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Disclaimer

This report was written according to the EUAA COI Report Methodology (2023). The report is
based on carefully selected sources of information. All sources used are referenced.

The information contained in this report has been researched, evaluated and analysed with
utmost care within a limited timeframe. However, this document does not claim to be
exhaustive. If a particular event, person or organisation is not mentioned in the report, this
does not mean that the event has not taken place or that the person or organisation does not
exist.

Furthermore, this report is not conclusive as to the determination or merit of any particular
application for international protection. Terminology used should not be regarded as
indicative of a particular legal position.

‘Refugee’, ‘risk’ and similar terminology are used as generic terminology and not in the legal
sense as applied in the EU Asylum Acquis, the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967
Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees.

Neither EUAA nor any person acting on its behalf may be held responsible for the use which
may be made of the information contained in this report.

On 19 January 2022, the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) became the European
Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA). All references to EASO, EASO products and bodies should
be understood as references to the EUAA.

The reference period this report ends on 15 May 2024. Any event taking place after this date
is not included in this report. More information on the reference period for this report can be
found in the methodology section of the Introduction.
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Glossary and abbreviations

Term Definition

AL Awami League

BBS Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics

BNP Bangladesh Nationalist Party

CED Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced

Disappearance

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women

CHT Chittagong Hill Tracts

CLO Certificate of Land Ownership

CSA Cyber Security Act

CTG Caretaker government

DSA Digital Security Act

Ejahar Depiction of a criminal event

FIR First information report

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
IGP Inspector General Police

MP Member of parliament



BANGLADESH — COUNTRY FOCUS L

Definition

NGO

OCCs

RAB

Shalish

Taka

ToR

VSCs

Zila

Non-governmental organisation

One-stop Crisis Centres

Rapid Action Battalion

An informal grassroots justice system, typically consisting of
village elders or other powerful individuals convening to resolve
disputes

Local currency

Terms of reference

Victim Support Centres

District
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Introduction

The purpose of this report is to provide relevant information in view of the assessment of
international protection, including refugee status and subsidiary protection. This report intends
to capture a selection of the main issues relevant to international protection in the assessment
of claims from Bangladeshi nationals.

The reference period of this report is 1 January 2022-15 May 2024. Events taking place after
the reference period have not been included.

Methodology

This report was drafted by the EUAA and reviewed by the EUAA and national COI
departments in EU+ countries,' as mentioned in the Acknowledgements section.

This report is produced in line with the EUAA COI Report Methodology (2023)? and the EUAA
COI Writing and Referencing Style Guide (2023).2

Defining the terms of reference

The terms of reference (ToR) of this report were defined by the EUAA, based on identified
information needs, and external consultations with the EUAA Strategic Network on COIl. The
ToR are available in Annex 2: Terms of Reference.

Collecting information

The information gathered is a result of research using public, specialised paper-based and
electronic sources, as well as interviews with experts until 15 May 2024. Some limited
additional information was added during the finalisation of this report in response to feedback
received during the quality control process, until 18 June 2024.

Quality control

To ensure that the authors respected the EUAA COI Report Methodology and that the ToR
were comprehensively addressed, a review was carried out by COI specialists from the
countries listed as reviewers in the Acknowledgements section. All comments made by the
reviewers were taken into consideration and most of them were implemented in the final draft
of this report, which was finalised on 18 June 2024. EUAA also performed the final quality
review and editing of the text.

"EU Member States, Norway and Switzerland

2 EUAA, EUAA Country of Origin Information (COI) Report Methodology, February 2023, url

3 EUAA, EUAA Writing and Referencing Guide for EUAA Country of Origin Information (COI) Reports, February
2023, url
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Sources

In accordance with EUAA COI Report Methodology, a range of different published
documentary sources have been consulted on relevant topics for this report. These include:
COl reports by governments; information from civil society, advocacy groups, humanitarian
organisations, and NGOs; international and NGO human rights reports; reports produced by
various bodies of the United Nations (UN); local and regionally-based media; academic
publications and think tank reports and specialised sources covering Bangladesh. The content
also relies on interviews and email contacts with oral sources, including Transparency
International Bangladesh (TIB), anonymous expert sources, and two university professors
specialising on civil society in Bangladesh. All sources are outlined in Annex 1: Bibliography.

Structure and use of the report

The first two chapters of this report offer general background information on Bangladesh,
aiming to provide contextual understanding on the country’s geography and demography, as
well as the state structure and general human rights issues. This is followed by a chapter
outlining the functionality of the justice and security sector, and its capacity to handle certain
types of crime — including trafficking in human beings, illegal money lending, violence against
women, and land disputes. These subchapters should be read in conjunction with the
chapters covering the general capacity and integrity of the police, the prosecution service and
the courts. The chapter on the justice and security sector also contains information on informal
and semi-informal mechanisms for conflict-resolution. The final chapter covers the situation of
select groups and profiles of interest for this report.

"
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1. Geography and demographics

1.1. Administrative division

Bangladesh is divided into eight geographical divisions (bibhag), which are named after the
respective main city of the divisions (Barishal, Chattogram, Dhaka, Khulna, Mymensingh,
Rajshahi, Rangpur, Sylhet).®> The divisions are divided into 64 districts (zila).® Below district
level, rural authorities” are divided into 4958 subdistricts (upazila), which are in turn ordered
into 4 554 unions.® The unions group together tens of thousands of villages. Meanwhile,
urban areas below district level are divided into 12" city corporations in the largest cities™ and
into 327 municipalities (paurashava)® in other towns." City corporations and municipalities are
thereafter divided into wards.™ For the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) there is a third form of
local government with a regional council and three hill district councils.™

Some administrative units went through changes in their English spelling in 2018, to reflect
their pronunciation in Bengali. This includes Chattogram, Barishal, Cumilla, Jashore, and
Bogura (previously ‘Chittagong’, ‘Barisal’, ‘Comilla’, ‘Jessore’ and ‘Bogra’).” In 2021, the Prime
Minister announced plans to form two new divisions, named after the rivers Meghna and
Padma.”® The initiative was however suspended in 2022 as an austerity measure.”

1.2.  Ethnic and religious groups

Bangladesh has a population of over 165 million people,?® and it is one of the most densely
populated countries in the world.?' A great majority of the population belongs to the Bengali

5 UK, PCGN, Bangladesh, July 2023, url

6 UK, PCGN, Bangladesh, July 2023, url

7 CLGF, Bangladesh, 2024, url; OECD et al., 2019 Report World Observatory on Subnational Government Finance
and Investment, Country Profiles, 2019, url, p. 163

8 Bangladesh, Bangladesh National Portal, Divisions, n.d., url

® Bangladesh, Bangladesh National Portal, Union List, n.d., url

'° Britannica, Bangladesh, Government and society, 1 March 2024, url

" Bangladesh, BBS, Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, pp. 386—-387

2 OECD et al., 2019 Report World Observatory on Subnational Government Finance and Investment, Country
Profiles, 2019, url, p. 163; CLGF, Bangladesh, the Local Government System in Bangladesh, Country profile 2017—
2018, n.d., url, p. 20

'3 Bangladesh, BBS, Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, p. xxi

“ OECD et al., 2019 Report World Observatory on Subnational Government Finance and Investment, Country
Profiles, 2019, url, p. 163; CLGF, Bangladesh, the Local Government System in Bangladesh, Country profile 2017—-
2018, n.d., url, p. 20

'S Bangladesh, BBS, Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, p. 377

'® Ahmed Khan, N., Challenges and Trends in Decentralised Local Governance in Bangladesh, ISAS, National
University of Singapore, January 2016, url, p. 9

7 Bdnews24.com, Bangladesh changes English spellings of five districts, 2 April 2018, url; Dhaka Tribune, Mixed
reactions as govt changes English spellings of 5 district names, 2 April 2018, url

'8 Dhaka Tribune, PM Hasina: New divisions will be named Padma, Meghna, 21 Oct 2021, url

9 Business Standard (The), Formation of Padma, Meghna divisions suspended as austerity measure, 27 November
2022, url; Bdnews24.com, Bangladesh halts plan to form Padma, Meghna divisions in austerity measure, 27
November 2022, url

20 Bangladesh, BBS, Population & Housing Census 2022 Preliminary Report, August 2022, url, p. vii

21 BBC News, Bangladesh country profile, 8 January 2024, url

13
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ethno-linguistic group, and most are Sunni Muslims.?? The latest census, conducted in June
2022, indicated that 99 % of the population were Bengali and that 91 % identified as Muslim.®

The Bangladeshi government recognises 50 ethnic groups.?* Many ethnic minorities identify
as indigenous people,® but the government does not recognise this concept®® nor any
particular rights relating to it.?” The largest ethnic minority groups are Chakma, Marma and
Tripura.?® The 2022 census found that only 1% of the population belonged to an ethnic
minority,?® but the accuracy of the ethnicity data has been questioned by some community
members (as well as after the prior census of 2011*°), estimating the actual number of
minorities to be twice as high (around 3 million people).*

Most ethnic minorities live in Chattogram division,*? in its districts Rangamati, Khagrachhari,
and Bandarban.* This area also goes by the name ‘Chittagong Hill Tracts’ (CHT).** Ethnic
minorities in the CHT are referred to as Jumma.® The plains of the north are also common
areas of origin of ethnic minorities,*® commonly referred to as ‘plainland ethnic groups’®” The
fact that many minorities live in remote and inaccessible areas has been pointed out by some
critics as obstacles to collect accurate population data for the national census.>®

Most people belonging to an ethnic minority also belongs to a religious minority group, and
they differ from the Bengali majority as regards physical appearance, language and culture.®®
Religious minorities include Hindus, Christians, Buddhists, animists,* Shia Muslims and
Ahmaddiyya.¥

More information is available in section 4.3. Ethnic and religious minorities.

22 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url

23 Bangladesh, BBS, Population & Housing Census 2022 Preliminary Report, August 2022, url, pp. vii—viii, 1-2
24 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url; IWGIA, Indigenous World 2019: Bangladesh, 24 April 2019, url

25 Sweden, UD, Bangladesh — Manskliga rattigheter, demokrati och rattsstatens principer: situationen per den 31
december 2021, 22 June 2022, url, p. 14

26 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url

27 Sweden, UD, Bangladesh — Mé&nskliga rattigheter, demokrati och réttsstatens principer: situationen per den 31
december 2021, 22 June 2022, url, p. 14

28 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url; Bangladesh, BBS, Population & Housing Census 2022 Preliminary Report,
August 2022, url, p. 33

2% Bangladesh, BBS, Population & Housing Census 2022 Preliminary Report, August 2022, url, p. vii

30 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url

3! Daily Star (The), Ethnic population in 2022 census: Real picture not reflected, 9 August 2022, url; AFP, Ethnic
minorities missing from census, say indigenous activists, 11 August 2022, url

32 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url

33 Bangladesh, BBS, Population & Housing Census 2022 Preliminary Report, August 2022, url, pp. 10, 31

341RI, The Challenges Facing Plainland Ethnic Groups in Bangladesh: Land, Dignity And Inclusion, 2020, url, p. 4
35 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url; Genocide Warning, Genocide Warning: The Jumma People in Bangladesh, 16
November 2021, url

36 MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url; IRI, The Challenges Facing Plainland Ethnic Groups in Bangladesh: Land,
Dignity And Inclusion, 2020, url, p. 4

37 IRI, The Challenges Facing Plainland Ethnic Groups in Bangladesh: Land, Dignity And Inclusion, 2020, url, p. 4;
Nagorik Uddyog, Alternative Report to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), CRPD,
[2022] url, p. 9

38 AFP, Ethnic Minorities Missing From Census, Say Bangladesh Activists, 11 August 2022, url; Daily Star (The),
Ethnic population in 2022 census: Real picture not reflected, 9 August 2022, url

39 |RI, The Challenges Facing Plainland Ethnic Groups in Bangladesh: Land, Dignity And Inclusion, 2020, url, p.
40 |RI, The Challenges Facing Plainland Ethnic Groups in Bangladesh: Land, Dignity And Inclusion, 2020, url, p.

#“ MRG, Bangladesh, June 2019, url
" ‘

4
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1.21. Rohingyas from Myanmar

Rohingyas have fled to Bangladesh from Myanmar for decades.*? Most arrived in 2017,*
following a violent campaign against the group,* including massacres, rape and arson carried
out by the Myanmar military.*® The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
estimates that about 1 million Rohingyas live in the district Cox’s Bazar, and mainly in
Kutupalong?® — the largest refugee camp in the world.*” As they are not granted citizenship in
Myanmar, Rohingyas are in general stateless.*® Bangladesh has allowed Rohingyas to cross its
border on humanitarian grounds,* but their stay is temporary as Bangladesh is not a party to
the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees.*® Moreover, the Bangladeshi
government has maintained its position that repatriation to Myanmar is the only viable
alternative, rather than integrating Rohingyas in Bangladesh.” There have been reported
cases of human rights abuses, including deadly and sexual violence, torture, and abduction
against Rohingyas carried out by Rohingya-led armed groups operating in the camps,>?
including the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA).>® The Bangladeshi police battalions
stationed in the camps have also reportedly subjected Rohingyas to abuse,** including
arbitrary arrests, extortion, torture,*® and sexual violence against women and girls.>® The
humanitarian situation in the camps has been described as ‘dire’, with reported issues such as
overcrowding®” and unsanitary conditions.®® World Food Programme (WFP) provided monthly
food assistance of USD 8 per person in 2023, and USD 10 in 2024.5°

42 MSF, Timeline: A visual history of the Rohingya refugee crisis, 24 August 2022, url; Freedom House, Bangladesh,
10 March 2023, url; United States Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services, Bangladesh: Information on the
situation of Rohingya refugees, 28 March 2001, url

43 UNHCR, Bangladesh, n.d., url

44 MSF Australia, The Rohingya: The World's Largest Stateless Population, n.d., url

45 HRW, Myanmar: No Justice, No Freedom for Rohingya 5 Years On, 24 August 2022, url

46 UNHCR, Global Focus, Bangladesh, 2024, url

47 USA for UNHCR, Inside the world's five largest refugee camps, 19 July 2023, url

48 MSF Australia, The Rohingya: The World's Largest Stateless Population, n.d., url

49 HPN, Special feature Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh: the humanitarian response, October 2018, url, p. 25

50 UNHCR, Global Focus, Bangladesh, 2024, url; HPN, Special feature Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh: the
humanitarian response, October 2018, url, p. 25

5 Refugees International, Hope amid Despair: Finding Solutions for Rohingya in Bangladesh, 13 December 2022,
url

52 HRW, Bangladesh: Spiralling Violence Against Rohingya Refugees, 13 July 2023, url; Win, K., Cox’s Bazaar:
Insecurity, Criminality and Rohingya Women, South Asia @ LSE, 6 February 2023, url

53 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar,
Thomas H. Andrews, 16 March 2022, url

54 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants Felipe Gonzéle
Morales, 23 May 2023, url, para. 102; Fortify Rights, Bangladesh: Bangladesh: Ensure Accountability for Police
Corruption, Torture of Rohingya Refugees, 10 August 2023, url

55 HRW, Bangladesh: Rampant Police Abuse of Rohingya Refugees, 17 January 2023, url; Fortify Rights,
Bangladesh: Bangladesh: Ensure Accountability for Police Corruption, Torture of Rohingya Refugees, 10 August
2023, url

56 HRW, Bangladesh Police Abuses Rampant in Rohingya Camps, 24 January 2024, url; DW, Rohingya in
Bangladesh demand action against police abuse, 2 February 2024, url

57 International Crisis Group, Rohingya Refugees in Bangladesh: Limiting the Damage of a Protracted Crisis, 4
October 2023, url; MSF, Bangladesh: "In the Rohingya refugee camps, life is hard, and hope is fading", 12 January
2024, url

58 MSF, Bangladesh: "In the Rohingya refugee camps, life is hard, and hope is fading", 12 January 2024, url; Dhaka
Tribune, Dengue in Rohingya camps: Rising cases cause concern, 5 July 2023, url

59 WFP, WFP’s Rohingya Refugee Operation in Bangladesh Receives Major Funding Boost of US$ 87 Million from
the United States, 13 December 2023, url
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1.3. Poverty rates and daily subsistence

Bangladesh has gone through economic growth in the past decades, significantly reducing
poverty rates.®° In 1971, Bangladesh was one of the poorest nations in the world, but by 2015 it
had reached lower-middle income status, according to the World Bank.®' Yet, the most recent
Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) indicated that 18.7 % of the population lived
in poverty in 2022 (living on less than USD 3.65 per person per day), and 5.6 % in ‘extreme
poverty’ (less than USD 2.15 per person per day).®> Most people can access amenities such as
electricity,®® clean drinking water,®* sanitation,®® and housing.®® According to the Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics (BBS), over 1.7 million people live in urban slums, under ‘unhygienic and
unplanned conditions with very poor-quality housing structures’.®’ It has not been possible to
corroborate this figure. However, in 2020, the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) stated that about 60 million people lived in urban slums,®® while an international
organisation engaged in development projects in Bangladesh said that there were about

884 000 slum dwellers in Dhaka alone in April 2024.%° Individuals living in slums commonly
lack access to improved water sources, sanitation facilities, sufficient living space, housing
durability and security of tenure.”® In 2022 and 2023, Bangladesh faced economic difficulties
with high inflation, a balance-of-payment deficit, and declining foreign exchange reserves.” To
cope with the situation, Bangladesh has been seeking loans and financial support from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and other international organisations.”? IMF
granted Bangladesh loans of about USD 4.7 billion in January 2023.” The World Bank
lowered its growth projection for Bangladesh from 6.2 %’* to 5.6 % in 2024.7°

According to data from the International Labour Organization (ILO), the total labour force
participation rate was 51.7 % in 2022, 79.6 % for men and 24.4 % for women.”® Meanwhile, the
unemployment rate was reportedly 4.2 % in 2023.”” The main sectors are agriculture, services,

60 World Bank (The), Bangladesh Development Update, October 2023, url, pp. 7, 11; ADB and IsDBI, Transforming
Bangladesh’s Participation in Trade and Global Value Chains, May 2023, url, p. 4

8" World Bank (The), The World Bank in Bangladesh, Overview, Context, 4 October 2023, url

62 World Bank (The), Bangladesh Development Update, October 2023, url, pp. 7, 11, 25-26, 28

63 |EEFA, Bangladesh should plan for energy security, not just electricity access, 31 May 2023, url; World Bank (The),
Bangladesh Development Update, October 2023, url, p. 28

64 UNICEF, Water, sanitation and hygiene, n.d., url; World Bank (The), Bangladesh Development Update, October
2023, url, p. 28

65 UN Water, Bangladesh, [2022], url; World Bank (The), Bangladesh Development Update, October 2023, url, p. 28
66 World Bank (The), Bangladesh Development Update, October 2023, url, pp. 7, 11, 25—-26, 28; Bangladesh, BBS,
Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, p. 117

67 Bangladesh, BBS, Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, pp. Xliii, 17, 28

68 UNDP, Beyond Recovery: Towards 2030, [2020], url

69 International organisation, online interview, 22 April 2024. The international organisation has been based in
Bangladesh for many years, and is engaged in development projects. The source requested to be anonymised out
of operational reasons.

70 Bangladesh, BBS, Population and Housing Census 2022, November 2023, url, pp. Xliii, 27

7 Bertelsmann Stiftung, Bangladesh Country Report 2024, 19 March 2024, url; World Bank (The), The World Bank in
Bangladesh, Overview, Context, 4 October 2023, url

72 Bertelsmann Stiftung, Bangladesh Country Report 2024, 19 March 2024, url
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US$1.4 Billion Under the Resilience and Sustainability Facility for Bangladesh, 30 January 2023, url
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and industry,”® but the majority of the workforce engages in informal employment.”® The
textiles industry is large, and the manufacturing and export of garments has driven economic
growth.®° Occupational injuries and deaths are still common,®' although safety and working
conditions have improved in the garment industry during the last decade.®?

