haliya families. of these families, 
7,854 have been verified, 4,550 Haliya received identity 
cards and 11,205 are in verification process.

•	2014: rehabilitation initiatives for Haliya, including low 
cost housing, skill and income generation programmes, 
employment and land grants, begin to be disbursed.

•	2015: Government allocates budget for the following 
number of freed Haliyas: purchase of land (334), repair 
of houses (328) and construction of houses (214).

Financial Year Allocation (nPr)

2008/2009 140,000,000

2009/2010 35,000,000

2010/2011 1,400,000

2013/2014 324,452,000

2014/2015 350,650,000

Government Funds for Kamaiya and Haliya 
Liberation and Rehabilitation

Government of Nepal, Ministry of Finance, Budget Allocation 
for FY 2008/2009 - 2014/2015

97% of the 
approximately 
20,000 Haliyas 
are Dalits

3% Others

23% of Dalits in far 
western region are 
in bonded labour.5

HALIYA
SYSTEM

BILL

ID-CARD
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Sanchita Sarki, a 23-year-old dalit woman from Kanchanpur district, is a freed Haliya.  When her 
father-in-law was unable to continue this bonded labour due to old age, his family was pressured 
to continue the work and eventually evicted from their home on the landlord’s land. Sanchita 
Sarki, however, with support from civil society organisations, won a case filed under the bonded 
labour Abolition Act against the landlord. based on proof of Haliya status, the chief district 
officer then supported Sanchita Sarki and other Haliya families to each receive 6 kathhas of land 
for their residential and agricultural purposes from the landlord .

n	 Ensuring adequate budget allocation and coordinated action between the Ministries of Finance, Land 
Reform and Management, Law and Justice, and Peace and Reconstruction for the complete rehabilitation 
of Haliyas.

n		 Current challenges in categorization of freed Haliya need resolution. For example, category C (those 
with land) and D (those without land) are problematic where Haliya families live on unproductive and 
unregistered government land, and yet are deemed ineligible for rehabilitation.

n	 Identifying suitable land for certified Haliya families to ensure access to land entitlements. 

n	 Instituting a nation-wide reservation system to ensure political, economic, social and cultural inclusion of 
Haliya and other marginalized Dalits. 

n	 Taking measures to ensure the participation of Dalits in local, district and central-level political processes, 
in order for bonded, forced and child labour in their various forms to come to light and be addressed.

n	 Engaging other Dalits and wider civil society on issues of forced and bonded labour in order to promote 
recognition of these caste-based practices and wider calls for their swift abolition.

and Future directions
challenges

Achieving Freedom from the Haliya System of Bondage

District No. of Freed
Haliya

No. of Persons 
Verified

No. of Persons Not 
Verified

Receiving Identity
Card of Haliya

Darchula 413 42 413

Baitadi 4436 1187 3249 783

Dadeldhura 2576 1169 1407 529

Kanchanpur 3732 871 2861 871

Bajhang 1391 770 621 507

Bajura 1634 1439 205 473

Doti 1826 422 1404 422

Achham 242 165 77 67

Kailali 220 154 66 133

Humla 1423 967 456 217

Jajarkot 455 165 290 126

Surkhet 669 142 527 9

Total 19059 7854 11205 4550

Government of Nepal, Land Reform and Management Ministry, 2010-2011
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adequate food, 
water and housing

Bangladesh, India and Nepal recognise 
that everyone has the right to an adequate 
standard of living, including adequate food, 

clothing and housing.1 The right to water is one 
of the most fundamental conditions for survival 
and includes the right to sanitation.2 Protecting 
these basic rights includes measures to eradicate 
poverty, social exclusion and marginalization on 
the basis of caste and ensure equal access to health 
care and social security.3

The 2014 Bangladesh National Social Protection 
Strategy (NSPS) identifies the ending of social 
and economic discrimination—with education, 
health, nutrition, family planning, water supply 
and sanitation as fundamental objectives. Budget 
allocations, while not yet sufficient to meet the 
high levels of need in the Bede, Dalit and Harijan 
communities, demonstrate significant recognition 
of the needs of these communities by the 
Government of Bangladesh.

1International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
1966, Article 11. Ratified by India (1979), Bangladesh (1998) and 
Nepal (1991).
2CESCR General Comment No. 15: The Right to Water, UN Doc. 
E/C.12/2002/11 (2003), 3, 29.
3CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, UN 
Doc. A/57/18 (2002) 111, 7(hh), (nn).

	 National and local governments should take all 
necessary measures to eliminate discriminatory 
practices that cause Dalits to suffer from 
inadequate food, water, sanitation, clothing and 
housing.

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the  
Effective Elimination  of Discrimination Based on  

Work and Descent (Caste)

on adequate food, 
water and housing

guidelines
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Photo Credit: Nagorik Uddyog
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Prime Minister’s directive on Budget 
allocation and social security for 
dalits, Bangladesh

1
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Bangladesh has social safety net programmes in place to alleviate poverty 
and facilitate access to basic rights. Dalit communities, however, have been 
functionally excluded from these protections. Since enrollment in government 
programmes requires engagement with service providers, Dalits are unable to 
access support due to lack of knowledge about their rights and stigma that prevents 
them from seeking and gaining enrollment. As a result, Hindu and Muslim Dalits in 
Bangladesh typically live in segregated areas or colonies, secluded from mainstream 
communities. In urban areas, they live in slum-like tenancies without adequate water, 
electricity or sanitation. In rural areas, Dalits face discrimination in accessing ponds 
and lakes. They also face significant food insecurity.4

the issue 
dalit, harijan and Bede communities lack access to social security programmes, food security and 
adequate housing.

the practice 
in 2012, the Prime Minister of Bangladesh issued a directive aimed at including dalit, Bede and 
harijan communities in social safety net programmes. the directive includes:

	 special measures to include Harijans and Dalits in government-run social safety net programmes, 
including maternity benefits, Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) and Vulnerable Group Development 
(VGD) cards and allowances for the elderly, widows and persons with disabilities 

	 fair price cards for Bedes, Dalits and Harijans providing subsidies on rice and wheat 

	 housing for Dalit and Harijan families

	 women as majority of beneficiaries

	 implementation supervised by Ministries of Social Welfare and Finance, assisted by a national 
steering committee and sub-district and town level administrations.

4Mohammad Nasir Uddin, Benchmarking the Draft UN Principles and Guidelines on the Elimination of (Caste) Discrimination 
Based on Work and Descent: Bangladesh (Nagorik Uddyog: Dhaka, 2014), p. 89.

determining eligibility: 
administrative zones 

collect information on 
dalit, harijan and Bede 

communities from election 
Commission, statistics 

department, etc.

identifying applicants: 
applicants apply to 

local unions or wards 
to create primary list

Verifying eligibility: 
union committee 

prepares secondary list 
based on eligibility and 

upazila town committee 
makes final listing

engaging civil society 
in decision-making: 

dalit-led Csos contribute 
to selecting final 

beneficiaries

Process for implementing directive on social safety nets

Dalit
 Harijan

 Bede PRIMARY LIST

PRIMARY LIST
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Advocacy on poverty reduction 
and housing: Bangladesh Dalit and 
Excluded Rights Movement (BDERM) 

holds seminars calling for special 
budgetary allocations for Dalit poverty 

reduction and housing.

