
BANGLADESH: CHANGE OF DIRECTION NEEDED

 Independent Researcher1 

1. Introduction

The year 2016 is very significant for the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), 
Bangladesh as the appointment of its new Chairman and members took place. The 
leadership of the Commission was vacant, after the completion of the tenure of previous 
Chairman and members on 22 June 2016. No new appointments took place until the end 
of July 2016. On 2 August 2016, the appointment of new members of NHRC was 
approved by the president2 and took effect through announcement in the government 
gazette. 

Unfortunately, neither the founding law has a specific provision to include civil society 
members in the selection committee, nor has the selection committee practiced any 
formal process of consultation with civil society on previous occasions. This time around 
was no different. 

The Sub-Committee on Accreditation (SCA) of the former International Coordinating 
Committee of National Human Rights Institutions (now Global Alliance of National 
Human Rights Institutions) has highlighted the importance of a clear, transparent and 
participatory selection process that promotes the independence of, and public confidence 
in, the senior leadership of the Commission, and has called upon the NHRC to advocate 
for formalisation of the selection process in relevant legislation, regulations or binding 
administrative guidelines. 

Civil society members have urged over and over again to start the selection process well 
ahead of the known date of vacancies; and to initiate an open and transparent means for 
selection. The delay and process followed in appointing the new chairperson and 
members can certainly be seen as the government’s lack of willingness to make the 
NHRC an effective and functional institution.  

This report is a critical assessment of the performance of the National Human Rights 
Commission, Bangladesh in the protection and promotion of human rights, mainly 
between January to December 2015, as well as part of 2016. It is structured according to 

1 Aklima Ferdows Lisa, lisahayat@gmail.com . 
2 “Kazi Reazul Hoque new NHRC Chief”, Dhaka Tribune, 2 August 2016, 
http://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2016/08/02/kazi-rezaul-hoque-new-nhrc-chief/. 
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the guidelines of the 2016 ANNI regional report. The first part of the report looks at the 
NHRC’s situation to date and the general human rights situation of the country. The 
second part is an assessment of the NHRC’s independence and effectiveness in the 
context of its performance in promoting and protecting human rights during the reporting 
period.  

2. Overview

In 2015, the overall human rights situation in Bangladesh was worrisome despite some 
notable signs of faster economic development. For example, the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organisation recognised Bangladesh’s progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goals.3 The World Bank promoted Bangladesh to the category of lower-
middle income country,4 because of its rising per capita income. Meanwhile Bangladesh 
and neighbouring India exchanged 162 territorial enclaves along their shared land 
boundary, which has been a source of inter-state conflict.5  

The political turmoil triggered by the government’s move to resist the opposition 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party’s rally on the first anniversary of the disputed tenth general 
election, extrajudicial killings and mass arrest by security forces, custodial torture and 
deaths, human trafficking, oppression of religious minorities, religious extremism, 
repression of women, violence against children, attack and killing of free-thinking writers 
and publishers, suppression of dissenting views, use of force to prevent peaceful protests, 
and border killings, were some serious causes for concern in 2015.     

Laws and Policies in 2015: Although far short of expectations, there were still a few 
achievements. For instance, the cabinet approved the Formalin Control Act 2015, 
Bangladesh Energy and Power Research Council Bill 2015, Bangladesh Public-Private 
Partnership Act 2015, Domestic Worker Protection and Welfare Policy, and Labour 
Rules 2015 etc. Also, the International Crimes Tribunal has so far pronounced 22 verdicts 
on crimes against humanity,6 while the Supreme Court’s Appellate Division disposed of 
five cases. Of them, three sentences [of execution by death—ed.] were implemented in 
2015.    

3  Food and Agriculture Organisation, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 2015, p. 15, 
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4646e.pdf.  
4  “Bangladesh is now lower-middle income country, says World Bank”, bdnews24.com, 2 July 2015, 
http://bdnews24.com/economy/2015/07/02/bangladesh-is-now-lower-middle-income-country-says-world-
bank.    
5 “The signing of land boundary agreement: ‘Neighbour first’ back on track”, Daily Star, 8 May 2015, 
http://www.thedailystar.net/op-ed/politics/the-signing-land-boundary-agreement-neighbour-first-back-
track-81018; “India nears land swap deal with Bangladesh”, New Age, 7 May 2015, 
http://newagebd.net/117677/india-nears-land-swap-deal-with-bangladesh/.  
6 “Probe into 35 cases on”, The Independent, 17 October 2016, 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/arcprint/details/40140/2016-04-10. 
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Political violence in 2015: There were a total of 865 incidents of political violence, 
including clashes between law enforcement officials and political party activists, clashes 
between activists of the ruling party and the opposition, and in-fighting within parties. 
The violence left 153 people killed and another 6,318 injured.7   
 