According to the study of the BBS, the monthly national average income in 2022 was 32 422
taka per household [about EUR 257], and 7 614 taka [about EUR 60] per person. There was,
however an urban-rural discrepancy, as the income rates in urban areas tended to be higher
than the national average, and lower in rural areas.® In 2023, the monthly minimum wage for
the garment industry sector was set to 12 500 taka.?* Although this increased the minimum
wage from 8 000 taka in 2018—2023,2° two local organisations criticised it for being far below
a monthly minimum of a living wage®® which they estimated respectively at 33 368 taka
(Bangladeshi Institute of Labour Studies)®” and 51 000 taka (Asia Floor Wage Alliance).®

According to the BBS study, people spent approximately 46 % of the household income on
food.®° Moreover, sources reported on food insecurity among parts of the population.®® The
most recent Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC)*' analysis from 2023 indicated
that 24 % of the population experienced high levels of acute food insecurity (IPC Phase 3 and
Phase 4). The data also included displaced Rohingyas from Myanmar.?? Malnutrition was
reportedly a ‘severe problem’? although child malnutrition rates have decreased over time.®*
In 2022, UNICEF reported that Bangladesh was among the five top countries with the highest
number of children under 5 years suffering from severe wasting (low weight for height), with

78 Dhaka Tribune, Bangladesh’s total labour force rises to 73.69m, 2 May 2023, url; ADB, Bangladesh’s Agriculture,
Natural Resources, And Rural Development Sector Assessment And Strategy, March 2023, url, pp. 2-3

7 ILO, ILOSTAT, Country Profiles, Bangladesh, 2023, url; Sultana, N. et al., Food insecurity and health outcome
nexus: empirical evidence from the informal sector enterprises in Bangladesh, BMC Public Health, 20 April 2023,
url
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World Bank (The), Country Climate and Development Report: Bangladesh, October 2022, url, p. 8

81 Al, Bangladesh must stop violating labour rights and uphold corporate accountability, 12 December 2023, url,
p. 4; Business Standard (The), OSHE records 1,432 workplace deaths in 2023, 29 December 2023, url

82 Al Jazeera, Ten years of Rana Plaza: How safe is Bangladesh garment industry?, 24 April 2023, url

83 Bangladesh, BBS, Key Findings, Household Income & Expenditure Survey, HIES 2022, 12 April 2023, url, p. 11
84 HRW, Is Your Brand Paying Its Share to Reduce Bangladesh Workers’ Wage Despair?, 16 November 2023, url;
Reuters, Bangladesh hikes minimum wage for garment workers after protests, 8 November 2023, url
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9 IPC ‘provides a common scale for classifying the severity and magnitude of food insecurity and acute
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Understanding the IPC Scales, June 2022, url, pp. 3—-4
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327 859 children being affected.®® A survey carried out by the BBS in the same year found
that 11 % of children under 5 years suffered from wasting, while 24 % suffered from stunting
(low height for age) and 22 % were underweight.®®

Table 1: Prevalence of acute food insecurity according to Integrated Food Security Phase
Classification (IPC)

IPC Phase Percentage

1: None or minimal 15.8 million

35% 13.5 million
21% 7.9 million
3% 973 955
0% 0

Source: IPC, Bangladesh: Acute Food Insecurity Situation for March - April 2023 and Projection for May -
September 2023, url

14. Floodings and other natural hazards

Bangladesh is exposed to recurring natural hazards,® including flooding,’® cyclones and
landslides.®® Flood events normally submerge about 20 % of the land area,’® but occasional
extreme floods have submerged far larger territories.” For example, in June 2022, an
extreme monsoon submerged 80 % of Sylhet district and 90 % of Sunamganj district
according to the Bangladesh’s Flood Forecasting and Warning Centre.'°? Natural hazards,
including the flooding in Sylhet and Sunamganj,’®® have caused death, displacement,”* and
economic loss.'® The World Bank estimated the average annual losses from tropical cyclones
to USD 1 billion (0.7 % of GDP),'°® and the ‘risk to assets’ of coastal communities to USD 300
million per year."”’

9 UNICEF, Severe wasting, May 2022, url, pp. 4-5
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0! Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change, Policy Brief, Tackling flooding in Bangladesh in a changing
climate, August 2023, url, p. 3

102 Shelter Cluster Bangladesh, Shelter Cluster Meeting on Flood 2022 Response, 18 July 2022, url, pp. 4-5

103 Guardian (The), After the flood: torrential monsoon rains devastate Bangladesh once again, 22 June 2022, url;
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104 NIRAPAD et al., Multi-Hazard Risk Analysis of Climate-Related Disasters in Bangladesh, 31 July 2021, url, p. 15;
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Riverside and coastal communities are particularly exposed to natural hazards."® Submerging
not only causes the loss of land,'®® but saltwater intrusion makes agricultural land infertile.™
Climate change and extreme weather induce migration to urban areas™ that have been
growing rapidly."™ The influx of internal migrants has put pressure on the cities’
infrastructure,™ and have increased the urban slums.™ There is a lack of comprehensive data
on the number of climate-induced displacements in Bangladesh,"™ and estimated numbers
vary from 427 000 people as reported by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)
in 2022," to 7.1 million people as reported by the World Health Organisation (WHO) the same
year."” Natural disasters also triggered internal displacement during the summer monsoon
season."™ According to IDMC, such disasters displace about one million people each year.™ It
has not been possible to corroborate this figure through other sources.

Global warming is expected to intensify submerging, due to increases in water flows and the
rising sea level.”® Nearly 75 % of Bangladesh'’s territory sits under sea level,”™ and the Ministry
of Environment projects that up to 18 % of the coastal areas will be under water by 2100."?2
Moreover, one in seven of the population are expected to be displaced due to climate change
by 2050 according to some estimates.'?® In response to climate-induced displacement, the
government has rehabilitated and provided homes in cluster villages to homeless and
landless people through the ‘Ashrayan project’.’*

For information on state response to land disputes, see section 3.5.4. Land disputes.
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1.5.  International migration

Bangladesh is one of the largest countries of origin of migrant workers in the world,"® as
hundreds of thousands go abroad to work each year.””® The country is, moreover, one of the
world’s top remittance recipients,”’ with migrants bringing in over USD 21 billion (about 5 % of
GDP') in the past years.'””® Mainly men go abroad (although thousands of women also do
so®™° to work in Southeast Asia™ and Middle Eastern countries,®? such as Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and other Gulf states.™ Many migrate to these regions for
temporary low-skilled work under bilateral labour agreements between Bangladesh and
relevant states.™ There is also a large diaspora in, inter alia, the United States (US),"® where
Bangladeshis tend to have higher-skill and -income jobs."®

According to a research article prepared for the World Bank, information about employment
abroad is primarily disseminated through social networks and intermediaries, especially
among people from remote rural areas.™ Bangladeshi migrants face a relatively high cost of
migrating,™® including fees charged by such intermediaries and recruitment agencies.” Many
therefore borrow money or take loans to migrate."° Although NGOs'"' and the state owned
bank Probashi Kallyan Bank™? offer loans to fund migration, many rely on informal money
lenders.® Some migrant workers use all their income to recoup the costs of migration,"** or
return to Bangladesh indebted."®
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The costs of migration® also made people turn to unofficial intermediaries.”” The slow and
deficient official bureaucracy,™® and lack of information or access to formal migrant channels
also contributed to this tendency."® Unofficial agencies have engaged in recruitment fraud,
contract switching™® and trafficking in human beings.™ Traffickers took advantage of people’s
lack of information,™2 and convinced people of going abroad by deceiving them with false
promises.™® They have also operated under the cover of being a travel agency,”™ as
employees at actual licenced agencies, or have made use of licenced agencies that ‘either
knowingly or unknowingly’ have assisted them, as reported by the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the government of Bangladesh.™®

Bangladeshi work migrants faced widespread abuse, particularly in the Middle East.”®® Reports
included beatings, torture,”™ unpaid work and lack of food.™® The UN Special rapporteur on
the human rights of migrants stated that some reports amounted to ‘contemporary forms of
slavery’.™ Human Rights Watch reported that migrant workers, including Bangladeshis, were
‘overwhelmingly exposed to the most dangerous working conditions’ in the Gulf states,
including extreme heat."® There were also reports of female work migrants being exposed to
sexual violence and killed." The ‘kafala system’, which is common in most Middle Eastern
countries, contributed to work migrants’ vulnerability.’? It binds a migrant’s immigration status

46 USA, USDOS, 2022 Trafficking in Persons Report: Bangladesh, 29 July 2022, url; UN Special Rapporteur on the
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[2023], url, p. 3
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62 Al Jazeera [YouTube], Why do domestic workers in Lebanon still face abuse?, 24 January 2022, url

21



J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

to a sponsor (kafeel) which can also be their employer.’® This reduces their possibility to
negotiate,’®* change employment and leave the country.®® Some migrants are also being
deprived of their passports in the country of destination.’®

For more information on state response to trafficking in human beings and illegal money
lending, see sections 3.5.1. Trafficking in human beings and 3.5.2. lllegal money lending.
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2. Political system and state institutions

2.1. State structure

The Bangladeshi constitution from 1972 prescribes a parliamentary republic,’” with the
separation of powers between the judiciary and the executive branches of the state."®® The
legislative power rests with the parliament which is called Jatiya Sangsad (‘House of the
Nation’). It consists of 350 seats, whereof 300 seats™® are filled through direct elections every
five years.”? The parliament elects the remaining 50 members™ which are reserved for
women."”?

The parliament elects the president™ as the head of state™ to serve for a five-year term.”®

Although the president’s role is mainly ceremonial,”® it includes appointing the prime minister,
which shall be the leader of the parliament’s majority party, or the coalition in majority.”” The
prime minister is the head of government.”® The president also formally appoints the
ministers, although they are selected by the prime minster.”®

The prime minister exercises the executive power in Bangladesh,”™ and the government’s
policies are implemented through government offices and constitutional and statutory
bodies.™

For information on the division of local governance, see section 1.1. Administrative division.

The Supreme Court is the highest court in Bangladesh and consists of the High Court Division
and the Appellate Division,®? which inter alia have original jurisdiction in hearing constitutional
matters™® and in assessing the law’s constitutionality.”* The president appoints the Chief
Justice, as well as other supreme court judges after consultation with the Chief Justice.”®
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In practice, the political power is concentrated around the prime minister.”® Sheikh Hasina has
held the position since 2009, and has also served an earlier term in 1996-2001."” Checks and
balances of the government have been limited as the opposition’s representation in
parliament is minimal.®®® Moreover, there are no effective checks and balances in place
between the government and the court™ — as the executive has gradually been able to
intrude on the formal independence of the judiciary.’ This has included political pressure on
rulings,’ and politically-motivated appointments of lower level judges and other court staff.’?
Court proceedings have also been used to serve political ends,”® including to undermine the
opposition and silence critical voices.® Although Bangladesh has the formal accoutrements of
a democracy,™ several sources reported on democratic backsliding™® and the situation
approaching an authoritarian one-party system.” In global democracy indexes, Bangladesh’s
ranking has gradually worsened in recent years." Among others, the indexes of Bertelsmann
Stiftung and the Economist Intelligence Unit, classified Bangladesh as a ‘hybrid regime’.™®

More information on the justice system is available in section 3. Justice and security sector.

2.2. Political context

2.2.1. Political parties and elections

Sheikh Hasina was elected to serve a fourth successive term as prime minister in January
2024,>°° and her party, the Awami League (AL), has been in power for the past 15 years.??' The
opposition, including the main opposition party Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), has called
on Hasina to step down,?°? and also boycotted the elections of 2014 and 2024, requesting an
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independent caretaker government (CTG) to call the elections.?®® The CTG system was
previously in place to avoid incumbent governments from influencing the elections. It was
however abolished in 2011 by the AL, who had supermajority in the parliament at the time,
and as a Supreme Court ruling had found the system unconstitutional.?°® As a result, the
tradition of AL and BNP changing office every five years was broken.2%®

204

There is deep mistrust and animosity between AL and BNP.2” The past elections have
involved irregularities such as political violence, voter intimidation and arrests of opposition
party leaders and dissidents.?°® The opposition is weak and fragmented,?® but has still staged
large-scale protests in Dhaka and other cities before the 2024 election.?™ Some rallies
involved hundreds of thousands of protesters.? There were reports of protesters clashing
with the police, as well as the police using excessive force to disperse crowds.?"? Following a
large protest on 28 October 2023,%" in which a police officer died during violent clashes, most
of the senior BNP members were arrested, alongside thousands of BNP supporters.?*

As the BNP boycotted the 2024 parliamentary election, the voter turnout was low.?* Official
numbers indicated that the voter participation rate was about 40 %, in contrast to the elections
of 2008 and 2018 in which over 80 % voted.?® The AL secured the vast majority of seats in
parliament, also through independent candidates who were mainly party affiliates.?”” The
Jatiya Party (JP) is the main opposition party as regards the number of parliamentary seats,
but they could only secure 11 out of 350 seats in 2024.%" The Bangladesh Workers Party
(Jatiya Samajtantrik Dal) and the Bangladesh Kalyan Party won one seat each.??° According to
local media Prothom Alo, there was no true opposition, as all elected parties and individual
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candidates were either directly or indirectly affiliated with the AL.2*' CIVICUS also reported that
all the independent candidates had been asked to ‘stand as “dummy candidates” to give the
election a competitive veneer’ 2%

Jamaat e-Islami is the largest Islamist party,?> but it was banned from registering for elections
by the Supreme Court in 2013 as the party’s charter was found to be in conflict with the
constitution.??* Several of Jamaat e-Islami’s top leaders were convicted and executed in 2013—
2016 for war crimes committed during the 1971 independence war, and the party claimed that
these trials were politically motivated.?*® The party has remained active although to a lesser
extent, but reportedly resurged in 20232%® when it organised a large protest in Dhaka.??” This
was the first time in 10 years that the party was permitted to stage a protest.??®

2.2.2. Civil society and civic space

Bangladesh'’s civil society involves a high number of active civil society organisations, and it
has been widely recognised for achievements in, inter alia, micro-loans and other
development initiatives.??® Civil society has however been highly politicised for a long time**°
and generally divided alongside party lines.?® This has also applied to sectors such as media,
academia,?? and civil society organisations.?** Imtiaz Ahmed, professor of international
relations at the University of Dhaka and director of the Center of Genocide Studies, told the
Office Francais de Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides (OFPRA) that there was an ‘extreme
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polarisation’ of political life between the AL and BNP.?** In contrast, Naomi Hossain, Professor
at the Department of Development Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS) at University of London, and David Lewis, Professor at the Department of International
Development at London School of Economics and Political Science, told the EUAA that
affiliation with the opposition had become less important, due to AL’s dominance and control
of most sectors. Hossain and Lewis however stressed that, although Bangladeshi society is
‘deeply politically polarised in general’, civil society is not entirely politically affiliated, and
some civil society actors have remained because of their prominence, and not due to a certain
party-affiliation.?®*> Several interlocutors consulted during a fact-finding mission to Bangladesh,
carried out by OFPRA in June 2023, also emphasised that Bangladeshi politics should not be
reduced to the polarisation between AL and BNP, as allegiances are fluid, and as counter-
intuitive alliances between local officials of rivalling parties have regularly been observed.?*®

In recent years, Bangladesh’s civil society has faced obstacles stemming from shrinking civic
space, including a restrictive legal environment, limiting the possibilities for civil society
organisations to operate and receive foreign funds.?*’ For example, the prominent local human
rights organisation Odhikar was denied a renewal of its registration in 2022,%® and the
organisation’s director and secretary were sentenced to two years imprisonment and a fine in
2023.%*° This case dates back to 2013 when the organisation released a report on extrajudicial
killings.?*° Some legal acts also give vast powers to state authorities, opening up for
repression of critical voices.?* One such example is the Digital Security Act (DSA) from 2018
under which critics have been arrested and prosecuted for, inter alia, spreading alleged
propaganda.?*? As of January 2023, over 7 000 cases had been filed under the act according
to Bangladeshi authorities,?*® and the accused have included (among others) journalists,?**
activists and educators.?*® Later in 2023, the act was replaced by the Cyber Security Act (CSA)
which removed some abusive elements,?*® although many problematic aspects were
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retained?” — including an extensive mandate for the police to operate without judicial
supervision.?*®

In addition, dissidents and critics have been supressed through harassment, surveillance,
arbitrary arrest, and enforced disappearance.?*® State authorities have also reportedly
harassed family members of such individuals.?®® Journalists moreover described that they
were facing a ’hostile environment’,?®' and self-censorship has become part of the media
climate following government abuse.?*? Those reporting on sensitive topics (such as human
rights abuse and corruption) have experienced threats, harassment and violence? from state
actors?®* and political activists.?*®> Moreover, addressing sensitive topics such as secularism
and religious minorities was ‘off limits’ according to Reporters Without Borders (RSF).2°® Before
the 2024 election, the government reportedly increased their repression, and targeted media,
the opposition, and human rights defenders.?*” The CIVICUS monitoring project downgraded
civic space in Bangladesh from ‘repressed’ to ‘closed’ in 2024,%%® which is the worst ranking
on their five point scale.?*® The silencing of critics reportedly created an atmosphere of self-
censorship and fear, that hinders civil society from holding the government accountable.?®

More information on the treatment of dissidents and critics is available in section 4.1. Political
activists, journalists, and human rights defenders.
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2.2.3. Corruption

Corruption was described as ‘endemic’®' and widely present at all levels of society.?®? This
included the business sectors,?® as well as public sectors,?®* such as healthcare?®® and law
enforcement.?®® Bribery is reportedly common practice to access public services.?®’ In a
household survey, Transparency International found that one of the major reasons to giving
bribes was that services were not performed without them, and also ‘to avoid difficulties and
harassment’, ‘to get services on time’, and because many were not aware of official charges
and fees. The same survey found that law enforcement was one of the most corrupt
authorities in terms of bribing, with 55.7 % of households having paid bribes to it.2%8 In
Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index for 2023, Bangladesh ranked 149
out of 180 countries, making it one of the countries worst affected by corruption.?®®

2.3. Security situation

Bangladesh is not engaged in any international or non-international armed conflict.?’°

There were, however, some protracted domestic political instability and tensions in the CHT,?”
including skirmishes between Bangladeshi security forces and militant rebel groups,?”? and
also violence between the local indigenous population and Bengali settlers.?”® This situation
stems from a previous conflict in 1973-1997 between the Bangladeshi government and the
local indigenous population, during which Bengali settlers were being relocated to the area in
order to change the demographic balance.?’”* The conflict was settled in 1997 through a peace
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accord,?”® but most aspects of the agreement have not been implemented.?’® There are still
land ownership issues,?’”” and the local indigenous population face continuous land eviction by
state and non-state actors.?’® Reports of a militant group called the Kuki-Chin National Army
(KNA) emerged in mid-2022.%° |t is reportedly a wing of the banned?® separatist group Kuki-
Chin National Front (KNF),?®" which reportedly seeks to create a separate state for subgroups
of the Kuki-Chin ethnic group.?®2 KNA has carried out attacks against Bangladeshi security
forces,?® has killed military personnel?®* and has also abducted civilians.?®® According to local
media Dhaka Tribune, reporting on 22 April 2024, the tensions had led to 6 army personnel
being killed, as well as 17 KNF members, with more than 50 individuals being injured, and 30
kidnapped since October 2022.%%¢ |t has not been possible to corroborate these figures. In
October 2022, Bangladeshi authorities launched an operation against the KNA,?®” and claimed
to also target the terrorist organisation Jama’atual Ansar Fil Hindal Sharqiy (JAHS).?® The
operation caused hundreds of displacements into India.?®® Due to the security situation, travel
bans were issued for parts of the district of Bandarban on 18 October 2022.2°° Several
subdistricts were imposed a travel ban until 14 July 2023.2°" The last travel restriction was lifted
on 22 January 2024, and concerned the subdistrict of Rowangchhari.?®> However, on 2-3
April 2024,?% a series of bank robberies took place, during which the robbers looted both
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money and weapons, abducted a bank official, and exchanged fire with the police.?®* Travel
bans were therefore imposed anew in April 2024, due to operations targeting the KNF.2*®
While local media Dhaka Tribune only reported on a travel ban in the district of Ruma between
9-13 April 2024,%°° another local media outlet, Bdnews24.com, reported on bans being
imposed in Ruma, and also in the districts of Rowangchhari and Thanchi.?®” According to the
Hill Voice, an online newspaper reporting on the CHT and indigenous rights,??® 54 individuals
of the Bawm community were arrested following the bank robberies, most of whom being
‘innocent’, including pregnant women, students, teachers, and government employees.?*°
There were also reports of villagers fleeing their homes due to the fear of harassment during
the operation.®*° Security operations targeting KNF continued later in April and in May 2024,
as reported by International Crisis Group.3!

