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Context  

● Bangladesh is home to over 50 

indigenous  peoples (IPs) 

● IPs have their district languages, cultures 

and heritage  

● IPs primarily live in the delta region of the 

country or “the plains”, as well as in the 

South-Eastern part of the country known 

as the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) 

● Constitute approximately 1- 2% of the 

total population  

 

 

Source: Kapaeeng Foundation  

 

 



Socio-economic situation of IPs 

● IPs have been deprived from socio-economic development for a long time.  

● A recent study revealed that several socio-economic indicators such as health, 

education, household level income, food consumption, participation and 

women’s empowerment remain below the national average for IPs.  

● For instance, national poverty rate in Bangladesh is 20.5 per cent.  

● Among the IPs, poverty rate is above 80 per cent in the plains and above 65 per 

cent in the CHT.  

● Compared to the national average, the average income of IPs is 26 per cent less 

in CHT and 41 per cent less in the plains. 

 

 



Livelihoods of IPs 

● Traditionally, the livelihoods of rural indigenous communities mostly depended on 

subsistence farming. 

● Due to the increasing dispossession of land and resources caused by conflict, land 

grabbing and climate change, their livelihoods have become highly vulnerable. 

● The worsening economic conditions drove many of them to out-migrate in urban areas 

and take up seasonal or contractual work in precarious working conditions thus forcing 

them to live in perpetual marginalization and poverty. E.g. 

○ Garo women migrate to the cities in search of employment and end up working as domestic 

help or in beauty parlours.  

○ A large number of indigenous women are also hired in the garment factories in the EPZs near 

Dhaka and Chittagong.  

 

 



COVID-19 crisis and IPs 

●  Food crisis  

●  Lack of information in local languages  

● Lack of access to healthcare facilities  

● Inadequate government measures to 

support IPs 

● Loss of livelihood and income 

● Disruption to education; digital devide  

● Human rights violation, including land 

grabbing, intimidation and harassment, 

violence against indigenous women 

and girls  



 IPs participation in decision-making 

process in pandemic 

  

● Ips were not properly engaged in the COVID 19 response programmes in 

the Ips inhabited regions;  

●  Ips representatives were not consulted properly before selecting most 

vulnerable areas for relief distribution 

● Not even response programme planning and designing.  

 

 



Issues related to access to 

information ● All government information 

materials related to the pandemic 

were in National language 

● Lack of information on 

government services and 

treatment  

● Hard to reaching out to the most 

vulnerable communities 

● Lack of data on unrepresented 

indigenous communities 

● Lack of disaggregated community 

data 

 



Disruptions to education 

In order to maintain the continuity of school 

during the lockdown, the government took the 

initiative to broadcast classes through a public 

television channel (Sangsad TV). The class 

contents were also uploaded on YouTube to help 

continue the curriculum amid the closure.  

However, due to the existing digital divide, many 

children and youth living in remote areas of the 

CHT are deprived of accessing remote learning 

initiatives of the government. This is also the 

same for poor indigenous children in the plain 

land.  

 



Issues related to self-determination 

rights 
● Article 3 of the UNDRIP: 

“Indigenous peoples have 

the right to self-determination. 

By virtue of that right they 

freely determine their political 

status and freely pursue their 

economic, social and cultural 

development.”  

● Construction of a Five Star hotel 

on the land of Mro people 

 



Issues related to self-determination 

rights ● Non implementation of the CHT 

Accord of 1997 

 

● No election in the HDCs and 

CHTRC 

● Military operation and military 

rule 

● National Park, eco park  

● Reserve Forest & Protected 

Forest 

● Tourism  
 

● Banana garden destroyed by Forest 

Department in Modhupur 



Good practices: The indigenous traditional 

customs of lockdown  

 

 



Good practices: schooling by the  IP 

youth during pandemic   



Recommendations: Short-term 

 

 
● Ensure timely distribution of 

information materials in indigenous 

languages, adequate food, economic 

support, safety kit assistance for the 

marginalized indigenous peoples. 

●  Ensure access to healthcare services 

for  indigenous communities during the 

lockdown 

● Respect indigenous culture and values  

● Provide free electronic devices and 

internet access/packages for indigenous 

children on priority basis during this 

crisis time to avail educational 

opportunities 

● Ensure visible engagement of CHT 

Regional Council, Hill District Council 

and Traditional Institutions in the 

processes of all kinds of COVID 19 

responses 

● Include Indigenous Peoples including 

youth to participate in designing, 

implementing and evaluating these 

government responses to the pandemic 



Recommendations: Long-term 

 

 

● Provide sustained, long-term economic relief for the marginalized Indigenous Peoples 

of Bangladesh such as universal access to public services and universal social 

protection through specialized programs 

● Include Indigenous Peoples to participate in designing, implementing and evaluating 

these government initiatives for implementing the SDGs 

● Ensure self-determination rights of the Indigenous Peoples of Bangladesh in the spirit 

of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

● Implement the CHT Accord with a time frame bound road-map. 

It is crucial for the government of Bangladesh to explicitly address the needs of the IPs who remain 

particularly vulnerable to the COVID-19 due to their historical socio-economic marginalization in the 

country.  



Thank you! 


