Providing horizontal quota: the Bihar way

The case for reservations for women and transgender persons in State jobs and higher education
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The Bihar government recently an-
nounced 33% horizontal reservation
for women in State engineering and
medical colleges. While reservation
for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Sche-
duled Tribes (STs), Other Backward
Classes (OBCs) and Economically
Weaker Sections (EWS) is referred to
as vertical reservation, horizontal re-
servation refers to the equal oppor-
tunity provided to other categories
of beneficiaries, such as women, vet-
erans, the transgender community,
and individuals with disabilities, cut-
ting through the vertical categories.

Bihar at present has 60% reserva-
tion in the State higher educational
institutions along the six vertical ca-
tegories (SCs, STs, EWS and so on).
The newly announced reservation
for women in engineering and medi-
cal seats will not be in addition to
this; it will instead be distributed
across all the vertical categories, in-
cluding the non-reserved 40% seats
open to all. For example, if an engi-
neering college has 100 reserved
seats for STs, 33 of those seats will
have to be filled with ST women. Arti-
cle 15(3) of the Constitution allows
governments to make special provi-
sions for women and children.

Dropping out of the workforce
This initiative should be welcomed
and adopted across sectors, depart-
ments, and States given that India’s
female labour force participation
(FLFP) rate is consistently declining
and is worryingly low. World Bank
data show that the FLFP came down
to 21% in 2019 from 31.79% in 2005.
As per the Bihar Economic Survey
2019-20, the State’s FLFP rate was
abysmal compared to the all-India av-
erage. Only 6.4% and 3.9% women
were employed in the urban and ru-
ral areas of Bihar compared to the all-
India figures of 20.4% and 24.6% res-
pectively. The FLFP rate needs to be
treated cautiously though as it
doesn’t take into account unpaid
work (majorly performed by women)
or the role played by social barriers
like caste in blocking employment
opportunities for women like owning
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Patriarchal control of women and
systemic gender discrimination can-
not be defeated by government inter-
vention alone; State welfare schemes
can go a long way in challenging
them. The Bihar government needs
to work towards reducing the female
and male school dropout rate and
ensure quality education at the prim-
ary and secondary level. In addition,
initiatives like reservation of seats,
when implemented properly, could
become an important driver for im-
proving the FLFP.

Improving representation

In the last three decades, Bihar has
implemented various initiatives to
empower women and improve their
representation in various fields.
When Lalu Prasad was the Chief Mi-
nister in 1992, Bihar had announced
two consecutive days of menstrual
leave for women employees in go-
vernment services. In 2006, under
Nitish Kumar, Bihar became the first
State to reserve 50% seats for women
in Panchayati Raj institutions even
though the 73rd and 74th amend-
ments to the Constitution, which
came into force in 1993, mandated
only one-third seats for them. This

was later imitated by several other
States such as Madhya Pradesh, And-
hra Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat,
and Chhattisgarh.

In 2013, the Bihar government
made a provision for 50% reserva-
tion for women in cooperative socie-
ties and reserved 35% seats for them
in police recruitment. The second in-
itiative led to a swift jump in the
number of women officers in the pol-
ice department to 25.3% in 2020,
more than double the national aver-
age of 10.3%, from 3.3% in 2015. In
2016, the government extended the
35% reservation for women to all go-
vernment jobs in Bihar for which di-
rect recruitment is made.

In 2006, a scheme called the Muk-
hyamantri Balika Cycle Yojana was
launched for Class 9 and 10 girl stu-
dents. This was India’s first scaled up
conditional cash transfer pro-
gramme for secondary education of
girls. The enrolment of girl students
went up after this scheme. The Bihar
government also provides 50,000
in installments to girl students to
support their studies and other
needs till graduation under the Muk-
hyamantri Kanya Utthan Yojana.
This is an incentive-based scheme to
encourage girls to complete educa-

tion and delay marriage. According
to the National Family Health Sur-
vey-5, the State’s literacy rate among
girl children rose to 61.1% in 2019-20
from 56.9% in 2015-16.

More jobs for women

While the Bihar government has ta-
ken some laudable steps for the em-
powerment of women, the low fe-
male literacy rate and FLFP rate are
of concern. One of the important fac-
tors for the low FLFP rate is the lack
of employment opportunities for wo-
men after matriculation and gradua-
tion. The India Human Development
Survey-II found that women with low
levels of education and from rural
areas are relatively more active in the
labour market compared to women
with middle or high school educa-
tion. Therefore, the Bihar govern-
ment needs to ensure that women
don’t fall out of the labour market as
they become more educationally
qualified.

One way this can be done is by fill-
ing up pending vacancies in the
health sector, police force, teaching
and other government departments
as at least 35% of these posts will go
to women. The government should
also do away with hiring workers on
contract and make all the current
contractual workers permanent.

Evidence points out that increas-
ing women’s participation in the
workforce to the level of men boosts
the economy. In light of this, it is im-
portant for the government to make
more and more jobs available for wo-
men. The Bihar government should
also extend the engineering and
medical quota for women to all insti-
tutions of higher education, includ-
ing private colleges and universities.
Further, the quota allotted to them
can be increased to 40-45%, if not
50%, and the category can be re-
named as ‘women and transgender
persons’. Other State governments
and the Union government should
follow the Bihar government’s lead
and introduce horizontal quota for
women (and in addition, for trans-
gender persons) in higher education-
al institutions as well as State em-
ployment as these measures will go a
long way in reducing gender dispari-
ty in the country.
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