The opposition parties called a rally for 5 January 2015 to demand fresh national 
elections by cancelling the previous year’s polls that were boycotted by the main 
opposition. The government was adamant not to permit the Bangladesh Nationalist Party 
(BNP) to hold the rally, while the BNP chairperson was confined to her office. The 
government’s claim for not allowing the BNP to hold the rally, and also prevent the BNP 
Chief from addressing it, was to avert possible acts of subversion. The indefinite 
blockade called by the opposition came into force across the country the following day 
and it was characterised by unprecedented violence for 66 consecutive days. 70 people 
died of bomb attacks during this period. No one, even women, children and older people, 
were spared from the attacks. Almost all who died and were injured were commoners, 
mostly poor bus drivers, truckers, helpers and others, with no direct involvement in 
politics. 
 
Extrajudicial killings: 2015 saw an increase in extrajudicial killings by law enforcement 
agencies in the name of crossfire, gunfights, exchange of gunfire and encounters, and also 
custodial deaths due to torture. Extrajudicial killings and custodial deaths totalled 192,8 
up from 128 a year before. Also, a total of 68 people died in custody. On different 
occasions throughout the year, law enforcement officials had been accused of shooting 
detainees in the leg, causing them permanently disability. 
 
Enforced disappearance: Incidents of enforced disappearance or death after enforced 
disappearance amounted to 55 in 2015,9 according to media reports. Of them, eight were 
found dead after they disappeared, seven were shown arrested, five returned to their 
families, while others still remain unaccounted for. Involvement of law enforcement 
officials, especially Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) and Detective Branch members, in 
such incidents was claimed by families of the victims, but the government neither 
acknowledged those nor took any legal measure to prevent a recurrence.   
 
 

7 Ain o Salish Kendra, Press Statement on Human Rights Situation Overview 2015 (in Bangla), 1 January 
2016, http://www.askbd.org/ask/2016/01/01/human-rights-situation-overview-2015/.  
8  Ain o Salish Kendra, Human Rights Situation Overview 2015, 1 January 2016, 
http://www.askbd.org/ask/2016/01/01/human-rights-situation-overview-2015/.  
9 Ibid. 
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Mob beatings: In 2015, 135 people died of mob beatings10 while the number was 123 in 
2014.  
 
Human trafficking: In 2015, numerous mass graves of Bangladeshis and Myanmar’s 
Rohingya people were discovered in Thailand and Malaysia; deaths of migrants caused 
by torture of traffickers at detention camps to collect ransom; throwing migrants 
overboard at sea; and the loss of more than a hundred lives ea near Indonesia’s Aceh 
coast. Figures released by UNHCR in April showed at least 25,000 people were 
trafficked in the first three months of 2015, and at least 540 of them died.11     
 
Right to freedom of expression: Not only were writers promoting free-thinking, and 
publishers of such works, killed in heinous attacks, but there were also attempts to silence 
dissenting voices through legal, administrative, and judicial means. There have been no 
measures to discourage intense intolerance towards dissenting opinions. Rather, such 
intolerance has been allowed to grow. Besides, progressive politicians, eminent writers, 
intellectuals, journalists and rights bodies, secular voices have been attacked and 
threatened on different occasions throughout 2015.  
 
Attacks on religious minorities: According to media reports, 104 houses of Hindu 
communities were vandalised and torched in different parts of the country; and there 
were 213 incidents of vandalism of temples, places of worship and Hindu idols. 12  
Christians, Bahais, Shias and Ahmadiyyas were also attacked, but police did not act 
responsibly in these incidents. 
 
Border killings and torture: According to media reports and ASK’s documentation, there 
were 209 incidents of border killing and torture in 2015. Of them, 32 were killed, 14 died 
of physical torture, and 73 were injured. Besides, 59 Bangladeshi nationals were 
abducted from border areas. 
 
Harassment and sexual harassment of women: Sexual harassment cases in the country 
increased in 2015, with a total of 224 women being subjected to such form of harassment. 
10 of the victims later committed suicide. The most talked-about incident of 2015 was the 
sexual harassment of women at the TSC area of Dhaka University during the Bengali 
New Year celebrations.  
 
Rape: A total of 846 women and children were raped in 201513, and 60 of them were 
killed after rape. Two of the victims committed suicide after rape. 