8 major political parties include Dalit rights 
in election manifestos.

Engaging Finance Ministry on 
housing allocations: BDERM memo 

calls for housing allocations for Dalit 
colonies in urban areas.

Advocacy for social safety net programs:

BDERM memo to Ministry of Finance calls 
for social safety net provisions for Dalits in 

the national budget. 

Social safety net memo circulated among 
Parliamentarians and given to Standing 

Committee of the Ministry of Finance. 

BDERM advocacy seminars with policy 
makers and CSOs on budget allocation for 

Dalits to promote development.

16th Universal Periodic Review: special 
recommendations to  Bangladesh on 

action plan to promote Dalit rights. 

Advocacy for social safety net budget 
allocation: National seminars on increased 

budget for social safety net. 

Engaging Ministry of Finance on 
 increasing social safety net allocation for 

Dalits in 2013-14 fiscal year.

Local implementation: DHRDs submit 
memo to Department of Social Services, 

Azimpur, Dhaka (zone-5) to ensure social 
safety net entitlements.

Civil society engagement: Dalit-led CSOs 
participate in Nagorik Morcha meeting on 

budget and raise issue of inclusion of Dalits.

Prime Minister issues Directive 
calling for special measures to 

include Bede, Dalit and Harijan 
communities in the Social Safety 
Net Programme, enhance food 
security and allocate funds for 
housing and other measures.

Finance Minister emphasises 
importance of increased inclusion of 

Dalits in budget speech: covers income 
generating activities, educational 
scholarships, food programmes for tea 
labourers and house construction; assures 
BDT 50 crore for house construction in 
district and divisional cities.

Senior Budget Secretary directs special 
allocation for housing: May 29, letter to 

Finance Division initiates emergency special 
national budget allocation for  Construction 
Programme for Dalit Sweeper Colony 
(district and mega city).

Budget allocation for housing: June 9, 
Finance Minister allocates BDT 10 crores 

for Dalit housing during budget speech in 
Parliament.

advancing social protection for dalit, Bede and harijan communities

2013

2009-
2010

2011

2012

2014

Engaging Dalit civil society participants in Department 
of Social Services National Steering Committee to 

inform allowance, training and education stipends. 

Additional Secretary of Ministry of Finance meets with 
Dalit-led CSOs on requests for increased budget allocation 
for housing, social safety net programmes and education.

CiVil soCiety goVernMent

3



n	 Information dissemination on available social safety net programmes and housing allocations to potential 
Dalit beneficiaries is essential. Particularly, Ministries of Social Welfare and Finance publicising the target 
areas and number of beneficiaries would help inform communities about the government programmes.

n	 Monitoring access to social safety nets by Bede, Dalit and Harijan communities through continued 
engagement of Dalit-led CSOs. An official listing of Dalit communities and disaggregated data collection 
on their basic demographics through the Bangladesh Census would support this process.

n	 Improved implementation of housing schemes for Dalits and streamlined processes for housing 
construction in Dalit colonies are required. This involves ensuring transparency in funding allocation, 
project budgets and monitoring of construction. 

and future directions:
challengesa
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BDT 9,22,94,000 allocation

14,676 beneficiaries (10,539 old age 
allowances, 2,877 scholarships, 1,050 skill 
development trainings and 210  
rehabilitation grants)
13 districts: Bogra, Gazipur, Jamalpur, Jhenaidah, 
Kurigram, Lakshimpur, Malavibazar, Mankiganj, 
Mymensingh, Netrokona, Rajbari, Rajshahi, Satkhira

BDT 7,96,98,000 allocation

14,427 beneficiaries (1,050 skill development 
training beneficiaries, 2,877 scholarships, 10,500 
old age allowances)
14 districts: Barisal, Bhola, Brahmanbaria, Comilla, 
Faridpur, Gopalganj, Kushtia, Munshiganj, Narayangang, 
Nilphamari, Noakhali, Pabna, Sherpur, Tangail

2014-2015

2013-2014

BDT 66,000,00 allocation

2,975 total beneficiaries (2,100 social 
security scheme enrollments, 875 
scholarships)
7 districts: Chittagong, Dhaka, Dinajpur, Habiganj, 
Jessore, Nowgaon, Patuakhali

2012-2013

Progressive implementation of Prime Minister’s directive, 2012-2015 
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Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to uphold the 
right to education.1 Education must be of acceptable quality 
and eliminate caste-based discriminatory disparities in the 

quality of education.2 They have also committed to adopt special 
measures to ensure access to education for communities that face 
caste-based discrimination. These include ensuring that education 
systems do not exclude children on the basis of caste, reducing 
school dropout rates, especially for girls, combating caste-based 
discrimination and harassment of students, and conducting public 
education on non-discrimination.3

In Bangladesh and India government officials and civil society 
organisations (CSOs) have undertaken measures to secure equal 
access to non-discriminatory education for Dalits, showing the 
importance of combining policy level with civil society initiatives. 

In 2012, the Prime Minister of Bangladesh issued a directive calling 
for quotas for Dalit students in higher education. Following this 
directive, CSOs, the National Human Rights Commission and 
several universities took coordinated action to make these quotas a 
reality for Dalit students. Recognising the particular challenges Dalit 
girls face in accessing education, CSO Dhruba engages parents and 
their daughters to ensure access to quality education that meets the 
needs of Dalit girls in Khulna District of Bangladesh.  

In the Indian state of Odisha, the School and Education Department 
declared schools to be discrimination free zones and directed changes 
in the names of schools bearing prejudicial caste names.

1 Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, Articles 28-29. Ratified by Bangladesh (1990), India (1992) and Nepal (1990).  
2 CESCR General Comment No. 13: The Right to Education, E/C.12/1999/10 (1999), 6(c), 6(d). 
3 CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, A/57/18 (2002) 111, 1(f), 8(rr),(ss),(tt),(uu).

	 Guideline 46 articulates the 
responsibility of national and local 
governments to take all necessary 
measures to ensure equal access to 
free quality primary and secondary 
education, as well as equal 
opportunity to receive tertiary 
education for Dalit children. 

	 Guideline 47 details specific 
measures that should be taken 
to increase enrollment and 
decrease dropout rates by 
addressing significant barriers to 
accessing education. 

	 Guideline 48 calls upon national 
and local governments to review 
and eliminate language in school 
textbooks that conveys or encour-
ages stereotypical and prejudicial 
beliefs, attitudes and action.

on access to education
Guidelines
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Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for 
the Effective Elimination of Discrimination 

Based on Work and Descent (Caste) 

Photo Credit: Swadhikar – NCDHR (India Practice) & Nagorik Uddyog (Bangladesh Practice)
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the issue 
Admission in higher education institutions is rare for dalit students.

the practice 
On May 29, 2012, the Prime Minister of Bangladesh issued a directive memo introducing quotas for 
Dalits and Harijans in schools and higher educational institutions. Civil society organizations (CSOs), the 
National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and public and private universities took coordinated action 
to implement these quotas for Dalits students. Initiatives included:

	 coordination between CSOs, NHRC and university officials to institute and activate quotas

	 support to prospective Dalit students to meet administrative requirements for registration.

The Government of Bangladesh has made significant progress in advancing 
the right to education. However, literacy and access to quality education remain 
significant concerns. Though primary education is compulsory, school enrollment 
has not yet reached a satisfactory level, especially among Dalit children. School 
dropout rates are also very high, with few Dalit boys and girls continuing their 
education beyond primary school.