Incidents of shelling and firing across the border in clashes between the Myanmar army and
armed groups also occurred.®*? On 5 February 2024, two civilians died as a house in the
district of Bandarban was hit.3%

More information on the treatment of ethno-religious minorities, and state response to land
disputes is available in sections 4.3. Ethnic and religious minorities, and 3.5.4. Land disputes.

Several violent Islamist groups operate in Bangladesh,*** including regional groups such as al-
Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) and the Islamic State (IS),*° although the government
denied these groups’ presence in the country.3°® There are also domestic groups, with Neo-
JMB (an offshoot of the defunct Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB), affiliated with IS)
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and Ansar al-Islam®*” [also known as Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), affiliated with AQ] being
the most prominent.3°®¢ Amid the above-mentioned military operations in the CHT in October
2022, Bangladeshi authorities claimed that the extremist group JAHS had presence in the
area.*®® During ‘a wave of terrorism™" taking place in the early and mid-2010s, several secular
bloggers and LGBTIQ activists were killed.®" This period of violence culminated in a terrorist
attack referred to as the ‘Holey Artisan attack’ in 2016 in which 22 people were killed.>?
After this event, the government initiated an intense counterterrorism campaign®# and the
number of terrorist attacks has since declined.®™ The campaign has however been criticised
as alleged Islamic militants have been tortured and forcibly disappeared.®® Particularly the
elite paramilitary force Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), operative since 2004, has committed
severe human rights violations.®” Among those forcibly disappeared were reportedly activists
and dissidents labelled as ‘Islamic militants’.3*® According to data collected in 2021 by Shafi
Mostofa, associate professor at Dhaka University, 92 militants had been killed by the security
forces since June 2016, and 65 had been convicted on militancy charges. RAB alone had
arrested 512 alleged militants since July 2016, and the source indicated that the actual number
would be much higher if other law enforcement branches had been included. The same
source further described Islamist militancy in Bangladesh entering a ‘dormant phase’ in 2018,
due to the crackdown of security forces, following the more violent phase in 2013-2017.3° A
‘terrorism narrative’ has also been used against individuals and groups in the CHT, inter alia to
motivate the continued presence of Bangladeshi security forces in the area.’°
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2.4. Respect of human rights

Bangladesh has ratified several of the major international human rights treaties, including the
conventions on civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights (ICCPR and CESCR), the
rights of the child (CRC), and the rights of persons with disabilities (CRPD). The country has
also ratified conventions on the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination (CERD) and
discrimination against women (CEDAW). However, Bangladesh has refrained from signing the
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (CED),**' and the
second optional protocol to ICCPR that seeks to abolish the death penalty.3??

Bangladesh’s constitution enshrines the principle of secularism®*® and religious freedom,32*

although Islam is the designated state religion.?*® There is, however, a long history of radical
Islamists targeting Hindus and Buddhists,**® and such attacks continued to be reported in
2023.3%7 More information is available in section 4.3. Ethnic and religious minorities.

The constitution grants freedom of thought and conscience, and also the freedom of speech,
expression, assembly, association and the press.®*® However, legal acts limit these rights,
including the CSA that inter alia criminalises ‘propaganda’ against national symbols, content
that ‘hurts’ religious values, as well as defamation and false information.3?® Such provisions
have frequently been used to detain government critics.**® More information is available in
section 4.1. Political activists, journalists, and human rights defenders.

The government used law enforcement as a tool for its own agenda,*' including to undermine
the political opposition.** The RAB has committed human rights abuses,*? such as
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and torture.®* Such reports made the US issue
sanctions for the RAB,**® as well as for its current and past officers on 10 December 2021.3%
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2.4.1. Death penalty

Bangladesh retains the death penalty, and the punishment is being implemented.**’ The death
penalty applies to 33 offences,*? including several non-lethal crimes such as rape,®* certain
drug offences,** and kidnapping of children under the age of 10 years.>* The age of criminal
responsibility is 9 years, but the Children Act of 2013 prohibits children from being sentenced
to death®* ‘[n]notwithstanding anything to the contrary contained in any other law’.3%3

In 2022, Odhikar reported that people are being sentenced to death every year.3* In 2022,
over 2 000 persons were on death row,** and at least 2 400 persons by the end of 2023,
according to Amnesty International.**® In 2022-2023, both Odhikar and Amnesty International
recorded 9 executions.** While Odhikar recorded 728 death sentences,**® Amnesty
International recorded 417 — but the source indicated that it believed that more sentences had
been handed down.?* The method of execution is hanging®° or shooting®' — although
shooting has never been enforced as punishment according to a 2020 article of the University
of Dhaka.??

2.4.2. Enforced disappearances and extrajudicial killings

As reported by Amnesty International ‘Bangladesh has a long, dark history of enforced
disappearance’,*®® which is commonly referred to as goom.*** Bangladesh has not ratified the
CED and enforced disappearance is not a recognised crime in domestic law.**® Branches of
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law enforcement, including the RAB and the Detective Branch, have engaged in enforced
disappearances®®® and extrajudicial killings.**” Local and regional human rights organisations
have counted around 2 600 extrajudicial killings since 2009.%*® The Asian Human Rights
Commission (AHRC) stated that enforced disappearance became widespread after the AL
came to power in 2009, and ‘continues to take place with blatant impunity’, although it
decreased in numbers after the US imposed sanctions on the RAB.3%°

The government has reportedly been using enforced disappearance as a tool to supress
dissent and spread fear.*®*® Human Rights Watch described enforced disappearances as a
‘hallmark’ of Sheikh Hasina’s rule,*®' and among those forcibly disappeared were leaders and
supporters of opposition parties,*? alleged Islamic militants,*** and seemingly ordinary
people.*** Family members of forcibly disappeared individuals have been put under
surveillance,*®® threatened and harassed after seeking justice.?®® This includes reports of
authorities showing up at their homes and pressuring them to sign false statements that the
victims had not been forcibly disappeared, and that they had ‘misled’ the police.**” More
information is available in section 4.1. Political activists, journalists, and human rights defenders

Victims have reportedly been abducted by men in plainclothes claiming to represent the law
enforcement agencies.®**® Sometimes victims have been deprived of their liberty repeated
times, sometimes directly after being released from jail,**° finding themselves in a continuous
cycle of arrests.®° In 2022 and 2023, Odhikar recorded 73 enforced disappearances in total
carried out by law enforcement agencies.>' Meanwhile, the United States Department of State
(USDQOS), citing an anonymous local human rights organisation, reported on 16 enforced
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disappearances in January—September 2022,*2 and 32 enforced disappearances in January—
September 2023.3” Human Rights Watch reported that local human rights monitors have
recorded over 600 enforced disappearances since 2009. Most victims have reappeared after
being released, or have reappeared in court, or were killed during alleged ‘armed exchange’
with security forces. As of 20 August 2023, nearly 100 individuals remained missing.3*

Extrajudicial executions committed by the RAB have reportedly been deliberate, planned®®
and covered up.*® In 2022 and 2023, Odhikar recorded 55 extrajudicial killings in total
committed by law enforcement agencies,*”’ while another local human rights organisation, Ain
o Salish Kendra (ASK), recorded 39 extrajudicial killings and custodial deaths in the same
period.3”® Both sources report on eight individuals being tortured to death in 2023,*° while in
2022, Odhikar recorded 10 cases,*® and ASK 8 cases.?®

Public lynching of suspected criminals has also been reported.®®? The tendency of people to
take the law into their own hands through mass beatings reportedly derived from a lack of
trust in state institutions.®?® Odhikar recorded a total of 97 deaths due to public lynching in
2022-2023,%#* while ASK recorded 87 deaths due to public lynching in the same period.*® In
2023, Odhikar noted that a significant number of victims were suspected of theft or robbery,
and that one victim was a teenager and another a mentally challenged man.3®

2.4.3. Torture and physical abuse

Bangladesh has not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture
(OPCAT)*®” which establishes an international control mechanism for places of detention in
order to ‘prevent torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment’.3%
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Torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment is however
prohibited in the constitution and by law.3®°

Torture and other forms of abuse were reportedly widespread practice within law
enforcement;3*° inter alia as a means to extract forced confessions®® but also to humiliate the
victims, and instil fear according to AHRC and the World Organisation Against Torture
(OMCT).>*2 Victims of detention and subsequent torture have included opposition members33
and other critics,*** alleged ‘militants’,**® and ordinary citizens.>*® Law enforcement agencies
have reportedly enjoyed extensive impunity,®**” and have harassed torture victims and relatives
filing cases against law enforcement officers.3*® As reported by Human Rights Watch, only one
case of torture has led to conviction under Bangladesh’s Torture and Custodial Death
(Prevention) Act since it was adopted in 2013.3%°

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has raised ‘deep concerns about the serious
allegations of torture involving government ministries’, Furthermore, the Committee against
Torture raised concern on allegations of the use of torture being ‘widespread and routine’
among law enforcement officials, including RAB.*°° USDOS reported that torture and other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment was being employed by ‘security
forces, including those from the intelligence services, police, and soldiers seconded into
civilian law enforcement agencies’.*”!

2.4.4. Prison conditions

According to USDOS, ‘[p]rison conditions were harsh and at times life threatening due to
severe overcrowding, inadequate facilities, and physical abuse’® The government permitted
government and non-government observers to visit prisons, but no reports from such
inspections were published.**® Available reports indicated that Bangladesh’s prisons are
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generally overcrowded.*®* As of December 2023, the prison population stood at 84 851
inmates according to figures of the Bangladesh Prison Directorate,**® which is nearly twice as
many inmates as the maximum capacity of the prison system.*°® The USDOS reported on
overcrowding, inadequate facilities, physical abuse and lack of sanitation.*®” Odhikar referred
to overcrowding as a ‘humanitarian crisis’ impacting the possibilities for inmates to eat, sleep
and move.*%® After a visit to Dhaka central jail in Keraniganj in November 2022, the UN
Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by older persons, Claudia Mahler,
noted that older prisoners suffered among other things from scabies and allergies, possibly
‘linked to the overcrowding of the prisons’.*°® There were moreover not enough physicians to
provide healthcare to the prison population.*°

Pretrial detainees comprised 75 % of the total prison population according to the World Prison
Brief.*" Pretrial detainees were commonly incarcerated with convicted persons.*? Mahler
noted that some of the older prisoners in pre-trial detention had awaited their trial for over five
years.*® Moreover, although the Children Act of 2013 provides for the separation of children
from adults in detention,** many juveniles were incarcerated with adults according to
USDOS,*® and in some instances children were imprisoned together with their convicted
mothers.*®

There were reports of political activists being tortured while being imprisoned.*” In 2023, 128
persons died in prison according to Odhikar’s records, which state authorities stated to be due
to ‘illness’ (121 cases), and ‘suicides’ (2 cases).*® In the same period, ASK recorded 106 deaths
in jail and custody, whereof 64 awaited their trial.*"® After a grand rally on 28 October 2023,
several BNP leaders and activists were detained.*?° Odhikar reported that eight of the

arrested BNP leaders had died in custody before the end of the year.*?' According to a joint
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495 Himal, The uses and abuses of Bangladesh’s law-enforcement and prison systems, 29 January 2024, url

406 Himal, The uses and abuses of Bangladesh’s law-enforcement and prison systems, 29 January 2024, url;
International organisation, online interview, 22 April 2024

407 USA, USDOS, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 22 April 2024, url, section 1. ¢
408 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, para. 55

499 UN Human Rights Council, Visit to Bangladesh, Report of the Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human
rights by older persons, Claudia Mahler, 24 July 2023, url, para. 81

40 USA, USDOS, 2022 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 20 March 2023, url, section 1. ¢;
Prothom Alo, Prisons teeming with inmates, 8 November 2023, url

M WPB, Bangladesh, n.d, url

42 USA, USDOS, 2022 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 20 March 2023, url, section 1. ¢
43 UN Human Rights Council, Visit to Bangladesh, Report of the Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human
rights by older persons, Claudia Mahler, 24 July 2023, url, paras. 80-81

44 BLAST, The Children Act 2013: A Commentary by Justice Imman Ali, 2013, url, p. 17; Bangladesh, The Children
Act, 2013, url, para. 33

45 USA, USDOS, 2022 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 20 March 2023, url, section 1. ¢
416 USA, USDOS, 2022 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 20 March 2023, url, section 1. c;
Dhaka Tribune, CRAC highlights plight of children in prisons with their mothers, urges action, 22 January 2024, url
47 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, p. 4, para. 54; Fidh, Bangladesh
An election in name only, 5 January 2024, url

48 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023,4 January 2024, url, para. 57

49 ASK, Deaths in Jail Custody (Jan-Dec 2023), 8 January 2024, url

420 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, p. 32; VOA, Six Bangladesh
Opposition Activists Die in Custody, 19 December 2023, url

421 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, p. 32

38



BANGLADESH — COUNTRY FOCUS L

report by AHRC and OMCT, deaths in custody due to torture were being disguised as
‘suicide’.*??

Odhikar further reported that there were ‘allegations of irregularities and corruption’ involving
prison superintendents and jailers. Prison officials reportedly collected money from prisoners
systematically, tortured inmates to extort money, accepted bribes from inmates, and engaged
in the ‘sale’ of new prisoners to old inmates (as explained by the source: handing new
prisoners over to the old inmates, and later giving them facilities after extorting money and
torturing them if they cannot pay). In Sylhet Central Jail, juvenile inmates were reportedly
sexually abused, and inmates were handcuffed and beaten with sticks.*** Based on interviews
with former inmates of Sylhet Central Jail, Prothom Alo reported that the guards forced
‘children of correction centres and new inmates’ to stay with old inmates in exchange of

2 000-3 000 taka [about EUR 16—24]. The same source reported on inmates stating that they
had been beaten up by prison guards, and that surveillance cameras had been dismantled to
conceal irregularities. Former inmates also stated that water was unavailable and the food
quality poor, and that they faced torture if they complained about such issues.***
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423 Odhikar, Bangladesh: Annual Human Rights Report 2022, 30 January 2023, url, para. 59, p. 38 [footnote 161]
424 Prothom Alo, Sylhet Central Jail: Anything available in exchange of money, 30 September 2022, url
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3. Justice and security sector

As mentioned in the Introduction this chapter focuses on the functionality of the Bangladeshi
justice and security sector, in terms of its capacity and integrity to carry out mandated tasks.
While this chapter focuses on legal remedies for victims of crime, information on abuse
committed by law enforcement agencies is available in sections 2.2. Political context,

2.3. Security situation, 2.4. Respect of human rights, and 4. Treatment of specific profiles and
groups of the population.

Moreover, relevant information on the structure of the Bangladeshi state and the prevalence
of corruption is available in sections 2.1. State structure and 2.2. Political context.

3.1 Police

3.1.1. Organisation

The Bangladeshi police force is headed by the Inspector General of Police (IGP).*** Below the
IGP there are several units,*?® divided by district or metropolitan area and specialisation.*?” The
administrative divisions and their subdistricts are covered by the Range Police,*?® while urban
areas are under the responsibility of the Metropolitan Police (including Dhaka, Chittagong,
Khulna, Rajshahi, Sylhet, and Barisal).*?° Specialised branches include the Criminal
Investigation Department (CID),**° which has designated units to combat trafficking in human
beings, financial crimes, and terrorism.**' Furthermore, there are armed battalions (including
the RAB) formed to ‘maintain internal security, contain armed gangs, recover illegal arms and
explosives’ and to ‘help police in maintaining law and order’.**?

According to the Prime Minister, as cited by local media, there were 659 police stations across
Bangladesh in 2022.%* Meanwhile, UNFPA stated that there were 630 police stations as of
March 2024.%*
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3.1.2. Representation and recruitment

As of early 2024, there were over 200 000 police officers in Bangladesh.**®* Women made up
approximately 8 % of the total force.**® According to Iftekhar Zaman, Executive Director of
Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB), ethnic and religious minorities were represented
in the police force, although the possibility for them to be promoted has been limited to mid-
level or senior mid-level.**” An NGO representative however told OFPRA that minorities were
‘poorly represented’ within the police.*®

According to the executive director of TIB, the recruitment process of the police was quite
robust and with ‘potentially competitive exams’ taking place. Nevertheless, the same source
mentioned integrity issues in the selection procedure, and that successful candidates passing
the exams were not necessarily recruited. He further explained that the security agencies
played a ‘significant role’ in the recruitment process, as they have been checking the ‘political
acceptability’ or ‘unacceptable track records’ of the candidates as well as their political
linkages or political identity.**° A research study by David Jackman, research fellow at the
University of Oxford, and Mathilde Maitrot, research fellow at the University of Bath, based on
over one hundred interviews with political leaders, activists, journalists and civil servants in
2018, found that there was an alleged tendency of increasingly recruiting individuals from the
AL’s student wing (Chhatra League). Remaining officers that were leaning towards BNP were
reportedly serving in lower ranks, and had been given ‘obscure postings’, ‘unimportant roles’
or had remained on the payroll but without a ‘day-to-day role’.**® Similarly, Zaman reported
that some individuals within the police have been trying to serve public interest with honesty
and integrity, although ‘they consider themselves in the category of extinct species’, further
explaining that such individuals have been vulnerable to accusations of being part of the
opposing political camp. According to the source, this is a common way of victimising officials
at various levels, and they might be turned into so-called ‘officer[s] on special duty’, meaning
that they are stripped off relevant official duties, or can be transferred to remote or
insignificant posts, or forced to retire. Zaman concluded that the recruitment, postings,
promotions, and transfers of an officer may depend on whether and to what extent the
individual is serving the interests of the ruling party.**

The interviewees of Jackman’s and Maitrot’s study did not only state that individuals aligned
with the AL were increasingly recruited, but also individuals from the Prime Minister’s home
district Gopalganj.**? Other sources confirmed that individuals connected to the Prime
Minister’s home districts had been recruited or speedily promoted.** One example is Benazir

435 Dhaka Tribune, Home Minister urges city mayors to ensure traffic police rest, 1 February 2024, url; Daily Star
(The), When cops turn part-time robbers, 24 January 2024, url
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Ahmed,*** a former senior police officer, who has been accused of corruption by local
media.*** Zaman added that the tendency of recruiting from the prime minister’'s home district
is not uncommon as it takes place in all public services, and neither new to the current prime
minister as it occurred under earlier administrations as well.**®

In their research study, Jackman and Maitrot found that members of parliament (MPs) and
police officers at district and thana levels had close relationships. MPs had ‘considerable
power to alter the careers of individual police officers’, for example, by requesting transfers.*¥’
Moreover, interviewed police officers stated that they needed to make significant payments to
acquire certain posts, to get promoted or transferred — describing this practice as ‘routine and
ubiquitous’. One police officer stated that there was a ‘bidding’ contest for his position, and he
won by paying 7 million taka. Another officer added that payments were also required ‘to
avoid being transferred to undesirable locations’.**® A professor of criminology, as cited in the
Daily Star, also pointed out that police officials got ‘transferred or promoted in exchange for
bribes’.**° An academic article, authored by Mohammad Abdul Jabber and Nazmus Sakib of
the University of Dhaka, and Mostafizur Rahman, media officer of the RAB-12 in Shirajganj,
stated that the ‘police face biases in regard to the promotion and performance appraisal
system’, with nepotism influencing some promotions, and police officers being ‘subject to
extraneous postings and transfers’.**°

3.1.3. Reporting a crime

In order to report a crime, the normal procedure is to submit an ejahar (a depiction of the
criminal event) to the police.* The police, in turn, establishes a First Information Report
(FIR).%®2 If the crime is serious**® and thus considered ‘cognisable’, it falls under the police
station’s jurisdiction and the police may initiate an investigation*** without a warrant as per the
Code of Criminal Procedure.**® This law does not, however, provide examples of crimes
qualifying as ‘cognisable’.**® Sources consulted by IRB Canada, described cognisable offences
as ‘serious’, and among the examples provided were rape, murder, theft and kidnapping.*’
The government of Bangladesh has stated that torture qualifies as a cognisable offence, as
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per the Torture and Custodial Death (Prevention) Act of 2013.#*® The CSA adopted in 2023
also identifies ‘cognisable’ offences:**° according to an unofficial translation, these included
‘illegal access to critical information structure’, ‘damage of computer, computer system’, ‘cyber
terrorism’, and ‘abetment of committing an offence under the act’.#¢°

