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Executive Summary

At the invitation of the Interim Government of Bangladesh, OHCHR conducted
an independent fact-finding inquiry into alleged human rights violations and
abuses that occurred between 1 July and 15 August 2024, in the context of the
widespread protests roiling the country, and in their immediate aftermath. Based
on a thorough and independent assessment of all the information collected,
OHCHR finds that there are reasonable grounds to believe that the former
Government and its security and intelligence apparatus, together with violent
elements associated with the Awami League, systematically engaged in serious
human rights violations, including hundreds of extrajudicial killings, other use of
force violations involving serious injuries to thousands of protesters, extensive
arbitrary arrest and detention, and torture and other forms of ill-treatment.
OHCHR has reasonable grounds to believe that these violations were carried
out with the knowledge, coordination and direction of the political leadership
and senior security sector officials, in pursuance of a strategy to suppress the
protests and related expressions of dissent. These serious human rights violations
also raise concerns from the perspective of international criminal law, so that
additional criminal investigations are warranted to determine the extent to which
they may also amount to crimes against humanity and, torture (as a stand-alone

international crime), as well as serious crimes under domestic law.

The decision of the High Court on 5 June 2024 to reinstate a quota reserving 30
percent of public service jobs to the descendants of independence war fighters was
the immediate trigger of these protests. But there was a deeper set of grievances
among various sectors of the population, rooted in destructive and corrupt
pathologies of politics and governance, which had failed to address, and indeed

exacerbated, deepening economic inequalities and lack of access to enjoyment
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of economic, social and cultural rights. Many thousands of Bangladeshis,
including women and children, from across diverse socioeconomic, professional
and religious backgrounds joined the protests, calling for meaningful social,
economic and political reform. In its attempts to stem the growing anger of the
public, and to cling on to power, the former Government attempted to suppress

systematically the protests, resorting to increasingly violent means.

From mid-July, the former Government and the Awami League mobilized a
continuously expanding circle of armed actors. In its initial efforts to suppress
the protests, Awami League leaders, including government ministers, incited
Chhatra League supporters, who were armed with an array of blunt and
sharp weapons and some firearms, to launch attacks on both male and female
students exercising their right of peaceful assembly on and around university
campuses. Students often defended themselves. In response, the Government
resorted to even more serious violence. The Bangladesh Police, operating in
close coordination with an array of armed Awami League supporters, violently
suppressed peaceful student protests with unnecessary and disproportionate
force, including against a major protest held on 17 July at Dhaka University, in

contravention of international human rights law.

Following these developments, the student movement issued a call, echoed
by the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and Jamaat-e-Islami, for general
protests and a complete shutdown of Dhaka and other cities. In response, the
then Government further escalated its violence against protestors and protest
organisers, leading to violations of the rights to life, peaceful assembly, and
liberty and security of the person. While Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) and
Police helicopters sought to intimidate protesters from the air, Police, RAB
and Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB) on the ground deployed a combination
of military rifles and shotguns loaded with lethal metal pellets, as well as less-
lethal weapons against protesters. Some of those protesters had been trying to
obstruct roads and certain installations but had still been conducting themselves
peacefully overall. To defend themselves against such attacks, some protesters in

turn resorted to throwing bricks and sticks.
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In this deteriorating environment and in response to State violence, some elements
among the protestors engaged in acts of violence, targeting mostly government
buildings, transport infrastructure, and the police. On the evening of 18 July,
the Government reinforced orders authorising security forces to resort to lethal
force against protestors. From 19 July until the end of the protests, BGB, RAB
and Police fired lethal ammunition indiscriminately at protesters in Dhaka and
elsewhere, resulting in many extrajudicial killings and injuries, including of
journalists covering the protests. In some cases, security forces engaged in summary

executions by deliberately shooting unarmed protesters at point blank range.

