
forced disappearances and extrajudicial executions
throughout Punjab is a long-term goal of the col-
laboration between Benetech’s HRDAG and Ensaaf.
This preliminary descriptive analysis is a first step

towards that goal and is aimed at framing our future,
inferential statistical analysis and research on en-
forced disappearances and extrajudicial executions
during the counterinsurgency in Punjab.

5 Observed Patterns in Reported Lethal Violence in Punjab

This preliminary analysis describes patterns
in the observed data across the dimensions of
time, space, and the demographic profile of docu-
mented victims. The available statistical data have
been independently collected by government and
non-governmental entities. This report considers
whether the data are consistent or inconsistent with
claims by the government of India and security offi-
cials. In particular, it aims to clarify whether doc-
umented lethal violence associated with the coun-
terinsurgency in Punjab follows the pattern of “ran-
dom excesses” or “minor aberrations” of overzealous
security officials, as senior Punjab officials have pre-
viously claimed.93

This section describes the pattern of reported en-
forced disappearances, extrajudicial executions (in-
cluding “fake encounters”), and “illegal cremations”
documented by previous data projects in Punjab.
The magnitude and patterns described here do not
represent the total magnitude and overall pattern
of enforced disappearances, extrajudicial executions,
“illegal cremations,” and alleged militant deaths.
Rather, this analysis describes the pattern and trend
of the reported acts observable from the available
data, such as:

• Variations over time in the number of reported
enforced disappearances, extrajudicial execu-
tions, “illegal cremations,” and deaths relative
to one another; and

• Variations in reported enforced disappear-
ances, extrajudicial executions, documented
cremations, and newspaper-reported deaths
across Punjab districts.

Based on government assertions that human rights
violations were “random excesses” or “aberrations,”
we would expect the reported human rights abuses
to reflect random variations across time and space.
It is plausible that the more that security forces en-
gaged in violent incidents, as recorded by the Tri-
bune, the more likely we would find “aberrant” vi-
olations during a given time period. Human rights
groups including Ensaaf, however, also cite the in-
tensification of counterinsurgency violence, and the
corresponding focus on eliminating large numbers
of suspected militants, as the driving force behind
widespread lethal human rights violations.94 Pat-
terns observed in this analysis will suggest future
directions for research that will allow us to statis-
tically determine the true nature of the violations,
whether systematic or random.

K osova/ K osovo, March-June 1999 (Washington, DC: ABA/CEELI-AAAS, 2000); Patrick Ball, Jana Asher, David Sulmont,
and Daniel Manrique, “How many Peruvians have died? An estimate of the total number of victims killed or disappeared in
the armed internal conflict between 1980 and 2000,” Report to the Peruvian Commission for Truth and Justice (CVR), 2003;
Romesh Silva and Patrick Ball, “The Profile of Human Rights Violations in Timor-Leste, 1974–1999: Report by the Benetech
Human Rights Data Analysis Group to the Commission on Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR),” (Palo Alto: Benetech
Human Rights Data Analysis Group, 2006) http://hrdag.org/resources/timor chapter graphs/timor chapter page 01.shtml (ac-
cessed January 18, 2009).

93Rajender Puri, “The Real Fake Encounter,” Outlook, May 16, 2007, http://www.outlookindia.com/full.asp?fodname=
20070516&fname=rajinderpuri&sid=1 (accessed December 11, 2008); See also “‘It is our political will’ Interview with Beant
Singh,” Front line , November 20, 1992, p. 28.

