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FIELD BULLETIN 
Inclusiveness of the Nepal Army: Why is the Madheshi 

community under-represented? 

Introduction 

The end of Nepal’s decade-long conflict in April 2006 came with a promise to address the country’s 
profound social disparities and provide for more inclusive state institutions. One such institution is Nepal’s 
national army. Both the 2006 Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the 2007 Interim Constitution commit 
the Nepal Army to a structure which ‘reflects the national and inclusive character’.1 Demands for 
implementation of these commitments were further reinforced during the 2007 ‘Madheshi Andolan’2 and 
included in the 22-point agreement between the Government of Nepal (GoN) and the Madheshi People’s 
Rights Forum3, in August that year, that ended the prolonged demonstrations in the Tarai. Among others, 
the agreement states that the GoN is responsible to ‘ensure balanced proportional representation [...] in 
all organs and levels of government and in power structures, mechanisms and resources’. Similar demands 
were made in subsequent agreements between the GoN and Madheshi parties in the years that followed.4 
Nonetheless, the pace of change has been slow.  
 
This Field Bulletin attempts to explore to what extent Nepal’s army reflects the national and inclusive 
character as committed to in the 2006 Comprehensive Peace Agreement and 2007 Interim Constitution.5 It 
does this from the standpoint of the Madheshi community, which is significantly under-represented in the 
ranks of the Nepal Army as compared to its share of the total population.6 The Field Bulletin describes the 
institution’s reservation policy and its effectiveness for the inclusion of the Madheshi community. It 
highlights some of the root causes that contribute to the community’s relatively low participation in the 
army and concludes with suggestions from local level stakeholders to address these.7  
 

Reservation policy of the army  

In order to conform to Nepali State Law, which requires that 45 percent of all vacant government positions 
should be reserved for excluded groups, the army in 2006 amended its Army Act.8 Out of the 45 percent of 
reserved posts, 28 percent are for people from the Madheshi community or, in other words, 12.6 percent 
of all vacant posts are reserved for Madheshi.9 To further promote inclusion the Nepal Army established a 
separate battalion (approximately 790 posts) for the Madheshi community in 2006. However, this 

                                                           
1 Please refer to article 4.7 of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement and Article 144 (4a) of the Interim Constitution.                                                   

More information available at: http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/document/papers/peaceagreement.htm                                                   
and http://www.nic.gov.np/download/interim-constitution.pdf. 

2 International Crisis Group; Nepal’s Troubled Tarai Region: Asia Report N°136 – 9 July 2007. Pg.17. 
3 Currently the Upendra Yadav let MPRF-N. For more information please refer to:                                                                                      

http://un.org.np/unmin-archive/downloads/keydocs/2007-08-30-Agreement.SPA.Govt.MJF.ENG.pdf.    
4 The 8-point agreement between the GoN and the United Democratic Madheshi Front, February 2008.                                                                                                           

Available at: http://un.org.np/unmin-archive/downloads/keydocs/2008-02-28-Agreement.SPA.Govt.UDMF.ENG.pdf.                                                        
and 4-point agreement between the current government and the Madheshi People’s Right Forum-Democratic, August 2011.                                                        
Available at: http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/08/28/oped/maoist-madhesi-alliance/225674.html. 

5 The information included in this Field Bulletin is based on research of relevant literature, the official website of the Nepal Army and key informant 
interview with civil society organizations, local politicians, Madheshi youths and community members in Siraha and Morang districts during 
January 2013. 

6 According to the 2011 Census the Madheshi community constitutes approximately 33.4 percent.  
7 Interviews were conducted in Siraha and Morang districts in the Eastern Tarai Region of Nepal during January 2013. 
8 Out of the 45 percent reserved position within the Nepal Army 20% is reserved for women, 32% for Janajati, 28% for Madheshi, 15% for Dalit and 

5% for backward regions, respectively. 
9 Based on the following calculation: 45/28 percent = 12.6 percent. 

http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/document/papers/peaceagreement.htm
http://www.nic.gov.np/download/interim-constitution.pdf
http://un.org.np/unmin-archive/downloads/keydocs/2007-08-30-Agreement.SPA.Govt.MJF.ENG.pdf
http://un.org.np/unmin-archive/downloads/keydocs/2008-02-28-Agreement.SPA.Govt.UDMF.ENG.pdf
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battalion was constituted from within existing army personnel and therefore did not increase the number 
of Madheshi in the army per se.   
 