‘Non-cognisable’ offences are referred to a magistrate who decides whether to order the
police to initiate an investigation or not.*®'

In principle, a FIR is to be filed at the police station responsible for the area in which the crime
was committed.*®? A local barrister noted in a blog post that, although the police may refuse to
register a FIR for crimes taking place outside of their jurisdiction, the Code of Criminal
Procedure does not mention jurisdictional limits in the process of registering a FIR.%%
According to a Facebook post of the First Capital University in Dhaka, a so-called ‘Zero FIR’
can be filed at any police station, irrespective of the police station’s geographic jurisdiction.
According to an anonymous source consulted by IRB Canada, described as a professor at the
University of Dhaka, ‘anyone can provide information orally or in writing to the police
regarding a cognizable offence’. Sources consulted by IRB Canada further described that oral
statements were written down by the police and signed by the informant, in order to file a
FIR.46%

464

Some sources reported that the police demanded bribes in order to file a report.*¢ In a
household survey carried out by TIB, over 80 % of households experiencing corruption within
law enforcement agencies, had faced corruption when seeking to file a FIR. Filing a FIR,
moreover, required the highest amount of bribe money recorded within law enforcement
agencies: 10 544 taka on average [which constituted about EUR 106 at the time].*¢”
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3.1.4. Competence and responsiveness

Sources reported some shortcomings including their lack of equipment and lack of training.*¢®
In a multi-authored academic article, authored by associates of Dhaka University and a RAB
media official, the police was described as ‘overburdened with work’, and also ‘underpaid’
when compared to other professions. The article further stated that the police had ‘minimal
logistical support’ and were not equipped nor trained to handle modern crime.*®° On the
contrary, the executive director of TIB, Iftekhar Zaman, explained that the low salaries used to
be a factor fostering corruption, but recently police salaries had been raised significantly. The
source described law enforcement agencies as ‘reasonably well-trained’ with regular and
advanced training programmes, including on advanced technologies. However, the source
confirmed that the infrastructure and logistics were below necessary standards. He had for
example heard of cases in some remote areas, where the police did not have service vehicles
to transport dead bodies when handling killings. Zaman assessed that, although both
infrastructure and professional skills would require improvements, law enforcement had
‘sufficient skills’ — the main issue related to integrity issues impacting their existing capacity.
Further explaining that, even though skills have been available in logistics, human resources,
and technology, they have not been duly applied with honesty and integrity as per existing
rules and regulations.*°

In the 2023 World Justice Project Rule of Law Index, Bangladesh ranked 123 out of 142
countries, and scored 0.30 (out of 1)*" as regards criminal justice. While the effectiveness of
the criminal investigation system scored 0.40 (out of 1), the lower average scoring was due to
shortcomings in the criminal justice system’s impartiality, government influence, and due
process of the law and rights of the accused (scoring 0.27 out of 1). The prevalence of
corruption in the criminal system scored 0.32 (out of 1).472

The police is the entity responsible for crime investigation in the criminal justice system.*’?

Zaman explained that money used to be a dominant factor, but that influence nowadays
depends on personal linkages. According to him, some individuals with connections enjoy
‘unlimited rights’ and ‘can do and undo anything’.*’* The Daily Star also reported that
influential individuals could impact the outcomes of cases.*”® According to a professor of
criminology, as cited in the Daily Star, field-level police may ‘act according to politically
connected or influential people’s bidding while registering cases and making arrests’.*’®
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3.1.5. Victim and witness protection

Bangladesh does not have a law specifically addressing victim*” or witness protection.*’®
There have been draft bills addressing the issue, but no legislation has been passed.*’®
Neither is there any protection mechanism in place for victims and witnesses.**° According to
the Business Standard, the absence of a protection mechanism was reportedly one reason
why many victims and witnesses refrained from reporting crimes.*®' This was also stated in a
special issue of the Bangladesh Journal of Law, published before the reference period
(August 2021), in which an associate professor at Dhaka University noted that there were ‘no
adequate victim and witness protection provisions under the main substantive and procedural
laws’.*®2 Some special status provide rights for victims of gender-based crimes (more
information is available in section 3.5.3 Violence against women and girls), and some specific
provisions deal with the rights of witnesses and victims,*®® such as the right to camera trials in
closed-doors settings,*®* and the specific criminalisation of threatening a victim or witness.*®®
There were also some provisions for the victims and witnesses of trafficking in human beings,
including identity protection, secured travel to legal proceedings, and protected residence, as
well as financial assistance.*®® A joint research report by the Government of Bangladesh and
UNODC, however, identified the need to expand victim protection structures.*®” Another
research study focusing on organ trafficking also noted a lack of victim and witness protection,
and argued that existing laws were ‘largely ineffective from a criminal justice and human rights
perspective’.*®® More information on trafficking in human beings is available in section

3.5.1. Trafficking in human beings.

Victims, witnesses and their family members were reportedly threatened, and sometimes
harassed and assaulted by offenders for filing complaints*® or refrained from testifying in
court fearing for their or their family members safety.*° According to Arafat Reza Jaan,
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research associate at the BRAC University in Dhaka, ‘many, particularly those living in rural
areas’ were discouraged to seek justice due to fear of reprisals from influential community
members.*' Local news media, the Daily Star, also reported on the fear of retaliation as a
‘major worry’ for victims of crime, as ‘perpetrators and their relatives may resort to violence
and intimidation’.*? Likewise, Zaman stated that people refrained from approaching the police
due to the risk of getting ‘entangled in the process’ and subject to harassment ‘endlessly’.**

3.1.6. Public perception and public trust

As mentioned in section 2.4. Respect of human rights, law enforcement has been used as a
tool for political purposes,** and involved in human rights abuse*® and other irregularities
such as demanding bribes from the public,**® and there have also been reported cases of
police personnel being involved in crimes such as robbery,*?” drug trade,**® and rape.**°

According to TIB who published a survey over corruption in public service sectors on 31
August 2022, law enforcement was perceived as the most corrupt state authority.>°° Although
many police officers are involved in crimes, disciplinary action is rarely taken®' and some
sources noted a culture of impunity.>°> According to the Daily Star, referring to statistics from
the Bangladeshi Police, 1731 police staff faced ‘departmental actions’ in 2022, and the
majority were suspended or transferred. The same source referred to ‘experts’ saying that ‘the
fact that they managed to get away with what is basically a slap on the wrist is one of the main

reasons why cops are increasingly getting involved in criminal activities’.5%

Irregularities within law enforcement negatively impacted the public trust.>** A survey from
2022 carried out inter alia by the Asia Foundation, found that the police was the least trusted
institution, being trusted by 29 % of respondents.*® During a speech held on the occasion of
the ‘Police Week 2024’, the President acknowledged that people were afraid of going to the
police stations.5°® According to the Asia Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, the
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prevalence of bribes and police harassment in exchange for bribes has caused ‘deep mistrust’
of the police and ‘deters many’ from approaching law enforcement and reporting crimes.®%’
Zaman also reported on a general lack of trust and that people only approach the police when
‘they are forced to’ or ‘have no other option’. Those who would approach the police, would do
so with ‘much reluctance’, fear and a ‘deep sense of lack of trust’. Other aspects related to
mistrust were the small chances of acquiring justice for people without political connections,
and without paying bribes, and the risk of getting ‘entangled in the process’.>°® A local analyst,
anonymised out of security reasons, stated that victims and their families avoid approaching
the police even for severe crime such as murder or serial rape, also due to exposure to
various forms of harassment from perpetrators, and/or their accomplices, ‘including kingpins
behind, who are usually powerful, often with direct or indirect political linkages, which also
facilitate collusion of a section of law enforcers including police’.5%°

3.2. Prosecution

The prosecution is organised under the Ministry of Law,* and shall not engage in the police’s
investigations.®" The role of the prosecutor is to lead the prosecution,’ i.e. presenting the
case in court and formulate ‘arguments as to why the accused ought to be convicted’.5®

Prosecutors were lawyers®™ and, according to BRAC, public prosecutor are to be appointed
from advocates having at least ten years of experience from lower courts.>™® However, there
were no general recruitment rules for public prosecutors,”™ but the government has been
empowered to appoint public prosecutors,®” and the selection process has been politicised.”™®
As the prosecutor’s positions are not permanent,®™ there has been a historical tendency of
new governments to switch prosecutors when coming to power.52°
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According to BRAC, the politicisation of the prosecution service and the poor knowledge
among prosecutors of criminal laws ‘hampered legal proceedings’, and also reported on
‘inefficiency and flawed investigations’.>*' An international organisation, interviewed by the
EUAA on 22 April 2024, stated that prosecutors in general lacked the capacity to manage the
amount of cases, and also lacked an understanding of their role.5?> Sources also reported that
the salaries of prosecutors were low, and that they tended to compromise their services.>*
BRAC reported that prosecutors tended to lack accountability, and demonstrated a lack of
interest in their jobs.5?* The executive director of TIB stated although that the prosecution
service had the skills and capacity, and also were reasonably well placed in terms of facilities
and logistics, it suffered from integrity issues. The responsiveness depended on the case and
the involved person’s status and personal links, according to the same source.®?®

3.3. Courts

3.3.1. Organisation

Bangladesh has a common law system, with the Supreme Court being the highest instance.>?®

The Supreme Court is comprised by the High Court Division and the Appellate Division,>?’
which have original jurisdiction in hearing, inter alia, constitutional matters®?® and in assessing
the law’s constitutionality.5?° Subordinate civil and criminal courts®® are, inter alia, divided by
district>®' and metropolitan area.>*2 There are also tribunals and special courts,**® and at local
level, the union parishads also operate Village Courts.>** The Village Courts are semi-formal
justice mechanisms, and people also resort to entirely informal justice institutions.>* More
information is available in section 3.4. Village courts and informal justice mechanisms.

3.3.2. Capacity issues

There was a large backlog of court cases, and also reportedly delays in the disposal of
cases.”® In 2022, the Minister of Law stated that 3.9 million cases were pending in the
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courts®¥ and, by September 2023, the backlog had increased to about 4.05 million cases
according to the Chief Justice, as cited by local media New Age.*>*® There was an insufficient
number of judges, both in relation to the case backlog®*® and the population size.>*® According
to the Chief Justice, there were 1900 lower court judges as of January 202254

Digitalisation has been used as a means to decrease court backlogs. This process was
accelerated during the pandemic: in May 2020, a presidential decree allowed the justice
system to use virtual means for the first time.>*? An international organisation, interviewed by
the EUAA on 22 April 2024, however, stated that cases were not digitalised, as the initiated
digitalisation process had not led to a fully digitalised system yet.>* The legal system was
described as ‘slow’ by USDOS.>** A research study published in 2023 found that the average
time among households to receive a judgement from district courts was six years.>*° A
research associate at BRAC University stated that some cases could take 10-20 and,
sometimes, 60 years to resolve®*® while sources consulted by OFPRA also said that cases
could reach 20 years.®*” Another means to solve capacity issues has been to introduce
alternative conflict resolution mechanisms®* (see 3.4 Village courts and informal justice
mechanisms).

There has reportedly been a lack of court infrastructure.>* The Daily Star reported on a lack of
technical equipment.®*® Zaman echoed that ‘there could be much more infrastructure
development, technological development, advancement and logistic support’.>®

In 2024 the IGP, as reported by local media, stated that the conviction rates of all cases filed in
Bangladesh was 17 % in 2022, and had increased to 28 % by December 2023.552 A local
analyst stated that, due to integrity issues, the administration of justice was sometimes
selective, despite the actual skills and capacities available.>®® The international organisation
stated that there was a need of training judges in case management, due to the large number
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of cases, and that judges sometimes had to ‘think outside the box’ to handle the case load.
However, the same source also stressed that there where legal barriers for extraordinary
initiatives and called for a legal reform to address the challenges in Bangladeshi courts.>®* As
mentioned, Bangladesh ranked 123 out of 142 countries in the World Justice Project Rule of
Law Index, and scored 0.30 (out of 1) as regards criminal justice. While the effectiveness of the
criminal adjudication system scored 0.41 (out of 1), the lower average scoring was due to
shortcomings in the criminal justice system’s impartiality, government influence, and the due
process of the law and rights of the accused. The prevalence of corruption in the criminal
system scored 0.32 (out of 1).5%°

3.3.3. Judicial independence and corruption

Several sources described the judiciary as ‘politicised’.>*® As mentioned in section 2.1. State
structure, there have been issues as regards the court’s independence from the government,
inter alia due to the latter’s influence over judicial appointments.®®” According to OFPRA, there
were no established procedure for the appointment of judicial personnel, who were often
selected on the basis of political loyalty and attendance at AL meetings, rather than
competence.®®® In 2017, the then Chief Justice was put under political pressure after issuing a
ruling unfavourable to the government. Eventually, he resigned and fled the country.®%°
According to academics and legal practitioners interviewed by the International Federation for
Human Rights (Fidh), this case caused a ‘negative precedent’ among judges fearing that they
may face the same fate if they issue rulings unfavourable to the ruling party.>®® Moreover, the
government®® has been using ‘judicial harassment’ as a means to supress dissent and harass
the opposition.>®? Targets have included journalists,*®® leaders of civil society organisations,
human rights defenders and other dissenting voices.*®* More information is available in
section 4. Treatment of specific profiles and groups of the population.

Freedom House described corruption in Bangladeshi courts as ‘endemic’®® and TIB ranked
the judiciary as one of most corrupt institutions.>®® TIB’s Executive Director, Iftekhar Zaman,
described the judiciary as 'highly vulnerable to corruption’, and pointed out the fact that the
institutions mandated to control corruption and to ensure the rule of law are themselves
involved in corruption, and have been acting against rule of law.>®” Through the years, public
allegations on rampant corruption within the judiciary have also come from academics,
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supreme court judges and other high-ranking officials, calling on the government to take
action.®®® The current Chief Justice,*®° as some of his predecessors,*’° also acknowledged the
prevalence of corruption in the judiciary, but pointed out that it is prevalent in all sectors of
society.”

3.3.4. Court costs and bribes

Sources pointed out court costs as an obstacle to access justice,*? including the need to pay
bribes.>”® According to an academic article, published in 2023, district courts were ‘very
expensive’ and therefore inaccessible to most of the rural population.®”* The concentration of
courts in urban areas further disadvantaged rural people when seeking legal assistance.®’®

Corruption in the form of bribery was present in courts.®”® An academic article published in
2023, pointed out that litigants in lower courts were demanded bribes by judges, magistrates,
lawyers and other court officials.>”” Zaman added that there was ‘hardly any chance of getting
justice without paying bribes’.3”® While the research article described existing incentives to
‘purchase’ or ‘sell’ judges’ decisions’,*”® USDOS referred to unnamed observers alleging that
this was sometime taking place for ‘bail or acquittal in criminal cases’ as well.>8°

3.3.5. Public trust

In a survey from 2022, carried out by the Asia Foundation and partner organisations, 45 % of
respondents trusted the judicial system — which constituted a six-point increase since 2019.5#
Zaman stated that people in general avoid reporting crimes, and do it as a last resort.®®2 This
fact was also acknowledged by the Supreme Court in a verdict from 2019 describing the
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judiciary as ‘the last resort of the people’. It further referred to verdicts being sold, which made
people seek alternative ways of seeking justice by approaching ‘goons, terrorists and mafias’
instead.®® The long processing times reportedly also made people lose confidence in the
judiciary.5®*

3.4. Village courts and informal justice mechanisms

The village courts (also referred to as Gram Adalat*®) were created to ease the burden of the
formal justice system,*®® and to improve the access to justice of marginalised groups.®® It was
also introduced as an alternative to the traditional practice of shalish®® — an ‘informal
grassroots justice system’®®® typically consisting of powerful village elders or other powerful
individuals convening to resolve disputes.®®° The village court system was first created in 1976
through the Village Court Ordinance, but it was later replaced with the 2006 Village Courts
Act,**' which empowered the administrative unions to resolve petty issues within their
jurisdiction.®*? Despite the creation of the village courts, the practice of shalish is still active
and the preferred dispute resolution mechanism according to a research article.5*

The village courts handle both criminal and civil cases,*** but only minor issues that do not
exceed a compensation of 75 000 taka [about EUR 594].>%° According to the UNDP such
issues may be ‘stolen property, recovery of movable property, compensation for destroyed
property and loss of crops due to livestock’.>® The cases should not involve formal justice
mechanisms.®®” A draft law, however suggests to increase the compensation amount to
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300 000 taka.®*® The village courts can only impose such financial punishments, and do not
have jurisdiction to hand down prison sentences.**® UNDP reported that the purpose of the
village court system has been for it to be a ‘quasi-judicial dispute resolution mechanism’, but
that ‘it has never functioned fully in compliance with the law’.6°

OFPRA reported that the village courts were much less used than the tradition of shalish.®®'
This claim was supported by a research study from Yale University, surveying the use of
village courts in 107 randomly selected unions. It found that the village courts rather served as
a supplement to the tradition of shalish, which remained the dominant dispute resolution
mechanism. While this research study did not find evidence of households benefitting from
ties to the heads of the village courts, it found that the shalish was widely perceived to be
biased in favour of ‘the rich and powerful’ due to their social or financial connections with the
elders.®? The executive director of TIB, Iftekhar Zaman, however stated that although village
courts functioned relatively well at times, politics have been influencing those who play the
role of mediators.®®®* OFPRA also reported that the village courts suffer from the same
politicisation as the shalish and other judicial institutions.®°*

In addition to village court and shalish, informal justice was provided by other mechanisms
such as NGO-organised mediation®® as well as community legal services according to CGS®%®
and community leaders, arbitration councils, and alternative dispute resolution by religious
leaders as reported by USAID.®%’

Fatwa is a way to settle matters of religious practices and may only be issued by Muslim
religious scholars.®°® In 2011, Bangladesh’s Supreme Court ruled that fatwas may be issued,
but prohibited their enforcement.®® Nevertheless, AFP reported on a woman being caned and
stoned to death in 2023 due to accusations of an extramarital affair. The punishment was
reportedly enforced on the order of a Muslim scholar and village elders.®™® Moreover, USDOS
reported that [ilncidents of vigilantism against women occurred, sometimes led by religious
leaders enforcing fatwas. The incidents included whipping, beating, and other forms of
physical violence.”®"
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3.5. Response to certain types of crime

3.5.1. Trafficking in human beings

The 2012 Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking Act criminalises trafficking in
human beings for the purposes of sexual and labour exploitation.®? Penalties range from five
years to life imprisonment and fines.®™ The government has been implementing five-year
national action plans to combat trafficking in human beings, and has also been developing a
National Referral Mechanism to extend services to victims (which had not yet been launched
as of June 2023).6 Bangladeshi police cooperated with INTERPOL on trafficking cases®” and
the USDOS reported on ‘at least one’ embassy coordinating with foreign law enforcement to
‘remove Bangladeshi nationals from trafficking situation in the Middle East’.®" After a visit to
Bangladesh in late 2022, the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons stated that the role
of embassy and consular officials in supporting victims could be further strengthened.®”