94See, e.g. Human Rights Watch/Asia and Physicians for Human Rights, Dead Silence, p. 2
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5.1 Pat t erns of Rep ort ed Lethal V io-
lence Over Ti me

According to accounts from senior security officials
and historians, militancy-related deaths increased
notably in the early 1990s, and declined due to
two major events: the implementation of “Opera-
tion Rakshak II” in November 1991, representing a
major influx of Army officers into Punjab, a reor-
ganization of the police force by Punjab Police chief
K.P.S Gill, and the election of the Congress Party to
political office in Punjab in February 1992, espous-
ing a mandate to “eliminate” terrorists.95

This description would suggest that the count
of reported killings of militants, security forces,
and civilians would, on average, increase over
time, and peak around November 1991 to mid-
1992, with a notable decline in 1993. Hu-
man rights groups similarly state that viola-
tions escalated as a result of Operation Rak-
shak II.96 Fluctuations in the number of deaths

The available data
are consistent with
qualitative findings
suggesting that en-
forced disappearances
and extrajudicial
executions were over-
whelmingly concen-
trated in the early
1990s when the gov-
ernment intensified
its counterinsurgency
operations against
alleged militants.

reported may be asso-
ciated with events such
as elections and ma-
jor militant attacks or
special operations by a
particular security forces
unit, or may instead
reflect sample selection
effects by which the
available data are con-
strained. Future re-
search will concentrate
on addressing such limi-
tations.

Figure 1 shows the
pattern of reported en-
forced disappearances

and extrajudicial executions documented by the
People’s Commission on Human Rights Violations
in Punjab (PCHR) and the Committee for Coor-
dination on Disappearances in Punjab (CCDP),
which varied substantially over time, but gener-
ally remained consistent with the pattern of deaths
reported in the Tribune. All three data sources
consistently show a rise in reported lethal violence
in Punjab in the early 1990s. Such reported vio-
lence was overwhelmingly concentrated in the period
1991–1993. Of the deaths reported by the Tribune
from 1988 to 1995, 53% (8,294/15,707) occurred
between 1991 and 1993. Similarly, 55% (232/422)
of lethal human rights violations reported to the
PCHR were concentrated in this period, as were
61% (1,038/1,691) of lethal human rights violations
reported to the CCDP. The pattern of enforced dis-
appearances and extrajudicial executions reported
by CCDP, which is shown at the top of Figure 1,
shows an isolated spike of around 20 documented en-
forced disappearances and extrajudicial executions
in late 1984. Then from 1985 to 1991, between 0 and
20 enforced disappearances and extrajudicial execu-
tions are observed per month, suggesting a low level
of violence until 1992. From 1992, enforced disap-
pearances and extrajudicial executions reported to
the CCDP, on average, steadily increase to around
50–60 per month in late 1992 and then steadily de-
crease to low levels (of about 0 or 1 per month) by
early 1994. This observed pattern is consistent with
qualitative findings that enforced disappearances
and extrajudicial executions were overwhelmingly
concentrated in the early 1990s when the govern-
ment intensified its counterinsurgency operations
against alleged militants.

Qualitative analyses by scholars and human
rights groups have found that there was notable vari-
ation in how perpetrators disposed of the bodies of
the disappeared and extrajudicially executed.97 In
some cases a victim’s body was dumped in a canal,

95Singh, Ethnic Conßict in India , p. 166. Operation Rakshak II involved over 150,000 Indian Army soldiers, 40,000 paramil-
itaries, 53,000 Punjab Police, 20,000 Home Guards, and 12,000 Special Police officers—a total of 275,000 security forces.

96Human Rights Watch/Asia and Physicians for Human Rights, Dead Silence, p. 2.
97Ibid.
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Figure 1: Count of Reported Lethal Violence by Month, 1984–1996
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Figure 2: Count of Documented Cremations by Month, 1984–1996
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while in other cases security officers handed the vic-
tim’s body back to the family. When Jaswant Singh
Khalra and his colleagues discovered that the bodies
of some victims were secretly cremated in municipal
cremation grounds,98 he collected documentation of
cremations in three municipal cremation grounds in
Amritsar and five other cremation grounds in other
parts of Punjab.99 Figure 2 presents the observed
pattern of documented cremations in these crema-
tion grounds along with the “illegal cremations” ac-
knowledged by the NHRC. It is important to note
that information collected from the municipal cre-
mation grounds includes only a sample of cremations
carried out there: evidence suggests that not every
body cremated in a municipal cremation ground was
recorded.100 For example, cremation ground work-
ers interviewed by CCDP stated that security offi-