Caste-based discrimination is a significant cause for the low admission and retention among Dalit children. 
Dalit parents report being actively discouraged by teachers from sending their children to school. Dalit students 
report discrimination in selection for scholarships and sport teams; and bullying, teasing and harassment 
from teachers and non-Dalit students. As a result, many Dalits to not complete their primary and secondary 
education and admission in higher education institutions is rare.

Quotas for dalits in higher 
education, Bangladesh1

in Bangladesh a recent study4 among 632 dalits from 16 
different communities across 21 districts found:

4 Parvez, Altaf and Mazharul Islam, Bangladesher Dalit Somaj: Boishommyo, Bonchona O Osprisshota [Dalits in Bangladesh: Discrimination, 
Exclusion and Untouchability]. (Dhaka: Nagorik Uddyog and BDERM, 2013).
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72% of Dalit children enroll in school  

compared to 96.7% enrollment nationally 

63% of Dalit children  

drop out fro
m school 

12.5% of Dalit children complete secondary school

4.3% of Dalits complete higher secondary education

1.9% of Dalits complete graduate level education. 
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n	 Academic year 2013-2014: 2 Dalit students admitted to University of Dhaka. Success used to generate 
enthusiasm among Dalit students.

n	 Academic year 2014-2015: 84 Dalit students appear for public university admission test that for the 
first time introduces quota for Dalits.

immediate impact of educational quotas

activating Quotas in universities
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Advocacy on the 
right to education: 
BDERM workshop 
with researchers, 

educational specialists 
and social activists 
promotes primary 
education for Dalit 
children, including 

special measures to 
prevent dropout and 

government quotas in 
public universities.

dhaka university 
Vice chancellor 

meets with BdeRM 
members and 

dalit leaders to 
ensure operation 

of quotas for dalit 
students.

BdeRM memo to 
dhaka university 
calls for the 
introduction of 
quotas for dalits.

5 additional 
universities introduce 
quotas in the 2014-
2015 academic 
year—Sher-E-
Bangla Agricultural 
University, Patuakhali 
University of Science 
and Technology, 
Kushtia Islamic 
University and Kobi 
Nazrul, Mymensingh 
and Jahangirnagar 
Universities.

engaging public and 
private universities:
BDERM sends letters 
to 5 public universities, 
and meets with 
administrators from 
Jahanginagar and 
Dhaka Universities 
to promote quotas 
for undergraduate 
admission.

September 31, 2013, 
dhaka university 
introduces admission 
quota for dalit students, 
beginning in 2013-2014 
academic year: 1% of 
5787 total seats are 
reserved for Dalits.

BdeRM publicises 
newly instated 
quotas among 
dalit students.

nHRc supports quotas by 
calling for implementation by 
District Deputy Commissioner 

and university officials. 

DALIT
QUOTAS

DALIT
QUOTAS

civil society initiatives university initiatives

2013

2014
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 “I thought my education would come to an end after college. My 
father showed me the admission circular for Dhaka University that 
now includes quotas for Dalit students. I am now a proud student of 
the Dhaka University Science Faculty. I dream that I will also study 
abroad one day. The quota for Dalit students has changed my world.” 

– Snigha Rani, Ganaktuli, Dhaka

Admissions require caste 
certification from deputy 
commissioners (dc)

	 DCs refuse certification due to 
inadequate documentation in 
government gazette.

establishing caste identity to facilitate admission for  
dalit students: A continuing challenge
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“I had never been out of my district—so how could I imagine being a student at 
Dhaka University? My family and neighbours inspired me to go for admission. 
Even though I was selected through the quota, I could not get my admission 
because the Deputy Commissioner refused my Dalit certification. After a long 
struggle, I was admitted. Once, I thought it would be my destiny to be a tea 
garden labourer. The quota for Dalits has changed my entire life.” 

– Akash Nunja, Shoshernagar Tea Garden, Sreemangal, Maulavi Bazar

“the university of dhaka has a significant contribution to make to liberation and 
building this nation. We cannot be a worthy nation if we continue to live with millions 
of dalits deprived of their right to education. it is with this perspective that university 
of dhaka has introduced a quota for dalit students. i hope they will use this privilege 

to develop themselves.”

— Vice Chancellor, University of Dhaka

dalit Human Rights defenders and government 
stakeholders take action

	 Submit memoranda to Prime Minister 
and Education Ministry calling for gazette 
notification on Dalits

	 Support Dalit students in securing identity 
proof 

	 Work with university administrations, NHRC 
and Deputy Commissioners to institute 
special measures and certify students.
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creating better opportunities for the next generation of  
dalit youth: profiling university admission, 2014-2015

Public institute-wise distribution of 
Quota admissions

• Dhaka University: 14

• Patuakhali University 
of Science and 
Technology: 2

•  Jahangirnagar 
University: 3

• Agriculture
•	Accounting
•	Geography
•	Marketing
•	Tourism,	hospitality	and	management
•	Sanskrit
•	Zoology
•	Psychology
•	Footwear	engineering
•	Finance
•	Management	Information	System
•	 International	business
•	Management
•	 Banking	and	insurance
•	Botany
•	Veterinary

6

Merit
1 7

1

3

1
1

1

2
1

districts where Quota 
implemented  

(no. of quota admissions)

courses chosen by dalit students entering 
through quotas and merit

Quota + Merit

172

F M

5



the issue 
dalit girls continue to have low literacy levels and high dropout rates.

the practice 
dhruba—a dalit-led civil society organization based in Khulna district—engages parents and their 
children to improve access to education:

	 operates 26 independently funded schools for Dalit girls 

	 works with Dalits at the village level to acquire land and raise funds to build schools

	 provides administrative support and teachers, and ensures a rights-based curriculum designed 
to meet the needs of Dalit girls.
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educating dalit girls, 
Khulna, Bangladesh

Compounding difficulties in completing secondary education and pursuing higher 
education, literacy rates are particularly low among Dalit women and girls and 76% 
of Dalit girls are married before they are 18 years old.5

5 ParvezParvez, Altaf and Mazharul Islam, Bangladesher Dalit Somaj: Boishommyo, Bonchona o Osprisshota (Dalit Communities in 
Bangladesh: Situation of Discrimination, Exclusion and Untouchability). (Dhaka: Nagorik Uddyog & BDERM, 2013).

Education for 
Dalit girls

INTERVENTIONS

Building 
schools that are 

responsive to the 
needs of Dalit 

girls

Teaching 
rights-based curriculum 

to raise awareness among 
Dalit girls about their 

health and human 
rights

Providing 
essential educational 

materials 

Engaging 
parents to support 
education through 

courtyard meetings in 
Dalit communities

content of parent-
engagement meetings 

 Reproductive health, 
prenatal and postnatal care

 Dangers of child marriage

 Importance of investing in 
girls’ education

 Access to government 
services

2

impact since 2013
n	 High quality education to 154 Dalit girl children to date
n	 15 students of Dhruba schools have achieved admission into graduate and professional 

institutions.
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the issue 
dalit children face discrimination and 
segregation in schools in odisha.

the practice 
secretary-commissioner of the school 
and Mass education department issues a 
directive aimed at ending harassment and 
discrimination against dalit students by:

	 declaring schools to be discrimination 
free zones 

	 changing the names of schools bearing 
prejudicial caste names. a
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6 “Affirmative Action: Indian Reservations”, ThE ECONOMIST, June 29, 2013. 
7 Ministry of human Resource Development, Inclusion and Exclusion of Students in the School and in the Classroom in Primary and Upper 
Primary Schools (New Delhi: MhRD, 2012).

