Extracts on Dalit issues from the UN report on Bangladesh by the Independent Expert on the
issue of human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation and the
Independent Expert on human rights and extreme poverty (A/HRC/15/55%)
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24. Bangladesh has a diverse ethnic, religious and indigenous population. The experts met with various
members of different minority groups, and also received reliable information concerning the situation of
other groups. They note that some of these groups are victims of discrimination and live in extreme
poverty. The experts recall that the Constitution prohibits discrimination on the grounds of “religion, race,
caste, sex or place of birth”.

25. The experts met with groups of people who identify themselves as Dalits. The caste system was
described as an occupational system, whereby people, according to their descent, undertake certain
professions that are generally considered to be menial. The experts were informed that these people suffer
discrimination in all areas of life, including segregation in their access to housing. Most live beneath the
poverty line, earn less than the minimum wage and have no access to education. Dalits also suffer from
numerous diseases, not least because of their lack of access to safe drinking water and sanitation, and they
sometimes face discrimination in their access to public-health facilities.

26. In their meetings with Dalits, the experts perceived an overwhelming feeling of their being “trapped”.
Dalits feel they have no opportunity to seek other jobs, since their families have had these occupations for
generations and because they lack adequate education. Pervasive discrimination against them keeps them
poor, uneducated, in terrible living conditions and in menial jobs. While the Government of Bangladesh
does not make specific reference to the situation of Dalits in its National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty
Reduction, it recognizes the pattern of discrimination against occupational groups related to caste systems.
The strategy indicated the need to understand further the situation of these groups and to promote
targeted policies aimed at improving their living conditions. The Government should explicitly recognize the
discrimination experienced by Dalits and take more concrete steps to redress it, including through the
enforcement of existing laws and the establishment of a special commission with a mandate to address
concerns particular to Dalits. The National Human Rights Commission also has a central role to play in
combating discrimination based on caste. The independent expert on water and sanitation analyses the
particular issues related to Dalits under her mandate (see paragraphs 75-76 below).
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58. The independent expert is concerned that very little attention is paid to ensuring the safe treatment
and disposal of wastewater. She notes that there is a tradition of manual scavenging in Bangladesh, which
poses serious health concerns (see paragraph 76 below). She was impressed by the efforts made by non-
governmental organizations to find technological solutions for hygienically emptying pit latrines, such as
the Vacutug. Apparently, the contents of the pits are currently emptied directly into waterways,
jeopardizing the quality of that water. The Dhaka Water Authority reported to the independent expert that
it only had one sewage treatment plant for a population of 10 million. The sewage load in Dhaka is
estimated to be 100 times greater than the capacity of the plant. Despite the known problems with treating
wastewater, construction of new habitations continues in Dhaka, with increasing connections to a sewage
network that has a limited capacity for treatment. The Water Authority explained that five new sewage
treatment plants are needed in Dhaka, and that two of these plants are currently under consideration for
construction. Given the fact that the Government has to use surface water as an alternative source of
drinking water, the construction of these five treatment plants is urgent.
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Dalits

75. The independent expert is concerned about discrimination against sweepers, who are predominantly
Dalits. This occupation has been passed down through the generations; although non-Dalits are starting to
take the job of sweeper, however, traditional sweepers are resisting this trend, because they claim they are
not eligible for other jobs. The work of the sweeper is to clean out sewers and septic tanks. They are
employed by the municipality and private employers. In rural areas, the job of sweepers is akin to manual
scavenging, which is the process of cleaning out dry toilets manually. In Dhaka and other areas, where
sewerage and septic tanks are used, the job is to clear blocked pipes and empty septic tanks.

In both cases, the workers have no protective gear and are subjected to considerable health risks. They
reportedly suffer from diarrheal diseases and dysentery. One woman explained that the men need to get
drunk to be able to bear this work.

76. Sweepers are also subjected to discrimination in the community. The children of sweepers are
reportedly ostracized by teachers at school, and feel forced to hide their origins. The independent expert
visited a community of sweepers and saw that they had no access to water or safe sanitation. They used a
hanging latrine, which emptied out directly into a passing stream. In another Dalit slum, two water points
reportedly served 12,000 people. The women and girls have to carry the water up several flights of stairs,
which poses a serious threat to their physical well-being. In addition, the women’s toilets had a hole in the
ceiling where boys watched the girls, depriving them of all privacy. The toilets were in a deplorable state,
with faeces covering the entire area. Most Dalits live in rural areas, where they reportedly face similar
problems of inadequate housing and the constant threat of eviction.

The Independent Expert on the issue of human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water
and sanitation calls on the Government:
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125 (d) To adopt an explicit policy to address the situation of Dalits, and to eliminate discrimination
against them; and to take special measures to improve the situation of sweepers, including by ensuring
the protection of their health while at work, and that they have access to safe drinking water and
sanitation in their homes;