There are specialised Anti-Human Trafficking Tribunals in seven districts.®® They are
comprised of judges and specialised prosecutors assigned to hear cases of trafficking in
human beings.®" Police,’?° prosecutors®' and judges undergo anti-trafficking training®%? but
sources called for further training efforts.®?®* There was reportedly a lack of expertise in
trafficking in human beings.®** USDOS explained that some officials conflated it with other
crimes such as migrant smuggling and fraudulent labour practices. The same source also
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reported on weak cases and delays due to the tendency of law enforcement to rely too much
on testimonies of victim and witness as evidence, as well as issues in collaborating with the
prosecution service.®?® The Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons stated that there was
a ‘continuing prevalence of discriminatory attitudes’ and violence against sex workers from
‘parts of the police, health care workers, social services, and the wider society’. Complaints by
sex workers, including trafficking, were ‘rarely investigated by police’.®?® According to USDOS,
some officials denied the existence of internal trafficking — particularly child sex trafficking.®?’
The Special Rapporteur further expressed her ‘urgent concern’ regarding reports on fill-
treatment, physical and sexual abuse, including rape of migrant women workers, recruited for
domestic work particularly to the Gulf region’, and stated that returning migrant women
workers ‘often face stigma and discrimination within society’.5?® Other sources also reported
on female victims of trafficking facing social stigma by the surrounding community.5?° As
reported by OFPRA, ‘Domestic workers, especially those returning from abroad, are
particularly stigmatised, especially if they have been sexually abused or are suspected of
having been [sexually abused], but also because of the social prohibitions linked to the
mobility of a single woman in Bangladeshi patriarchal society. Women have been forbidden to
return home by their families, husbands, or in-laws for fear of being the subject of rumours’.5*

The criminal justice system experienced a lack of resources for processing cases of trafficking
in human beings.®®' For victims returning from abroad, the police faced difficulties in collecting
evidence as the crime took place in a foreign country.®®? Criminal justice professionals told the
UNODC that victims returning from abroad oftentimes had been ‘deceived into signing
declarations that they had been overseas voluntarily’. At the same time, Bangladeshi criminal
justice actors lacked the resources to travel abroad and lacked ‘standing and operational
agreements’ for exchanging evidence with foreign authorities.®*

There were also reported challenges in finalising cases, and only a limited number of cases
led to convictions.®** The Daily Star analysed cases of the Anti-Human Trafficking Tribunal in
Dhaka, disposed in the period March 2020-August 2022, and found that only 1.5 % (13 cases
out of 858 cases) had led to convictions, and only 20 convicted persons had received prison
sentences.®* During the reporting period of the USDOS report Trafficking in Human Beings
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2023, 1 April 2022-31 March 2023,%%¢ 94 traffickers were convicted in 35 cases, and most
were sentenced with fines.®¥” As of 2022, the courts had thousands of trafficking cases in their
backlog.®®® The figures of the actual size ranged from 4 732 cases in mid-2022, as reported by
the USDOS,®*° to 5 781 as reported by the Daily Star at the same time.®*° Dhaka Tribune
reported that 2 729 cases were pending trial and 517 investigation as of March 2023,
encompassing 31523 suspects, out of which about half (14 541) had been arrested.®”

Corruption was reportedly an issue for trafficking cases as well.®*? The political connections of
the accused influenced the processing of cases,®* as well as bribing.®** Sources also reported
on public official’s being involved in trafficking,®*® and official complicity ‘remained pervasive’
according to the USDOS.%*¢ The same source noted that the government did not seem to have
launched any investigations against government employees complicit in trafficking crimes,
and that sub-agents conducting illegal recruitment were not held accountable in a consistent
manner.®¥ This information could not be corroborated by other sources. However, as
mentioned, there is a general culture of impunity within law enforcement.®*® USDOS further
reported that the authorities did not investigate or prosecute trafficking cases involving
Rohingyas, and that some officials facilitated trafficking of Rohingyas by letting traffickers
access the camps in exchange of bribes.®*° This information could not be corroborated
through other sources.

State support for victims’ assistance and protection was reportedly limited.®*® NGOs and
international organisations have been offering support programs to assist sex workers and
returned victims of trafficking in human beings, including accommodation, psycho-social
assistance and counselling, and legal assistance for accessing compensation and in filing
police complaints. The capacity to provide longer term assistance was however reportedly
limited.®®'
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3.5.2. lllegal money lending

Bangladeshis face high costs of migration, including fees of recruitment agencies and other
intermediaries,®*? and many Bangladeshi migrants are indebted.®>* Among these, there are
victims of trafficking in human beings.®** Some have been facing exploitative labour conditions
to repay loans taken from legal recruitment agencies or unlicensed brokers,®*® who have
sometimes been conveying false and misleading information about work prospects abroad.®%®
More information in this topic is available in section 1.5. International migration.

After a visit to Bangladesh in 31 October 2022-9 November 2022, the Special Rapporteur on
trafficking in persons, Ms Mullally, stated that ‘returned migrant workers with significant debts
are at continued risk of exploitation and face reprisals and threats because of difficulties in
repaying debts and securing new employment’.®*” The NGO Justice and Care reported that
‘failure to pay can have severe economical, reputational and physical’ consequences for
migrants and their families.®*® Ms Mullally further stated that there is limited access to legal
remedies due to significant delays, and that the access to compensation was ‘extremely
limited’.®®® Other sources also reported on illegal recruiters not consistently being held
accountable.®®°

More information on state response to trafficking in human beings is provided in the previous
section 3.5.1. Trafficking in human beings.

3.5.3. Violence against women and girls

Information on the prevalence of domestic violence, sexual harassment, rape, acid attacks,
and other types of crimes against women and girls is available in section 4.2.3. Violence and
other forms of abuse against women and girls.

Information on general victim and witness protection is available in section 3.1.5. Victim and
withess protection.
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The police reportedly underwent training courses to handle violence against women.®®' There
is, moreover, a specialised Women Support and Investigation Division of the Dhaka
Metropolitan Police®®? and every police station reportedly had a special service desks for
women.®®3 According to UNICEF, trained women police personnel have been deployed to
manage these desks.®* To address the issue of violence against women, in 2009 the
Bangladesh Police introduced the first Victim Support Centre (VSC) in Dhaka.®®® VSCs provide
legal assistance to women and children subjected to violence,®®® as well as counselling and
medical help in collaboration with a number of NGOs.®¢” Eight of the VSC also provide short-
term accommodation.®®® There are also One-stop crisis centres (OCCs) available for rape
victims, offering multiple services at the same place.®®® Local media outlet, the Daily Star,
described the admission process to access the VSCs and the OCCs as ‘very complicated’ as
victims needed to acquire police referrals or court orders.®’° Sources consulted by OFPRA,
also stated that there were not enough OCCs across the country, that few knew about them,
and that there was a lack of resources for the OCCs to be fully operational.®”

Due to social stigma connected to gender-based violence many victims refrain from reporting
crimes.®”? Social norms reportedly also impacted service delivery of the police,®”®> making them
deprioritise and sometimes ignore cases of domestic violence, and also disqualify complains
and ask the victim to resolve the issue ‘within the family’, as reported in a research study of
the IDS.®”* There was a reported need of gender sensitivity training.®’® In a round table
discussion organised by BRAC, a police officer stressed the need to enhance the force’s
capacity in collecting evidence, and strengthen the ability to identify admissible evidence for
different types of offences against women and girls.®’® The study by IDS also noted a lack of
human and financial resources to handle domestic violence.®”’
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Special tribunals are tasked with handling gender-based violence.®’® In 2022, the director of
the Judicial Administration and Training institute stated that, although they offered training on
gender sensitivity, they did not have enough capacity to train all judges and prosecutors in the
country. ®”° Victims of gender-based violence who filed cases faced delays in investigations
and trials,®®® and few cases led to convictions.®®' According to USAID, women predominantly
sought redress in the informal shalish.5®

The Daily Star reported that there were around 36 shelters for victims of domestic violence in
2022, including 15 run by NGOs. There were too few shelters in relation to the existing
demand. The Daily Star further reported that most shelters were located in urban areas,
making them hard for rural women to access. Women wanting to leave an abusive situation
therefore face the risk of becoming homeless.®® This information could not be corroborated
by other sources.

3.5.4. Land disputes

Land scarcity is a ‘significant issue’ in Bangladesh.®®* The situation is aggravated by
deforestation®® and climate change, causing the loss of fertile land.®®® More information on
climate change and its impact on the population is available in section 1.4. Floodings and other
natural hazards.

Land disputes are widespread®® and stem from various reasons — one being the lack of land
records, making it difficult to identify the actual owner.®® Land has been illegally occupied,
including private and government-owned land®® as well as protected forests.®%° Influential
individuals have been involved in land-grabbing,®®' including members of the current political
party in power.t92 USDOS reported that land disputes disproportionally impacted members of
minority communities.®®* An NGO representative engaged in protecting the rights of Christian
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Bangladeshis, told OFPRA that minorities were disadvantaged in land disputes, due to their
lack of representation within the police, and small political influence.®** According to
Bertelsmann Stiftung, a large number of political leaders have been accused of ‘involvement
in, or at least tolerance of, the land grabbing from the Hindu minorities’. The same source
reported that land disputes were ‘a major source of violence’ between ethnic minorities and
Bengali settlers in the CHT, and that it was ‘commonly observed’ that Bengali settlers ‘with the
involvement of influential political leaders’, grabbed land of indigenous people.®*® According
to representatives of an NGO interviewed by OFPRA, the Bangladeshi security forces in the
CHT continued to support Bengali settlers, and they further stated that the Land Dispute
Resolution Commission set up to handle disputes between indigenous people and Bengali
settlers were under the influence of the military.®

More information on the situation of ethnic and religious minorities is available in sections 4.3.
Ethnic and religious minorities.

Land disputes were ‘extremely’ difficult to solve according to the US embassy in Dhaka.®®’
Applicable laws were described as ‘scattered’,*?® for example the practices in inheritance of
private property varied depending on religious laws and customary laws of different ethnic
groups.®®® Furthermore, the administrative system set up to handle land registration and
ownership was reportedly ineffective,’® and struggled to address land disputes according to
the Association for Land Reform and Development (ALDR).”®' According to a 2023 article of
the Land Portal Foundation, there was a lack of coordination between responsible bodies, and
issues in implementing the applicable laws.”°? The formal process to handle land disputes was
lengthy, oftentimes taking several years to resolve’?® — and sometimes generations according
to a lawyer interviewed by OFPRA in June 2023.7%4

In order to address challenges related to land-disputes and increase tenure security’® the
parliament passed the Land Crime Prevention and Remedy Act in 2023.7°¢ |t identifies crimes
such as ‘claiming ownership of more land than the actual size; tricking someone into
registering more land than the actual size; secretly selling land after prior sale or transfer or
after taking advance payment for sale; and cheating with inheritors and co-inheritors’.
Punishments set out by the new law include fines and imprisonment up to five years
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depending on the crime. As per this act, citizens are to be handed Certificates of Land
Ownership (CLO), and those in possession of a CLO are not required to prove ownership of
land.”®” A lawyer interviewed by OFPRA pointed out that illiteracy is a ‘major obstacle’ to
acquire such documents,’®® and the international organisation interviewed by the EUAA stated
that although the government has initiated the development of digital land registration and
records, it is in a preliminary stage and such initiatives have not had any significant impact on
land disputes.’®®

Corruption has been prevalent also in the land administration sector.”® A lawyer consulted by
OFPRA,stated that land disputes between private citizens, in theory, could be solved through
the formal justice mechanisms, but that politics may influence the process, and that the police
in general do not intervene against important persons — unless the victim is supported by an
equally influential person. Moreover, influential persons may have the resources to drag out a
court procedure, and to intimidate their opponents through ‘henchmen’.”" USDOS referred to
minority groups stating that the ‘local police, civil authorities, and political leaders were
sometimes involved in evictions or shielded politically influential land grabbers from

prosecution’.”?

707 Bangladesh Post, New land management law coming, 9 January 2023, url
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4. Treatment of specific profiles and
groups of the population

4.1. Political activists, journalists, and human rights
defenders

411. Legislation on freedom of speech, assembly and the press

The constitution guarantees freedom of assembly, and to ‘peacefully’ participate in public
meetings and processions (article 37), and freedom of association (article 38).”" Article 39
furthermore guarantees the freedom of thought and conscience, and the freedom of speech
and expression of every citizen, as well as press freedom. However, the same article also
outlines that the freedoms of speech, expression and the press are subject to ‘any reasonable
restrictions imposed by law in the interests of the security of the State, friendly relations with
foreign states, public order, decency or morality, or in relation to contempt of court,
defamation or incitement to an offence’.”*

Some legal acts limit the freedoms outlined in the constitution.” The Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) was adopted in 2006, and inter alia prohibited publishing or
transmitting ‘false and obscene’ material (Section 57).”® The ICT was replaced’” on 8 October
2018 by the DSA.””® The DSA was described as ‘draconian’,”® and as of January 2023, over

7 000 cases had been filed under the act according to Bangladeshi authorities.” Individuals
who have had charges brought against them under the DSA included (among others)
journalists,”" activists and educators.”?? According to BRAC Institute of Governance and
Development (BIGD),’?® the accused were [ijndividuals from all walks of life, ranging from
children to government employees’.”?* Following criticism,”?® the DSA was replaced by the
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CSA on 13 September 2023.7?° Some abusive elements were removed,’? including a
reduction in the number of cognisable’?® and non-bailable offences.”?® Moreover, the sentence
for ‘defamation’ was changed into fine instead of imprisonment, and the offence of ‘holding,
transferring data-information illegally’ was removed.” The CSA however retained many
restrictive elements of the DSA, 7' including criminalising ‘propaganda or campaign against
liberation war, the spirit of liberation war, father of the nation, national anthem of national flag’
(Section 21), publishing information that is ‘false’ or ‘offensive’ (Section 25), ‘that hurts the
religious values or sentiment’ (Section 28), that is ‘defamatory’ (Section 29), and information
that ‘deteriorates law and order’ (Section 31).”*2 Sources also criticised the CSA for retaining
vague formulations of the DSA opening up for its misuse, as well as the possibility for law
enforcement to search, seizure, and arrest without a warrant.”3

The Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act of 2016 require NGOs receiving
foreign funding to register with the NGO Affairs Bureau and receive prior approval of projects
before accepting foreign funds. The same act authorises this bureau to make inspections,
monitor and review ‘voluntary activities’ by individuals and NGOs. It further requires NGOs to
apprise the bureau of ‘any official tour abroad’ in relation to approved projects, submit to
inspections, and regularly submit reports and attend coordination meetings. The act further
outlines that the violation of ‘any provision’ of the act by an NGO or individual is an offence,
liable to fines, the cancellation of projects run by the individual or the NGO, as well as the
deregistration of the NGO concerned.”? As stated in the Article 14 of the Foreign Donations
Act, ‘any NGOs or Individual’ that ‘pass any malicious and indecent (derogatory and
reproachful) comments regarding the constitution of Bangladesh or any constitutional
institutions or engage in any anti state activities [...] shall be treated to be an offence’.”*®

726 Dhaka Tribune, Parliament passes Cyber Security Bill 2023, 13 September 2023, url

727 Al Jazeera, Bangladesh to tone down ‘draconian’ digital security law, 7 August 2023, url

728 Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, p. 3; TIB, Digital Security Act 2018 and the draft Cyber Security Act 2023 : A Comparative Analysis, 2023, url,
pp. 9-10

729 Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, p. 3; Daily Star (The), What does the proposed Cyber Security Act offer?, 8 September 2023, url

730 Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, pp. 3, 17; TIB, Digital Security Act 2018 and the draft Cyber Security Act 2023 : A Comparative Analysis, 2023,
url, p. 8

731 Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, p. 1; Hossain, N. and Lewis, D., Draft for discussion, Revisiting civil society in Bangladesh, January 2024, url, p.
11; HRW, World Report 2024: Bangladesh, 11 January 2024, url

732 Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, p. 2-3; TIB, Digital Security Act 2018 and the draft Cyber Security Act 2023 : A Comparative Analysis, 2023, url,
pp. 5-7

733 TIB, Digital Security Act 2018 and the draft Cyber Security Act 2023 : A Comparative Analysis, 2023, url, p. 23,
29; Al, Bangladesh: Open letter to the government: Feedback on proposed “Cyber Security Act”, 22 August 2023,
url, pp. 2-3

734 Bangladesh: Act No. 8 of 2016, Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act, 8 October 2016, url, art.
3, 6, 8(3), 10, 14, 15; See also: Hossain N. and Lewis D., Draft for discussion, Revisiting civil society in Bangladesh,
January 2024, url, p. 1

735 Bangladesh, Act No. 8 of 2016, Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act, 8 October 2016, url, art.
14

63



J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

Other laws that impact the freedom of expression and press freedom’3® include the
Telecommunications Act (2001) which allows state agencies to tap telephone and mobiles”’
to protect national security and public order.”*® In 2024, the government proposed a new draft
act, with additional provisions that included other telecommunication means under the
purview of the law; such as social media, online platforms, and other internet services.”®® Also,
the Pornography Control Act (2012) prohibits making or selling pornographic material,’*° and
defines pornography as ‘any material that is likely to increase sexual sensation or desires’ and
‘includes nude or half nude video and still pictures’, as reported by local media New Age.”*

4.1.2. State reactions to opposition and critique

Sheikh Hasina and her government have shown a growing intolerance of dissent.”*? Before
the 2024 election, the government reportedly increased their repression, and targeted the
opposition, human rights defenders and media.”*®

Dissidents and critics have been supressed through harassment, surveillance, arbitrary arrest,
and enforced disappearance.”®* State authorities have also reportedly harassed family
members of such individuals’® for example through arrests’*® or showing up at their houses in
the middle of the night to interrogate them.”’ In a joint statement, a group of twelve local and
international human rights organisation said that the government had been using enforced
disappearance as ‘a tool to supress political movements and silence dissenting voices,
creating a climate of fear’.”*® Meanwhile, Bertelsmann Stiftung reported that enforced
disappearances and extrajudicial killings had been ‘instrumentalized’ in order to ‘spread fear
and muzzle criticism’,”*® while Human Rights Watch described enforced disappearances as a
‘hallmark’ of Sheikh Hasina’s rule.”®® More information is available in section 2.4.2 Enforced
disappearances and extrajudicial killings.

736 Haque, E., Balancing Freedom of the Press and Reasonable Restrictions in Bangladesh: An Appraisal. Business
Ethics and Leadership, 3(1), 80-100, 2019, url, pp. 87, 89

737 Haque, E., Balancing Freedom of the Press and Reasonable Restrictions in Bangladesh: An Appraisal. Business
Ethics and Leadership, 3(1), 80-100, 2019, url, p. 87; Odhikar, “Bangladesh Telecommunication (amendment)
Ordinance, 2005: National Security or Infringement on Civil Rights?”, September 2009, url, p. 1

738 Haque, E., Balancing Freedom of the Press and Reasonable Restrictions in Bangladesh: An Appraisal. Business
Ethics and Leadership, 3(1), 80-100, 2019, url, p. 87; CLFR, Bangladesh, October 2018, url

739 Daily Star (The), Govt drafts fresh telecom act, 25 March 2024, url; Prothom Alo, Question arises over the
necessity of new telecommunication act with little change, 30 April 2024, url

740 BBC, Bangladesh cabinet approves anti-pornography law, 2 January 2012, url; New Age, The Pornography
Control Act, 2012, 23 June 2019, url

74 New Age, The Pornography Control Act, 2012, 23 June 2019, url

742 BBC News, Muhammad Yunus: Leaders urge Bangladesh to end attack on Nobel laureate, 1 September 2023,
url; France24, Sheikh Hasina: Bangladesh democracy icon-turned-iron lady, 7 January 2024, url

743 CIVICUS, People Power Under Attack 2023, December 2023, url, p. 34; HRW, World Report 2024:
Bangladesh, 11 January 2024, url

744 CGS, Shrinking Civic Space in Bangladesh: Restoring Dialogue and Collaboration, 25 March 2023, url

745 HRW, Bangladesh: Stop Reprisals Against Victims, Activists, 7 April 2022, url; New Age, Families face
harassment, arrest, 4 November 2023, url

746 New Age, Families face harassment, arrest, 4 November 2023, url

747 HRW, Bangladesh: Stop Reprisals Against Victims, Activists, 7 April 2022, url

748 ADPAN et al., Bangladesh, Government must cease enforced disappearances, stop harassment of the victims’
families and hold perpetrators accountable, 29 August 2023, url

749 Bertelsmann Stiftung, Bangladesh Country Report 2024, 19 March 2024, url

750 HRW, Decade of Disappearances, n.d., url

64



BANGLADESH — COUNTRY FOCUS L

Authorities reportedly monitored foreign funding of human rights organisations,’”*' and
dissenting voices have been targeted through legal proceedings,’® through so called ‘judicial
harassment’.”>®* As mentioned, over 7 000 cases were filed during the years that the DSA was
in effect.”** Under the CSA (adopted on 13 September 20237°®) a total of 18 cases had been
recorded as of 1 March 2024 by the Centre for Governance Studies (CGS), including 10
journalists and 8 politicians.”*® According to OMCT, both the DSA and CSA have been used to
arbitrarily detain government critics.”’