However, the use of violence against protestors by police and paramilitary forces
did not suppress the protests and the growing degree of violent unrest. On 20 July,
the former Government imposed a general curfew and deployed the Army. In some
instances, Army soldiers shot at protestors who did not present an imminent threat
of death or serious injury, resulting in at least one extrajudicial killing. According
to some witness accounts, junior officers on the ground increasingly resisted
orders to use firearms against civilian protestors, informing the Army Chief during
a large meeting held on 3 August that they did not want to shoot at protesters.
Despite this, the Army still played an important role in enabling violations by
law enforcement officials by providing a physical protective cover to them, which
allowed their use of lethal force against protestors without fear of counterattack,
including during a brutal clearance of the blockades on the Dhaka-Chittagong
Highway where police and RAB shot, killed and injured scores of protesters on
20 and 21 July. In late July, the Army also participated in massive raids, in which
Police and RAB arbitrarily arrested large numbers of people to prevent a reignition
of mass protests. Testimony by former senior officials also revealed that the Army
and BGB took part in developing a government plan to utilise the Army, BGB and
Police to stop, including through the use of force, the protesters’ March on Dhaka,
called for 5 August 2024. Pursuant to that plan, the Police shot and killed many
protesters, but the Army and BGB largely stood by and let protesters pass.

The intelligence services — the Directorate-General of Armed Forces Intelligence

(DGFI), National Security Intelligence (NSI) and the National Telecommunication
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Monitoring Centre (NTMC) — and the specialised branches of the Police —
Detective Branch, Special Branch and Counter Terrorism and Transnational
Crime unit (CTTC) — engaged directly in perpetrating human rights violations
to abet the violent suppression of protests. They shared intelligence, including
information obtained through surveillance in violation of the right to privacy,
to enable the campaign of mass arbitrary arrest that took place in late July. The
Detective Branch routinely resorted to arbitrary detention and torture to extract
information and confessions from detainees. The headquarters of the CTTC also
served as another location where many of those detained arbitrarily, including
children, were held. Detective Branch and DGFI colluded in the abduction and
arbitrary detention of student leaders and sought to coerce them to renounce
the protests. DGFI, NSI and Detective Branch personnel obstructed lifesaving
medical care, frequently interrogating patients in hospitals, arresting injured
persons and intimidating medical personnel and staff. Neither prosecutorial
authorities nor the judiciary took any meaningful action to curb acts and practices
of arbitrary detention and torture, or to ensure that any officials perpetrating such

acts were held accountable.

The intelligence services were also part of a systematic and organized effort
to conceal serious violations. NTMC worked together with the Bangladesh
Telecommunications Regulatory Commission to implement ministerial orders
imposing strategically timed and targeted Internet shutdowns to prevent protesters
from using electronic communications to organize activities, and to limit public
access to and the ability to disseminate information on the extent and scale of
ongoing violations through Internet and social media. In parallel, DGFI, NSI and
RAB pressured media outlets not to report fully and truthfully about the mass
protests and ii their violent suppression. DGFI joined the Police in intimidating

victims, their families and lawyers to ensure their silence.

Based on direct testimony from senior officials involved and other inside sources,
OHCHR was able to establish that the integrated and systematic effort using

the entire range of police, paramilitary, military and intelligence actors, as well
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as violent elements linked to the Awami League, to commit serious violations
and abuses occurred with the full knowledge, coordination and direction of the
political leadership. The then Prime Minister and Home Affairs Minister led
parallel efforts to coordinate the security and intelligence apparatus. Both received
regular reports on the situation on the ground from multiple sources. According to
senior official testimony, reports provided to the Prime Minister by senior officials
on 21 July and in early August specifically conveyed concern about excessive use
of force. Both political leaders, and the leadership of the Bangladesh Police and
the Army, also carried out site visits that would have provided them direct personal
knowledge of violations that had taken place or were ongoing. Furthermore, the
political leadership issued direct orders and other directives authorising and
guiding operations by BGB, RAB, DGFI, the Bangladesh Police and its Detective
Branch that involved serious violations of human rights against protestors and

other civilians, including extrajudicial killings and arbitrary detention.

