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Following the High Court’s decision to reinstate the quota system 

in government jobs, the patterns of public opinion began to take 

shape once more. Despite the general uproar, the indigenous 

quota remains especially contentious. Some agree while others 

don’t. But what of the indigenous students themselves for whom 

this quota is ostensibly designed?

Constitutional provisions are adhered to by the government’s 

quotas for jobs in government that are open to diverse 

communities. Article 29(1) of Bangladesh’s Constitution 

ensures “equality of opportunity for all citizens in employment 

or appointment to public service.” However, Article 29 (3)(a) 

empowers the state to establish “special provisions in favour of 

any backward section of citizens for the purpose of securing their 

adequate representation in the service of the Republic.”

Until 2018, five percent was reserved for ethnic minorities. 

On October 3, 2018, the government abolished the quota 

system for government job recruitment in grades nine through 

thirteen, which also meant the dissolution of the indigenous 

quota. The High Court’s ruling to reinstate the quota system in 

government posts was overturned on July 21 by the Supreme 

Court’s Appellate Division. 93 percent of civil service recruits 

should be selected based only on merit – with five percent going 

to the children of Biranganas and freedom fighters, one percent 

going to ethnic minorities, and one percent going to individuals 

with physical disabilities and people of the third gender. This is 

immediately applicable to all 20 grades of government, semi-

government, autonomous, semi-autonomous, statutory entities, 

and corporations. This means the indigenous quota has been 

reduced by four percent.

According to Indigenous Navigator, Bangladesh has 

around 50 indigenous groups spread over the plains and hills. 

Numerous issues, such as infringement of their land rights, forced 

displacement, lack of access to essential services, poverty, and 

political marginalisation, have an impact on their quality of life.

Khingmokay Marma, a fourth-year student majoring in Mass 

Communication and Journalism at Dhaka University, states, 

“Honestly, giving one percent of quota equals to not giving it at 

all. Only one percent for 50 ethnic groups feels as though it is a 

form of consolation.”

According to International Labour Organisation (ILO), research 

conducted in Bangladesh in 2017, Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 

(ITPs) were allocated five percent of Class one through four 

government employment. But the research found that about 90 

percent of the seats remained empty. Now with the one percent 

quota, fewer seats are to be held by indigenous people.

The interviewees see the reformation as a quick fix to put an 

end to the protests, which undoubtedly affects them. 

“I have no positive thoughts on this. To me, it appears 

that an injustice has occurred. There is already a paucity of 

representation for indigenous people, and quotas provided 

an opportunity to assure representation, which has now 

been squandered as well. Whose interests are served here? 

The interests of the underprivileged are not being served. No 

changes will occur with the one percent,” says Hritu Roy, studying 

at the Department of International Relations at Dhaka University.

For some, the quota system is a lifeline; they see in the 

quota system a chance to assert their place in a society that too 

often overlooks them. To the indigenous people, it is a form of  

affirmation that the state acknowledges its duty to protect a 

vulnerable group. 

Khingmokay further says, “We need indigenous quotas 

because we are lagging behind. If someone from an indigenous 

community gets a government job in a higher position with 

the help of the quota system, the person may represent their 

community, encouraging others to come forward for higher 

education. This also helps guide the future generation. Since the 

abolishment of quotas in 2018, there has been no indigenous 

BCS cadre except a few, due to which many are losing interest in 

higher education.” 

Another indigenous student studying at Dhaka University 

who wishes to remain anonymous vocalised her discontentment, 

“Nobody thinks about the minorities. We are fighting for survival 

so that we don’t have to flee to other places. Some say there’s 

no need for indigenous quotas after university admissions. How 

many indigenous people get into universities? Those who get 

into universities want better lives for themselves. Can’t they even 

ask for that?”

A point that arose while speaking to the students was that 

the lack of media exposure of what happens in the hilly areas is 

one of the many reasons why the majority do not think about 

minorities. They also point out the privilege of the people, which 

enables them to argue against indigenous quotas. 
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