The CGS reported that, under the ICT and the DSA, individuals were tried and convicted for
social media posts. In one case in August 2023, the mother of a Bangladeshi student residing
in the USA was arrested, as her son had posted critical comments about the government in
social media.”® In another case, reported by New Age, the police arrested a local leader of
the BNP for a social media post by his brother who was based in the UK.”° In 2022, Odhikar
recorded a total of 62 cases where individuals had been arrested under the DSA for critical
posts in social media about the prime minister, high-ranking officials of the government and
their family members, the Indian prime minister’s visit to Bangladesh, and other ‘anti-
government’ posts.”®® The same source recorded 48 such cases in 2023.7®

In January 2022, the government officials declared that passports of Bangladeshi citizens
might be cancelled due to alleged anti-government activity, including spreading false
information about the country.”®?

41.3. Political activists

Political activists have been subjected to different forms of violence ahead of elections,”®® and
sources reported on a crackdown on political activism and protests of BNP supporters.’®
Some protests have turned violent, leading to deaths and injuries when supporters of different

78! RFK Human Rights, Bangladesh: Stop reprisals against victims, activists, 7 April 2022, url; HRW, World Report
2023: Bangladesh, 12 January 2023, url

752 OHCHR, Bangladesh legal harassment of HRDs and civil society leaders, 5 September 2023, url; CIVICUS,
Bangladesh: Government Continues Targeting Activists and Criminalising Opposition Members Ahead of UN
Human Rights Review, 23 October 2023, url

783 HRW, Bangladesh: Quash Conviction and Release Rights Defenders, 14 September 2023, url

754 Business Standard (The), Over 7,000 cases filed under DSA: Law minster, 5 June 2023, url

755 Dhaka Tribune, Parliament passes Cyber Security Bill 2023, 13 September 2023, url

756 CGS, From Digital to Cyber Security Act: Thoughts of the Politicians, 1 March 2024, url

757 OMCT, Bangladesh: Arbitrary detention and impunity for torture continues after elections, 2 February 2024, url
758 Riaz, A., The Ordeal Five Years of the Digital Security Act 2018-2023, CGS, April 2024, url, p. 37

759 New Age, UP members arrested for expatriate brother’s FB comment on PM, 10 September 2022, url

760 Odhikar, Bangladesh: Annual Human Rights Report 2022, 30 January 2023, url, p. 4

76" Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, p. 2

762 Business Standard (The), Passports of anti-state activists may be scraped: Hasan, 13 January 2022, url; Daily Star
(The), 'Anti-state activities from abroad will result in passport being cancelled', 12 January 2022, url

763 HRW, Bangladesh: Crackdown on Political Opposition, 10 October 2022, url; OMCT, Bangladesh: The
government must stop killing protestors and silencing dissent, 6 November 2023, url; CIVICUS, Bangladesh:
Criminalisation of activists and crackdown on protests continue following one-sided elections, 12 April 2024, url
764 CIVICUS, Bangladesh government brutally cracks down on opposition rallies as well as journalists and
dissidents, 22 December 2022, url; Al, Bangladesh: Authorities must end repression of demonstrations, 8
December 2022, url; Al Jazeera, Bans and boycotts: The troubled history of Bangladesh’s elections, 5 January
2024, url

65



J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

parties have clashed with each other’®® and also with the police.”®® Protesters have been met
with excessive use of force by the police,”®” and there were also reports of the police

coordinating attacks against the opposition together with supporters of the ruling party.
Protests have been followed by extensive arrests of opposition members and supporters,
while AL affiliates have seemingly enjoyed impunity for their part in the violence.””° In 2022,
ASK recorded 70 deaths and 6 914 injured due to political violence, and 45 deaths and 7 121
injured 2023. ASK further recorded 27 deaths and 2 471 injured in January—April 2024.”"

768

769

Starting in 2022, several big rallies were organised for the 2024 election’’? and such protests

continued in 2023.7® One of the largest demonstrations was organised in Dhaka on 28
October 20237* with more than 100 000 persons participating.””® According to the Armed
Conflict Location and Events Data Project (ACLED), the protest was the most violent
demonstration recorded in Bangladesh between January 2018 and November 2023.77¢ A
police officer died during violent clashes,””” and the police reportedly used excessive force.
The protest triggered the detention of several BNP leaders,””® alongside thousands of BNP
supporters.”® Eight of the arrested BNP leaders had reportedly died in custody before the end
of 2023.7®" In the months leading to the election, the BNP reported on arrest of over 20 000
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opposition leaders and activists,”®? while a group of UN experts reported, in January 2024,
that 25 000 opposition leaders and supporters had been arrested. The UN experts further
reported that some arrested activists were tortured and denied treatment.”®® In 2024, BNP
published a list of 15 deaths of its leaders and activists in custody, claiming that it was a result
of denied medical treatment or torture.”®*

According to OMCT, the police went to the homes of BNP officials after protests, and arrested
BNP members and supporters. The same source stated, on 6 November 2023, that
allegations of torture and ill-treatment by security officials and law enforcement officers had
‘multiplied’ in recent weeks.”®®

Political activists have had cases brought against them under the DSA.”®¢ A study carried out
by CGS looked into arrests made under the five years that the DSA was in effect (October
2018-September 2023). During this period 495 politicians were accused under the DSA (out
of 2 986), and 143 were arrested (out of 1 549). Looking only at cases where the profession of
the accused was known, about 32 % were politicians, while they made up 9 % of all accused.
The same study found that the share of politicians had increased with over 10 percentage
points by September 2023, compared to the previous study covering October 2018 — August
2022.%” There were reports of arrests of political activists under the CSA.”®8 Out of the 18
cases recorded by CGS as of 1 March 2024, 8 were politicians.”®®

In 2023, USDOS reported on kidnappings and disappearances of activists.”® According to a
joint statement of civil society organisation citing statistics of Odhikar, between January and
June 2023, at least 16 persons were subjected to enforced disappearance. 15 of the victims
later resurfaced alive. Most of the victims where opposition party activists and dissidents that
had participated in the protests against the government, according to the statement.”

According to a local human rights organisations interviewed by OFPRA in June 2023,
extrajudicial executions have primarily targeted the most active political activists ‘known
enough to launch a mobilisation’. According to one interviewed NGO such killings took place
on the order of the top of the state. However, executions also targeted less visible activists
according to this source, to create a ‘climate of terror.”’®? In a joint investigation by Deutsche
Welle (DW) and Netra News, insiders from the RAB suggested that ‘key figures in the ruling
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government may be harnessing the elite force for political gain, with tacit approval, at the very
least, from the highest offices’. The same article stated that Tif] targets are political in nature,
the operation only goes ahead when explicitly sanctioned from above [...] at least from the
Ministry of Home Affairs’, and targets specified from such high-level officials were
prioritised.”®®

OFPRA further referred to members of the opposition, describing continued violence against
activists and even sympathiser — including ‘presumed’ BNP sympathisers. Activist from the
BNP student branch in Sylhet told OFPRA that they were not allowed to organise rallies or
other political activities in public spaces. When they ignored this ban, the police could at times
be conciliatory, but imposed restrictions such as time limitations to the gatherings. The
police’s attitude depended on the number of participants and the location of the event.”

Ahead of the national election, Prothom Alo reported on intra-party conflicts of the AL, with at
least twelve leaders and activists dead between January and May 2023, due to clashes ‘over
leadership, establishing supremacy and local government elections.’’®® Several interlocutors
interviewed by OFPRA, also emphasised that Bangladeshi politics should not be reduced to
the polarisation between AL and BNP, as allegiances are fluid, and as counter-intuitive
alliances between local officials of rivalling parties have regularly been observed.”®

More information relevant for this profile is available in sections 2.2. Political context and
2.4. Respect of human rights.

41.4. Journalists

In their annual report over press freedom in the world, RSF ranked Bangladesh on place 165
out of 180 countries in 2024.7°” This constituted a decrease from place 150 in 2019.7°® RSF
expressed concern about the censorship by the government,’® and self-censorship impacted
the work of media outlets.®°® Moreover, civic space has been shrinking in general with, inter
alia, journalists facing a ’hostile environment®®' and being targeted by state actors and political
party supporters.t°2 Those reporting on sensitive topics (such as human rights abuse and
corruption) have experienced threats, harassment and violence®® from state actors®®* and
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political activists,®°® while addressing sensitive topics such as secularism and religious
minorities was ‘off limits’ according to RSF.&%

In March 2024, the Minister for Information and Broadcasting stated that the government
would ‘secure protection’ from harassment of journalists while they gather information and
report.®®” The same Minister later reiterated the government's aim to create space for free
journalism and freedom of expression.8® However, according to state media Bangladesh
Sangbad Sangstha (BSS), in July 2023, while distributing financial assistance to injured
journalists and their families, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina requested ‘the journalist
community not to publish any such news or criticise in such a way so that the country's
advancement and image are hampered.”® The prime minister has also called one of the
leading local media outlets an ‘enemy’ of her party, democracy and the people.t’® Moreover, in
January 2023 the government issued a letter informing of a closure of 191 websites accused
of publishing ‘anti-state’ information,®" while in February 2023, BNP’s only newspaper was
shut down by the government according to Agence France-Presse (AFP).8? Some media
outlets (e.g., Netra News) continue to report from abroad despite governmental repercussions,
including shutdowns®® and surveillance by the security agency.®"

In 2023, Amnesty International and Reporters Without Borders expressed concern on the rise
of attacks on journalists in Bangladesh 2™ while the Media Freedom Coalition also reported on
violent acts and intimidation of journalists taking place.®® In 2022-2023, ASK recorded 554
cases of violent incidents against journalists.®” In January—April 2024, ASK recorded 105 such
cases.®® The Bangladesh Federal Union of Journalists Monitoring Committee recorded at least
four cases of journalists being killed and 292 attacks, lawsuits, arrests, torture, threats, and
other forms of aggression against journalists during the first 11 months of 2023. The same
source claimed that journalists were subjected to torture, harassment, threats, lawsuits, and
obstacles while performing their professional duties.® Between 2022 and 2024, Committee
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to Protect Journalists (CPJ) recorded one journalist murdered.®2° The journalist was reportedly
murdered by a group of men who ambushed him, and the family believed that it was an act of
retaliation for the journalist’s series of reports about the AL chair of a local government unit.?*
Meanwhile, RSF recorded three cases of journalists being murdered in 2023 alone. One of the
cases was the same as reported by CPJ, while another concerned a journalist reporting on a
smuggling case which allegedly could have involved local potentates.8%?

Sources indicated that journalists and media outlets criticising the government were targeted
by the government and its supporters.t%® Journalists have had criminal cases launched against
them under the DSA #* and such cases continued to be reported under the CSA.#2° According
to CGS, at least 451 journalists were accused and 97 were arrested under the DSA in October
2018-September 2023. The same source reported that out of 451 journalists, 209 were
associated with national level media, and 197 were local journalists.®26 Out of the 18 CSA cases
recorded by CGS as of 1 March 2024, 10 were journalists.®?’

Bangladeshi journalists reporting from abroad, and their family members living in Bangladesh
were also targeted by the state authorities.?® Local media BenarNews reported on expat
journalists facing digital threats, threatening text messages and calls, and smearing
campaigns.®?® Remaining family members have been intimidated through state authorities’
visits to their homes®3*® and some of them have also been arrested.®' In one case, the brother
of an expat journalists was beaten by a group of men, allegedly accusing the journalist of
writing about the prime minister and ‘against the government’.#?

Ahead of the 2024 election, Reporters Without Borders expressed concern about the safety
of journalists as attacks against them had ‘multiplied’, with cases of journalists being
murdered, imprisoned, and attacked while reporting.®%® Several journalists were attacked by
supporters of the AL party and police while covering the political rally on 28 October 2023,8%
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and also by supporters of the BNP.8*> Moreover, 18 journalists were assaulted or harassed
during the general election coverage.®®

Reporters Without Borders further reported on ‘election candidates, militias and student wings
of the ruling party, as well as radical religious groups’ attacking journalists.®3” RSF reported on
‘extremely violent campaigns that have led to the murders of journalists’, carried out by radical
Islamist groups in the past decade. According to the same source such groups ‘use social
media to track down and harass journalists who defend secularism, the right to alternative
opinions and freedom of religion’.®*® There were also cases of ordinary people attacking
journalists.®*°

41.5. Human rights defenders

Bangladesh has a tradition of a strong civil society,®*° with one of the largest NGOs in the

world [BRAC] being based in the country.®' As per the 2016 Foreign Donations (Voluntary
Activities) Regulation Act, NGOs are required to register and obtain an approval from the
government to receive foreign donations.®*> More information about this act is available in
section 4.1.1. Leqgislation on freedom of speech, assembly and the press.

According to Bangladesh’s NGO Affairs Bureau, as of March 2024, there were 2 615
registered local and foreign NGOs operating in Bangladesh.®** The majority of the registered
organisations are development NGOs.8* Between January and October 2022, the
government ‘cancelled’ the registration of 35 NGOs.8%

In December 2023, CIVICUS reported that ‘[ilndependent civil society has virtually no more
space to operate.”®*® The government imposed limits on activities of civil society organisations
by enforcing regulations on registration and reporting,® including the 2016 Foreign Donations
(Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act.®*® Especially organisations working in areas such as
human rights experienced obstacles in the shape of state bureaucracy, inter alia in getting
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their registrations renewed.?*° As described in section 4.1.1. Legislation on freedom of speech,
assembly and the press, human rights defenders also had cased filed against them under the
DSA 850

In 2022, the prominent local human rights organisation Odhikar saw the renewal of its
registration rejected after having its case pending since 2014.%85' The NGO Affairs Bureau
reportedly claimed that Odhikar had published ‘misleading information’ on enforced
disappearances and extrajudicial killings, and consequently it damaged the image of the
state.®>? The cancellation of Odhikar resulted in criticism and request for reinstatement by
local actors and international organisations.®>* Moreover, in September 2023, Odhikar’s
director and secretary were arrested and sentenced to two years imprisonment and a fine,
following a case dating back to 2013%%* when the organisation released a fact-finding report on
extrajudicial killings.8>> They were charged with ‘publishing false images and information’ and
‘disrupting the law and order situation of the country’®*® under the ICT act.?*’

As civic space is shrinking in general,®8 activists have been targeted by state actors and
political party supporters.t®® Several sources reported on civil society activists and human
rights defenders facing harassment and intimidation by the government authorities.®°
According to results from a survey carried out by the CGS in 24 May-25 June 2023, in which
50 human rights defenders from 36 districts were surveyed, only 2 % described the situation
for their work as ‘safe’. According to the same report ‘[tjhe Human Rights situation in the
country is poor and worsening, making Human Rights Defenders and Human Rights
Organizations’ work perilous’. 86 % of human rights defenders operating at grassroots level
stated that they faced ‘various obstacles’ in their work, including threats and intimidation from
law enforcement agencies, intelligence agencies and other government officials, and also
non-state actors such as activists connected to the ruling party or the opposition party, and

849 Daily Star (The), Civil society organisations: Licence renewal, legal complexity big hurdles, 30 December 2023,
url; USA, USDOS, 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 2023, url, section 2. b.

850 Front Line Defenders, Digital Security Act: A Hanging Sword on Human Rights Defenders in Bangladesh, 2022,
url, p. 3; Riaz, A., The Ordeal Five Years of the Digital Security Act 2018-2023, CGS, April 2024, url, p. 10

851 FIDH, Bangladesh: Stop punishing human rights work, 9 June 2022, url; Al, Bangladesh: Deregistration of NGO
Odhikar detrimental to human rights work, 7 June 2022, url

852 Fidh, Bangladesh: Stop punishing human rights work, 9 June 2022, url; Al, Bangladesh: Deregistration of NGO
Odhikar detrimental to human rights work, 7 June 2022, url

853 Daily Star (The), Renew Odhikar’s registration, 13 June 2022, url; Al, Bangladesh: Deregistration of NGO Odhikar
detrimental to human rights work, 7 June 2022, url; European Parliament, Motion for a resolution on the human
rights situation in Bangladesh, notably the case of Odhikar, 12 September 2023, url; OMCT, Bangladesh: Stop
targeting Odhikar and its leadership, 22 May 2023, url; HRW, Bangladesh: End Political Prosecution of Rights
Leaders, 10 August 2023, url

854 HRW, Bangladesh: Quash Conviction and Release Rights Defenders, 14 September 2023, url; Daily Star (The),
Odhikar secretary, director jailed for two years, 14 September 2023, url;

855 HRW, Bangladesh: Quash Conviction and Release Rights Defenders, 14 September 2023, url

856 Front Line Defenders, Human rights defenders Adilur Rahman and A.S.M Nasiruddin Elan sentenced to jail for
two years, 2023, url; OMCT, Bangladesh: Prominent defenders sentenced to two years in prison, 14 September
2023, url

857 Front Line Defenders, Human rights defenders Adilur Rahman and A.S.M Nasiruddin Elan sentenced to jail for
two years, 2023, url; Daily Star (The), Odhikar secretary, director jailed for two years, 14 September 2023, url

8%8 Asia Foundation (The), A Glass Half-Full: Civic Space and Contestation in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal,
March 2023, url, pp. 3,10, 16

859 Odhikar, Bangladesh, Annual Human Rights Report 2023, 4 January 2024, url, pp. 3—4, paras. 3—4, 7

860 EU Parliament, European Parliament resolution of 14 September 2023 on the human rights situation in
Bangladesh, notably the case of Odhikar, 14 September 2023, url; OHCHR, Bangladesh legal harassment of HRDs
and civil society leaders, 5 September 2023, url

72



BANGLADESH — COUNTRY FOCUS L

religious, extremist or criminal groups. Such threats, harassment and intimidation ‘severely’
impacted their life and work, and made 28.6 % scale down their work, and 10.7 % 'leave their
areas'. The nature of obstacles included threats of harm, restrictions on activities, government
repression, physical attacks, judicial harassment and arrests, extortion and bribery and
enforced disappearance, and respondents frequently mentioned ‘imparting fear by various
means’ as the method of harassment. 10 % also stated that their friend and family members
were intimidated.®®' Other sources also reported on human rights defenders facing
harassment by the ruling party and state authorities.®®2

According to Front Line Defenders, local extremist groups often claimed responsibility for
attacks against human rights defenders ‘who write about women'’s rights, indigenous peoples’
rights, freedom of religion, and other human rights issues’ &

Labour activists were also faced violence from the police, and actors linked to the industry.®®*

On 25 June 2023, the president of the Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers
Federation Gazipur district committee, ‘was beaten to death after he supported factory
workers who did not get paid’.8®

4.2. Women and girls

4.21. Legislation and representation

Bangladesh has signed international treaties and agreements related to the rights of women
and girls, including CEDAW®¢® and its Optional Protocol.?¢” CEDAW was however adopted with
the reservation against article 2 and parts of article 16, which inter alia states that women
should have ‘the same rights and responsibilities during marriage and at its dissolution’ as the
state of Bangladesh considered these articles being against sharia.®%® Furthermore, the
Optional Protocol was signed with the reservation that Bangladesh will not undertake the
obligations set out in articles 8 or 9, which authorise the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women to examine ‘reliable information indicating grave or systematic
violations’ of state parties, and also to conduct inquiries which may include a country visit.&°

The constitution stipulates that t]he State shall endeavour to ensure equality of opportunity
and participation of women in all spheres of national life’, and that {w]omen shall have equal
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rights with men in all spheres of the State and of public life’ #”° There are also numerous laws
addressing specific forms of violence against women,®" including dowry-related violence (the
Dowry Prohibition Act (2018)), domestic violence (Prevention and Protection Act (2010)),%? and
acid violence®” (the acts of Acid Offence Control and Acid Crime Prevention (2002)).874

Bangladesh ranked highest among South Asian countries in the Gender Gap Index,®’® ranking
59 globally in 2023.87 USAID described Bangladesh as having ‘advanced regulation for
protecting women'’s rights and privileges’, but noted still existing ‘barriers to overcoming
inequality’.®”” Although the leaders of the two main political parties were women,®”® and
although the constitution guarantees 50 seats for women in parliament,®”° women remained
underrepresented in political and public life.®8 According to the latest Gender Gap Index
report there was a 58 % gap as regards women in parliament, and 80 % as regards women in
ministerial positions.®®" Seven women judges (out of 95 judges) sit in the High Court and 550
women judges (out of 2 000) serve the lower courts, according to UN Women 882

According to Freedom House, less than 50 % of the labour force were women,®® and the
World Bank indicated that women represented around 32 % of the total workforce in 2023 .88
According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, around 10 million women were entrepreneurs or
contributed to small and medium enterprises. While women represented over 50 % of
workers in the garment industry,®® most managerial and administrative positions were held by
men.®® Moreover, women ‘generally earned less than male counterparts even when
performing similar functions’, as reported by USDOS.88 Women garment workers also faced
sexual harassment at the workplace &°
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Personal laws based on religious beliefs impacted women’s possibilities to divorce®®° and to
inherit.®®' For example, under Islamic inheritance law women inherit half of what men inherit in
similar situations,®®? while Hindu inheritance law excludes daughters from inheriting unless it is
mentioned in a will.2% More information on divorce is available in section 4.2.3(e) Forced

marriage.
4.2.2. Social attitudes

The Philippine Alliance for Human Rights Advocates (PAHRA) and OMCT, described
Bangladesh as ‘a patriarchal society, underpinned by a culture of misogyny’.8* According to
the 2023 UN Gender Social Norms Index, over 99 % of Bangladeshis held at least one bias
against women, due to norms ‘undervaluing women’s rights and capabilities’. For example,
norms dictated men as ‘primary decision-makers and breadwinners’, and subordinate roles of
women.® The Institute of Development Studies (IDS) also described marriage as a norm, with
men being perceived as providers, and women as responsible for maintaining the family
reputation.®%

OMCT and PAHRA further described ‘misogyny, stalking, and rape’ as normalised by society,
and that many young men were ‘not equipped with the tools to realize that they perpetrate
offences, such as stalking and harassment’. The same sources reported on certain offences
such as rape being associated with ‘shame’ for the victim, and a fear of being perceived as
‘immoral’. This may also extend to other family members, such as sisters being considered
‘unsuitable for marriage’.8%” Other sources also reported on social stigma being connected to
sexual abuse®® and gender-based violence.®° The IDS described a ‘culture of silence’ in
which ‘women feel ashamed to openly acknowledge their experiences’ of domestic violence,
and the authorities being reluctant to interfere in the private lives of couples.*®
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4.2.3. Violence and other forms of abuse against women and girls

Violence against women remained a prevalent issue in Bangladesh®' being at ‘alarming’
levels according to several sources.’® As reported by the Dhaka Tribune, 54 % of women
have experienced physical and sexual abuse at least once in their lifetime,**® and other
sources noted that gender-based violence was underreported.®°

Information on state response is available in section 3.5.3. Violence against women and girls.

