
 

Bangladesh: End Enforced Disappearances 

Hold Law Enforcement Accountable 
 

*Joint Statement by 12 human rights groups ahead of the International Day of the Victims of 

Enforced Disappearances, 2020 

 

(Dhaka, August 28, 2020) – Bangladesh security forces and law-enforcement agencies 

continuously commit enforced disappearances with impunity, targeting journalists, activists, and 

government critics, 12 human rights groups said today ahead of the International Day of the 

Victims of Enforced Disappearances. The groups remember the victims of enforced 

disappearances and stand in solidarity with the families of people who have been forcibly 

disappeared in Bangladesh and across the world. 

 

From January 1, 2009 to July 31, 2020, at least 572 people have been reported forcibly 

disappeared by security forces and law-enforcement agencies in Bangladesh. While some were 

eventually released, shown arrested, or discovered killed by security forces and law-enforcement 

agencies in so-called “crossfire” encounters, the whereabouts of many of them remain unknown. 

 

Enforced disappearance – the deprivation of liberty by agents of the state and concealment of the 

fate or whereabouts of the person in custody – is strictly prohibited under international law. 

Despite consistent and credible evidence of their occurrence, the Bangladesh 



governmentcontinues to deny its unlawful practice of enforced disappearances. Access to justice 

is systematically denied to victims and their families. 

 

Enforced disappearance is part of the ruling party’s ongoing crackdown on freedom of speech. 

Disappearance, or threats of disappearance, is used to silence critics and repress the opposition.  

 

The UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, the UN Committee against 

Torture, and the UN Human Rights Committee have all expressed their concern over the 

Bangladesh government’s failure to disclose information regarding arbitrary arrests, 

unacknowledged detention, and enforced disappearances.  

 

Bangladesh government authorities have failed to respond to the repeated calls from families of 

the disappeared for investigations into the enforced disappearance of their loved ones. Victims 

and their families are met with repeated obstacles to legal redress, including police refusal to file 

cases and threats to drop cases. This is exacerbated for members of the opposition and those who 

criticize the incumbent government and the ruling party. Families of victims of enforced 

disappearances face serious threats and harassment by government authorities when they protest 

such unlawful treatment and injustice or when they seek to determine the whereabouts of their 

loved ones. Meanwhile, law enforcement enjoys a culture of impunity, perpetuated by the ruling 

party’s refusal to acknowledge the occurrence of enforced disappearances or hold security forces 

accountable.  

 

The Awami League-led government’s persistent denial that enforced disappearances occur in 

Bangladesh and its refusal to credibly investigate the fate and whereabouts of disappeared 

persons is an abdication of responsibility to address this serious violation of human rights, the 

groups said. 

 

Although enforced disappearances had taken place earlier, this practice has increased 

exponentially since the present Awami League-led coalition took office in 2009. Numerous 

members and supporters of the political opposition were subjected to enforced disappearance 

around the 2014 general election, which the major opposition parties boycotted, leading to the 

Awami League coalition’s return to office. 

 

Ahead of the 2018 general election, there were at least 98 reported cases of enforced 

disappearances by security forces. International observers raised serious questions about whether 

the 2018 election – which brought the Awami League to power for a third consecutive term – 

was free and fair, given reports of attacks on the opposition, including through enforced 

disappearances.  

 

Enforced disappearances have continued during the Covid-19 pandemic. At the same time, the 

economic hardship caused by the pandemic has had a detrimental impact on the mental, social, 

and physical well-being of the families of the disappeared; and on their ability to search for their 

loved ones. Many of these families are facing increased economic hardship since the outbreak of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, since in many cases the victims of enforced disappearance were the 

family’s primary income earners. The lockdown measures and diminished capacity of the courts 

have further undermined the ability of the families of the disappeared to seek remedies.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/nov/25/bangladesh-pm-sheikh-hasina-claims-forced-disappearances-take-place-in-uk-and-us
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/WGEID/119/1
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%252FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsqgRP%252BqMxsHC87ICAd8ka3DUpHWZxnSYlrsZb%252BjutT8cwUmdLcjzTGdyUVFhyA3LMfy86GCE%252BvJgX1E8Z61aCE24rf03z5%252FQYlO95H7EP7rO
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%252FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsqgRP%252BqMxsHC87ICAd8ka3DUpHWZxnSYlrsZb%252BjutT8cwUmdLcjzTGdyUVFhyA3LMfy86GCE%252BvJgX1E8Z61aCE24rf03z5%252FQYlO95H7EP7rO
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%252FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsqgRP%252BqMxsHC87ICAd8ka3DUpHWZxnSYlrsZb%252BjutT8cwUmdLcjzTGdyUVFhyA3LMfy86GCE%252BvJgX1E8Z61aCE24rf03z5%252FQYlO95H7EP7rO
https://www.refworld.org/docid/591e97c54.html


The Government of Bangladesh has yet to sign or ratify the International Convention for the 

Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. 

