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3.1 Securing the Rights of Children 
of Santhal/Satar Communities of 

Jhapa and Morang Districts

Background

According to the Census 2011, 
there were 51,735 people in 

the Santhal/Satar community in Nepal. 
Among them 37,891 were the children 
in the community. 80 percent of these 
children are deprived of basic education. 
According to the Education Development 
and Coordination Unit  Saptari, 20 per-
cent of the children from this community 
have access to basic education while only 
four percent of them had completed the 
secondary level. 

Constitution of Nepal guarantees 
compulsory basic education and free edu-
cation up to the secondary level,  but this 
is also something the state has clearly 
failed to deliver to children from the San-
thal/Satar community. 

The indigenous residents of differ-
ent districts of east Nepal, the Santhal/
Satar have their own script, known as 
the ole chiki. Accordingly, ole stands for 
“meaning” and chiki for alphabet. The 
script is written from left to right, and has 
been used generally both in handwritten 
and printed forms. The Santhal/Satar 
believe the script was established by Ra-
ghunath Murmu, a priest in 1925.

Despite having a script for almost 
a century, there are various obstacles 
that still prevent children from the social 
group from being included in opportuni-
ties to receive quality education. This is 

also example of the inability of the state 
to be accountable to the Constitutional 
provision of attaining socialism and pro-
viding equal opportunities to all.

This article was prepared based on 
information collected in Jhapa and Mo-
rang districts which have sizeable San-
thal/Satar populations, and also based 
on consultations and monitoring data of 
different state institutions working for 
ensuring access to education. One goal of 
the study is to draw attention of different 
state agencies at the federal, provincial 
and local levels to the alarming status of 
education of Santhal/Satar children. 

The study has attempted to un-
derstand the situation of eduction at 119 
secondary and 264 basic schools of Jhapa, 
and 147 secondary and 354 basic schools 
of Morang district. The assessment looked 
into educational achievement, drop-out 
rates, and the reasons for dropping out of 
school. Different methods used to obtain 
information included interviews, focus 
group discussions and consultations with 
stakeholders. Where available secondary 
information was also used to contextual-
ize the information obtained from differ-
ent primary sources of information to ar-
rive at the conclusions.

The aim of the study is to encour-
age initiatives for increasing the partici-
pation of Santhal/Satar children in qual-
ity education. It does not seek to present 
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an overall situation of education in Jhapa 
and Morang districts but focuses only on 
the situation of Santhal/Satar children.

Household Poverty and Education
The research team consulted 29 

male and 29 female guardians of Santhal/
Satar children in 29 of 32 local govern-
ment jurisdications in Jhapa and Morang 
districts. One reason identified by all in-
formants for the low educational attain-
ment among Santhal/Satar children was 
household poverty. The need to support 
household incomes was a major factor 
that caused children from the community 
to dropout from school at early ages. The 
guardians said their poor economic situ-
ation made it difficult to continue invest-
ing in the education of children. Motiram 
Hemrum of Jahada-2, Morang said that 
all of his four daughters had stopped go-
ing to school as it was difficult for him to 
support their education.

According to teachers and admin-
istrators at both the basic and secondary 
levels, students from the Santhal/Satar 
community leave school early to support 
their households to meet regular expens-
es. A majority of Santhal/Satar guardians 
either worked as daily wage laborers and/
or sharecropped fields that belonged to 
others for livelihoods. According to San-
thal youth from Kamal Rural Municipali-
ty in Jhapa, this was reason why parents 
were unable to support the education of 
children. 

Another reason suggested by the 
youth was that children from the San-
thal/Satar community do not fully under-
stand the value and importance of basic 
and secondary education, which was why 
they did not complete schooling. This was 
confirmed in another consultation with 
teachers at Ratuwamai Municipality, 
Morang. The teachers said that children 
from the Santhal/Satar community left 
school early saying that family finances 

did not allow them to continue schooling.
School records show that most 

Santhal/ Satar students who are enrolled 
leave school without completing studies. 
The Education Management Information 
System of the Government maintains re-
cords of all students at school. Data from 
55 basic schools in Jhapa and 50 in Mo-
rang show that in 2020/21,  30312 stu-
dents from the basic level, and 6367 from 
the secondary level had discontinued ed-
ucation. This shows the severity of the 
dropout problem. The situation under-
scores the need for local officials and oth-
er stakeholders to take major measures 
to change the alarming dropout situation 
among Santhal/Satar children. 

