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Fact-Finding Report of the Visit of the Two–Member Team of the National Commission for Minorities to Hyderabad, Bhainsa, Nirmal Town and Vatoli Village from 20 – 22 October, 2008.

Professor Zoya Hasan and Dr. Dileep Padgaonkar

*****

NATIONAL COMMISSION FOR MINORITIES

Report of the NCM visit to Andhra Pradesh (20 – 22 October, 2008)
Two members of the NCM – Professor Zoya Hasan and Dr. Dileep Padgaonkar – visited Andhra Pradesh from 20 - 22 October 2008 to inquire into the incidents of communal violence that took place in Adilabad district of the state between 10-15  October 2008.  The team Members visited the affected areas and Vatoli village on 21.10.2008.  The team members paid a courtesy call on the Governor, Mr. N.D. Tiwari, and met the Chief Minister, Dr. Rajasekhar Reddy, the Chief Secretary, Mr. Ramakant Reddy, DGP, Mr. S.S.P. Yadav, senior civilian and police officials, representatives of political parties, social activists, civil society organizations and other affected people, rights groups, and relatives of victims and district level officials.

The epicentre of communal violence was Bhainsa town located some 270 kms from Hyderabad close to the border of Maharashtra. Sporadic violence occurred in Nirmal Town, Bhainsa Rural, Kubeer, Tanur, Basar, Lokeshwaram PSs on 10, 11, 12, 14 and 15 October 2008. On 10 October 2008, (19) cases occurred and on 11-4-2008 (8) cases, while on 12, 14, and 15 one case each was reported. 

Bhainsa town has a history of communal tensions. Between 1957 and 1996, 12 major incidents took place, most of them on the occasion of processions of idols. The last major communal clash occurred in February, 1996. According to the 2001 census, Bhainsa town has a population of 41258 of which a little more than 40 per cent are Muslims and the rest are Hindus. The town is known for cotton ginning and for its oil mills.

In view of this history, the police should have been particularly alert during such processions. This year’s Ganesh immersion procession passed off without an incident because of the large presence of law enforcement agencies. However, the situation went out of control on 10 October, 2008 on the occasion of procession of the Idols of Durga Devi. It must be noted that October 10 was a Friday and that the timing of the procession coincided with the Friday afternoon prayers at the Panjesha mosque. It may also be noted that the Durga processions have gained in scale in recent years. We were informed by the state authorities that this year there were close to 21 groups of processionists in Bhainsa town. In the past, these processions did not provoke tensions because their numbers were few. This may have led the police not to mobilize adequate personnel to ensure the peaceful passage of the processionists. According to police authorities, C1 and S1 of Bhainsa police station along with 20 constables were on bandobast duty at that time. They took the precaution to ask nearby shops to down their shutters. 

The first set of processionists crossed the mosque peacefully just before the start of the prayers. The group that followed was asked not to proceed further until the prayers were over. Once the prayers ended and the mosque was closed the processionists were allowed to go further. However, the groups that were held back continued to play loud music, audio cassettes, dancing and sprinkling of gulal. In particular the playing of the song “banaenge ram mandir” and slogans: “Hindu ka bachcha bachcha banaeyga mandir achcha, achcha” sent the air. The point to note is that these scenes took place within less than 30 yards of the mosque, which is to say practically in front of the mosque. Also important to note is that these scenes went on for close to half an hour. This was confirmed by the police officials present during the procession and senior police officials. Doubtless in reaction to these slogans and music stones were pelted at the procession from nearby Muslim houses. The processionists in turn indulged in stone pelting. Many projectiles were aimed at the mosque. We observed brick marks on the walls of the mosque. Police tried to disperse the Hindu and Muslim groups and made efforts to persuade the processionists to move beyond the mosque. They resorted to lathi charge. When this failed they fired 35 rounds in the air. According to some Muslims, two Muslim youth fell to police bullets. The police flatly denied this and pointed to a post-mortem report which concluded that the deaths were caused by stab wounds. 

The news of the incidents in the mosque area spread to the surrounding localities of the town. Youth of both communities began to indulge in rioting, stone pelting and arson. In the process, 79 shops, big and small, were reduced to ashes and six lorries and six motor cycles were damaged. These properties belong to members of both communities though the proportions were different: 14 shops owned by Hindus as against 53 owned by Muslims. Six Muslim homes were also damaged in the arson. These houses are located in close proximity to the mosque. No Hindu houses were damaged. One vehicle owned by a Hindu was damaged and five vehicles owned by Muslims.