Projecting children’s 
Voices to challenge 

caste discrimination in 
odisha schools, india

Article 46 of the Constitution of India mandates the promotion of education 
for scheduled castes. Article 15 prohibits discrimination on the basis of caste, 
sex, race, religion or place of birth. Consistent with these principles, the Right 
of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009 protects the rights of 
all children aged 6-14 years to free and compulsory elementary education (Classes 
1-8). Section 8(c) of the Act directs the government to ensure that children from disadvantaged social groups 
are not discriminated against and prevented from pursuing and completing elementary education.  

Various education measures have had some impact. 
Programmes to build schools and provide free midday 
meals have contributed to increasing attendance 
among Dalit students. State funds for quotas and 
special scholarships have encouraged more Dalit 
students to pursue secondary schooling. In 2009, 
1-in-15 graduates and 1-in-10 secondary school 
students were Dalits—up from previous decades.6

Discrimination in schools, however, remains a 
significant barrier to accessing education for Dalit 
children. A government study captured various 
forms of caste-based discrimination in schools, 
including discrimination in access to drinking 
water and midday meals, Dalit students made to 
do cleaning and other menial tasks and caste-based 
verbal abuse.7

3

Projecting the voices of dalit 
children to expose discrimination 

and claim their rights

engaging government 
stakeholders to call for non-

discrimination in schools

taking action to ensure that  
government mandates to end 

discrimination are upheld

strategic action by civil society organizations to

end discrimination in  
odisha schools

At the Dalit Children’s Convention in 2014, Dalit children testified to the persistent untouchability practices 
they face, including being made to sit in the last row of the classroom, eat separately during midday meals, 
served from plates reserved for them and restricted from attending pujas and festivals held in school.
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n	 Ongoing monitoring to ensure implementation of the Secretary-Commissioner’s order. Monitoring 
initiatives include filing Right to Information petitions and tracking implementation in select districts. 

n	 Inclusion activities among students of all communities within schools to change discriminatory mindsets 
and promote inclusion. 

n	 Curriculum on non-discrimination, equity and inclusion that is integrated into teacher training and 
classroom teaching in order to build perspectives on discrimination-free education.

n	 Sanctions for schools who do not take action to end discrimination occurring within the school grounds 
from any person, including through the formulation of appropriate grievance redress mechanisms. 

and future directions
challenGes
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“some of the schools of the state are named in the name of the caste, which is 
contrary to the preamble of the indian constitution as well as creates disharmony 

among the people of the community.”

— Secretary and Commissioner of State Mass Education Department

secretary and commissioner 
of the state Mass education 
Department notifies all District 
Magistrates and district Level 

school Authorities in odisha 
to immediately rename schools 

with caste names and display their 
commitment to “discrimination-Free 
schools” in prominent places. 

immediate action to implement 
directives: DHRDs from Odisha took 
immediate action to ensure that 
these orders were upheld in the 
areas where they lived and worked. 
For instance, DHRDs from Cuttack 
District worked with the District 
Magistrate and District Level School 
Authorities to change the name of 
the Bhimrajpur village school from 
Harijan Sahi Prathamic Bidyalaya 
to Ambedkar Prathamik Vidyalay 
and prominently display the 
“Discrimination-Free Zone” slogan 
in prominent areas of the school.

secretary-
commissioner’s 
directives, reaching 
across the state, 
have the potential 

to impact one million 
dalit and Adivasi children 

across the state.

Government and civil society 
engagement to end caste-
based discrimination in 
schools (2014):
Dalit Children’s Convention 
in Bhubaneshwar brings 
together Secretary and 
Commissioner of the 
State Mass Education 
Department and 250 children 
to strengthen state and 
civil society alliance to stop 
discrimination in schools.
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Bangladesh, India and Nepal have committed to enact 
legislation to outlaw all forms of discrimination based 
on caste, formulate a comprehensive national strategy 

with the participation of Dalits to eliminate caste-based 
discrimination1 and take immediate action through cultural 
means and information dissemination to combat prejudice and 
caste-based discrimination.2

Several practices exemplify the significant roles government 
and civil society actors can play—in collaboration—to raise 
awareness and advance legislative and other measures to 
end all forms of discrimination. In Bangladesh, government 
officials, political leaders and civil society organisations (CSOs) 
have taken joint strategic action to advance anti-discrimination 
legislation. During this process, the National Human Rights and 
Law Commissions involved Dalit CSOs at all stages. 

The Ten-year Strategic Plan to end Caste-based Discrimination and 
Untouchability in Nepal, initiated by Dalit CSOs and incorporated 
by the Government of Nepal into its National Action Plan, builds 
a collaborative platform for action between the government and 
CSOs. Within the government, Constituent Assembly members 
have also formed a Joint Dalit Political Sister Organization Struggle 
Committee to combat caste atrocities and other injustices and 
advance a political agenda for Dalit human rights.

1CERD General Recommendation 29 on Article 1(1): Descent, UN Doc. A/57/18 
(2002) 111, 1(c), (e).
2International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 
1965, Article 7. Ratified by India (1968), Nepal (1971) and Bangladesh (1979).

	 Guideline 49 calls for national 
and local governments to take 
specific measures to raise 
awareness among the public and 
government officials, teachers 
and media practitioners on caste 
discrimination through internal 
training and public campaigns. 

	 Guideline 52 calls for the media, 
religious, educational and cultural 
institutions and other parts of 
civil society and international 
organizations to contribute to 
correcting the spread of negative 
images of Dalit communities, 
and endeavor to build the capacity 
of those communities, as well 
as recognize the contributions 
of Dalits to the development of 
society. 

Draft UN Principles and Guidelines 
for the Effective Elimination  of 

Discrimination Based on  
Work and Descent (Caste)

on public awareness 
raising and elimination 
of discriminatory 
customs

guidelines
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AwAreness rAising And 
ending discriminAtory 

customs

Photo Credit: SAmATA foundation (Nepal Practice) & Nagorik Uddyog 
(Bangladesh Practice)
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promoting discrimination-free 
bangladesh through anti- 
discrimination legislation

1
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Article 28(1) of the Constitution of Bangladesh mandates equal rights for all 
citizens and prohibits discrimination on the grounds of religion, race, caste, sex 
or place of birth. Despite this constitutional guarantee, Bangladesh has no laws in 
place to address untouchability and caste-based discrimination. Without sufficient 
protection, 5.5-6.5 million Dalits in Bangladesh continue to face discrimination 
and untouchability practices including: discrimination in housing, exclusion from 
community religious and cultural functions, denial of access to restaurants and 
communal water sources, untouchability in schools, difficulties in accessing legal 
protections and limitation to some of the most menial, low wage and dangerous jobs.

the issue 
Persistent and widespread discrimination against dalits in Bangladesh.

the practice 
government stakeholders and political leaders took joint strategic action to advance anti-
discrimination legislation in consultation with csos:

	 National Human Rights Commission and Law Commission involved Dalit and other CSOs at all 
stages of developing anti-discrimination legislation 

	 proposed anti-discrimination legislation advances protection for Dalits and other communities 
facing discrimination. 

in Bangladesh a study among 632 dalits across 21 districts found:

Another study among 674 dalits in 35 districts of Bangladesh found:

(Parvez, Altar and Mazharul Islam, Dalits in Bangladesh: Discrimination, Exclusion and Untouchability, Dhaka: Nagorik 
Uddyog and BDERM, 2014)

(‘Untouchability Practices in Bangladesh in 2015’, presented at Untouchability and Dalit Human Rights: Obligations of State 
and Society workshop, Dhaka, 6/8/2015)

	 38% of Dalits surveyed reported that they experienced ‘untouchability’ in 
their daily lives

	 38% said that they are not allowed to sit along with other guests in social 
events such as wedding ceremonies.