Two recent rounds of army recruitment reveal that 
proportionally fewer candidates from the Madheshi 
community applied to vacant posts. For instance, in 
2007, out of a total number of applicants for the 
position of officer cadet only one and a half percent 
(76 out of 4,993) was from the Madheshi 
community. Similarly, a mere ten percent (1,683 out 
of 15,825) responded to the vacancy announcement 
for the post of sipahi (soldier) in 2008. These 
respective rounds of recruitment resulted in two 
Madheshi candidates (three percent of the reserved 
posts) being recruited as officer cadets and 83 as 
soldiers (less than 20 percent of the reserved posts).10  

Causes for low-level Madheshi participation in the army  

The Nepal Army website had previously stated that ‘in Nepal different castes and ethnic groups have 
different motivation for their employment’ to explain why so few Madheshi join or are interested to join 
the army.11 It quotes a Madheshi in the service as saying, ‘[...] it is primarily due to the nature of training 
and the fact that most Madheshi simply prefer to join the police and other government sectors which offer 
more scope for near home postings’. However, most Madheshi interviewed in this Field Bulletin did not 
agree with such statements. Rather, they argued that the so-called ‘theory of martial races’12 still holds 
sway within the higher command of the Nepal Army and that consequently they continue to be actively 
excluded from the country’s military service (Madheshi are apparently not considered as one of these 
‘martial races’).13 Whether this is true or not, the perception alone functions as a strong deterrent among 
eligible candidates from the Madheshi community to choose a career in the army. The below paragraphs 
provide an overview of other causes which were found to contribute to a comparatively low-level 
Madheshi interest or success rate in applying to the Nepal Army:  
   
Legal barriers: In order to apply to army vacancies, or any government position, a valid citizenship 
certificate is required. This meant that, prior to the large-scale distribution of citizenship certificates in 
2007 following the new Citizenship Act, many eligible Madheshi youth were without citizenship certificate 
and therefore unable to apply to army vacancies.14 There has been no large-scale campaign since then. 
Moreover, as the Act denies citizenship to children born after 13 April 1990 from parents with a certificate, 
by virtue of birth, a number of eligible Madheshi candidates are once again unable to acquire a Citizenship 
Certificate and therefore unable to apply to army posts, according to one Madheshi interviewee.15  
 
Institutional barriers: Until 2010, candidates interested to apply for positions of officer level could do so 
only in the army headquarters in Kathmandu16 and registration for application for non-officer level 
positions was, until 2008, possible in two locations in the Tarai region only (out of six nation-wide).17 This 

                                                           
10 Chamling Rai, R (2012). Impact of recruitment criteria and promotion process of Nepal Army in Military leadership development. Social Inclusion 

Research Fund/SNV Nepal, Kathmandu, Nepal. 
11 Sam Cowan, Colonial dogma, http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2012/11/25/oped/colonial-dogma/242108.html. 
12 The theory argues that some groups are more suited to fight than others. For more information please refer to: 

Sam Cowan, Colonial dogma, http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2012/11/25/oped/colonial-dogma/242108.html. 
13 Multiple interviews with Madheshi politicians, intellectuals and youth in Siraha and Morang district during January 2013. 
14 In order to be eligible to apply for the post of soldier with the Nepal Army candidates should be between 18 and 22 years-old and have passed 8th 

class. 
15 For more information on citizenship in Nepal please refer to RCHCO’s Field Bulletins issues 14 & 15 available at:                                         

http://un.org.np/sites/default/files/2011-08-18-Field-Bulletin-Issue-15.pdf and 
     http://un.org.np/sites/default/files/2011-08-11-UNRCHCO-Field-Bulletin-Issue-14.pdf.   
16 Since 2010 there is one location per development region each for applicants to register for officer level posts.  
17 Two, including Dang district which status is often debated. The other recruitment center is located in Sarlahi district. 