Three persons died in these incidents – two Muslims and one Hindu. Three were seriously injured – two Hindus and one Muslim. Twenty five others suffered light injuries - five Muslims and twenty Hindus. Nine police personnel were also injured. 

The communal violence in Bhainsa town spread to neighbouring areas. But by far the most serious incident occurred in Vatoli village in the night of 11 and 12 October. Vatoli, which is located 11 kms from Bhainsa, consists of 150 houses. Only two belong to Muslims. There is no known history of any communal animosity in the village. 

According to the police, a religious ceremony was held until the late hours of October 11, 2008. At about 2.00 a.m. on October 12, 2008, villagers noticed smoke emanating from the house of Mahbub Khan, a tailor by profession who also ran a small grocery shop and dispensed herbal medicines to the needy. The matter was reported to the fire station and a fire tender reached the village soon afterwards. The fire was extinguished by about 3.00 a.m. It is only after day-light that the number of victims became known. They included Mahbub Khan, his wife Safiya Khanum, his daughter and three grand children between the ages of two and six. The bodies were completely charred.

When we visited the village on 21 October, we were not able to get a clarification about the circumstances of this arson. Relatives of the victims, including his son and son-in-law, contend that the family members were first killed and then the two rooms of the Indira Awas Yojna house were set on fire. Some others, however, believed that death occurred due to asphyxiation and on account of the roof collapsing on the victims. The rooms had no ventilation and the two doors of the house were locked from the outside. We did not see any evidence of the fire damaging the exterior walls of the house. Also worth noting is the fact that a large amount of combustible material lying next to the room where the bodies were recovered was not affected.

The CBI inquiry ordered by the state government will doubtless throw light on the circumstances leading to the ghastly tragedy. We, however, have little doubt that the murders were deliberate and premeditated. One major reason for reaching this conclusion is that all six bodies were found by the police, when it came to the site, in one room. We were further informed by senior police officials that bodies were discovered in two piles. It is surprising that all the bodies were lying in only one room which is not large enough to accommodate all of them. This suggests that the family members may have been killed earlier. Otherwise they would have been found in different parts of the house trying to escape from the fire engulfing it. Police informed us that police investigations into this heinous crime are in an advanced stage and they have rounded up a large number of suspects. Charges against them are likely to be filed imminently.

Some information we garnered on the spot may offer clues regarding the motives of the perpetrators. Mahbub Khan was a respected person in the village and there is no evidence of personal animus against him. Then why was he targeted? What we have been able to gather is that Mahbub Khan was a practicing Muslim who went to Bhainsa town to offer Friday prayers. He was known in the area to be a practicing Muslim unlike the other Muslim family in the village. He was thus a clearly identifiable target.

 The other reason could be that Muslims have a sizeable presence in the town whereas they constitute a minuscule minority in the villages. We were given to understand that whenever tensions took place in Bhainsa, Muslims in the rural areas were at the receiving end of the Hindu’s majority’s anger. It appears that Mahbub Khan’s family was a victim precisely of such communal vengeance.

Observations

Adilabad has always been a communally sensitive district. However, in recent years the growth of communal organizations has further vitiated the atmosphere. There has been intensive communal mobilization on both sides. Political parties across the spectrum and communal outfits have been fishing in troubled waters. They have indulged in deliberate provocation. 

Bhainsa town is classified as a communally sensitive town - a point that was repeatedly stated by the senior officials of the state government and the district. This sensitivity arises not from the social attributes of the area but from the events surrounding festivals and processions. This raises the question whether more active efforts could have been made for monitoring the Durga Mata procession rather than allowing things to develop and responding to events after the violence. The possibility of an outbreak of trouble could have been anticipated by an alert police. More efforts could have been made to regulate the procession such as an alternative route for the procession particularly because it was being taken out on a Friday. Moreover, stronger efforts could have been made to identify anti-social elements to ensure that they did not take part in the procession. This was not done. This is surprising especially in view of the communal history of the district.