10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid.  
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Village arbitration and fatwa: The number of women oppressed by village arbitration 
and fatwa was 12 in 2015, according to ASK. Three cases were filed over the incidents. 
 
Child-killing and torture: Incidents of torture and killing of children rose in mid-2015. 
From July 8 to August 4, seven children were killed in seven days. Children were also 
victims of political violence early in the year. During blockades and general strikes 
during the first one and a half months of the year, 11 children were killed, and 12 
sustained injuries. According to ASK’s account, 133 children were killed in 2015, up 
from 90 in the previous year.   
 
Torture of journalists: Three journalists were killed and 18 were tortured by law 
enforcement agencies in the country in 2015, according to ASK’s account. A total of 244 
journalists were also subjected to different forms of harassment.  
 
Rights of workers: The rights of workers have been constantly violated. According to a 
survey conducted by Safety and Rights Society, a private organisation, a total of 373 
workers died of 282 workplace accidents in 2015. 10 workers died at ship-breaking 
yards. The families of the Rana Plaza disaster victims were not properly compensated, 
but they have been provided with aid from Rana Plaza Donors Trust Fund in line with the 
international standards. The trial of the Rana Plaza case has been slow but the charge 
sheet was submitted.  
 
Rights of Indigenous People: Despite the ruling government’s promise, the Chittagong 
Hill Tracts (CHT) Peace Accord has not been fully implemented. The CHT Land 
Commission’s progress has also stalled. Many attacks on the houses of the Adivasi 
communities and their eviction, in the hill tracts as well as plain lands, have been alleged. 
 
Human Rights Situation in 2016: Trends of various human rights violations including 
enforced disappearances, extrajudicial killings, torture in the custody of law enforcement 
agencies, shooting by law enforcers, attacks on journalists, political violence, freedom of 
expression, bans on meetings and assemblies, violence against women and children, and 
attacks on citizens belonging to minority communities, have not slowed down but rather 
accelerated in 2016.  
 
The rights of freedom of speech, expression, assembly and association of the peoples’ 
organisations and NGOs are restricted under repressive laws, which contravene the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights; the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights; and the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders. Bloggers expressing 
different views have been attacked and killed by alleged ‘extremist groups’; but in 2016 
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even people who are following other religions and have progressive thoughts have 
became the victims of this kind of brutal attacks. According to the Minister of Home 
Affairs, “a vested quarter is trying to hatch conspiracy in the name of [Islamic State] 
militants to destabilize the country by killing people”.14 This same senior member of 
government had earlier described the killings of a Rajshahi University teacher and a 
prison guard, as “stray incidents”15.  
 
In June 2016, the government initiated a special drive to arrest “extremists” and criminals 
which has created a chaotic situation and human rights violations due to mass arrests. 
Almost 12,000 people were detained by the law enforcement agencies during the special 
drive across the country.16 The majority of the detainees are either members or supporters 
of the mainstream opposition political parties. 
 
2. Mandate to Protect and Promote Human Rights 
 
The Commission was vocal on human rights violations by Law Enforcing Agencies 
through its comments to media in 2015. But the NHRC also expressed opinions such as: 
“We have no jurisdiction over the human rights violations committed by members of 
security forces. The government should empower the NHRC so that it can investigate 
such human rights violation”.17 Though Section 16 and 17 of NHRC Act, 2009 give the 
NHRC powers relating to inquiries and investigation into complaint, Section 18 limits the 
power in case of law enforcement agencies to some extent. Nevertheless it was 
disappointing that the NHRC could find no creative way of expanding its mandate.  
 
According to media reports, incidents of enforced disappearance or death after enforced 
disappearance amounted to 55 in 2015.18 It has been reported by the media that the 
National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) wants the State to play a more responsible 
role in reducing the incidents of political violence, extrajudicial killing and enforced 
disappearance.19 The Commission also expressed that the matters related to its human 
resources, financial management, exclusion of allegations of human rights violations by 
law-enforcement agencies, are not in compliance with the Paris Principles. But the 
Commission did not act or investigate cases of enforced disappearances as it is mandated 

14  “Terrorism-militancy dealt with iron hand: Home Minister”, The Daily Samakal, 7 May 2015, 
http://www.samakal.net/2016/05/07/5519. 
15 Gay-rights activist Xulhaz Mannan and his friend and theatre artist Mahbub Rabbi Tonoy, were hacked 
to death at Xulhaz’s Kalabagan residence within hours of his statement. 
16  “Another drive if needed, says home minister”, The Independent, 19 June 2016, 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/arcprint/details/48169/2016-06-19. 
17 “NHRC chief seeks authority to probe”, The Independent, 3 September, 2015  
http://www.theindependentbd.com/printversion/details/14201.  
18 Ain o Salish Kendra, op. cit.  
19 “NHRC wants State to reduce extrajudicial killings”, Daily Sun, 2 October 2015, http://www.daily-
sun.com/post/79983/NHRC-wants-State-to-reduce-extrajudicial-killings.  
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to do by law. The Commission could go to places of violations and bring these to the 
attention of authorities case-by-case and systematically follow-up on violations based on 
its findings. 
 