Source: Nepal Army website and the 2011 Nepal Census 

http://un.org.np/sites/default/files/2011-08-18-Field-Bulletin-Issue-15.pdf
http://un.org.np/sites/default/files/2011-08-11-UNRCHCO-Field-Bulletin-Issue-14.pdf


Inclusiveness of the Nepal Army: Why is the Madheshi community under-represented? 

3 | P a g e  
 

number has now increased to 15 recruitment centers of which six are located in Tarai districts.18 However, 
the number of reserved posts is divided amongst all recruitment centers (i.e. a center in the Hills has a 
comparable percentage reserved posts for the Madheshi community as one in the Tarai) and Madheshi 
youth complained they could not afford to travel to the centers in far-off Hill districts19. In addition, as 
mentioned by other Madheshi people interviewed, “Army vacancies are usually only advertised in the 
government owned newspaper ‘Gorkhaptra’ or broadcasted on Nepal Television or Radio Nepal, which do 
not have a large Madheshi following due to the language issue and therefore Madheshi are often unaware 
of posts being available”.20  
 
Technical barriers: The recruitment process of the Nepal Army includes several stages of examinations, 
including medical, physical and bearing as well as a written test and interview. Madheshi youths argued 
that some criteria in the bearing tests in particular are subject to individual interpretation.21 For instance, 
the army recruitment policy includes criteria such as Lure (looking thin), Chhipad dekhine (looking aged), 
having facial blemishes (spots, acne, etc) or status of dental health.22 Several Madheshi interviewed 
referred to instances where Madheshi applicants had apparently failed to pass army exams due to 
subjective interpretation by the recruitment officer of one or more of the abovementioned criteria. For 
instance, an interviewee from Siraha shared that after passing the bearing exam for the post of officer 
cadet in 2007 he failed to pass the medical one, apparently for having blackish teeth as his medical 
examiner had informed him.23  
 
In addition, a number of Madheshi interviewees cited the 
difficulties they have with the written test (see box 1) or to 
follow precise instructions. These are carried out in Nepali, a 
language which for many Madheshi is not their first or 
sometimes even second language, and can create 
misunderstandings. One Madheshi youth, who had applied to 
the post of soldier in 2008 shared, “I had successfully run the 
distance within the stipulated timeframe, but sat down after 
finishing my run, which apparently was against the instructions 
given to me earlier”.24  
 
The army states on its website that the onus for these large 
discrepancies in success rates between different groups passing 
the written exams lies mostly with the State, ‘why [...] 
communities are relatively weaker in written test is a matter of 
research in relation to their education quality and social 
opportunities that fall beyond the responsibilities of the 
Nepalese Army itself and an area of concern to the state as a 
whole’. 
 
Members of a Siraha based Madheshi youth club acknowledged that the level of written Nepali amongst 
Madheshi candidates negatively affects their capacity to pass the written tests. In addition, they admitted 
to do very little to prepare themselves for the exams, as they start with little hope of passing the 
examinations in the first place. This mind-set certainly contributed to the relatively lower success rates of 
Madheshi applicants. In addition, it appears that certain government entities, such as the National Dalit 
Commission or the National Foundation for the Development of Indigenous Nationalities (NFDIN), that 
provide awareness, orientation and capacity building programs for youth interested to work for the 

                                                           
18 The recruitment centers are located in the districts of Morang, Saptari, Parsa, Kapilbastu, Dang and Kanchanpur. 
19 Interviews with Madheshi associated with youth clubs in Arnama VDC of Siraha, January 2013. 
20 Interviews with Madheshi community people in Arnama VDC of Siraha, January 2013. 
21 Interviews with Madheshi youth in Arnama VDC of Siraha, January 2013. 
22The Army recruitment policy is available on the Nepal Army website: http://www.nepalarmy.mil.np/na_recruitment_policy.pdf. 
23 Many Madheshi people habitually chew Khaini (tobacco) or eat Pan (beetle leaves) which tend to color teeth. 
24 Interview with a Madheshi youth in Lahan of Siraha, January 2013. 