Deprived of Education in Mother 
Tongue

The Constitution of Nepal permits 
the use of the mother tongue in class-
rooms under Article 31. But there are no 
schools that have this for Santhal/Satar 
children of Jhapa and Morang districts. 
Article 31 (5) gurantees education in the 
mother tongue for all communities within 
Nepal in accordance with the law, and for 
this the law also permits the establish-
ment and operation of schools. But local 
governments in Jhapa and Morang have 
not been able to provide education in the 
Santhal/Satar language even in commu-
nities where there are high number of 
students from the community. The inabil-
ity of local governments to implement the 
constitutional provision has deprived stu-
dents from the Santhal/Satar community 
to be educated in their mother tongue. 
Local government officials said they were 
unable to organise such classes for lack of 
educated individuals who were proficient 
in the Santhal/Satar language. According 
to Birsingh Hasda, a teacher, children 
leave school at the basic level because of 
the inability of the state to provide educa-
tion in their mother tongue. 
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Scholarships Alone are Inadequate 
Under the government’s Education 

for All program, since 2095/96 there have 
been scholarships available to students 
of grades 1-8 from Dalit and marginal-
ized communities and for students with 
disability since 2010  The government 
has been providing Rs. 500 each month 
to students from marginalized commu-
nities and Rs.400 for students from oth-
er groups. However, according to Sundar 
Besra, president, Nepal Santhal Adivasi 
Utthan Sangh (Nepal Santhal Uplift As-
sociation), this has not had an impact 
because the Santhal/Satar are worst-off 
economically among other marginalized 
social groups. Therefore the need to in-
crease efforts to raise awareness of both 
guardians and children about the values 
of education, and to build support systems 
to encourage children to complete school-
ing.  

Wage Labor 
According to Mr. Besra, presi-

dent of the Nepal Santhal Uplift Associ-
ation, about 80 percent of children from 
the community enter wage labor by the 
age of 14 years. This study also came up 
with similar findings, which is against 
the provisions of the The Act Relating to 
Children 2018 .From consultations with 
community members, it was evident that 
most children were engaged in wage labor 
at contruction sites or in the fields. 

Putting minors to work is against 
Constitutional provisions, existing laws 
and interntional committments and there-
fore requires concerted efforts to monitor 
practices to make the state accountable, 
alongside advocacy for assuring child 
rights. Essentially, children from the 
marginalized Santhal/ Satar communi-
ty begin engaging in economic activities 
even before completing basic education. 
This has resulted from low awareness and 
poor economic status of households that 
have added to the challenge of attaining 

the national goals on basic education. 
Based on consultations with the Nepal 
Santhal Uplift Association, most children 
are engaged in wage labor to contribute 
to household expenses. Further, a study 
done by the Association in Jhapa also 
shows that most Santhal/Satar girls get 
married before completing basic educa-
tion while most boys dropout to become 
tractor drivers or wage laborers.

Local Government Efforts
There is a dense Santhal/Satar 

settlement in Jehada Rural Municipali-
ty-2 of Morang District, and a community 
school there is known as Santhal Basic 
School. Besides this, no local government 
in Jhapa and Morang districts have any 
program aimed at enhancing education-
al attainment of Santhal children. Even 
though Santhal students comprised a ma-
jority at three community schools in Jeha-
da Rural Municipality, their educational 
attainment was not very encouraging. 