The figure of extra judicial killings slightly decreased from 133 in 2010 to 100 in 2011, 
and 91 in 2012, but it sharply increased to 208 in 2013. In 2014, it was 154 and increased 
to 192 in 2015. Simply from the statistics, the question arises as to what role, if any, the 
NHRC has played to stop extra-judicial killings that are identified as one of its highest 
priorities? 

The Paris Principles set out six main criteria that national human rights institutions are 
required to meet: Mandate and competence, Autonomy from the Government, 
Independence guaranteed by Statute or Constitution, Pluralism, Adequate Resources and 
Adequate powers of Investigation, etc. The Sub-Committee on Accreditation (SCA) of 
the International Coordinating Committee for National Human Rights Institutions (ICC), 
which accredits national human rights institutions ranked the National Human Rights 
Commission, Bangladesh as a ‘B’ category institution in 2010. It observed at the time 
that the NHRC could not be conferred ‘A’ status, as the government's control over the 
selection committee was obvious, and there was no representation of civil society.   

After five years, the ICC-SCA did another review in March 2015 to decide whether 
NHRC, Bangladesh could be upgraded to an ‘A’ category institution. The NHRC, 
Bangladesh then informed the SCA that it had sent a proposal to the government to bring 
changes to the selection committee, including raising the number of committee members 
from seven to eleven. Obviously, the NHRC of Bangladesh still hasn’t satisfied the 
criteria for full compliance with the Paris Principles and its proposal on expanding the 
selection committee is not of consequence unless the enabling law is amended to that 
effect. Once again, the ICC-SCA accredited the NHRC as a ‘B’ category institution.   

The composition of the selection committee clearly reveals that the government can 
easily choose candidates for the post of NHRC chairman and members, as per their 
interest. Concerns have been raised earlier from different quarters regarding the 
composition of the selection committee, while rights organisations have always raised 
strong objections in this regard.  Surprisingly, the National Human Rights Commission 
claims that there was a formal and informal dialogue with civil society before selecting 
the previous commissioners, 20  and that broad consultations were conducted CSOs, 
academia, media and other professional groups towards transparency in the selection 

20 The previous cohort of Commissioners were appointed on 22 June 2010 for their first term. After 
completion of a three year term, they were re-appointed on 23 June 2013 for another term of three years, 
with the exception of Niru Kumar Chakma, who already served as a member for two terms. 
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process. However, human rights NGOs are not aware of such consultations during the 
selection process.  
 
The NHRC’s strategic plan is critical as evidence of its commitment for promotion and 
protection of human rights. In 2010, the NHRC drafted its first five year strategic plan 
and subsequently revised it in 2011 based on stakeholders feedback gathered through 
several workshops conducted in different parts of the country. In the first strategic plan, 
the NHRC identified 10 pressing human rights issues. Among them, two issues were 
identified as being of “highest priority”. Firstly, enforced disappearance, torture and 
extrajudicial killings (termed as violence by state mechanisms); and secondly, violations 
of economic, social and cultural rights, including health rights, and discrimination against 
people with disabilities.  
 
The NHRC Act 2009 prescribes the mandate of the Commission and it also defines 
human rights as follows: “Right to life, Right to liberty, Right to equality and Right to 
dignity of a person guaranteed by the constitution of the People's Republic of Bangladesh 
and such other human rights that are declared under different international human rights 
instruments ratified by the People’s Republic of Bangladesh and are enforceable by the 
existing laws of Bangladesh (Section 2-f)”. While this has specified some rights that are 
civil and political in nature, and widens the NHRC’s mandate to international human 
rights ratified by the government of Bangladesh, these are still subject to enforcement in 
the national legal system. As most economic, social and cultural rights like right to food, 
clothing, education, healthcare, housing, etc. are not recognised as fundamental rights in 
the Constitution of Bangladesh, and are thus not enforceable through the court of law. 
Under such circumstances, it is difficult to understand how much the Commission could 
do to protect these rights within its mandate.  
 