cers sometimes burned more than one body in each
pyre.101 Furthermore, not all cremations recorded
in the municipal cremation grounds were illegal. In
contrast, the NHRC data report “illegal cremations”
listed by the Central Bureau of Investigation and
confirmed by security forces and the NHRC. Never-
theless, the temporal pattern of documented crema-
tions in the municipal cremation grounds is similar
to that of the pattern of“illegal cremations”accepted
by the NHRC. The pattern of documented crema-
tions in municipal cremations grounds, like that of
reported enforced disappearances and extrajudicial
executions documented by CCDP, PCHR, and Tri-
bune, varied substantially over time. “Illegal crema-
tions” confirmed by the NHRC were concentrated in
1988–1994: 94% of cremations acknowledged by the
NHRC and 89% of cremations documented in the

98Kumar, et al., Reduced to Ashes, pp. 161–165.
99The locations of cremations grounds outside of Amritsar, where Khalra carried out documentation work, include Kapurthala,

Moga, Zira, Ludhiana, and Faridkot districts.
100Please see Section 4.1.3 of this report.
101Geoff Parrish, “India—Who Killed the Sikhs?” Dateline, SBS Australia, April 3, 2002, http://news.sbs.com.au/dateline/

india who killed the sikhs 130052 (accessed January 18, 2009)
102The correlation coefficient reported here is a quantitative measure of how closely the number of cremations documented
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Khalra records were concentrated in this period; the
correlation between these two sources is ρ = 0.86.102
The high correlation coefficient suggests that crema-
tions recorded in the Khalra records and “illegal cre-
mations” acknowledged by the NHRC were caused
by the same underlying process. Human rights ac-
tivists have shown that cremations were preceded by
arbitrary arrests, illegal detentions, enforced disap-
pearances, and extrajudicial executions carried out
by security forces.103

All available data sources, including reported en-
forced disappearances, extrajudicial executions, “il-
legal cremations,” and lethal violence reported by
the Tribune reflected a consistent pattern through-
out the counterinsurgency, suggesting that different
types of violence were driven by the same underlying
causes. Specifically, the pattern supports existing
qualitative findings by human rights groups that ex-
trajudicial executions, enforced disappearances, and
“illegal cremations” were driven by the main policies
and practices of Indian security forces during the
counterinsurgency.104 In addition, these data are
inconsistent with claims by security officials that ex-
trajudicial executions, enforced disappearances, and
“illegal cremations” were minor aberrations by a few
overzealous security officials.

5.1.1 The Nature of Lethal Violence Re-
ported in the Tribune Across Time

As discussed in Section 5.1, the temporal patterns
of enforced disappearances and extrajudicial exe-
cutions reported to CCDP and PCHR and the
lethal violence reported by the Tribune appear ini-
tially to be consistent with each other. In gen-

eral, the temporal pattern of reporting by the Tri-
bune is similar to that of the CCDP but differs
in a notable way: the documented lethal violence
by the Tribune suggests that large-scale lethal vi-
olence commenced in mid-1990, almost two years

The observed cor-
relation between
reported enforced
disappearances and
reported encounters
is consistent with the
phenomenon of “fake
encounters.”

earlier than when is sug-
gested by the CCDP’s
data. To explore this
difference, in Figure 3,
we analyze the tempo-
ral pattern of lethal vi-
olence reported by the
Tribune by the specific
causes of death reported.
This pattern shows that
the 1992 peak in deaths
recorded by the CCDP happened at a time when the
Tribune reported increasing “encounter” deaths in
which gunfire was exchanged, and fewer deaths from
lethal attacks, suggesting that the CCDP-recorded
violence was following a pattern more closely asso-
ciated with alleged encounters, rather than lethal
attacks. Qualitative evidence from human rights
groups have demonstrated that human rights vi-
olations were falsely reported by security person-
nel as militant deaths from encounters.105 The ob-
served correlation between reported enforced disap-
pearances and reported encounters is consistent with
the phenomenon of “fake encounters.”

