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The Constitution of India seeks to secure for all its citizens, among other things, social 

and economic justice, equality of status and opportunity and assures the dignity of the 

individual. Article 46 of the Constitution provides that the State shall promote with 

special care the educational and economic interests of the weaker sections of the society 

and in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and shall protect them 

from social injustice and all forms of exploitation. Several provisions have been 

incorporated in the Constitution for safeguarding and promoting the interests of the 

Scheduled Tribes in various spheres so as to enable them to join the national mainstream. 

For effective implementation of  various safeguards provided in the Constitution for the 

SCs & STs and, various other protective legislations, the Constitution provided for the 

appointment of a Special Officer  under Article 338A of the Constitution to investigate all 

matters relating to these safeguards  and to report to the President on their working. A 

Special Officer known as Commissioner for SCs & STs was appointed for the first time 

on 18 November, 1950. In order to facilitate effective functioning of the Office of 

Commissioner for SCs & STs 17 regional offices of the Commissioner were set up in 

different parts of the country. 

 

It was, with the passage of time, felt by the Government that the Office of Commissioner 

for SCs & STs alone was not enough to monitor the implementation of Constitutional 

safeguards and accordingly a multi-Member Commission called Commission for 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes was set up through an administrative order issued  

on 21 July, 1978. It was re-named as National Commission for SCs & STs vide the 

Ministry of Welfare's Notification dated 1 September, 1987 which also modified the 

functions of the National Commission for SCs & STs to avoid any overlapping with the 

functions of the Special Officer. It was decided that the National Commission for SCs & 

STs will be a National Level Advisory body to advice on broad issues on policy and 

levels of development of the SCs & STs and that it would submit its report to the Central 

Government. 

 

It was brought to the notice of the Government that geographically and culturally, the  

Scheduled Tribes were different from the Scheduled Castes and their problems were also  

different from those of the Scheduled Castes. In recognition of this public perception, a 

new Ministry of Tribal Affairs was created in October, 1999 to provide a sharp focus to 

the welfare and development of Scheduled Tribes. It was felt necessary that the Ministry 

of Tribal Affairs iiishould coordinate all activities relating to the Scheduled Tribes, as it 

would not be administratively feasible for the Ministry of Social Justice & Empowerment 

to perform this role. It was also felt necessary that a separate National Commission for 

Scheduled Tribes also be set up to safeguard the interests of Scheduled Tribes more 

effectively by bifurcating the existing National Commission for the Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes. The National Commission for Scheduled Tribes is the outcome of this 

realization. This Commission has been set up with effect from 19 February, 2004 by 

amending article 338 and by inserting a new article 338A in the Constitution through the 



Constitution (Eighty-ninth Amendment) Act, 2003 which, inter-alia, enjoins upon the 

Commission to monitor all matters relating to the safeguards provided for the Scheduled 

Tribes under the Constitution or under any other law or under any order of the 

Government, and to participate and advise on the planning process of socio-economic 

development of the Scheduled Tribes. 

 

Promotion of all round development of tribals inhabiting the length and the breadth of our 

country has received priority attention of the Government. There are numerous 

government policies for ensuring the welfare and well being of tribals. As a result of 

implementation of the various safeguards provided in the Constitution and development 

and welfare programmes undertaken by the Central Government and the State 

Governments, there has been considerable improvement in the socio-economic condition 

of Scheduled Tribes. There is, however, a long way ahead for achieving complete socio-

economic equality and social integration of these communities.  

 

FUNCTIONS AND DUTIES OF THE COMMISSION 

  

3.1 The functions and duties of the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes have been  

laid down in Clause (5) of the Article 338A of the Constitution. Clause (5) states that it 

shall be the duty of the Commission:  

 

(a) To investigate and monitor all matters relating to the safeguards provided for the 

Scheduled Tribes under this Constitution or under any other law for the time being in 

force or under any order of the Government and to evaluate the working of such 

safeguards;  

 

(b) To inquire into specific complaints with respect to the deprivation of rights and   

Safeguards of the Scheduled Tribes;  

 

(c) To participate and advise on the planning process of socio-economic development of 

the Scheduled Tribes and to evaluate the progress of their development under the Union 

and any State;  

 

(d) To present to the President, annually and at such other times as the Commission may 

deem fit, reports upon the working of those safeguards;  

 

(e) To make in such reports recommendations as to the measures that should be taken by 

the Union or any State for the effective implementation of those safeguards and other 

measures for the protection, welfare and socio-economic development of the Scheduled 

Tribes; and  

 

(f) To discharge such other functions in relation to the protection, welfare and 

development and advancement of the Scheduled Tribes as the President may, subject to 

the provisions of any law made by Parliament, by rule, specify.  

 

 



 

3.2 The Commission has been assigned the following additional functions vide the 

Ministry  of Tribal Affairs' Notification dated 23 August, 2005  in relation to the  

protection welfare and development and advancement of the Scheduled Tribes:- 

  

(i) Measures that need to be taken over conferring ownership rights in respect of Minor 

forest produce to STs living in forest areas.  

(ii) Measures to be taken to safeguard rights of the tribal communities over Mineral 

resources, water resources etc. as laid down by law.  

(iii) Measures to be taken for the development of tribal to plug loopholes and to work 

more viable livelihood strategies.  

(iv) Measures to be taken to improve the efficacy of relief and rehabilitation measures for 

tribal groups displaced by development projects.  

(v) Measures to be taken to prevent alienation of tribal people from land and to 

effectively rehabilitate such people in whose case alienation has already been  

taken place.  

(vi) Measures to be taken to elicit maximum cooperation and involvement of tribal  

Communities for protecting forests and undertaking social afforestation.  

 

(vii) Measures to be taken to ensure full implementation of the provision of  

Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996  

(viii) Measures to be taken to reduce and ultimately eliminate the practice of shifting  

Cultivation by tribal that lead to their continuous disempowerment and degradation of 

land and the environment.  

 

4. POWERS OF THE COMMISSION  

 

 4.1 Clause (8) of Article 338A provides that the Commission shall, while investigating 

any matter referred to in sub-clause (a) or inquiring into any complaint referred to in sub-

clause (b) of Clause (5) have all the powers of a civil court trying a suit and in particular 

in respect of the matters, namely:-(a) summoning and enforcing the attendance of any 

person from any part of  India and examining him on oath; (b) requiring the discovery 

and production of any  documents;(c) receiving evidence on affidavits;(d) requisitioning 

any public record or copy thereof from any court or office; (e) issuing commissions for 

the examination of witnesses and  documents; (f) any other matter which the President 

may by rule, determine.  
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