2.1  Initiatives to address the human rights situation 
 
The National Human Rights Commission has taken positive initiatives in 2015 through 
press statements, events, seminars and spot visits, etc. On 16 August 2015, the NHRC 
Chair urged the government to take steps to make the Commission fully independent,21 at 
the inaugural session of a consultation meeting on the National Human Rights 
Commission’s second Draft Strategic Plan (2016-2020). The NHRC has initiated a move 
to persuade the government to establish an independent National Commission to ensure 
the rights of the children.22 The Commission adopted a draft of the National Commission 
for Rights of the Child Bill, 2016 by Save the Children and Ain o Salish Kendra. The 

21  “NHRC chief seeks authority to probe”, The Independent, 3 September 2015, 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/printversion/details/14201. 
22  “NHRC for formation of independent Children Commission”, The Independent, 29 June 2016,  
http://www.theindependentbd.com/post/49673.    
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Commission expressed that it will send the draft to the Ministry of Women and 
Children’s Affairs as per its mandate to recommend the government to formulate various 
laws.  
 
There were other areas where the performance of the Commission was less than 
satisfactory. For example: The Human Trafficking Deterrence and Suppression Act was 
enacted in 2012 but proceedings of cases filed under the Act progressed at a snail’s pace. 
The government formulated a three-year action plan to prevent human trafficking, but it 
has not yet been implemented. Part of the plan was to form special tribunals in seven 
divisions, but it is yet to be done. The Overseas Employment and Migrants Act, 2013 was 
enacted, but it is hardly enforced. The Commission could have make recommendation to 
the government for the effective implementation of these laws. However, the NHRC 
Chair could only come up with the remark, “The State must take responsibility for those 
victims of human trafficking who have been cheated by registered travel agencies of the 
country”, while addressing a public hearing on Migration and Human Trafficking.  
 
The ICC-SCA acknowledged that the NHRC is operating in particularly difficult 
circumstances and commended its ongoing efforts to promote and protect human rights in 
Bangladesh. However, that does not justify the Commission’s interventions and actions 
on a positive note which were not in compliance with Paris Principles in certain cases. It 
is disappointing to see the NHRC silent during the Kalyanpur slum clearance23 by police 
and ministry officials on 21 January 2016 when 40,000 dwellers were forcibly evicted. 
The Commission visits jails and hospitals. It has raised its concern several times over the 
inhumane conditions and quality of care respectively in those places. However, there is 
no systematic monitoring of these facilities by the Commission.  
 
As regards the complaints handling function of the Commission, it is encouraging to see 
an increasing rate of complaints recorded in its annual report and through its statements. 
Te online complaint mechanism does not provide any special or immediate attention 
towards human rights defenders.  
 
3. Human Rights Defenders (HRDs)/Women Human Rights Defenders 
(WHRDs) 

There is a reality of non-recognition of the work of HRDs, which is more present in case 
of WHRDs. Women human rights defenders have been working not only for realising 
women’s rights, but are also very much involved with mainstream human rights issues 

23  “Tension mounts over Kalyanpur slum eviction drive”, Dhaka Tribune, 21 January 2016, 
http://archive.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2016/jan/21/chaos-erupts-over-kallyanpur-slum-eviction-drive; 
“Violence during Kalyanpur slum eviction”, Daily Star, 21 January 2016, 
http://www.thedailystar.net/city/slum-eviction-turns-violent-kalyanpur-205057.    
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with different organisations. However, while carrying out their work or because of their 
work, women human rights defenders are targeted with gender-specific risks and 
vulnerabilities, in terms of their safety and mobility. There are numerous instances of 
such abuses, threat and violations faced by WHRDs. In such cases, the culture of blaming 
the victim herself has become a key factor for non-reporting of the violations.  

The National Human Rights Commission made no focused or dedicated efforts to receive 
complaints related to rights violations of HRDs and WHRDs in 2015. It did not undertake 
any specific documentation or even press statement in this regard. There were no events 
or specialised trainings organised by the NHRC in 2015 exclusively for human rights 
defenders, or to publicise the concept of human rights defenders in society, nor to 
promote awareness on the safeguards for HRDs and WHRDs, especially at grassroots 
level.   

In Bangladesh, Part III of the Constitution protects fundamental rights. Of particular 
relevance are Article 37 on freedom of assembly, Article 38 on freedom of association, 
and Article 39 on freedom of expression. Article 16 guarantees all citizens the protection 
of the law. However, no specific legal framework is in place to facilitate or protect the 
activities of human rights defenders. On the contrary, a number of restrictive pieces of 
legislation detrimental to the defence of fundamental freedoms are aimed to directly or 
indirectly hinder the work of human rights defenders.  
 