Box 1: In a 2012 recruitment round for the post of 
officer cadet, 31 out of all selected candidates to 
conduct the written test were from the Madhesh 
community. However, none of them managed to 
pass the test. In response, one Madheshi 
candidate filed a petition in the Supreme Court 
demanding separate written test for candidates 
under the inclusive categories (Women, Dalit, 
Janajati and Madheshi). On 5 September 2012, the 
Court issued a stay order stating Nepal Army’s 
‘non-compliance’ with constitutional provisions in 
recruiting Madheshi under the inclusive quota and 
requested the Nepal Army not to recruit ‘non-
Madheshi’ candidates in the 15 seats allocated to 
the Madheshi community. In response to the 
court's show cause order submitted on 28 
September 2012, the Nepal Army states that all 
aspiring candidates need to score a minimum of 
40 percent in the written test and candidates who 
pass the examinations in the open competition 
are referred to seats allocated in the inclusive 
quota if the aspirants for this category fail to meet 
the minimum standards. Thus far, the reserved 
seats have not been filled.  
 
Source: Tarai Human Rights Defenders Alliance 

http://www.nepalarmy.mil.np/na_recruitment_policy.pdf
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country’s civil and military service, have no counterpart in the Madheshi community. A Madheshi 
interviewee admitted they have not actively advocated for such entity as they believe the issue of 
marginalization will be addressed once an autonomous Madheshi province is in place.  
 
Socio-cultural reasons: Generally, the army does not appear to be a common career choice for Madheshi 
people. Unlike other communities, such as Chhetri, Brahmin, Magar and Gurung their community does not 
have any traditional links with the army25. “There is the general perception that the Nepal Army still is very 
much a Hill-dominated institution”, said a Madheshi interviewee. Madheshi youths in Siraha district added, 
“We have historically been excluded from the army and the domination of people from the Hills as well as 
the low success rates in recruitment does not motivate us to join the army”. A representative from the 
Madheshi intelligentsia explained, “The middle or higher educated of the Madheshi community 
traditionally aspire to professions such as doctor, professor, engineer or lawyer for themselves or their 
children”. Moreover the lack of role models in the higher ranks of the army (until recent only three out of 
the 610 posts at officer level) provides little inspiration for any aspirant Madheshi.26 The majority of 
Madheshi that serve in the army typically occupy non-armed positions, such as cook, barber, doctor or 
technical engineer.27 
 
Religious reasons: Muslims, representing a separate religious-cultural identity within the Madheshi 
community, shared more practical reasons for their nominal participation in the army.28 “Although the 
country has been a secular state since 2006 the army is still an overtly Hindu institution, with Hindu 
symbols and barrack names”, said a representative of a Muslim organisation in Biratnagar.29 He explained 
that, unlike the Indian army, the Nepal Army does not have special arrangements for Muslims, such as 
separate mess and kitchens or facilities for daily prayers, “We cannot compromise on our religious and 
cultural customs”. He informed that the Nepal Police is much more inclusive and enables them to carry out 
their religious practices. Therefore, Muslims, as well as Madheshi in general, have much better 
representation in the police force. “Personally, I do not know of any Muslim in the Nepal Army”, he 
concluded.   

Pending commitments 

The issue of Madheshi inclusion in the Nepal Army has invariably been part of subsequent agreements that 
were signed between Madheshi political parties and successive governments since the 2007 Madheshi 
Andolan.30 The most recent reaffirmation of the issue was the current Madheshi coalition’s seven-point 
statement of support for the incumbent government.31 In their statement they requested the government 
‘to immediately implement its commitments for group entry of Madheshi youth to the Nepal Army’, 
referring to the four-point agreement that enabled the formation of the current government in August 
2011.32 Following that agreement the Ministry of Defence prepared a policy paper to, among others, 
facilitate the inclusion of 3,000 recruits from the Madhesh community. However, this government 
recruitment process was challenged in the Supreme Court arguing that it is in violation of the Army Act and 
Interim Constitution to recruit from one specific community and bar others.33 The Supreme Court issued a 

