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Introduction

Police reform is at a critical juncture in South Asia. South Asian communities have suffered for
too long at the hands of police who are brutal and partisan arms of ruling governments.
Bangladesh and India have the dubious distinction of being home to the oldest policing laws in
the Commonwealth — both date back to 1861. Sri Lanka is not far behind, with an archaic 1865
Police Ordinance. While Pakistan has a relatively
new law — it replaced its 1861 Act with a Police
Order in 2002 — the Maldives does not have even
have legislation to govern policing. The time has
come for real change and reform.

“The roundtable — the first
opportunity for South Asians to sit
together and talk about policing — is
absolutely key to getting a
conversation going on police reform

oo ) All of the countries in Commonwealth South Asia are
and accountability in the region.”

grappling with issues of police reform. In
Bangladesh, the government is embarking on a
wholesale overhaul of the police laws and
infrastructure. In India, a drafting committee has put
together a new Police Act, while the Supreme Court
has required governments to implement accountability. In the Maldives, police laws are on
their way, along with independent oversight mechanisms to ensure police accountability. In
both Pakistan and Sri Lanka, governments are working towards transforming the police — and
in Pakistan, this process is taking place across the criminal justice sector.

— Maja Daruwala, Director of CHRI

The Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (CHRI) has been working on issues of police
reform and accountability in India and across the Commonwealth for over ten years. On 23
and 24 March 2007, CHRI hosted a roundtable for South Asians to come together and
exchange experiences of police reform, in recognition of the important role that police reform
has in furthering the development of democracy and good governance, the promotion and
protection of human rights and the growth of an efficient and effective criminal justice sector in
South Asia.

The roundtable brought together
lawyers, academics, journalists, police
officers, government officials and
human rights practitioners from across
the five Commonwealth countries of
South Asia — Bangladesh, India, the
Maldives, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. The
roundtable aimed to examine current
challenges and debates on police
reform in the region and to look at some
of the best practices from around the
globe. As well as a forum for open
discussion and  debate  around
challenges and experiences, the
roundtable included a focus on existing
and possible mechanisms to create
stronger police accountability.

“Each of the countries of Commonwealth
South Asia share similar policing backgrounds,
and face similar challenges. Talking through
these challenges within the context of each
different country’s particular situation and
looking for ways to support one another and
the reform movement in South Asia is a big
step towards giving the people of South Asia
the police that they want and the police that
they need and deserve.”

— Maja Daruwala, Director of CHRI

The roundtable opened with an address by Mr Shivraj Patil, the Minister of Home Affairs in
India. Mr Patil emphasised the critical importance of police reform in South Asia and shared his
vision for the future of policing in India. On the first day of the roundtable, delegates were given
an opportunity to raise their concerns about policing in their own country, while police reform
initiatives in each jurisdiction were also considered. Common problems and approaches were
identified. The first day also included a session on police-executive relationships in South Asia
and a consideration of international good practice on police-executive relationships.

The second day of the roundtable opened with a discussion on police accountability in South
Asia, and then moved to a session on international examples of effective civilian oversight of
the police. The final session of the conference aimed to take the debates of the roundtable



from rhetoric to reality; delegates looked at the role of civil society in the police reform process
and then break-out groups put together plans for moving the reform process forward in each
jurisdiction.

The first section of this report sets out a summary of the debates and discussions from the
roundtable. The remainder of the report provides background information — the roundtable
agenda, a media release circulated prior to the meet and the concluding statement and
recommendations settled by the delegates.

The roundtable was a first step towards building a strong, regional network of informed, active
and supported reform advocates. In mid 2007, CHRI will release a report on police
accountability in South Asia, to sit with its sibling publications on police accountability in Kenya,
Uganda, Tanzania and Ghana. CHRI will continue to work with the friends and partners it
made during the roundtable, and will also continue to encourage those friends and partners to
work with one another, as reform processes in South Asia go forward and South Asians get
closer to the police that they want.
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1. Roundtable report

This section sets out a chronological summary of the presentations, discussions and debates
during the roundtable. For reference, an agenda is included in section 3. Presentation papers
and associated PowerPoint presentations are available on the CHRI website
(www.humanrightsinititiative.org).

1.1. Opening session — What ails policing in South Asia?

The opening session of the roundtable focused on the key causes of problems in policing, the
main complaints members of the community had regarding the police and the major problems
that police face when performing their duties. The aim of the session was to provide an
opportunity for participants to table their concerns about policing and to raise awareness about
the concept of democratic policing.

The session demonstrated that people have the same concerns about policing across all five
countries, despite huge differences in policing structures, police strength, population,
geographical area and context. These concerns covered the way the police are perceived, the
way the police function and the constraints and challenges that the police face.

Discussions on the key causes of problems in
policing focused on a lack of investment in proper
training, poor service conditions and state
unwillingness to provide financial and human
resources to the police. Political interference with
police functioning - where in many cases officers
are used as order enforcers rather than law
enforcers - also leads to unsatisfactory and
discriminatory policing. Many patrticipants felt that
there has been a decrease in the overall quality of

The problems of policing

The main complaints identified by
participants about police were:

- brutality and misconduct;
- corruption;
- failure to perform basic tasks;

- refusal to register complaints; governance, and this is reflected within police
- poor investigation skills (leading to ranks. Outdated laws and practices, coupled with
low conviction rates); corruption, and the gap between the community
- excessive use of force; and the police contribute to the rot that has set in
- complete insensitivity to public across the system. The absence of any efficient
grievances and complaints; and transparent mechanisms of police oversight

has created a situation where police feel they are
above the law. In Sri Lanka, militarisation of the
police has created huge problems of
accountability.

- lack of accountability; and
- increasing politicisation of the police.

The police and the political establishment both
resist reform. Participants recognised that officers face serious constraints in performing their
functions efficiently and without bias. Indeed many of the causes of bad policing listed by the
participants were also considered to be constraints faced by police — examples ranged from
political interference and lack of resources to public pressure for immediate arrest and a lack of
public trust in the police.

The Union Home Minister of India, the Hon Shivraj Patil, also shared some of these concerns in
his inaugural address. “The police should be the protectors, philosophers and friends of people
in society,” explained Minister Patil, "Do the community see it like that? No.” The Minister also
listed constraints faced by the police who he considers “are overburdened; the police to
population ratio is not satisfactory and needs to be increased... We need to inspire the police to
perform their duties in the best possible manner. It is to be examined by the society how they
should be rewarded (and how to acknowledge the good things they do) and how to punish
them for the wrong things they do.”

Tying together the discussion in this session, Maja Daruwala, the Director of CHRI, stressed
that evidence of the need to reform is unquestionable; commenting that “We cannot pretend the
police today perform, whatever their constraints are. We cannot say that what the police are