	 25% faced discrimination in access to common ground water sources 

	 22% did not get proper treatment in the hospital 

	 43% said that they are not allowed to rent a house out of their segregated 
colony.

HosPitAl
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2006
Dalit CSOs influence  

policy, media and public 
conversations through 
community organising, 

demonstrations, research and 
consultations and  

call for adoption of anti-
discrimination 

legislation. 

2009
8 major political 

parties include dalit 
rights in election  

manifestos

2012
law commission (lc) 
commits to promoting 

anti-discrimination 
legislation

“ For legal protection of dalits, a draft act should be made based on the act of india, 
nepal and other international standards and human rights mechanisms. media and other 

stakeholders also should be involved to raise the issue of legal protection of dalits.”

—Joint Secretary, Ministry of Law, Justice and Parliamentary Affairs, February 2, 2013

draft Act  
currently under 

review with 
ministry of law, 

Justice and 
Parliamentary 

Affairs

2014
scope of Act 
expanded to 
include other 

minorities

2014
lc submits draft 
Act to ministry of 
law, Justice and 

Parliamentary 
Affairs

2014
lc organizes 

national 
consultation to 

promote Act 

2012
dalit csos 

hold national 
seminar on legal 
protections for 

dalits

2013
nHrc and lc 

seminar on legal 
protections for 

dalits

2013
dalit csos submit 
outline of contents 
of the Act and lc 
initiates drafting

2013
lc,  nHrc and 

dalit csos begin 
collaboration on 
draft legislation

2014
dalit csos 
review and 

comment on lc 
draft
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draft anti-discrimination legislation  features

and future directions:

protecting dalit rights:

challenges

	 deprivation of buying, renting, temporary or permanent handover of properties, including inheritance 
of properties

	 impediments in access to government services

	 impediments in access to education, medical treatment or employment

	 impediments to accessing any religious place, public place or public festival due to caste, work and 
descent, sex, profession or language

	 impediments to participation in social, political and cultural activities 

	 discrimination against individuals working in the government and non-government sector with respect 
to salary, wages, bonus, leave and other privileges 

	 practices of untouchability or other forms of discrimination based on work and descent, profession, 
birth, religion, caste and creed.

Punitive action for any of the following forms of discrimination:

n	 Further initiatives to ensure passage of anti-discrimination legislation in parliament, including mobilising 
Dalit and wider social opinion in favour of passage of this law and CSO engagement with Members of 
Parliament and Minister of Law, Justice and Parliamentary Affairs.

n	 Engagement with the NHRC to ensure follow up and implementation of Ministry commitments to 
promulgate an anti-discrimination law at the earliest. 

n	 Taking the law to the people: The Anti-Discrimination law will only be a successful measure if the Dalit 
community knows about this law and feels empowered to use this law to protect their rights. This requires 
concerted and coordinated efforts by both government and civil society actors to prepare measures such 
as a communication strategy and awareness raising sessions to ensure information on the law reaches the 
community.
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ten-year strategic plan to end 
caste-based discrimination and 
untouchability, nepal

2
In 2006, the Government of Nepal took the bold step of committing to 
make the country an ‘Untouchability Free Nation’.  The 2015 Constitution 
of Nepal prohibits caste-based discrimination and untouchability, considered 
a grave social crime, in both the public and private spheres (Article 24).  The 
Caste Based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offence and Punishment) Act, 2011 
criminalises caste discrimination and untouchability. 

While the government has to be acknowledged for its initiatives towards equality for Dalits, significant hurdles 
remain in the face of inadequate budget allocation, political instability and vulnerability to natural disasters. 
Caste discrimination, untouchability and other crimes against Dalits are still widely perpetrated.

the issue 
Significant social, cultural, economic and political hurdles remain in the implementation of initiatives 
to promote dalit rights and ensure an ‘untouchability free nation’.

the practice 
dalit civil society organisations (csos), with a collective presence in 45 districts across the country, 
have adopted a national strategic plan of action on 31 december 2013 that engages government 
actors, with the national dalit commission as a nodal point. the objectives of the plan include:

	 enhancing knowledge and skills to tackle caste-based discrimination and untouchability within 
government and civil society

	 developing knowledge and skill among Dalit communities to facilitate government accountability for 
rights violations

	 social and economic empowerment for Dalit communities.

phases of ten-year strategic plan

PHAse 1: 
Strengthening Dalit 
institutions 

PHAse 2: 
Building partnerships 
and evaluating 
government policies

PHAse 3: 
Advocacy to inform the 
content and implementation 
of legislation and policy

Dalit CSOs build capacity 
for advocacy, policy 
planning, networking, 
research and raising 
awareness. This phase lays 
a foundation for long term 
growth and sustainability of 
the Dalit rights movement.  

Dalit CSOs conduct 
research, engage national 
and international networks, 
build partnerships to 
promote Dalit human 
rights, and link Dalit 
rights networks to public 
institutions and actors. 

Dalit CSOs activate 
grassroots and other 
networks developed 
during Phase I and Phase 
II to fill gaps in existing 
protections. a
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elements of ten-year strategic plan

“the practice of caste-based 
untouchability is one of 

the worst and unjustifiable 
customs. we must change 

the mind-sets of the so-called 
upper castes and  

ensure the elimination of  
caste-based untouchability. 

this is the duty of the 
government of nepal.”

—Minister of Home Affairs, 
Madhav Prasad Ghimire, 2013

Improve 
government 

implementation 
of protective 

measures

Link and 
strengthen 
civil society 

initiatives to end 
CBD&U

Media 
mobilization 

Build 
partnerships 

between 
government 

and civil society 
organiations to end 

CBD&U

ending  
caste-based 

discrimination and 
untouchability 

(cBd&u)
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1. declaring discrimination and untouchability-free Vdcs and municipalities

	 9000 posters and 4500 pamphlets have been distributed to raise awareness on caste based 
discrimination and untouchability. 

	Around 9500 people have participated in the declaration of caste-based discrimination and 
untouchability free zones.

