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Bangladesh: Acts Of Enforced Disappearance Continue With
Blatant Impunity Targeting Political Opponents and
Dissidents

Odhikar draws the attention of the United Nations Human Rights Council and its Special
Procedures, to the persistent acts of enforced disappearances in Bangladesh. The incumbent
government of Bangladesh is taking advantage of law enforcement agencies and security
forces to use enforced disappearance as a tool, largely to quell political opposition and silence
dissenting voices. Ever since the Awami League came to power in 2009, acts of enforced
disappearance have become widespread, and such crimes continue with blatant impunity.
Statistical evidence shows that the number of cases of enforced disappearance and
extrajudicial killing spiralled before and after the two controversial and farcical
parliamentary elections held under the Awami League government in 2014 and 2018. Most
of the victims of enforced disappearance were political opposition activists and dissidents.
There are fears that cases of enforced disappearance might increase again before the
upcoming 12th Parliamentary elections, if elections are conducted under the incumbent
(Awami League) government.

According to Odhikar documentation, a total of 21 persons were allegedly disappeared after
being picked up by members of law enforcement agencies in 2022. All of them surfaced
alive, either released or produced in courts after disappearance. Although there have been
statements denying that these incidents can be categorized as ‘enforced disappearance’l, the
manner in which these persons were picked up and the fact that their whereabouts remained
unknown for a period of time, categorizes such acts as ‘enforced disappearances’ as per the
UN definition articulated in Article 2 of the International Convention for the Protection of
All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. Most of the people who disappeared in 2022 are
opposition party leaders and dissident citizens.

In Bangladesh, recently short-term disappearances have been taking place and the law
enforcers later showed the disappeared persons as arrested in criminal charges, including
‘terrorism’ under the Anti-Terrorism Act, 2009. It is to be noted that members of law
enforcement agencies either kept persons disappeared for a short period of time and then
released them or handed them over to the police station or produced them before the courts
after pressure from national, international and UN bodies. The families of those who
disappeared and were labelled ‘terrorists’, have denied that the victims were ‘Islamic
militants’. For example, on 11 September 2022, Dr. Shakir Bin Wali was picked up by four
men claiming to be members of the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) of the police,
from his residence at Rampura in Dhaka. On 13 September, Dhaka Metropolitan Police’s
Counter Terrorism and Transnational Crime (CTTC) unit showed him as arrested as a
member of the banned organization ‘Ansar Al Islam’.2 In another case, eight men claiming
to be members of the Detective Branch (DB) of Police, on 19 September, picked up Dilowar
Hossain, an employee of a private company, from his house in Basila Garden City at
Mohammadpur in Dhaka.3 On 28 September, after being disappeared for nine days, the DB
Police brought Dilowar Hossain to court, showing him arrested as a ‘terrorist’ under the Anti-
Terrorism Act.

The United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances (WGEID)
urged the Bangladesh government to redouble efforts to provide additional information,
including replying to its related general allegations transmitted after its 125th session, with a
view to clarifying all outstanding cases, and to launch independent and impartial
investigations into allegations of enforced disappearances perpetrated by the Rapid Action
Battalion.4 The government paid no heed to the calls made by the WGEID in relation to
general allegations relating to obstacles to the implementation of the Declaration on the
Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance; urgent appeals on various grounds,
including the whereabouts of the disappeared persons, and their right to life and liberty. The
WGEID stated in its annual report that detained persons’ rights, life and liberty are to be
maintained; fair proceedings before an independent and impartial tribunal must be ensured;
and prompt intervention addressing allegations of harassment of and threats to human rights
defenders and relatives of the disappeared persons in Bangladesh to be made.5
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The Bangladesh government continues to harass the families of the disappeared persons,
including visiting the houses of the families of the disappeared and interrogating them. The
law enforcers are putting pressure on the families of disappeared men, whose cases have been
taken up by the WGEID, to sign statements denying that they were picked up by law
enforcement authorities.6 The police and RAB have pressurized the families of the
disappeared victims to sign a statement in an attempt to exculpate the perpetrators, stating
that the disappeared person was actually missing and the family members were hiding
information. Police also threatened the disappeared victim-families to withdraw allegations
of enforced disappearances.7 Furthermore, in some cases the police took signatures on blank
sheets of paper.8

On 14 March 2022, UN human rights experts called on Bangladesh to immediately stop
‘retaliatory actions’ against the families and relatives of the disappeared victims and human
rights defenders.9 The families of the victims of enforced disappearances and human rights
activists have been persecuted, harassed and intimidated by security forces as a result of
activism and cooperation with international human rights organizations along with the UN
process. Apart from government harassment and intimidation, ruling party activists have
been involved in harassment and threats to family members of the victims of enforced
disappearance. It has been alleged that supporters of the ruling party published distorted
information against the women and children of the families of the victims of enforced
disappearances, including posting photoshopped pictures of women and children of the
victims’ families on social media, maligning the characters of female members of the victims’
families.10

Odhikar believes that there should have an enabling environment where victim-families and
human rights defenders can carry out their legitimate activities in a safe and conducive
environment without any threat, pressure or fear of reprisals.

Odhikar urges the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) to use UN human rights mechanisms
to end enforced disappearances in Bangladesh and bring the perpetrators to justice. The HRC
should also obligate the Bangladesh authorities to conduct independent and impartial
investigations into all allegations of enforced disappearances and ensure justice to victims
and their families. The Bangladesh government must allow the WGEID to visit Bangladesh
so that it can lead an independent international investigation into enforced disappearances in
Bangladesh.
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