In early August 2024, as the former Government was increasingly losing control
of the country, crowds engaged in retaliatory killings and other serious revenge
violence targeting, in particular, Awami League officials and real or perceived
supporters of the Awami League, the police and the media seen as supportive
of the Awami League. During and after the protests, members of the Hindu
community, Ahmadiyya Muslims and indigenous groups in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts, were also subject to violent attacks by mobs, including burning of homes
and some attacks on places of worship. 1 Different and often intersecting motives
drove these attacks, ranging from religious and ethnic discrimination to perceived
opportunities for revenge against Awami League supporters among minorities,
local communal disputes, including about land, and interpersonal issues. Some
Jamaat-e-Islami and BNP supporters, members and local leaders were also
involved in revenge violence and attacks on distinct religious and indigenous
groups. However, the information available to OHCHR has not shown that such
incidents were orchestrated or organised by these parties’ national leaderships,

which also took steps to condemn violence targeting minority groups.
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Up to 5 August 2024, the former Government did not appear to engage in any
genuine efforts to investigate or to ensure accountability for any of the serious

violations and abuses committed by the security forces or Awami League supporters.

Following the fall of the previous Government, the current Interim Government
has commenced efforts to ensure accountability for serious human rights
violations and abuses. Among its steps, it has brought cases against senior
officials before Bangladesh’s International Crimes Tribunal (ICT), as well as in
the regular courts. These efforts have been hampered, to differing degrees, by
preexisting structural deficiencies of the law enforcement and justice sectors,
established police malpractices such as bringing meritless charges based on mass
cases, continued intimidation and evidence tampering by some security officials
who face allegations but remain in their positions, as well as other due process
concerns related to ICT and regular courts. While the Interim Government has
reported to have made 100 arrests in relation to attacks on distinct religious and
indigenous groups, many perpetrators of acts of revenge violence and attacks on

distinct groups apparently continue to enjoy impunity.

Based on reported deaths compiled by governmental and non-governmental
sources, in combination with other available evidence, OHCHR assesses that
as many as 1,400 people could have been killed during the protests, the vast
majority of whom were killed by military rifles and shotguns loaded with lethal
metal pellets commonly used by Bangladesh’s security forces. Thousands
more suffered severe, often life-altering injuries. More than 11,700 people
were arrested and detained, according to information from the Police and RAB
provided to OHCHR.

Reported fatality figures indicate that around 12-13 percent of those killed were
children. Police and other security forces also subjected children to targeted
killings, deliberate maiming, arbitrary arrest, detention in inhumane conditions,

torture and other forms of ill-treatment.

Having been at the forefront of the early protests in particular, women and girls

were also attacked by security forces and Awami League supporters. They were
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specifically subjected to sexual and gender-based violence, including gender-
based physical violence, threats of rape and, in some documented cases, sexual
assault perpetrated by Awami League supporters. OHCHR also received reports
of threats of rape and sexual violence committed as revenge violence. Given
social and cultural sensitivities and the significant under-reporting of sexual and
gender-based violence in Bangladesh, OHCHR believes that it was not able to
document the full extent of sexual violence that was perpetrated and considers
that further in-depth investigations are required to ascertain the full scope and

impact of such acts and to provide the required support to victims.

Violations were enabled and exacerbated by outdated laws and policies, corrupted
governance structures, and erosion of the rule of law, which readily facilitated the
use of disproportionate force against protesters, the militarization of policing, the
politicization of the security and justice sectors, and institutionalized impunity.
The former Government had relied on and expanded an elaborate legal and
institutional framework to repress peaceful civic and political dissent. This was
also a factor that drove some opponents of the Government towards disruptive

and, for some, even violent acts of protest.

The magnitude and seriousness of the violations and abuses that occurred
during the period covered by OHCHR’s fact-finding, and their entrenched
root causes, require both urgent measures and significant longer-term reforms
so that similar patterns of serious violations do not re-occur. To this end,
OHCHR recommends a range of actions, detailed in this report, which include
security and justice sector reforms, repeal of a host of repressive laws and
policies, amendments to other laws to bring them into line with international
human rights standards, institutional and governance sector reforms, and
broader changes to political processes and economic governance to address
inequalities, promote inclusiveness, and ensure the respect and protection of

the human rights of all of Bangladesh’s people.