In 2020/21 the federal government 
procided Rs. 55.5 million as condition-
al grant to Jehada Rural Municipality. 
The rural municipality has three schools 
where a majority of students are San-
thal/Satar. Students from the community 
make up the highest numbers at Santhal 
Basic School, Bairiya Secondary School 
and Bhanubhakta Basic School. Accord-
ing to Hanna Soren, Vice-chair of the 
rural municipality it has been difficult to 
retain Santhal students even at the basic 
level because of the inability to make ar-
rangements for education in the mother 
tongue.

The rural municipality spends Rs. 
10 million of the 23.5 million allocated to 
education on teacher salaries and the re-
maining Rs. 13.5 million on educational 
improvements, but the outcome has not 
been as desired. No other municipal gov-
ernment in Jhapa and Morang districts 
has initiated any program targeted at ad-
dressing the problem of education among 



Nepal Human Rights Year Book 2023 6565

children of the Santhal community, even 
though ensuring the educational rights of 
children up to the secondary level is the 
primary responsibility of all local govern-
ments. This points to the need for making 
local governments more accountable for 
undertaing programs to support educa-
tion and livelihoods improvements of the 
Santhal/Satar community.

Legal Provisions for Right to Education
Nepal’s Constitution Article 31 (1) 

assures access to education to all citizens 
and for the purpose, Article 31 (2) guar-
antees compulsory basic education and 
free secondary education as rights. Sim-
ilarly, Article 31 (5) grants all communi-
ties residing in Nepal the right to obtain 
education in the mother tongue and the 
right to establish and operate educational 
institutions in accordance with the laws. 
Further, the The Act Relating to Children 
2018, section 2 (15) has provisions to as-
sure the right to education. Accordingly, a 
child under six years has the right to age- 
and capacity-appropriate learning and 
development opportunity, and compulso-
ry education up to the basic level and free, 
child-friendly education up to the second-
ary level. In addition, each child, has the 
right to be assured of educational mate-
rials and the right to receive education 
in age- and cognition-appropriate ways. 
Even the provincial law for Province-1 – 
Children’s Protection Act, 2020, section 2, 
makes it the responsibility of parents and 
guardians to provide care and upbring-
ing and provide children with education, 
healthcare, sport, entertainment and per-
sonality development opportunities.

Conclusion
Children from the Santhal/Satar 

community have not been able to com-
plete basic and secondary education ow-
ing to low awareness and poor economic 
capacities of households, while local and 
national duty bearers, including public 

initiatives, have been unable to support 
the community in reducing poverty and 
in making improvements in the education 
of the children. The failure to take initi-
atives to end child labor by government, 
the private and informal sectors has 
forced Santhal/ Satar children to engage 
in under-age work in violation of national 
law, the Constitution and Nepal’s inter-
national committments. 

Federal programs aimed to reach 
marginalized groups and those of local 
governments have so far been unable to 
address the problem of poverty in the 
community and educational improve-
ment of Santhal/ Satar children. Child 
labor among Santhal/ Satar children can 
be ended through strict law enforcement 
accompanied with awareness building of 
communities and families. Further, the 
Santhal/ Satar families have been unable 
to benefit from agricultural labor and oth-
er targetted programs of the government. 
Children from the community do not have 
access to education in mother tongue, 
which is also among the reasons leading 
to high dropout from school and low edu-
cational attainment.

Recommendations
Unified programs shall be initiated 

to control the increasing trend of school 
drop out amongst the children from San-
thal/Satar community. An interim action 
plan shall be promulgate and implement-
ed accordingly by the Federal and Pro-
vincial government in order to safeguard 
the economic, social and cultural rights 
of the family and meliorate the education 
situation of children from Santhal/Satar 
community.  

It is necessary to introduce schol-
arship schemes in order to increase the 
access to education of the children from 
Santhal/Satar community, special edu-
cation and family support programs to 
lessen the school drop-out rate. A press-
ing need for the collaborative effort form 
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local government, civil society and ed-
ucational institutions is sensed in the 
contemplation of minimizing poverty and 
implementing laws for the eradication of 
child labour along with the vicious cycle of 
poverty in this community. 
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