(@) Domestic violence, including dowry-related abuse

Domestic violence remained one of the most underreported cases of violence against women
in Bangladesh.®® According to Freedom House, ‘[a]s many as 70 percent of married women
are abused by their intimate partners but rarely report those incidents’.?°® In the period

1 January 2022—-April 2024, ASK recorded 461 cases of women being murdered by their
husbands.®’ According to a local media source reporting on 19 September 2022, the National
Emergency Service Number (999) indicated a high increase in reports of harassment and
domestic violence reported by women ‘in the past few years.’” In the last eight months of 2022,
the number received 13 416 calls, and the main complaints were women calling the number
due to repression, torture by husbands, and violence.®®®

Dowry is known as joutuk,*®® and is defined as money or any other asset demanded or given
as part of a marriage in the Dowry Prohibition Act of 2018. While this act prohibits the dowry
practice, and prescribe a penalty of imprisonment of up to five years and/or a fine of up to

50 000 taka [about EUR 392],° the practice still exists® and is being disguised as ‘gift-
giving’, according to research associates at BRAC University.*” In the period 1 January 2022—
April 2024, ASK recorded 339 incidents of dowry-related violence against women, out of
which 230 cases had been filed. 147 women had been physically tortured, 15 had committed
suicide after physical torture and 152 women were killed after torture.?™
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(b) Sexual harassment

The Prevention of Oppression Against Women and Children Act (2000) outlines punishments
for offences including ‘sexual oppression’. The definition includes the illegal touching of ‘the
sexual organ or other organ of a woman or child’ and sexual assault or indecent gestures’.®" In
2009, the Supreme Court issued a judgement prohibiting sexual harassment in workplaces
and educational institutions, in both public and private sectors.*™ Sexual harassment against
women has however continued.®™® In the period 1 January 2022-April 2024, ASK recorded
364 cases of women being sexually harassed.’” However, as reported by the Daily Star,
sexual abuse is underreported.®® Sources reported that women face sexual harassment in
universities®™ and in the workplace®? as well as in public places,®* and public transport.®?2
According to a joint survey carried out by UNDP together with an autonomous government
body and a local not-for-profit policy research organisation, as reported by the Daily Star, 87 %
of women had faced some form of harassment at least once, and 36 % regularly faced
harassment on public transport.®>® According OFPRA, ‘sexual harassment is ubiquitous,
whether in public transport or in the street or in the workplace, particularly in textile factories,
but also in universities and dormitories’ [informal translation].>%*

(c) Rape

Rape, as foreseen in the 1860 Penal Code,*?® is punishable by life imprisonment®?® or death, if
the woman dies as a consequence of the rape.®?’ The law does not apply to marital rape if the
wife is over 13 years.®?® The definition of rape, as per the Penal Code, includes a requisite of
penetration, and defines it as an act carried out by a man against a woman.??® In 2022, the
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government repealed a provision in the Evidence Act of 1872 and replaced it with a bill that
prohibits questioning of the victims’ character during cross-examinations in trials.%3°

In the period 1 January 2022—-April 2024, ASK recorded 1662 cases of raped women being
raped, 323 rape attempts, and 86 deaths and 13 suicides following rape.®® The police
recorded 4 762 rape cases in 2022 alone, as reported by local media outlet Kaler Kantho .2
According to Odhikar, a ‘large number of women and girls were victims of rape and gang
rape’, and some had been raped by ruling party activists and members of law enforcement.9*3
Human Right Watch estimated in 2023 that fewer than 1% of rape cases investigated by the
police lead to conviction, referring to their own investigation from 2020.93

In 2022, the 2022 Human Rights Support Society (HRSS) attributed the increase in rape cases
to factors such as the ‘lack of proper implementation of laws, weak law enforcement, social
stigma, and patriarchal attitudes that perpetuate gender-based violence.’®*®* USDOS in 2022,
noted that many survivors did not report rapes due to lack of access to legal services, social
stigma, fear of further harassment, the legal requirement to produce withesses, or the burden
of proof being on the survivor of rape.®*¢ In 2024, the executive director of ASK, cited by the
Daily Star, described public lack of confidence in law enforcement agencies and impunity of
perpetrators.®®” Odhikar further reported on non-cooperation from the police as a significant
reason for the lack of prosecution, and noting instances of police harassment of rape victims
and their family members at police stations, and allegations of police officers being involved in
rape %8

(d) Acid attacks

An acid attack ‘involves the intentional throwing of any corrosive onto the face and body of a
person to disfigure them’, as described by the Acid Survivors Foundation (ASF).%*® The ‘attacks
are carried out with the intention of causing harm, inflicting suffering, and in certain instances,
taking someone’s life’.%%°

Although cases of acid violence continue to be reported, the number of incidents has

decreased® over the past 20 years.®*? The majority of acid victims have been women,**

and
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many have been young women and girls.*** Between January 2022 and May 2024, ASF
reported on 34 acid incidents, with 30 victims being women.?*® The most common motives for
acid attacks were family and land disputes,®*® followed by dowry, marriage disputes, rejected
love, marriage, and sexual proposals and business disputes.®” In 2023, Odhikar reported that
most cases of acid violence were due to property disputes.®*®

According to an academic article victims of acid attacks often faced social stigma and
discrimination, due to the disfigurement and scars, and ‘may encounter negative attitudes,
prejudice, and misconceptions from others, leading to social isolation and exclusion.’®*°

(e) Forced marriage

As reported by OFPRA, forced marriage per se was not explicitly prohibited by law, but only
the kidnapping of women with the aim of forcing to marriage as outlined in article 336 of the
penal code.®®°

According to USDOS, forced marriage was one of the ‘significant human rights issues’ that
they had received ‘credible reports’ about.®*" OFPRA reported that inter alia victims of forced
marriage were vulnerable to labour exploitation, including servile marriage, and women being
victims of early marriage were more vulnerable to be exploited ‘within the context of marriage’
[informal translation].®>? According to X ‘harmful practices perpetrated against women and girls
with disabilities, in particular forced marriage, remain common’®3

The people most vulnerable to labor exploitation, whether forced labor, domestic servitude or
servile marriage, are victims of forced or child marriages, victims of gender-based violence,
poor people or marginalized, unemployed or poorly educated people, people affected by
climate change and natural disasters, seasonal workers and people migrating illegally

Under the 1869 Divorce Act, women can file for divorce.®®* The process of filing for and
receiving a divorce however differs depending on the religious belief and gender.%*®
According to Minority Rights Group (MRG), ‘[t]he practice of discriminatory personal laws in the
name of religion has been demeaning the status of women in the family and other socio-
economic institutions’.?*® In Islam, women face greater barriers than men when seeking
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divorce.®®” Hindu women can apply for separation, but divorce is not recognised.®*® According
to Christian personal law, divorce is allowed on limited grounds for both men and women with
more restrictions placed on women.**® According to a 2022 BBS national survey, the divorce
rate was 1.4 per one thousand people in 2022°° and 1.1 per thousand people in 2023.%

(f)  Child marriage

The 2017 Child Marriage Restraint Act sets the legal age of marriage to 18 years for a female
and 21 years for a male.®®? Children may however marry, under ‘special circumstances as may
be prescribed by rules in the best interests of the minor, at the directions of the court and with
consent of the parents or the guardian of the minor’.9%3

Bangladesh has one of the highest rates of child marriage worldwide.®®* Statistics indicate that
between 41and 51 % of women married before their turned 18 years,*®® and 8.2 % had married
before they were 15. The practice was reportedly more prevalent in rural areas (44.4 %),
although 33.5 % had married before 18 years in urban areas.®*® According to OFPRA, ‘marriage
of minors is practiced by all religious communities and is only registered with the authorities
once the girl has reached the age of 18, sometimes with false documents’ [informal
translation].%¢’

Despite the legal age requirements for marriage being 18 years of age for girls and 21 years
for boys,%®® the 2017 Child Marriage Restraint Act includes a special provision for marriages of
minors under ‘special circumstances’ and being ‘in the best interests of the minor’ with the
consent of the parents or the guardian of the minor.%®° However, the law does not specify
what the special circumstances are.?’”° According to CARE Tipping Point Initiative, ‘80% of
parents inherently believe that their daughters lack the competence to make sound decisions,
deeming the process of obtaining their consent unnecessary’ as reported by the Daily Star.%”
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The Daily Star reported that some factors contributing to child marriage in Bangladesh include
climate change®? and poverty.?”® A 2023 study of the International Rescue Committee (IRC)
revealed a 39 % surge in child marriage after ‘climate-induced disasters’ in ‘disaster-prone and
climate-vulnerable coastal regions’.®’* According to the Founder of Light shore Foundation
Sultana Razia, extreme poverty among some ethnic communities, such as among Garo and
Hajong groups, often resulted in child marriages.®’®

(g) Trafficking in human beings

Trafficking of women and girls for sexual exploitation within Bangladesh®® and across its
borders remained prevalent.®”” Sources reported that women and children have been
trafficked both overseas and within the country for the purposes of domestic servitude and
sexual exploitation.®”® Some of the groups vulnerable to sex trafficking included victims of
child marriage and gender-based violence.®”® In 2023, the UN Special Rapporteur on
trafficking in persons, especially women and children, Siobhan Mullally reported on ‘women-
headed households as particularly vulnerable, with reports of girls as young as age 12 years
being trafficked to Malaysia for purposes of child marriage, sexual exploitation and domestic
servitude.”®° Sources also reported on Rohingya girls being trafficked within Bangladesh and
internationally for forced marriage.®®' In a joint report UNODC and the government of
Bangladesh identified economic needs and climate change as two root causes making people
vulnerable to becoming victims of trafficking. People living in poverty were more vulnerable
and traffickers also targeted victims of environmental disasters. The same report stated that
‘[p]eople of all genders and age groups are at risk of domestic and cross-border trafficking’.982
The government of Bangladesh further reported that ‘[c]hild marriage, dowry, eve teasing,
domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence and discrimination push women
and children into a high-risk category’ of trafficking in human beings.*®?
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In 2023, the USDOS reported that the government of Bangladesh identified 240 trafficking
victims (115 sex trafficking victims, 92 forced labour victims, and 33 victims of unspecified
forms of trafficking). The reported numbers were lower than the figures presented by civil
society and international organisations which included at least 6 781 trafficking victims (961 for
sex trafficking, 3 764 for labour trafficking, and 2 056 for unspecified forms of trafficking).%®*
An estimated 30 000 girls were being exploited in child sex trafficking in Bangladesh,
according to USDOS.%®

Information on state response is available in section 3.5.1. Trafficking in human beings.

4.3. Ethnic and religious minorities

Ethnic minorities tend to overlap with religious minorities, including Hindus, Buddhists, and
Christians.®® More information on demography and minority groups is available in section
1.2. Ethnic and religious groups.

4.31. Legislation on the rights of ethnic minorities

Bangladesh has ratified CERD,®” constitutionally protects ‘the unique local culture and
tradition of the tribes, minor races, ethnic sects, and communities’, and prohibits discrimination
against any citizen on grounds of, inter alia, race, caste, or place of birth.%8 As previously
mentioned, many ethnic minorities identify as indigenous people,®®® but the government does
not recognise that concept,®° nor any particular rights relating to it.>'

In 2010, the government enacted the Small Ethnic Groups Cultural Institutions Act, with a
commitment to protect the cultural heritage of ethnic minorities.**?

In April 2022, the Anti-Discrimination Act was debated in the parliament.®®® The Act prohibits
discrimination on the ground of inter alia ethnicity, place of birth, and caste, and introduces a
complaints mechanism for victims of discrimination to seek remedies, according to Amnesty
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International.®®* In an interview with the EUAA on 22 April 2024, an anonymous source
confirmed that the Act is pending adoption by the government.®%®

4.3.2. Legislation on religious rights

According to the constitution, Bangladesh is a secular state,?®® although article 2A of the
constitution stipulates that ‘the state religion [...] is Islam, but the State shall ensure equal
status and equal right in the practice of the Hindu, Buddhist, Christian and other religions.’®’
Freedom of religion is constitutionally guaranteed.®®

Under Chapter XV of the Penal Code, ‘deliberate and malicious acts intended to outrage
religious feelings’ or ‘uttering words [...] with deliberate intent to wound religious feelings’ are
prohibited.?*® According to an informal translation of the act posted on social media,
‘Publication, broadcast, etc. of information in website or in any electronic format that hurts the
religious values or sentiment’ is considered an offence under the 2023 CSA."%°

The Anti-Discrimination Act proposed in 2022"% also prohibits discrimination on the basis of
religion.'”®2 More information on this act is available in section 4.3.1. Legislation on the rights of
ethnic minorities.

4.3.3. Representation and treatment by state authorities

According to Freedom House, ethnic and religious groups remained underrepresented in
politics and state agencies.”® According to the EU Election Expert Mission to Bangladesh,
indigenous and religious minorities experienced ‘obstacles to full participation in political life’,
including fear of reprisals and destruction of property.'°

According to USDOS, some ethnic communities speak only tribal languages which poses a
challenge to access government services in Bangla language.™® Reportedly, the government
developed pre-school textbooks in five indigenous languages (including Chakma, Garo,
Kokborok, Marma, and Sadri)'°°® and distributed around 25 000 books.'°®” However, sources
indicated a shortage of qualified teachers who speak indigenous languages.™°
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Sources reported on alleged censorship of indigenous communities by the government.'°%®
Prior to the International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples in 2022, the government
issued a circular instructing media, universities, and civil society organisations to refrain from
using the term adivasi (‘indigenous’) when referring to the constitution’s provision on ethnic
communities.’”™® Also, despite a robust rule of law guaranteeing religious freedoms, sources
indicated that the state authorities restricted freedom of speech of religious minorities.”"
According to BenarNews, in 2023, Bangladesh authorities released a circular requesting
Hindus to ‘stop or limit Durga Puja rituals during the five daily Muslim prayer times.""

The government announced the promotion of religious diversity and a ‘zero-tolerance’ policy
against any violence against religious minorities.”” In 2022, the government pledged to
renovate 2 300 Hindu temples and 65 Christian churches, to construct 564 mosques, and to
fund a Buddhist monastery.” Government authorities reportedly deployed law enforcement
agencies to ensure safety and security during religious festivities and at religious sites."™

In 2022 and 2023, sources reported on a number of arrests of Hindus on grounds of alleged
blasphemy under the 2018 Digital Security Act.'® The alleged acts of blasphemy included,
inter alia, a derogatory social media post ‘hurting religious sentiment[s]."°”

4.3.4. Violence against ethnic and religious minorities

As reported by Odhikar ‘[ijn 2023, there were incidents of attacks and vandalism on places of
worship and houses belonging to the Hindu community and Ahmadiyya community and
members of ethnic minority groups. There were also reports of members of the ruling Awami
League attacking minority communities leading up to the 12th parliamentary elections.”®
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Attacks on religious minorities were continuously reported in 2022 and 2023."" According to
Freedom House, religious minorities, specifically Hindus, Christians, Buddhists, and Ahmadis
faced harassment and violence, including violence against their places of worship."%°

According to Odhikar, in 2022, ‘the houses, places of worship and shops of religious and
ethnic minority groups were attacked and set on fire in different parts of the country and their
homes and lands were seized.”*? In 2022, ASK recorded 12 violent incidents against religious
minorities, all targeting Hindus.'°*? This number increased in 2023, with 22 recorded incidents.
Of these, 21 targeted Hindus, while one targeted the Ahmadiyya community. The latter case
resulted in one death, 103 houses being attacked, and 29 business centres set on fire.'°%
Between January and April 2024, ASK recorded 21 incidents, 20 targeted Hindus and one
targeted the Buddhist community.'®* Ther attacks resulted in one death, injuries, and homes,
businesses and religious places attacked or set on fire."2®

Mob attacks vandalised and destroyed Hindu homes, businesses, and temples were reported
in 2022.'°%¢ |n September 2022 a number of attacks targeted the Hindu community, according
to Odhikar some allegations suggested that these attacks were connected to local
government elections.'?” The attacks over the Hindu community and their places of worship
continued in 2023,"°%® with ‘calculated looting and then violent destruction ostensibly in
response to a social media post’.*® Freedom House reported that people with secular and
nonconformist views can face harsh criticism and ‘attacks from hardline Islamist groups’.'*%°

On 6 January 2024, a Buddhist temple was set on fire in Ramu, Cox’s Bazar."" In October
2023, up to 500 people described as activists of the Bangladesh Chhatra League and Jubo
League were sued and 2 people were arrested for carrying out an attack on protesters of the
Bangladesh Hindu-Buddhist-Christian Oikya Parishad march on 13 October 2023.'032
Furthermore, there were reports of religious fanatics carrying out attacks against the
Ahmadiyya community.™®® In 2023, a violent mob attacked an annual convention of Ahmadis
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community, held in Ahmednagar.’* The mob reportedly vandalised households and shops
belonging to Ahmadis.'®*® According to two international human rights organisations, CAP
Freedom of Conscience and International Human Rights Commission (IHRC), there is a lack of
political will to protect the rights of Ahmadis."*¢

Attacks on religious minorities tend to increase during electoral campaigns, major religious
events, or following alleged ‘blasphemous’ posts on social media as reported by OFPRA.'%’
Sources indicated a rise in number of attacks on religious minorities during the general
elections in 2024.°% Several sources reported on the ineffective role of the government in
preventing communal violence against religious minorities,'®*® and the lack of proper
prosecution of perpetrators of sectarian attacks'*® with judicial trials being lengthy or
stalled. In 2022, nationwide protests were organised by the Bangladesh Hindu Buddhist
Christian Unity Council demanding government’s action in addressing violent attacks against
religious minorities.'**?