Equally critical in this regard will be to take effective measures to ensure fair

and independent justice and accountability, as well as broader forms of redress




TNEFR 76 8 YT & O

for victims that will promote national healing. As a starting point, OHCHR
recommends an inclusive national dialogue and consultation to develop a
holistic, inclusive and context-specific transitional justice process that embeds
the pursuit of criminal justice, including for the most responsible perpetrators, in
accordance with international standards, within a wider victim-centred approach
that redresses legacies of serious human rights violations through truth-seeking,
reparation, memorialization, vetting of the security sector, and other measures
that will guarantee non-recurrence. Such a process will support social cohesion,

national healing, and community reconciliation.

OHCHR recommends further independent and impartial investigations of
violations and abuses that have occurred, including in relation to the protests,
with a view to supporting accountability. OHCHR stands ready to continue to
provide continuing support and technical assistance to Bangladesh, including

to facilitate follow-up to and implementation of this report’s recommendations.

OHCHR’s findings and recommendations are based on more than 230 in-
depth interviews conducted in Bangladesh and online with victims and other
witnesses. A further 36 interviews were conducted with Government, security
sector and political party officials, including many former and current senior
officials with direct knowledge of relevant events. Findings were corroborated
with authenticated videos and photos, medical forensic analysis and weapons
analysis, and other information. OHCHR has made findings to the extent
that there are reasonable grounds to believe that an incident or pattern of
conduct occurred. This standard of proof is lower than the standard required to
establish individual guilt in criminal proceedings but warrants further criminal

investigations by the competent authorities.
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#fAfBfS (Introduction)

1. The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Tiirk, first
proposed a fact-finding mission in a letter sent on 23 July to then Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina at the height of the crisis but received no positive response to
that invitation. On 14 August 2024, Dr Mohammed Yunus, Chief Advisor of
the Interim Government, requested OHCHR to conduct a fact-finding in a call
with the High Commissioner and thereupon extended a formal invitation by
letter dated 28 August 2024. Accordingly, and further to the terms of reference
agreed with the Interim Government? the High Commissioner deployed a team
of OHCHR staff to Bangladesh to conduct an independent and impartial fact-
finding into alleged human rights violations and abuses that occurred in the
context of the protests that took place between July and August 2024.

5. IR PO A 2038 A Lo GelR wifenee IR [Raws 2iR
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2. In accordance with the terms of reference, OHCHR’s fact-finding focused on
human rights violations and abuses that occurred between 1 July and 15 August,
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(Methodology, Standard of Proof and International Law Applied)

5. This report is principally based on more than 230 confidential in-depth
interviews, which OHCHR’s fact-finding team conducted in Bangladesh
and online, with victims, witnesses, student and other protest leaders, human
rights defenders, university professors, journalists and other civil society
representatives, medical professionals, lawyers, businesspeople, and various
other experts and persons of relevance. Among the witnesses and victims are 35

women, two non-binary people and 10 children.
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6. In 11 medical facilities, OHCHR’s forensic physician conferred with doctors,
examined 29 victims and reviewed, with consent, 153 medical case files, including
images of injuries. OHCHR’s weapons expert corroborated information on the
use of different types of firearms, less-lethal weapons and ammunition based
on analysis of videos, photos and ammunition remnants provided to OHCHR.

Furthermore, OHCHR preserved and reviewed thousands of original videos and
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AT G
GRSt &ATHE! (Accountability Efforts)

243. In accordance with the terms of reference agreed with the Interim
Government,*?* OHCHR also assessed accountability efforts thus far to address

serious human rights violations and abuses.

389, IHISFEAN RIEA M e IR SR SRR, sre
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244. In line with international human rights law, Bangladesh is under an
obligation to provide effective remedies for the serious human rights violations
attributable to the State, including by ensuring criminal accountability,
providing prompt, adequate and effective reparation to victims of state
violations and ensuring that such violations will not recur. Extrajudicial
killings, other unlawful taking of life, torture, sexual violence and other serious
human rights violations and abuses must be subject to independent, impartial,
prompt, thorough, effective, credible, and transparent investigation capable of
leading to the prosecution of identified perpetrators. Such investigations must
be initiated irrespective of whether the victim or their family issued a complaint
(ex officio). Whenever state officials use firearms or cause death or serious injury
in a law enforcement situation, this must also be duly investigated ex officio,
irrespective of whether unlawfulness of conduct is specifically alleged.*?*
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