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PUBLIC STATEMENT 

Appeal for human rights to be respected in Assam  

Alarmed by the increasing violence in the Indian state of Assam, Amnesty International is 

renewing its call on all involved in the conflicts there to respect human rights and abide by 

international humanitarian law. 

 

The organization is also urging the central and state governments and the security 

forces to ensure that impartial investigations are carried out into all allegations of human 

rights violations by security forces  and that anyone found responsible be brought to justice. 

 

“Tension over land, resources, cultural identity and political power has reached a level 

where the most basic of human rights -- the right to life -- is being ignored, ” Amnesty 

International said. 

 

“It is essential that those with influence over events in this region -- including the 

Indian government, security forces, political parties, the leadership of armed groups and 

governments of neighbouring countries -- do everything in their power to end the abduction, 

torture and killing of civilians.”  

 

Amnesty International is calling on all parties to the various conflicts in Assam to 

recognise that human rights are universal, and to ensure that the basic principles of 

international humanitarian law are fully adhered to in practice. In particular, armed groups 

should take the following steps: 

 

 Instruct all combatants under their command in the rules of humanitarian law; 

 Order combatants to humanely treat prisoners, the wounded and those seeking to 

surrender, whether they are civilians or members of armed forces, and never to kill 

them; 

 Prohibit deliberate, arbitrary and indiscriminate killings of non-combatants under any 

circumstances; 

 Prohibit the taking of hostages under any circumstances; 

 Conduct proper investigations into alleged abuses by their combatants in order to 

determine responsibility; 

 Ensure that individuals suspected of committing or ordering deliberate and arbitrary 

killings are removed from any position of authority or duties which bring them into 

contact with prisoners or others at risk of abuse.  

 

Background   

On 29 December 1998, a woman leader of a tribal community was beheaded after being 

pulled out of a bus in Kokrajhar district of Assam. The attack was reportedly carried out by 

members of the Adivasi Cobra Militants of Assam (ACMA), an armed tribal group. The 

ACMA are reportedly also responsible for kidnapping civilians.  

 



On 12 December, 20 members of the Muslim community were killed and several 

others injured in Kokrajhar district while felling trees. Some were reportedly attacked with 

machetes. So far, no group has claimed responsibility for the killings but it is suspected that 

the National Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB) may have been responsible. The group 

had previously threatened members of the non-tribal population not to fell trees. In November 

suspected NDFB members fired indiscriminately and threw grenades at people watching a 

mobile movie show in the neighbouring Barpeta district. Six people were killed and scores 

injured.  

 

Human rights abuses -- including deliberate killings and hostage-taking of civilians -- 

have allegedly also been committed in Assam by the Bodo Liberation Tigers (BLT). Bodo 

tribal groups have been campaigning for an autonomous state of Bodoland for decades. Local 

observers believe that the increase in violence by armed Bodo groups against Muslims, 

originally from Bangladesh, and Santhal tribal people, who have settled in Assam from other 

parts of India, is intended to frighten them into leaving the area. 

 

During 1994 and 1995, several thousand Muslim settlers were forced to flee the area 

because of attacks by armed Bodo groups. Many remain in relief camps where they continue 

to be vulnerable to attack. There are also concerns at an increase in violence by Santhal and 

other non-Bodo groups in retaliatory attacks. Since May 1998, attacks by Santhal and Bodo 

armed groups on members of each others’ communities have increased and hundreds have 

been killed. 

 

There have also been reports of increased killings by members of the United 

Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) and allegations that security forces have been supporting 

the activities of surrendered ULFA members, called SULFA, by attacking existing ULFA 

members, their sympathisers and relatives. 

 

ULFA has alleged that SULFA, sponsored by the state government, is carrying out a 

pattern of political killings, specifically targeting relatives of ULFA functionaries. In 

response, ULFA threatened in mid-December to attack government ministers and employees 

and activists of the Asom Gana Parishad (the ruling political party in Assam) if what they 

term the "secret killings" of its activists did not cease within a month.  

 

Movements for autonomy and secession in Assam have been exacerbated by state 

corruption, a lack of economic development, large numbers of refugees and indigenous 

communities competing for land, and the security forces’ failure to fully respect human rights 

when carrying out security operations. 

 

In addition to human rights abuses by armed groups in Assam, Amnesty International 

has highlighted the suppression of human rights activity and the virtual impunity of the 

security forces, who have also committed widespread human rights violations under the 

Armed Forces Special Powers Act 1958, which gives them powers to arrest people without 

warrant and to shoot to kill. The Supreme Court last year upheld the constitutionality of the 

Act in the face of objections by Amnesty International and other human rights groups, but 

directed the government to strengthen human rights safeguards in the application of the law. 
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