Village development committees (Vdcs) and municipalities declare 
themselves as discrimination-free zones :

KAilAli district:  
Godavari VDC, 

Masuria VDC 
and Dhangadhi 

Municipality

doti district:  Kapallekhi 
VDC, Bhumirajmandau 
VDC and Dipayal Silgadhi 
Municipality

AcHHAm district: 
Jupu VDC, Bannatoli 
VDC and Kalika VDC

KAncHAnPur 
district:

Krichnapur VDC, 
Jhalari VDC 

and Bhimdatta 
Municipality
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2. more effective implementation of caste based discrimination and 
untouchability (offence and punishment) act, 2011

	Distribution of copies of Caste-
based Discrimination and 
Untouchability  
(Offence and Punishment) 
Act, 2011 as well as 
strategies to implement 
the Act 

		Internet-based 
monitoring system 
to document rights 
violations

		Public Service 
Announcements (48 
episode radio broadcast)

		Citizens Watch Committees

of ten-year strategic plan
achieVements

 Improved government and civil 
society practices for registering FIRs 

in cases of caste discrimination 
and untouchability

  Collaboration between 
civil society and police 
in initial investigation 
of cases and other 
phases of accessing 
justice 

  Access to justice 
for Dalits through 

the courts, including 
compensation to victim/

survivors and fines levied 
against perpetrators
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3. stronger dalit organizations and networks

	Meetings between Dalit CSOs 
to collectively develop action 
strategies

	 Exposure visits to 
Dalit CSOs in India to 
understand different 
strategies

	 Study of good practices and 
challenges among state and 
non-state actors at village and 
district level
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s 		Development and 
dissemination of Dalit 

Human Rights Defender 
Policy Implementation 
Guidelines and 
Directives

	 Development of 
Dalit Vigilance Centre 

guidelines and Centres at 
village and block levels
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4. collaboration between dalit csos and government actors

5. engaging new partners

and future directions:
challenges 

n	 Revision of Caste Based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offence and Punishment) Act, 2011 is required 
to increase penalties for violations of the Act (currently capped at 5-year imprisonment and NPR 1,000,000 
in fines and compensation).

n	 Allocation of adequate resources by Ministry of Finance to support the Ten-Year Strategic Plan would 
ensure that systematic and thorough efforts to end caste discrimination and untouchability are able to 
achieve the government’s goal of an untouchability-free nation.

n	 Increasing government and civil society collaboration to cover all village development committees and 
municipalities and encourage all to openly commit and work towards untouchability and discrimination-
free spaces in all areas of life in their localities.

	 3 day investigative journalism 
training to national-level 
journalists on issues of 
caste discrimination and 
untouchability

	 Solidarity initiatives with 
political leaders, donors, 
diplomatic agencies and 
international organisations
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	Consultation between 
Dalit CSOs and  National 
Human Rights, 
Women’s, Dalit Rights 
and Information 
Commissions (2013)

	 Engagement with local 
government actors

		Government integrates Ten 
Year Plan into National Plan of 

Action

		Joint fact finding 
initiatives in legal cases of 
CBD&U

		Joint commitment to 
ensuring Dalit rights in new 

Constitution of Nepal 

	 Increased awareness about 
Dalit rights

	 	Increased sensitization of 
law enforcement officials

		Hindu religious priests 
and teachers engaged 
in advocacy against 

caste discrimination that 
challenges traditional roots 

of social discrimination and 
untouchability

9



achievements of Joint struggle committee in influencing 2015 
constitution:

The Joint Dalit Political Struggle Committee, along with the Dalit Parliamentarian Coordination 
Committee, Dalit civil society and Unified Dalit Struggle Committee played a crucial role in ensuring 
Dalit rights in the new constitution.  Together, these four groups formed the “Unified Dalit Movement 
of Nepal 2015”, a forum that struggled persistently to ensure inclusion of Dalit rights in the 2015 
Constitution of Nepal.

Joint dalit political struggle 
committee, nepal3

the issue 
need for national political platform to promote inclusion of dalit rights in constitution of nepal, 
combat atrocities and advance a political agenda for dalit rights.

the practice 
dalit sister organisations of major political parties form and endorse common agenda for dalit rights:

	 encompasses 10 parties and 40 members of Constituent Assembly 

	 facilitates collective action within the Nepali Parliament to promote Dalit issues and demands in 
the formulation of the new constitution

	 responds in cases of caste-based atrocities against Dalits.

	 Right against Caste based Discrimination and Untouchability 
(Article 24)

	 Rights of the Dalit community endorsed as fundamental 
rights with the provision of proportional representation 
ensured in state organs, agencies and mechanisms, 
including for Dalit women and Madheshi Dalits; free 
education with scholarships from primary to higher level  
for Dalit students; provision of health and social security 
for Dalits; right to use, protect and develop traditional 
professions, knowledge and technique; one-time provision 
of land for landless Dalits; and provision of shelter for those 
Dalits who are without shelter. (Article 40)

	 Constitutional Status of National Dalit Commission  
(Part 27)

	 Proportional representation of Dalit community is ensured 
in federal upper house (Article 86(2)).

the constitution of nepal, passed on 21 september 2015, 
includes the following provisions to protect dalit rights:
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implementation of caste based discrimination and untouchability 
(offence and punishment act), 2011 by Joint struggle committee

In response to the murder of 31-year-old Manbire Sunar, a Dalit man from Kalikot District beaten to 
death on the basis of his caste, the Joint Struggle Committee made five demands:

1.	 Take legal action against the murderers 

2.	 Immediately provide NPR 10 lakhs to surviving family members and arrange for scholarships up 
to higher education for his children. 

3.	 Declare Manbire Sunar as a martyr, as recommended by the government task force. 

4.	 Establish National Centre Direction Committee, comprising government and civil society actors, 
to implement the Caste Based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offence and Punishment) Act. 
Establish District Action Committees to ensure adequate legal responses and publicise the Act. 

5.	 Initiate investigation and prosecute perpetrators in particular cases of caste-based violence, 
discrimination and untouchability in Kaski, Tanahun, Siraha, Darchula and Baitadi. 

The Joint Struggle Committee also has organised programmes to discuss the necessary amendments 
to the Caste based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offence and Punishment) Act. Proposed 
amendments include the enhancement of the currently low punishment provisions in the Act and 
the creation of special courts to ensure the speedy trial of these crimes.

caste Based 
discrimination and 

untouchability 
(Offence and 

Punishment Act), 
2011

Engagement and 
collaboration 

with Dalit CSOs in 
promoting access to 

justice in CBD&U cases

Mechanism for 
Elimination of Caste 
Based Discrimination 
and Untouchability 

and Promotion of Dalit 
Rights, 2011

After Manbire Sunar 
murder 5-point 

agreement reached 
with Prime Minister 
and Deputy Minister 

for Peace and 
Reconstruction
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to murder of manbire sunar
exemplary response
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and future directions:
challenges 

n	 maintaining unity among Joint Political Struggle Committee members: The committee comprises 10 
sister organizations of political parties with a range of  ideologies. Therefore, in order to maintain this 
forum, they must remain aligned behind a common vision for Dalit rights. Civil society can lend support 
to this process by continually providing information and evidence of the ground realities of Dalits across 
the country. 

n	 Ensuring support from major political parties: Some leaders from the major political parties are not fully 
in favour of the Dalit rights issues supported by the Joint Struggle Committee. In particular, some are 
reluctant to support the demand of proportional representation of Dalits in all levels of state governance.  
Leaders of the Joint Struggle Committee will have to continue to tackle perspectives from within their 
parties that many at times be unfavorable to the Dalit rights agenda. 

n	 Implementation of constitutional protections: The new Constitution of Nepal, 2015 includes some good 
provisions for Dalit rights, but implementation of these measures will be key. In this context, the Joint 
Struggle Committee will need to take proactive steps to ensure formulation of laws to implement the 
constitutional provisions at the earliest.
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Dalit women face intersecting discrimination on 
the basis of their gender, caste and class (poor). 
They are therefore particularly vulnerable 

to human rights violations and social, economic and 
political exclusion. Bangladesh, Nepal and India have 
committed to eliminate discrimination against women by 
addressing laws, regulations, customs and practices that 
foster such discrimination.1 This includes intersecting 
forms of discrimination and their compounded unique 
and specific negative impact on women such as Dalit 
women.2

Under this theme, examples from Bangladesh and 
India showcase how civil society organizations and 
government stakeholders are building the capacity of 
Dalit women to engage in political processes, develop 
professional skills, challenge discrimination and claim 
their rights. Their actions highlight the vital importance 
of ensuring Dalit women’s needs and rights are given 
equal importance, including through special measures, 
in all efforts to end caste-based discrimination.