There were no steps by the National Human Rights Commission to advocate for the 
enactment of specific national legislation to provided protection to HRDs. There is no 
dedicated complaints receiving desk for human rights defenders, women or persons with 
disability or any other vulnerable group. There is very limited assistance provided for 
persons unable to write, to record their complaint in writing.  The staff who receive the 
complaints severely lack knowledge of human rights and the mandate of the NHRC. The 
complaints received are not segregated according to gender, ethnicity, religion or age, 
which makes it difficult to draw any analysis of trends. 
 
3.1.1 Case Study: Attacks on Free-thinkers and Targeted Killings 
 
Free-thinkers have been repeatedly targeted by extremist groups throughout Bangladesh 
since 2013. Religious extremist groups have emerged as an increasing threat to the safety 
of bloggers, writers, publishers, teachers, Hindu priests, Muslim Muezzin,24 and online 
activists. The handling of such issues by law enforcement agencies and the government is 
really discouraging. The killing of secular individuals is part of an alarming trend of 

24  Muezzin killed inside Old Dhaka mosque, Daily Star, 4 April 2016, 
http://www.thedailystar.net/city/muezzin-killed-inside-old-dhaka-mosque-1204033. 

64 
 

                                                           



violent intolerance in Bangladesh. Such killings also have a chilling effect on freedom of 
opinion, speech and expression, as some of the victims were “atheist” bloggers, writers 
and online activists. 
 
The Chairman of the National Human Rights Commission questioned the role of law 
enforcers on 8 August 2015: “The bloggers are getting killed one after another as the law 
enforcers are still asleep, it’s not yet stopped…the murder of free thinkers has not 
stopped for lack of effective actions”25. He also stated that the Commission immediately 
expressed its concern and demanded that the State take effective and quick action to bring 
the perpetrators to justice. According to the Commission, it was not satisfied with the 
way the State responded to these killings.26  
 
However, there was not even a public statement by the NHRC after some of those 
murders; and its action was limited to the expression of concern in a few cases. What the 
Commission failed to do is to denounce those killings in a timely fashion; to publicise its 
point of view on freedom of expression and opinion; and to provide concrete support in 
terms of assistance to find safe shelter for those at risk within the country or relocation 
abroad.  
 
3.1.2 Case Study: Human Rights Violations by Law Enforcing Agencies 
 
According to documentation (based on different newspaper reports and own 
documentation) by ASK in 2016, 150 people were killed in crossfire and law 
enforcement agencies custody in the last nine months (January to September 2016). 
Sixty-one of them were killed in crossfire involving police; 34 involving Rapid Action 
Battalion; 11 involving Detective Branch (DB) of police; one involving Police-Border 
Guard Bangladesh; and 3 were killed in a SWAT operation (Hit Strong 27).27 Seven 
people died after torture by police, and one each after torture by the DB and the railway 
police. Nine people were killed in police shooting, one in BGB shooting, six in joint force 
shooting (Thunder Bolt Operation) and nine in Swat operation (Storm 26).   

Their families and witnesses allege that plainclothes men identifying themselves as law 
enforcers picked up 75 people. However, the law enforcement agencies have denied the 
allegation. Of the 75, eight were found dead, three returned, and 18 were produced as 

25 “Law enforcers’ role questioned in blogger killings”, Prothom Alo, 8 August 2015, http://en.prothom-
alo.com/bangladesh/news/74763/Law-enforcers%E2%80%99-role-questioned-in-blogger-killings. 
26  “NHRC chief not so happy with the state”, Daily Star, 20 June 2016, 
http://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/not-so-happy-the-state-1242427. 
27  “150 killed in ‘crossfire’, custody in 9 months”, The Bangladesh Chronicle, 30 September 2016, 
http://bangladeshchronicle.net/2016/09/150-killed-in-crossfire-custody-in-9-months/. 
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under arrest. A total of 57 people died in jail custody in nine months from January to 
September 2016; 23 of whom were convicted prisoners. 

According to ASK Documentation 2015, 191 people were killed in shootouts with law 
enforcement agencies and in custody in 2015 while 183 people died in crossfire. A total 
of 55 people were detained by individuals identifying themselves as law enforcement 
agency members in 2015. Of them, eight were found dead, five returned home and seven 
were found to have been arrested.28 

With regard to extra-judicial killings, enforced disappearances, death in shootout and 
custody in 2015 as well as 2016, the National Human Rights Commission was vocal and 
expressed its strong position against these violations. “The Commission considered 
extrajudicial killing or crossfire as a threat to the rule of law. It believes that no one is 
above law, and all stakeholders must have respect for human rights, and it 
has recommended the government to punish the people involved in the extrajudicial 
killings through investigations”.29 On 4 February 2016, the NHRC Chair criticised police 
over the death of tea-seller Babul Mattabbar, who received 95 percent burns after he 
caught fire from his kerosene stove, which was knocked over by a police officer, after he 
refused to pay a bribe. He asked the Inspector General of Police (IGP), the Dhaka 
Metropolitan Police (DMP) commissioner, and also the home minister, to restrain the 
unruly police personnel from getting involved in such heinous incidents. 