                                                           
25 Nepal’s army was officially established as the Royal Nepalese Army in 1744. It was founded on the basis of the Gorkha army of Prithvi Narayan 

Shah, who is considered to be the unifier of modern Nepal. 
26 Chamling Rai, R (2012). Impact of recruitment criteria and promotion process of Nepal Army in Military leadership development. Social Inclusion                  

Research Fund/SNV Nepal, Kathmandu, Nepal. 
27 Interview with a representative from the Madheshi intellectual society in Biratnagar, January 2013. 
28 0.01 percent according to the caste and ethnic inclusion table on the army website. 
29 Interview with a representative of the Muslim Ittehad Organization in Biratnagar, January 2013. 
30 The agreements are for instance the 2007 22-point agreement between the GoN and Madheshi People’s Rights Forum, 8-point agreement 

between the GoN and the United Democratic Madheshi Front (UDMF) and 4-point agreement between the UCPN-M and the UDMF in August 
2011. For the full text of the agreements please refer to: From Conflict to peace in Nepal-Peace Agreements (2005-2010), published by Asian 
Study Center for Peace & Conflict Transformation, Kathmandu, 2011. 

31 For more information please refer to:                                                                                                                                                       
http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2013/01/24/nation/morcha-support-to-govt-unflinching/244477.html.  

32 The current Baburam Bhattarai led government. Please see the full text of agreement in:                                                            
http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/08/28/oped/maoist-Madheshi-alliance/225674.html. 

33  Interview with a Siraha based Human Rights defender, January 2013. More information available at:                                      
http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/12/23/top-story/new-army-recruitment-not-only-for-madhesis-govt/229599.html. 

http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2013/01/24/nation/morcha-support-to-govt-unflinching/244477.html
http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/12/23/top-story/new-army-recruitment-not-only-for-madhesis-govt/229599.html
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stay order for the recruitment process, which still remains in effect. Despite the above-mentioned efforts 
most Madheshi interviewed expressed frustration with the political parties, including the Madhesh-based 
parties, for not having been able to deliver on past agreements and commitments.34 

Conclusions 

The issue of inclusion of Madheshi and other excluded groups in the army is part of a broader political 
debate on army democratization and security sector transformation in Nepal. Moreover, as was illustrated 
by the recent army integration process of former Maoist combatants, any block or group integration will 
not merely require a political decision as it involves the government, political parties as well as the Nepal 
Army; the issue may not see significant progress in the short-term. 
 
However, there are some practical steps with less political overtones that could take the process forward, 
as suggested by some local level stakeholders. For instance, efforts could be made to reach out to a wider 
audience during army recruitment by targeting a wider spectrum of news media, such as local language 
newspapers, radio and television; Government and civil society could organize awareness and army 
examination preparation programs to enhance Madheshi success rates in passing the exams; the modality 
of the written test could be revised to ensure equal opportunities for Nepalese people whose first 
language is not Nepali; and finally, recruitment criteria could be modified to avoid any decisions that risk 
being perceived as highly subjective or prejudiced against a certain individual, group or community.  
 
More robust changes are needed for Nepal’s army to genuinely reflect the national character in terms of 
caste, ethnic community, religion, gender and region. These changes are part of the larger social 
transformation process which Nepal is currently undergoing and will take time. In the meantime, the 
above-mentioned suggestions, albeit on a small scale, could positively impact the number of successful 
candidates from the Madheshi or other excluded groups and, in turn, bolster confidence and inspire future 
aspirants to choose for a career in their country’s military service as well.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Disclaimer: This field bulletin is prepared following a brief field study and also uses secondary data. The information 

presented in this field bulletin does not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Although 

the RCHCO aims to confirm all information independently, occasional factual inaccuracies can occur. 

 

 

                                                           
34  Multiple interviews in Siraha and Morang districts, January 2013. 
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