 

The Convention defines enforced disappearance as “the arrest, detention, abduction or any other 

form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons or groups of persons acting 

with the authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal to 

acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the 

disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection of the law.”Enforced 

disappearances are grave violations of international law. When committed as part of a 

widespread or systematic attack on a civilian population, they are crimes against humanity.  

 

Bangladesh is a member of the United Nations Human Rights Council. The Human Rights 

Council should bring a resolution calling for an independent investigation into all allegations of 

enforced disappearances, torture, and extrajudicial killings committed by the law enforcement 

and intelligence agencies in Bangladesh. 

 

Above all, all the disappeared people held in state custody should be safely returned to their 

families and those responsible for their disappearance should be held accountable, the groups 

said.  

 

This joint statement is endorsed by: 

 

The Advocates for Human Rights is a volunteer-based non-governmental organization 

committed to the impartial promotion and protection of international human rights standards 

and the rule of law. Established in 1983, The Advocates conducts a range of programs to 

promote human rights in the United States and around the world, including monitoring and fact 

finding, direct legal representation, education and training, and 

publications.www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org 

 

The Anti-Death Penalty Asia Network (ADPAN) is a regional network of organizations and 

individuals committed to working towards abolition of the death penalty in the Asia Pacific. 

ADPAN was founded in Hong Kong on the World Day against the Death Penalty in 

2006.https://adpan.org/ 

 

The Asian Federation Against Involuntary Disappearances (AFAD) is a federation of human 

rights organisations working directly on the issue of involuntary disappearances in Asia. 

Envisioning a world without desaparecidos, AFAD was founded on June 4, 1998 in Manila, 

Philippines. AFAD was the recipient of the 2016 Asia Democracy and Human Rights Award 

conferred by the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy.www.afad-online.org 

 

The Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) was founded in 1984 by a prominent group of 

jurists and human rights activists in Asia. The AHRC is an independent, non-governmental body, 

which seeks to promote greater awareness and realisation of human rights in the Asian region, 

and to mobilise Asian and international public opinion to obtain relief and redress for the 

victims of human rights violations.http://www.humanrights.asia/   

http://www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org/
https://adpan.org/
http://www.afad-online.org/
http://www.humanrights.asia/


The Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL) was formed in November 1997 to promote 

and support democratization in Asia at the national and regional levels. It has since established 

itself as the foremost NGO working for democratic elections in the region. ANFREL has27 

member organizations hailing from 17 different countries in Asia.https://anfrel.org/  

 

The Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA) is a Bangkok-based 

regional network of 81 memberorganisations across 21 Asian countries, with consultative status 

with the United Nations Economic and Social Council, and consultative relationship with the 

ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights. Founded in 1991, FORUM-ASIA 

works to strengthen movements for human rights and sustainable development through research, 

advocacy, capacity-development and solidarity actions in Asia and beyond. It has sub-regional 

offices in Geneva, Jakarta, and Kathmandu.www.forum-asia.org 

 

The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) is a non-governmental federation of 

human rights organizations around the world. Founded in 1922, FIDH is the oldest international 

human rights organization in the world, and today brings together 192- member organizations 

from 117 countries. Its core mandate is to promote respect for all the rights set out in the 

UDHR.www.fidh.org 

 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) is an international non-governmental organization, 

headquartered in New York City, that conducts research and advocacy on human rights. Human 

Rights Watch investigates and reports on abuses throughout the world.https://www.hrw.org/  

 

Mayer Daak(“Mother’s Call”) is a platform of the families of victims of enforced 

disappearances in Bangladesh with the common goal of seeking the whereabouts of their loved 

ones and advocating for justice for the victims. 

 

Odhikar is a registered human rights organisation based in Dhaka, Bangladesh established on 

October 10, 1994 by a group of human rights defenders, to monitor human rights violations and 

create wider awareness. It holds special consultative status with the ECOSOC of the United 

Nations.www.odhikar.org 

 

Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights is a non-governmental organization based in Washington, 

D.C. Founded in 1968 as a living memorial, it strives to achieve Robert F. Kennedy’s vision of a 

more just and peaceful world. Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights’ core programs focus on the 

power of the individual and providing sustained advocacy, litigation, and capacity-building 

support to grassroots leaders to advance social justice movements around the 

globe.www.rfkhumanrights.org 

 
The World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT) is an international non-governmental organisation 

based in Geneva, with offices in Brussels and Tunis. The OMCT works with around 200 

memberorganisations, which constitute its SOS-Torture Network, to end torture and ill-treatment, fight 

impunity and protect human rights defenders worldwide. Helping local voices be heard, we support our 

vital partners in the field and provide direct assistance to victims. www.omct.org 
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