Earlier, the NHRC had made two recommendations to the government to stop 
extrajudicial killings and ‘enforced disappearances’ in the country: (1) To stop anti-crime 
drives by law enforcers in plainclothes; and (2) To keep at least two persons to witness 
under what circumstances the raid and arrests are being made. 
 
The National Human Rights Commission has drafted a 14-point guideline on procedures 
to be followed after death in the custody of law enforcement agencies or in crossfire, 
including recommending an independent investigation into any such incidents, and a 
judicial inquiry on the family’s demand. In the draft guidelines, the Commission states 
that currently the failure of the law enforcers to register and investigate such deaths 
undermines the protection of the right to life and personal liberty guaranteed by the 
Constitution.30  

28  “Bangladesh human rights situation worsened in 2015”, Daily Star, 1 January 2016, 
http://archive.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2016/jan/01/bangladesh-human-rights-situation-worsened-
2015. 
29  “Extrajudicial killing a threat to rule of law: NHRC”, The Independent, 3 October 2015, 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/printversion/details/17747.  
30 “Investigation and Trial in Custodial Death, Crossfire: NHRC drafts guidelines”, The New Age, 29 
January 2016 
http://newagebd.net/197764/investigation-and-trial-in-custodial-death-crossfire-nhrc-drafts-guidelines/. 
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3.2 NHRC as Voice against Repression  
 
The present situation seems like the worst of all times. In June 2016, the government 
initiated a special drive to arrest “extremists” and criminals which has created a chaotic 
situation and human rights violations due to mass arrests. Thousands of people were 
detained by the law enforcement agencies31 during the special drive across the country; 
and the majority of the detainees are either members or supporters of the mainstream 
opposition political parties. 
 
There is also a tendency to stop pro-opposition political programmes or meetings in the 
name of public safety by imposing Section 144 of the Code of Criminal Procedure (1898) 
on the pretext of mitigating violence. The government is barring meetings and assemblies 
of the opposition and groups with alternative beliefs by using the law enforcement 
agencies. The situation of the country has already become catastrophic and human rights 
defenders are on the frontline of repression.  
 
While asked about the recent mass arrests of around 1,300 people, the NHRC Chairman 
expressed, “We don’t need any erudition to understand the abuse of human rights 
violation when such a huge number of people are arrested without any allegation against 
them”. Even though the Chairman makes comments on human rights issues and 
violations, the NHRC has seldom issued any statement regarding the obstruction of 
exercise of the rights to peaceful assembly or intolerant behaviour during rallies and 
assemblies. The NHRC website gives the sense that most of the press statements issued 
by NHRC are on events organised by the NHRC, and does not express its position on 
vital human rights issues. 
 
Another sign of the government’s growing intolerance towards dissent and oppositional 
views is the enactment of laws with repressive provisions. Below is an overview of some 
repressive laws: 
 
SL.
No. 

Laws Status Reactions 

1. The Information 
and 
Communication 
Technology Act 
2006 (amended 

Enacted and the right to freedom of 
opinion and expression is sternly curtailed 
due to the random application of it 
(amended 2009 and 2013). Section 57 is 
rampantly used by the law enforcing 

Draconian Law 
affecting FoE 
on the Internet. 
Empowering 
law enforcers 

31  “Bangladesh arrests more than 11,000 after wave of killings”, CNN.com, 15 June 2016,  
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/06/15/asia/bangladesh-nationwide-raids/. 
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2009 and 2013) agencies.  to arrest 
anyone 
accused of 
violating the 
law without a 
warrant, by 
invoking 
section 54 of 
the Code of 
Criminal 
Procedure. 

2. The Anti-
Terrorism 
(Amendment) 
Act, 2013 

This law undermines the essence of the 
personal liberty of the citizens, FoE and the 
freedom of the media and allows court to 
accept videos, still photographs and audio 
clips, chats and conversation used on the 
social media such as Facebook, Skype and 
Twitter. 

