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Now, let us examine the improvement in 
the quality of life of Indigenous people. 
When we talk about development, the 
first thing that often comes to mind is 
infrastructure. We tend to equate roads, 
buildings, and bridges with development. 
However, does infrastructure alone truly 
signify the development of a community 
or an ethnic group?

A closer look at the education system in 
the CHT reveals a grim reality. The region 
has the highest student dropout rate at the 
primary level, ranging between 30 percent 
and 40 percent, compared to the national 
dropout rate of 20 percent from primary 
to secondary education (Prothom Alo, 
September 2023).

Several factors contribute to this high 
dropout rate in the CHT, including poverty, 
poor transportation networks, language 
barriers, teacher shortages, parental 
unawareness, and the absenteeism of 
teachers in remote schools. Moreover, 
widespread corruption within the hill 
area’s local administration—particularly 
in the recruitment of primary school 
teachers—further exacerbates the crisis. 
Due to corrupt practices, incompetent and 
underqualified teachers are appointed, 
depriving primary students of quality 
education.

This issue is not limited to the hills; 
a similar situation exists in the plains. 
Indigenous children across Bangladesh 
face systemic barriers to education due 
to poverty, linguistic differences between 
their native languages and the institutional 
medium of instruction, limited access 
to opportunities, and a general lack of 
awareness. These challenges continue to 
deprive them of their fundamental right to 
education.

Before discussing Indigenous 
development, we must first determine how 
it should be measured. The Bangladeshi 
government has been striving to achieve 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
yet numerous challenges persist. However, 
how can these targets be met if a significant 
portion of the country is left behind?

SDG Goal 4 explicitly calls for ensuring 
inclusive and equitable quality education. 
Yet, the nation must first be informed 
about the government’s initiatives to 
bridge the educational gap in areas such as 

Sajek in the CHT, Remakri in the remote 
regions of Thanchi, or among Munda 
children in Shyamnagar, Satkhira’s coastal 
belt. While discussions about inclusion 
continue under the current interim 
government, there is little clarity on how 
and where inclusion is truly needed.

The Adivasis are once again demanding 
their inclusion in the constitution. 
Ironically, many of those now in power 
under the interim government previously 
advocated for Indigenous rights and 
freely used the term “Adivasi.” However, 
even among them, a growing hesitation 
around the word is now evident. The 
Awami government deliberately fuelled a 
misleading debate by redefining Adivasi 
to mean only Aboriginals. Today, the 
persistence of this twisted definition raises 
serious concerns. While discussions about 
constitutional amendments are ongoing, 
branding Adivasi as an anti-constitutional 
term directly contradicts the pledge 
to build an inclusive Bangladesh. Such 
rhetoric also undermines the principles of 
the non-discrimination movement of the 
July uprising. It is crucial to ask: whose 
interests are being served by keeping 
alive the controversy left behind by the 
Awami regime in a Bangladesh striving for 
equality?
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TOWARDS EQUALITY
        SEGMENT 4

ANNIVERSARY SUPPLEMENTS 2025
DHAKA WEDNESDAY FEBRUARY 26, 2025

FALGUN 13, 1431 BS

27

Many believe that the country is 
currently undergoing a process of state 
reform—a development we welcome. 
However, any progress that excludes 
Indigenous communities will never be 
truly sustainable. Beyond state reform, a 
transformation of the collective human 
mindset is essential. Only then can 
genuine and lasting reform take place.

Therefore, it is deeply regrettable that 
development in the hills is often reduced 
to building luxury resorts in Sajek or 
constructing picturesque border roads that 
resemble scenes from a Hollywood film. 
True development cannot be measured by 
aesthetics alone. The involvement of local 
communities is essential at every stage 
of development, and their voices must be 
heard in the planning process to ensure 
that progress is meaningful, inclusive, and 
sustainable.

I would like to conclude this article by 
discussing the demographic statistics of 
the Indigenous population in Bangladesh. 
The latest census (2022) recorded a 
lower number of both hill and plainland 
Indigenous people compared to the 
previous census, leading to concerns and 
complaints from Indigenous communities.

Let us examine the data from the 2011 
and 2022 censuses. According to the 

2011 census, the Indigenous population 
of the CHT was 920,217, but in 2022, this 
number dropped to 852,540. In 2011, 
the plainland Adivasi population was 
1,586,141, accounting for 1.10 percent of 
the total population. However, the 2022 
census recorded the combined Indigenous 
population of the CHT and the plains as 
only 1.6 million, making up just 1 percent 
of the country’s total population.

While the overall Bengali population 
has increased over the past decade, it is 
highly unusual for hundreds of thousands 
of Indigenous people from both the hills 
and plains to seemingly “disappear” 
from official records. This raises a critical 
question—was this a deliberate attempt to 
underreport the Indigenous population, 
or was there a miscalculation in the data?

This issue must be addressed with 
transparency. As a key government 
institution, the Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics (BBS) cannot evade responsibility 
for any inaccuracies in data collection and 
reporting. Ensuring accurate demographic 
representation is essential for upholding 
the rights and visibility of Indigenous 
communities in Bangladesh.

In 2010, the Small Ethnic Communities 
Cultural Institutions Act officially 
recognised only 27 ethnic nationalities. 
However, following an amendment, the 
number of recognised ethnic groups 
increased to 50. Paradoxically, despite this 
legal expansion, the latest census recorded 
a significant decline in the total Indigenous 
population. This inconsistency demands 
a thorough and transparent review to 
understand the underlying causes.

Finally, despite these challenges and 
systemic discrimination, the emphasis on 
inclusivity in the vision for a new, non-
discriminatory Bangladesh is undoubtedly 
a positive and promising step. We remain 
hopeful that by learning from the mistakes 
of the past, the new generation will build 
a harmonious and just Bangladesh—a 
nation where no one is left behind, 
regardless of caste, religion, or ethnicity.

Our aspiration is for a Bangladesh 
where all communities are represented 
and where every individual can live with 
dignity, preserving their unique identity 
and culture.

The article has been translated from 
Bangla to English by Priyam Paul.
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