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Launch a full investigation into
alleged extrajudicial executions

Bangladesh

The Government of Bangladesh must launch a prompt, impartial and effective investigation into
killings of at least 127 persons by the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) of the Bangladesh Police Forces.
Amnesty International calls on the government to bring all those suspected of criminal responsibility
of any unlawful killings to justice in fair trials before ordinary civilian courts and without recourse to
death penalty. The killings have occurred in the wake of a nationwide crackdown on alleged drug
offenders, which began in May 2018. With at least 127 deaths reported, the use of lethal force by the
RAB, may amount to extrajudicial executions, a crime under international law.

On 3 May 2018, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina instructed the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), to curb
the issue of drug abuse by continuing their anti-drug operations1 . Formed in 2004, the RAB is an
‘elite anti-crime and anti-terrorism unit of the Bangladesh Police. It consists of members of the
Bangladesh Police, Bangladesh Army, Bangladesh Navy, Bangladesh Air Force, Border Guard
Bangladesh and Bangladesh Ansar’.2 The anti-drug operations have since culminated in at least 127
deaths3 and over 11,000 arrests of alleged drug offenders. Company commanders of RAB and the
Minister of Home Affairs4 (under whose aegis the RAB is situated), have separately claimed that the
deaths were a result of gun violence5 during anti-drug operations. These deaths have occurred in
clashes either between drug dealers and law enforcement, or between rival gangs. However, some
relatives of the deceased claim the victims were taken from their homes by law enforcement officers
and executed.6

The recent killing of alleged drug offenders by a state law enforcement agency began after a speech by
the Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. 7 The lack of investigation, prosecution and accountability so far
for these killings may well violate the right to life, the right to a fair trial; both contained in core
international human rights obligations of Bangladesh. Bangladesh is a state party to the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights as well as a number of other human rights instruments, and
thus has multiple international human rights commitments to guarantee the rights enshrined therein to
all its citizens. The Right to life8 as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights includes the duty of the state to ‘prevent arbitrary
killings by [their] own security forces’.9 The Right to Life is also guaranteed by Article 32 of the
Constitution of Bangladesh.

The spate of killings additionally shows signs of violation of the right to a fair trial, too. The
presumption of innocence and the right to a ‘fair, public hearing by a competent, independent and
impartial tribunal established by law’, is a basic safeguard that Bangladesh has committed to under
international law.10

Further, killing of alleged drug offenders in police ‘shootouts’ can be a smokescreen for extra judicial
executions, and the denial of the right to a fair trial, specifically the right to be presumed innocent until



proven guilty according to law and the right to be tried before a civilian ordinary court. Amnesty
International has previously reported on the use of ‘cross fire’, ‘gun fights’, accidental deaths and self-
defence as a justification for extrajudicial executions by the RAB11 in Bangladesh. In this context,
these most recent killings warrant urgent and independent investigation by Bangladesh.

Extrajudicial executions are killings which are unlawfully and deliberately carried out by an order of
government or with its complicity or acquiescence.12 The United Nations Special Rapporteur on
Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, defines an extrajudicial killing as ‘any killing that
violates international human rights or humanitarian law, including “unlawful killings by the police”,
“deaths in military or civilian custody” and “patterns of killings by private individuals which are not
adequately investigated and prosecuted by the authorities”’.13 Bangladesh has an international human
rights obligation to investigate and prosecute those suspected of criminal responsibility for these
killings14, and failure to do so would amount to a violation of international law.

In addition, the use of lethal force by the RAB also could constitute a violation of the customary
international law obligations of Bangladesh. The use of force by law enforcement agencies must
strictly be within the parameters of proportionality to ‘the seriousness of the offence’, and must have a
‘legitimate objective to be achieved’.15 It must minimize injury and guarantee access to medical aid
and assistance for those who may be injured.16 Firearms should only be used in self-defence or for the
defence of others against death or serious injury or to prevent a crime which involves a threat to life;
and only when other measures are insufficient.17

In light of the seriousness of the crimes committed in the anti-drug operations unleashed by the RAB
since May 2018, Amnesty International calls on the Government of Bangladesh to:

1. Immediately call on the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) and all involved law enforcement agencies
to cease the use of lethal force in its crackdown on alleged drug offenders;

2. Immediately withdraw from active service any officers of the RAB and law enforcement agencies
who are suspected of involvement in the use of unlawful force resulting in death and injury to
civilians, pending formal investigation and prosecution of these officers for such crimes;

3. Guarantee fair trials before ordinary civilian courts and due process to all those suspected of drug
offences, without recourse to death penalty in all cases;

4. Carry out independent, impartial and effective investigations into the killings of alleged drug
offenders by the RAB or other groups, that have taken place since the 3rd of May 2018, including
command responsibility. Again, in all cases, before ordinary civilian courts without recourse to death
penalty;

5. Provide full reparation to survivors, their families and any individual who may have suffered harm
as the direct result of an extrajudicial execution;
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