The Anti-
Terrorism 
(Amendment) 
Act, 2013 is 
viewed as 
highly 
suppressive as 
it may be 
abused to 
detain 
oppositionists 
and dissenters 
simply for their 
beliefs. 
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3. The Foreign 
Donations 
(Voluntary 
Activities) 
Regulation Act 
2014 

Parliament passed the bill. National and 
international NGOs have urged the 
president not to give his consent to the 
legislation, saying the law would pave the 
way to violate freedom of expression and 
thought.32 
 

According to 
civil society, in 
the name of 
transparency 
and 
accountability, 
the 
government 
mainly wanted 
to demoralise 
voluntary work 
and regulate 
NGO 
activities, 
especially to 
violate 
freedom of 
expression. 
They also 
urged the 
government to 
bring 
necessary 
amendments to 
the law 
through 
discussions 
with 
stakeholders. 

4. Draft ‘Cyber 
Security Law’ 
2015 

Contains some existing ICT Act sections 
that criminalise defamatory and anti-state 
writing, but the offences are defined on a 
wider scale and carry a maximum 
punishment of 20 years and the accused 
can be arrested without any warrant. 

Civil society 
said the draft 
replicates 
existing 
provisions, 
apart from 
increasing the 

32  “NGO reps urge president to block restrictive law”, Dhaka Tribune, 9 October 2016, 
http://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/law-rights/2016/10/09/ngo-reps-call-donations-act-amendments/.  
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punishment for 
cyber crime33 

 
Section 12 (1) (g) of the NHRC Act, 2009 provides that the Commission shall examine 
draft bills and proposals for new legislation to verify their conformity with international 
human rights standards and to make recommendations for amendment to the appropriate 
authority. There is no information on any action taken by the NHRC with regard to the 
above restrictive laws and policies, such as public statements and initiation of dialogue 
with state authorities. The Commission has failed to take any visible measure to critically 
analyse these laws and for their amendment in line with human rights standards. 
 
The state of press freedom in Bangladesh is also going through the most repressive time. 
The unusual imposition of restrictions upon freedom of the press and online journalism 
has become a common scenario. Under the current regime, three opposition TV channels 
were shut down and two opposition newspapers were closed. The fact is that journalists 
and media houses are operating under fear, constant watch and censorship by the 
government. Due to fear of reprisal, journalists and media houses have self-censored their 
criticisms of the government.34 The indiscriminate abuse of sedition law and section 57 
of the ICT Act, and treating defamation as a criminal offence, threatens the existence of 
the free press, which would also destroy the rule of law, human rights and democracy. 
However, the NHRC is perceived as very weak in raising its voice for freedom of 
expression, as well as press freedom. 
 
4 Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The NHRC has maintained its collaboration with civil society and has been open to 
cooperation in protecting human rights. The previous Commission completed two full 
terms and a new Commission has been constituted. The time is opportune for the NHRC 
to make the changes that are necessary for its credibility and effectiveness in human 
rights promotion and protection. There have been signs in the past that the NHRC’s 
members were unable to work collectively in furtherance of its mandate. The new 
Commission must address this issue and develop coordination and collective working 
practices among its members and between members and the staff. Only then can the 
Commission hope to play its role in strengthening the human rights machinery in 
Bangladesh, and thereby fulfilling the expectations of the people.  
 
 

33  “Experts decry draft Cyber Security Act 2015”, The Independent, 28 June 2015, 
http://www.theindependentbd.com/printversion/details/5501.  
34  “Govt sometimes failed to protect press freedom”, Daily Star, 16 April 2016, 
http://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/govt-failed-protect-press-freedom-1209565.  
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4.1 Recommendations to the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) 
 

4.1.1. Reform the enabling law of the NHRC and abolish current ambiguities; 
4.1.2. Respect the recommendations of the NHRC, and take its statements and 

representations with utmost importance; 
4.1.3. Resource the NHRC’s budget adequately and improve its financial 

autonomy. 
 
4.2 Recommendations to the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) 
 

4.2.1. Initiate proper documentation system on human rights violations and 
ensure effective handling of complaints; 

4.2.2. Set-up a specific desk for human rights defenders, an emergency help line 
for immediate  and continuous support, and training or events exclusively 
for human rights defenders; 

4.2.3. Move to an accessible location and set-up branch offices so that people 
can access and seek assistance in a timely manner;  

4.2.4. Develop mechanisms to help human rights defenders at risk such as safe 
houses, minimum support through communication with this community, 
relocation, etc.  

4.2.5. Continue commendable initiatives such as the follow-up of the 
implementation of the UPR Recommendations and preparing a 
stakeholders report for the UPR. 
 

*** 
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