1 Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 
1979, Article 2. Ratified by India (1993), Bangladesh (1984) and Nepal 
(1991).

2 CEDAW, General Recommendation 28: The Core Obligations of States 
parties under Article 2 CEDAW. CEDAW/C/GC/28, 18; CESCR, 
General Comment 20: Non-discrimination in Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, E/C.12/GC/2, 9, 10, 17.

	 Guideline 54 calls for national and local 
governments to take into account the 
situation of Dalit women and girls in all 
measures taken to address discrimination 
based on work and descent (caste), and 
explicitly create provisions tailored to 
ensure the rights of Dalit women and girls 
whenever possible.

on multiple discrimination 
against women

guidelines
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Draft UN Principles and Guidelines for the 
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on 

Work and Descent  (Caste)
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the issue 
caste and gender based violence against dalit women 
in andhra pradesh and telangana.

the practice 
Civil society organisation Dalit Sthree Sakthi (DSS) 
organises Dalit women to engage with government officials 
and resist discrimination, violence and social, economic 
and political exclusion. Strategies include: 

	 formation of community collectives of Dalit women 
capable of taking coordinated action to advance 
their rights and access justice 

	 support to collectives from Dalit Human Rights 
Defenders, who are trained to build the capacities 
of Dalit women and engage state officials with 
confidence

	 ongoing relationships between Dalit women 
collectives and police and other officials to cultivate 
responsiveness and serve as a deterrent against 
negligence and misconduct

	 social movement approach that has strengthened and 
sustained Dalit women’s networks and federations.

India has a strong history of laws, policies, budget and schemes to advance 
gender equality. The National Policy for the Empowerment of Women, 2001 
recognises that the underlying causes of gender inequality are related to social 
and economic structures. This includes caste.  Currently, the only targeted 
strategies for scheduled caste women are in terms of equal access to education—
i.e. Ministry for Social Justice and Empowerment scheme to address low literacy 
among scheduled caste girls—and reservations for scheduled caste women in local 
governance. While the Scheduled Castes Sub Plan and the Gender Budget establish 
special budgeting provisions for scheduled castes and women, respectively, planning for 
scheduled caste women is not mandatory.3 Overall, with their particular needs frequently 
not addressed in state measures meant to scheduled castes or for women, Dalit women and girls continue to 
face discrimination and violence on the basis of both their caste and gender identities.

Through their collectives, Dalit women 
link with legal teams, government officials 
and law enforcement authorities to 
support victims of caste-based atrocities 
and domestic violence at each stage in the 
process of accessing justice.

DSS engages in bi-monthly meetings 
with police and welfare officers to follow 
up on cases and seek police collaboration, 
beginning at the stage of fact-finding when 
incidents of violence occur. 

DSS also hosts a two-day conference 
each year bringing together government 
authorities, the media and Dalit women 
victim/survivors in a round table 
discussion to foster a space for dialogue 
on access to justice for Dalit women, 
including in particular ongoing cases.

The presence of strong women’s collectives 
in villages and urban centres where state 
and district-level agencies are located 
facilitates sustained engagement with 
responsible officials at multiple levels to 
ensure responsiveness in cases of violence. 

access to justice for dalit women 
survivors of violence, andhra pradesh 
and telangana, india

1

3  Jayshree P. Mangubhai (ed.), Benchmarking the Draft UN Principles and Guidelines on the Elimination of (Caste) Discrimination based on 
Work and Descent: India (Delhi: Swadhikar-National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights, 2014).
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dalit sthree sakthi tiered approach to 
protecting dalit women’s rights
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1180 women’s  
collectives support 

victim/survivors 
of violence and 

their families; also 
promoting access to 
basic entitlements  

and services

state-level  
women’s collective 
comprised of one 

member from each 
district

7  
district-level  

women’s  
collectives

42  
mandal-level  

women’s  
collectives

positive outcomes of tiered approach
	 Timely responses to atrocities against Dalit 

women, including accelerated investigations and 
registration of FIRs and charge sheets

	 Enhanced access to DHRDs capable of engaging 
local and state-level judicial and administrative 
processes

	 Improved case documentation and information 
flow between local and state-level teams

	DSS support to victims in court increases 
confidence and improves likelihood of conviction

	 Increased accountability among state officials for 
addressing the needs of Dalit women

	Activation of State and National Human Rights 
Institutions in monitoring atrocity cases and 
assuring accountability from enforcement 
authorities through regular representations and 
protests to demand action as necessary.

Four-stage approach to facilitate justice in atrocity cases

local coordinator undertakes 
fact finding within 24 hours  

24h

state-level team arrives at field site to 
guide further investigation and action

dss engages special public prosecutors, district 
collectors and state commissions

ongoing case monitoring and engagement by 
women’s collectives and dHrds

ONGOING
CASE

From 2006 till today, 
dss collectives have 

intervened in over 1000 
cases of discrimination 

and violence against dalit 
women.

“dss has a strong name and a grassroots presence. they are able to reach out to 
victims who otherwise would not approach authorities.”

superintendent of police, West Godavari District, Andhra Pradesh
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campaign for women’s 
rights in gujarat, india
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dalit women face multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination and 
violence in their homes and wider society.

the practice 
Working in 18 districts and over 3000 villages in Gujarat, civil society organisation Navsarjan Trust 
focuses on a range of issues affecting Dalit women, including:

	 caste and gender-based violence

	 access to quality education and government schemes

	 support for Dalit women’s representation in statutory bodies 

	 engaging men in the fight for gender and caste equality.

guiding principles
of women’s rights programme
•	Empower	women	by	generating	awareness	of	their	

rights so they can seek justice and dignity within their 
families and society

•	Train	and	invest	in	women	who	will	become	leaders	in	
the Dalit women’s rights movement

•	Create	space	for	women	to	better	their	own	lives	
and those of their families and communities 

•	Foster	gender	sensitivity	within	Navsarjan	
through programmes and policies

•	Challenge	discriminatory	patriarchal	
culture to make equality non-negotiable in 
practice

•	Uniting	Dalit	women	from	difference	sub-
castes to address politics and discrimination 

between castes through dialogue and 
collective action.