A Christian organisation based in the US stated that Christians faced violence by the Muslim
majority.”*** According to USDOS, referring to human rights NGOs, converts to Christianity
from Islam and Hinduism may face isolation and harassment.'°** Global Human Rights Defence
(GHRD), ‘a UN ECOSOC NGO’ based in The Hague,®* also reported that converts may face
violence."® As indicated by Open Doors in 2024, violence against Christian converts resulted
in their exclusion from families and communities.'*’

4.3.5. Violence against minorities in the Chittagong Hill Tracts

According to the state-owned national news agency BSS, that spread ‘government
propaganda’ as described by RSF,"°* the government introduced a digital land survey and
created initiatives to ensure security in the CHT under the peace accord, to protect
environmental balance and to settle land disputes.'®*® Several other sources however reported
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on the lack of implementation of the CHT peace accord,’**° and the continuous deployment
and presence of Bangladeshi security forces in the area."' The UN Special Rapporteur on the
rights of Indigenous Peoples, Francisco Cali Tzay, stated on 2 December 2022 that he was
‘continuously receiving news and information from different sources about the gross and
systematic human rights violations against the Indigenous Peoples, including the members of
the local political party Parbatya Chattagram Jana Samhati Samiti (PCJSS) who signed the
accord, Indigenous human rights defenders and Indigenous women and girls. The repeated
effort over the year to grab Indigenous Peoples’ land in the name of development, tourism,
and eco-forest for national and international companies and other vested interests also
disrespects the accord.”? Some cases of land grabbing in the CHT included arson attacks on
land and houses of minorities."*3

According to the global human rights organisation International Work Group for Indigenous
Affairs (IWGIA), in 2022, the government set up a camp of the Armed Police Battalion on the
land belonging to the indigenous minority.™®>* In 2023, IWGIA reported on four indigenous
leaders killed in the CHT.™®® In 2022, sources reported on the death of an indigenous rights
activist in military custody."® As indicated by Human Rights Watch, 'the activist’s death is part
of a pattern of abuses by the Bangladesh military in the Chittagong Hill Tracts.”®%” A 2022
report by PCJSS documented 235 incidents of human rights violations in the CHT, with 1935
indigenous persons being subjected to human rights violations such as land grabbing, forced
eviction, false charges, arbitrary arrest, temporary detention, torture, sexual assault and
killings. The same source reported that the main perpetrators included state agencies, ‘army-
backed terrorist groups’, ‘communal and fundamentalist quarters’, Bengali settlers, and land
grabbers.'®® In June 2023, two social media platforms based in the CHT were closed."®
According to an anonymous source interviewed by the CPJ, ‘the outlets were being
selectively targeted ahead of the [...] 2024 national election due to their coverage of politics
and human rights in Chittagong.”®° The closed platforms were accused of operating ‘illegally’
without licence according to CPJ."%%!

More information is available in sections 2.3. Security situation and 3.5.4. Land disputes.

1050 OHCHR, Bangladesh: UN expert concerned about non-implementation of Chittagong Hill Tracts Accord, 2
December 2022, url; Bdnews24.com, Peace accord won't be implemented, struggle inevitable: Santu Larma, 23
December 2022, url; Daily Star (The), How long must we wait for CHT Accord implementation?, 2 December 2023,
url; Daily Star (The), 2022 proved how far we still are from peace in the CHT, 4 January 2023, url

1051 Al, Amnesty International Report 2022/23: The state of the world’s human rights, 27 March 2023, url, p. 88;
Daily Star (The), Can police be deployed in the army-withdrawn camp sites in the CHT?, 2 July 2022, url

1052 OHCHR, Bangladesh: UN expert concerned about non-implementation of Chittagong Hill Tracts Accord, 2
December 2022, url

1053 Bysiness Standard (The), Greed for land burns hills to ashes, 30 April 2022, url; Kapaaeng Foundation, Heinous
attack and torching of indigenous Mro houses by Lama Rubber Industries in Bandarban, 5 January 2023, url

1054 IWGIA, The Indigenous World 2023: Bangladesh, 29 March 2023, url

1055 IWGIA, IWGIA condemns killing of four Indigenous leaders killed in Chittagong Hill Tracts, 15 December 2023,
url

1056 Al, Amnesty International Report 2022/23: The state of the world’s human rights, 27 March 2023, url, p. 88;
HRW, Bangladesh: Indigenous Activist Dies in Military Custody, 30 March 2022, url

1057 HRW, Bangladesh: Indigenous Activist Dies in Military Custody, 30 March 2022, url

1058 pCJSS, Annual Report of 2022 on Human Rights Situation in CHT, 1 January 2023, url

1059 BJIM, BJIM raises concerns about sudden shutdowns of two social media-based news outfits, 25 June 2023,
url; CPJ, CPJ urges Bangladeshi authorities to lift shutdown on 2 social media platforms, 12 July 2023, url

1060 CPJ, CPJ urges Bangladeshi authorities to lift shutdown on 2 social media platforms, 12 July 2023, url

1061 CPJ, CPJ urges Bangladeshi authorities to lift shutdown on 2 social media platforms, 12 July 2023, url

87



J EUROPEAN UNION AGENCY FOR ASYLUM

4.3.6. Tea garden workers

The majority of tea garden workers belong to minority groups.'°®? A survey carried out by a
NGO coalition found that 61.4 % of tea workers and their children were considered ‘poor’, and
42.7 % lived in ‘extreme poverty’.'°®® Tea garden workers have reportedly been among the
lowest paid in Bangladesh.®* In 2022, tea garden workers across the country went on strike
demanding a raise in the daily wage from 120 taka [about EUR 1] to 300 taka [about EUR
2.4].'9%% As a result of the protests, the minimum wage was increased to 170 taka [about EUR
1.3]in 2022.°%¢ Sources indicated that some tea garden workers benefitted from government
assistance, including cash allowance, education incentives and housing.'®’

4.4, LGBTIQ persons
4.41. Legislation

The constitution stipulates that ‘the State shall not discriminate against any citizen on grounds
only of religion, race, caste, sex, or place of birth’.'°® However, as reported by the
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association (ILGA) the constitution
does not identify sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression or sex characteristics,
as grounds of discrimination.'®®® Moreover, the Penal Code criminalises ‘carnal intercourse
against the order of nature’ with any man or woman, explaining that penetration ‘is sufficient
to constitute the carnal intercourse’ described. According to the same code, penalties range
from ten years to life imprisonment, and fines."’® Sources reported that this section prohibits
same-sex activity,”" although it is rarely enforced according to Human Dignity Trust™’? and
not actively enforced according to USDOS."”?

In 2022, a new Anti-Discrimination Act was introduced in the parliament.””* The proposed
legislation prohibits discrimination on inter alia, gender.°”®> However, under the bill,
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discrimination is not a punishable offence.’’® In an interview with the EUAA on 22 April 2024,
an anonymous source confirmed that the act is pending adoption by the government.'””

According to ILGA, in 2023, the government introduced a draft of the Transgender Persons
Rights and Protection Act, to be adopted by December 2024 despite the law being publicly
opposed by prominent government officials.”’® In January 2024, the Minister for Home Affairs
denied the government’s recognition of transgender individuals, considering their identity
forbidden according to Islam.’”® The Minister added that no laws for the legal recognition of
transgender individuals' gender will be approved by the government, according to ILGA.'°8°
The Transgender Persons Rights and Protection Act is also opposed by some Muslim
clerics.'0®

4.4.2. Treatment of LGBTIQ persons by state authorities

In a 2022 report on LGBTIQ Rights in Bangladesh, Global Human Rights Defence indicated
that such rights were ‘considerably suppressed’ in Bangladesh.'°®?

Sources reported on the government’s censorship and restrictions of LGBTIQ activism and
advocacy.'®® According to CIVICUS, organisations and activists advocating for LGBTIQ rights
‘face legal barriers, limited access to funding and security risks.”®* Organisations supporting
the LGBTIQ community are unable or limited to register with the government'®® and LGBTIQ
activists are targets of violence, threats, and murder.'°®® Human Rights Watch reported on
LGBTIQ people and advocates ‘facing violence and threats without adequate protection from
the police’.®” According to the USDOS, police investigation and prosecution of perpetrators
‘remained rare’.'°® CIVICUS claimed that ‘victims often encounter reluctance from law
enforcement agencies to take their complaints seriously.”®°
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4.4.3. Social attitudes and behaviour toward LGBTIQ persons

Homosexuality in Bangladesh is met with societal disapproval and is rooted in religious
scriptures and supported by the national law."%° The stigma around sexuality prevents open
discussion on the subject™® and also legitimises the violence against LGBTIQ people by state
and non-state actors.'®®? Due to legal vulnerability, LGBTIQ persons are prone to discrimination
and harassment.°®® Sources reported that LGBTIQ persons are limited in their ability to
participate in politics™* due to societal discrimination.'%®

In 2023, BSS reported on five members of the transgender community receiving new houses
as part of the government social project.°®® According to a human rights organisation,
JusticeMakers Bangladesh (JMBD), as cited by CIVICU, discrimination and prejudice make
LGBTIQ people ‘struggle to find and maintain employment’, and ‘[e]Jconomic exclusion leads to
poverty and limited access to social services’. °9

1098 1099

Conversion therapy was a widespread practice™® and there were no legal consequences
and no measures taken to address the issue by the government."® According to an academic
article, ‘mental health condition among homosexual males in Bangladesh appeared to be
alarming’, with many being deprived of family support and love.""

Pride events have been organised in recent years according to Outright International,"? but
the website Notstr8ight, which collect information in pride events in the world,"* reported that
Bangladesh's sole public pride celebration, Dhaka Pride, is being held online, although the
source suggested for participants to ‘participate in smaller, localized community gatherings
organized by partner organizations’ to celebrate ‘the spirit of Dhaka Pride despite the
limitations’."** The first LGBTIQ-themed magazine, Roopbaan, began publishing in 2014, but
ceased its publication in 2016 as one of its founders was murdered in his home."®®
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4.4.4. Hijras

As described in an academic article, '[t]he term hijra refers to persons who identify as having
the third gender’."® According to the Daily Star, hijra ‘is used as an umbrella term that may
include intersex individuals, castrated men, and transgender women (assigned male at
birth)’."” The local organisation Bandhu Social Welfare Society, as reported by Prothom Alo,
called for a precise definition of hijra, as the term refers ‘to the culture of a certain group’
having been living in a customary way since the 1500s, rather than referring to transgender
people in general. The same source explained that some state institutions referred to ‘third
gender’ while others to hijra."°® According to a report by the International Republican Institute
(IR, [i]n official government discourse and the public’s common perception, Hijras are
intersex—not transgender. Because intersex is not a sexual orientation—intersex people are
widely viewed as asexual in Bangladesh—they are not considered “controversial.””"®

The Daily Star reported that hijras live as a community™? and according to Bandhu Social

Welfare Society, traditionally, hijras have acquired a living by performing badhai (clapping
money), blessing newborns, dancing, and singing.™

In 2022, the national census, conducted by the BBS included for the first time™? a ‘third
gender’ category.™ According to the 2022 preliminary findings of the census, 12 629 hijjras
were accounted for.™ The official number was adjusted to 8 124 in 2023."° However, other
sources estimated the number of hijjras at 1.5 million.™®

(@) Treatment of hijras by state authorities

Sources reported on hijras running in official elections and entering politics."” In 2024, the
first Bangladeshi diplomat publicly confirmed their hijra identity.™®
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Based on a 2013 Bangladesh cabinet directive, the government recognised hijras as a legal
third gender category.™ The precise definition of hijra was not provided"?° and the gender
recognition has not been reflected in laws and policies."' Legal identification documents and
voter registration forms include the option to select a third gender."™? BLAST reported that the
use of different ‘gender markers’ by government authorities include passports™? with
category of ‘other’ in addition to ‘male’ and ‘female’, while the national identity cards as well as
voter registration forms included a ‘Hijra’ category, and some government forms (e.g.,
application forms to open a bank account) included the category ‘third gender.”* ‘The
differences in gender markers create a gap with no clear guidelines on who has access to
these gender marker options and whether non-hijra trans and gender-diverse people can be
recognised under this other/third gender category’ as reported by ILGA."*® According to
Reuters, ‘applying, obtaining, and changing official documents remained challenging for
members of the hijra community.”® Sources reported on the government authorities
conducting medical examinations to legally recognise individuals as hijras."?” According to
JMBF, DNA tests have been performed ‘if deemed necessary’ in order to ‘confirm their
biological characteristics.?8

In 2023, the National Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB) introduced a new textbook for
school children, featuring a chapter on hijras."*® The new chapter generated protests,
organised by an Islamist party Islami Andolan Bangladesh (IAB), known for its position against
the transgender-inclusivity in school curriculum.™° Due to the criticism, the textbook was
removed from the curriculum by the NCTB.™' In 2024, the first mosque welcoming members
of the hijra community was opened in Bangladesh.™?

™9 Qutright International, Country Overview: Bangladesh, 2024, url; Bdnews24.com, 'Third gender' gets state
recognition, 11 November 2013, url; HRW, Bangladesh: Gender Recognition Process Spurs Abuse, 23 December
2016, url

20 Daily Star (The), The twisted plight of Bangladeshi transgender community: A critical error in policymaking, 10
June 2022, url; Prothom Alo, Precise definitions of hijra and transgender are required: Shale Ahmed, 26 March
2022, url

21 BoB, Universal Periodic Review of Bangladesh, 44" Session, April 2023, url, p. 6

122 SA, USDQOS, 2022 Country Reports on human Rights Practices: Bangladesh, 20 March 2023, url, section 6; EU,
Election Expert Mission to Bangladesh 2024, Parliamentary Election, 7 January 2024, url, p. 16

23 Bangladesh, Machine Readable Passport Application Form, n.d., url

24 BLAST, From Recognition to Realising Rights: Legal Protection of Gender Identity in Bangladesh Law, December
2019, url, pp. 2,7

25 |LGA, ILGA Database - Bangladesh, [2024], url

26 Reuters, Feature-Bangladesh disaster response neglects vulnerable trans community, 28 June 2022, url

"27 |LGA, ILGA Database - Bangladesh, [2024], url; Daily Star (The), The twisted plight of Bangladeshi transgender
community: A critical error in policymaking, 10 June 2022, url; JMBF, 2022 Annual report, An updated state of
LGBTQI+ in Bangladesh, 2023, url, p. 42; HRW, World Report 2024: Bangladesh, 2023, url

28 JMBF, 2022 Annual report, An updated state of LGBTQI+ in Bangladesh, 2023, url, p. 42

"29 Dhaka Tribune, Minister: Sharifa’s Story debate will be fixed if needed, 24 January 2024, url; New Age, Ministry
forms committee to review story on transgender, 25 January 2024, url

"30 Dhaka Tribune, IAB takes to streets over transgender story in textbook, 26 January 2024, url; New Age, IAB
brings out procession against transgender, 27 January 2024, url

31 Bold News, Bangladesh: Govt Withdraws Two Text Books Amid Controversy Over Content, 11 February 2023, url;
Dhaka Tribune, NCTB to remove, edit controversial sections from withdrawn textbooks, 11 February 2023, url

32 Dhaka Tribune, Mymensingh mosque welcomes hijra community, 29 March 2024, url; Al Jazeera, Bangladesh
opens mosque for transgender hijra community, 5 April 2024, url

92



BANGLADESH — COUNTRY FOCUS

Sources indicated that the government introduced training and employment opportunities for
hijras™® and a tax break for companies hiring employees from the third gender community.™*
According to a 2024 OFPRA report, ‘even when hijras get a job thanks to these measures,
hijras can be insulted, discriminated by their colleagues, so several of them quit and went
back to their guru and to be recognised as hijras and get a job, hijras have to go through a
medical exam, and they may encounter doctors with a total lack of awareness of gender
issues.™® According to an academic article, ‘hijras lack access to quality services, health care,
and employment opportunities.® Restricted from access to government relief,"s” many hijjras
live in poverty and rely on begging and sex work to survive."®

(b) Social attitudes and behaviour toward hijras

According an academic article, ‘the hijras are the most vulnerable and disadvantaged minority
in Bangladesh.™® The same source reported on hijras facing social exclusion and stigma.™?
However, ‘hijra are the least stigmatised of the LGBTQI community, even though they too are
discriminated’ according to the European Union Election Expert Mission.™

4.45. Violence against LGBTIQ persons including hijras

JMBD reported on different types and forms of violence perpetrated against LGBTIQ persons
including physical assaults, psychological abuse, job suspensions, kidnappings, detainments,
harassment, ransom and extortion, fabrication of cases, arrests, suicides, blackmailing, and
killings. In 2022, JMBF documented 51 violent incidents against LGBTIQ persons, involving
204 individuals of ‘sexual minority groups’."*2

(@) Violence against LGBTIQ persons by state authorities

The LGBTIQ community faces various forms of violence, discrimination, and marginalisation,"?
including discrimination in housing, occupation, employment, and access to government
services including justice and healthcare as reported by USDOS."™4
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According to JMBF, LGBTIQ persons often face harassment in public spaces and workplaces,
and ‘there are no mandated safeguards against sexual harassment of LGBTQI+ people in
workplaces and educational institutions’ as reported by CIVICUS.™*

A local organisation Boys of Bangladesh (BoB), working for the rights of LGBTIQ communities
in Bangladesh, indicated that ‘LBQT women continue to face many challenges which include
[...] a high rate of gender-based violence and domestic abuse, high pressure of marriage at a
young age, and a lack of decision-making power.” The same source reported on cases of
forced marriages and marital rape of lesbian and bisexual women."®

(b) Violence against LGBTIQ persons by non-state actors

In 2023, sources reported violence against gay men by criminal gangs.™’ Gangs used dating
applications to arrange dates with gay men and used physical violence or blackmail against
them.™® Earlier reports included the murder of the founder Roopbaan magazine and his friend
in 2016™° by the local militant organisation Ansar Al Islam."™° In 2021, six members of the
militant group were convicted of murder™' and sentenced to death."? According to USDOS
LGBTIQ writers and bloggers ‘continued to receive death threats from extremist organizations’
in 2023."2 A 2021 report published by ILGA Asia suggested that people ‘identified as gay and
bisexual men’ indicated ‘a rise of male rape victims'™* with cases of rape taking place in
madrasas."™® Victims seeking justice face legal challenges as male rape is not recognised by
|aW.1156

More background information on attacks against LGBTIQ persons carried out by Islamist
groups is available in section 2.3. Security situation.
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Annex 2: Terms of Reference

The reference period should be 1 January 2022-15 May 2024.

General background: Geography, demography and socio-economy

e administrative division
o ethnic/nationality groups and their location, including Rohingyas
e religious groups and their location

e socio-economic situation of the population: poverty rates, daily subsistence, and
impact of climate change

e migratory trends, including climate-induced displacement and international migration

Political system and state institutions

e state structure and legal system
e political context, including civic space and political violence

e security situation and armed actors

Human rights issues

e legal framework, incl. status of international conventions

e death penalty

e corporal punishment, torture and inhuman or degrading treatment
o enforced disappearance

e prison conditions

Political activists, NGO workers and other critics

e treatment of the state
e treatment of society
e treatment of armed groups

Ethnic and religious minorities

e societal and legal position
e discrimination
e ethnic and religious violence

Women and girls

e societal and legal position of women and girls

e violence and other abuse against women and girls, including domestic violence,
dowry-related abuse, rape, acid attacks, harassment in the workplace, forced marriage
and extrajudicial punishment
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LGBTIQ persons

e societal and legal position of LGTIQ persons
e treatment of state authorities

e societal treatment

e attacks of Islamist groups

Justice and security sector
e judiciary
e law enforcement
e other relevant institutions
e capacity issues
e integrity issues, including corruption
e access to justice and legal assistance

e access to justice and legal assistance for certain types of disputes and crime, including
personal loans and debts/loan sharks, trafficking and violence against women.
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