The playing of music, songs, and slogans in an atmosphere of tension was clearly an act of provocation. The senior police officials themselves stated that the song ‘banaenge mandir’ was a ‘source of provocation’ to the nearby Muslim youth. It appears that the organizers and participants in this procession were spoiling for a conflict and succeeded in provoking one. 

The inaction of the administration may be due to the absence of intelligence on events that were clearly planned. We were informed that some of the processionists were members of the Hindu Vahini. It is important to know who organized the procession, why anti-social elements found a place in the procession, and whether they reside in the area or came from outside.

Our inquiries suggest that the authorities have kept a closer tab on Muslim extremist outfits than Hindu extremist organizations such as the Hindu Vahini which according to several accounts given to us is fairly active in this district. There is virtually no intelligence on the Hindu organizations working in the area. Communalism and extremism of sections of the Muslim community is well known but there is very little recognition of Hindu communalism and the systematic cultivation of divisions and hatred. Had the role of the Hindu Vahini in exploiting every religious festival to spew communal hatred been more fully recognized the authorities may well have been better placed to preempt or atleast contain the violence that occurred on 10th October. In particular, it was important that the authorities examine the content of speeches and slogans of communal outfits which are designed to inflame passions. A far greater degree of vigilance is required to monitor the activities of communal outfits and of political parties who seek to exploit religion and communal sentiment for electoral games. The communalization of politics is primarily responsible for the kind of incidents that took place in Adilabad district.

We were told by the police that villagers saw smoke emanating from the house in which six members of the family were burnt alive in Vatoli. It is curious that from the neighbouring houses no one came to rescue the family. This could be because they knew or expected that everyone inside the house was dead and they did not want to be in a position to have to answer questions of the police. It is, indeed, surprising that people living in such close proximity did not know that persons inside have died and more so that they made no efforts to try to put out the fire.

This much said, we also observed that following the outbreak of the violence the state authorities acted swiftly and efficiently to ensure the return of normalcy. Curfew was imposed in Bhainsa, special police force (APSP), additional forces were requisitioned from other districts, Pickets and patrolling parties were deployed in the town and at eight other surrounding stations. The Rapid Action Force was also deployed. It staged flag marches in the town and adjoining areas. Vehicles checking parties were posted at strategic locations to prevent the movement of miscreants. Village defence squads comprising members from both communities were formed to do patrolling. Peace committees were activated. Senior police officials were camping in sensitive areas.

Until the end of our visit 129 persons had been arrested and 30 cases started for arson, looting and wielding of sharp instruments. A large proportion of those arrested belong to the Hindu community. It is significant to note that unlike what transpired in case of communal attacks in other parts of the country, these arrests were non-bailable.

As a result of these measures, the authorities were able to restore peace and prevent any further eruptions of communal tensions and attacks. In several other parts of the country such attacks continued unabated for weeks due to a lack of firm action. The Chief Minister is also to be commended for immediately asking for a CBI inquiry into the Vatoli tragedy. Furthermore, he announced relief and rehabilitation package for the victims – Rs. 5 Lakhs for the next of kin of those who lost their lives and a government job for one member of the family, ex gratia payment to those who lost their property 100 percent upto Rs.50,000/- damage and above Rs.50,000/- 75 percent of the excess damage subject to a ceiling of Rs.4 lakhs. Rice, dal and edible oil was to be provided to the affected families.

Recommendations

1. Intelligence and police officials should monitor the contents of speeches, pamphlets, handbills and slogans of leaders of communal outfits. Legal action should be initiated against those inciting communal hatred through such hate speech.

2. The local authorities should ensure that procession routes avoid passing alongside places of worship.

3. Permission for these processions should be granted duly on the condition that it takes place outside the prayer timings.

4. No procession should be allowed to linger in front of a place of worship or in its immediate vicinity.

5. Peace committee needs to be active on a continuous basis and not only after the outbreak of violence.

6. The Communal Violence Bill which has been introduced in Parliament needs to be expeditiously passed.

7. Cases filed against the accused in incidents of communal violence should be investigated and chargesheets filed expeditiously.  If sufficient number of cases are available, Government should set up special courts. This alone can ensure that justice is meted out or seen to be meted out. This would act as a deterrent against future attempts to create communal disharmony and violence.
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