2
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women’s  
rights  

programme 
intervention

Linking and 
supporting Dalit 
women leaders

Awareness 
of women’s 
rights at the 
village level

Village-level Dalit 
Women’s Rights 

Committees

Women’s 
leadership within 

Navsarjan

Navsarjan has organised women to establish 
hundreds of Women’s Rights Committees, 
many led by Dalit women,  in villages across 
Gujarat. The committees provide a forum 
for women leaders to take up local issues, 
such as domestic violence, and create spaces 
for women’s leadership in 
panchayat governance 
structures. 

Through awareness camps, Navsarjan educates 
Dalit and non-Dalit women and men on women’s 

rights. Camps provide information on women’s health 
and laws in place to protect women from violence. By 

focusing on issues facing both Dalit and non-Dalit 
women, the camps unite women across caste and 

communal lines to encourage 
mutual engagement on 

issues that affect all 
women. 

            In most 
villages, 

there are few 
examples of 

Dalit women’s 
leadership to 
inspire other 

women to take 
action. Though some 

Dalit women hold reserved 
spots in local government, their roles are often 
limited to simply “rubber stamping” decisions 
taken by men, especially dominant caste men. 

Through statewide gatherings of all Dalit female 
sarpanchs and panchayat members, Navsarjan 

build a platform mutual learning and support for 
independent functioning in the panchayats.  

In 
addition to 
Navsarjan’s 
Executive 
Director, seven 
of the nine Zonal 
Coordinators within 
Navsarjan are women. Strong women leaders 
within the organization serve as role models 
for village women who are rarely exposed 
to women in authoritative leadership roles. 
The personal journeys of Navsarjan’s female 
leaders help them to empower women to take 
leadership within their own communities.

“ after attending a meeting of dalit women political leaders, i gained the courage 
to challenge discrimination within the panchayat. i started sitting on a chair during 
panchayat meetings and taking up dalit issues. seeing my role, other dalit women 

have decided to run for office in elections.”

dalit woman sarpanch, sanand taluka, gujarat
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the issue 
dalit women are particularly vulnerable to untouchability practices and multiple forms of caste-based 
discrimination and violence.

the practice 1
dalit women’s Forum (dwF), a member organisation of BdwF, has supported dalit women to 
develop professional skills, challenge discrimination and claim their rights. initiatives include:

	 linking Dalit women’s organisations with local and national government stakeholders, civil society 
groups, the media and international human rights forums 

	 building public awareness and influencing public policy to end caste and gender based discrimination 
and untouchability. 

the practice 2
In order to increase women’s confidence and social participation, Abhijan, a CSO working for Dalit 
women’s empowerment in narail district and member of BdwF:

	 has started a Dalit women’s football league which holds matches between mother and daughter 
teams. These events challenge gender and caste-based stereotypes by presenting Dalit women 
and girls in non-traditional roles—as athletes worthy of attention for their sportswomanship. These 
sporting events have also been used to draw attention to the needs of Dalit women by inviting local 
elected representatives, Members of Parliament and other government officials.

	 organises Dalit women to take action to secure their rights. For example, Dalit women in Alka 
village, Khulna District engaged government officials to call for compensation for 22 families who 
lost land due to the establishment of a gas pipeline that ran through the village. Dalit women took 
a lead in organising families from the village and presenting collective demands to local elected 
representatives, parliamentarians and government officials.
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The Constitution of Bangladesh prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
caste or sex and establishes equal rights for women in all spheres of state 
and public life (Article 28). Activating these constitutional protections, the 
National Women’s Development Policy, 2011 calls for the government to 
pursue special programmes aimed at advancing the rights of women from 
marginalized communities, including on the basis of caste. 

While the Government of Bangladesh has initiated programmes for the 
improvement of the living conditions of Dalits, there are few legal, policy, 
budgetary or programmatic measures designed to meet the particular needs of 
Dalit women. Responding to these gaps in protection, Bangladesh Dalit Women’s 
Federation (BDWF) works towards ensuring basic health services, scholarships for 
students, social safety-net programmes and political inclusion of Dalit women at 
the local and national level.

investing in the leadership of 
dalit women, Bangladesh3
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advancing dalit women’s rights

Building the 
leadership and capacity 

of dalit women to access 
decent work and claim  

their rights

•	scholarships	for	Dalit	girls

•	training	on	socio-economic	
rights, women’s  

leadership and access to 
government services

•	skill	development 
training to promote 

decent work

supporting a network of  
dalit women’s groups to engage 

local and national government stakeholders to 
inform policy initiatives and implementation

•	Establishment	of	Bangladesh	Dalit	Women’s	Federation, 
linking 10 Dalit women-led organizations

•	National	Dalit	Women’s	Rights	Conference	(2012)	brings	together 
400	Dalit	women	from	across	Bangladesh

•	National-level	advocacy	seminar	on	inclusion	in	basic	services 
and human rights of Dalit women, with participation of Members of  

Parliament and Department of Social Services representatives

strengthening dalit 
women’s collectives, 

groups and organizations
•	14	Dalit	women’s	groups	in	Dhaka, 

Naraynganj and Jessore districts advocate 
for Dalit women’s rights

•	panchayat-level	meetings	to	address	free	
movement, domestic violence, women’s health, 

sanitation, voting rights and developing  
Dalit women’s leadership

linking Bangladeshi dalit  
women to a broader regional and international 

initiatives for dalit human rights

•	Participation	in	spaces	and	networks	such	as	People’s 
SAARC,	United	Nations	Minority	 

Forum, and International Dalit Women’s Conference

•	Exposure	visit	for	BDWF	representatives	to	Indian	Dalit	rights	groups

•	BDWF	Chair	receives	One	World	Action	Award	(2010)
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n	 Preventive measures to halt violence against Dalit women: Preventive measures are required, such as police 
trainings and public education campaigns on the criminal nature of acts of discrimination and violence against 
Dalit women, alongside legal, medical and psychological assistance as well as compensation to victim/survivors 
of violence. Affirmative action measures to increase Dalit women’s participation in the police, judiciary and legal 
professions also holds potential to increase responsiveness to issues of caste and gender based violence.

n	 Capacity building of women: Regular training programmes are required to generate awareness and knowledge 
among Dalit women of their rights and entitlements, including through legal literacy programmes, as well as 
build their leadership in order to promote their ability to protect and fulfil their rights. 

n	 Shifting social norms and attitudes: There is a need to challenge the discriminatory caste and patriarchal 
culture in order to make equality non-negotiable in practice. This requires concerted efforts by government 
and civil society actors to engage women and men, especially villager leaders, in joint efforts towards caste 
and gender equality. 

n	 Promoting equal employment opportunities: Dalit women face ongoing challenges in accessing 
employment. An investment in improving the economic livelihoods of Dalit women is required, alongside 
building the capacities of women-led CSOs to create a spaces for the women in decision-making and access 
to education and employment. 

n	 Ensuring adequate representation and participation in decision making: Dalit women continue to struggle 
to gain access to decision making within their families, communities and wider society. Ensuring the 
representation of Dalit women, for example in local governance structures, must be matched by efforts to 
promote their independent and informed participation free from discrimination and violence. 

n	 Planning and budgeting to address multiple inequalities: The needs, perspectives and interests of women 
from the most disadvantaged groups, like Dalit women, must be brought to the fore in government 
measures to promote gender equality and development. This could include mandatory Dalit/scheduled 
caste development plans for each panchayat which pay specific attention to Dalit/scheduled caste women, 
with adequate funds allocated in proportion to their population.

and future directions
challenges
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