The correlation between reported lethal attacks,
“found bodies,” “encounters,” and “inter-gang war-
fare” is shown in Table 1. The large, positive cor-
relation coefficients between all pairs of Tribune-
reported violation types show that all violation types
reported by the Tribune tended to increase and de-
crease together. This consistency suggests a “flow-
on” effect, where the types of violence may be de-

by these two sources move in the same direction over time. ρ = 0 would indicate no correlation, ρ = 1 would indicate perfect,
positive correlation and ρ = −1 would indicate perfect, negative correlation; the observed ρ = 0.86 shows very strong, positive
correlation.
103See, e.g. Kumar, et al. Reduced to Ashes, pp. 207–598.
104See, e.g. Human Rights Watch/Asia and Physicians for Human Rights, Dead Silence, p. 2.
105US State Department, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices

- 1993: India,” January 31, 1994, http://dosfan.lib.uic.edu/ERC/democracy/1993 hrp report/93hrp report sasia/India.html
(accessed December 11, 2008).
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Figure 3: Monthly Number of Incidents of Fatal Violence Reported by the Tribune Over Time, by Reported
Mode of Violence. Data from Tribune editions published in March 1992 were not available. Some other
records are not shown: 2% (289/17,582) of records have an unknown violation type, and 2% (267/17,582)
of records have a violation type other than lethal attack, found body, encounter, or inter-gang warfare. 2%
(338/17,582) of records have invalid or unknown dates, and 0.04% (7/17,582) of records have a date outside
1984–1996.
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Table 1: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficients between the Different Reported Modes of Death Shown in
Figure 3.
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pendent upon each other. For example, encounters
increasing may be in reaction to attacks on increas-
ing civilians. Establishing these dependencies with
more data will allow us to examine possible causes
for different violation types and the reasoning behind
counterinsurgency policies and practices.

Figure 4 compares the pattern of Tribune-
reported fatal violence suffered by civilians and al-
leged militants against that suffered by security offi-
cials. The patterns reported by the Tribune suggest
that civilian and alleged militant deaths were consis-
tently greater than security officer deaths. Figure 4
shows an interesting shift in Tribune-reported deaths
around the beginning of 1992 similar to the shift in
alleged encounters and lethal attacks illustrated in
Figure 3. Before 1992, the Tribune reported more
civilian deaths (usually by lethal attack) than al-
leged militant deaths (usually by encounter), but
after February 1992, this pattern is reversed, with
the Tribune reporting more encounter deaths of sus-
pected militants than attacks on civilians.

There are at least two potential explanations for
this observed pattern:

• an actual shift in fatal violence from civilians
to alleged militants, as the Indian and Punjab
security officers launched coordinated opera-
tions,106 or

• a shift in how the state and/or English-
language media reported the nature of vio-
lence related to the insurgency and counterin-
surgency operations.

Figure 4 also shows that reported fatal violence
against security officers is notably lower than fa-
tal violence against civilians and alleged militants
throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s. This
may be representative of the actual pattern of vi-
olence during the period or may be a function of

systematic under-reporting of casualties suffered by
security personnel. More data and inferential statis-
tical methods are needed to clarify this point.

106Kanwar Sandhu, “Punjab Police, Official Excesses,” I ndia Today, October 15, 1992, p. 82 (attributing the shift in fatal
violence to legitimate security gains as well as fake encounters).
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Figure 4: Monthly Number of Incidents of Fatal Violence Reported by the Tribune Over Time, by Reported
Victim Status. Data from Tribune editions published in March 1992 were not available. Some other records
are not shown: 0.2% (27/17,582) of records list a victim with unknown status, and as in Figure 3, 2%
(338/17,582) have invalid or unknown dates, and 0.04% (7/17,582) have a date outside 1984–1996.
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5.1.2 Patterns of Reported Enforced Disap-
pearances, Extrajudicial Executions,
and “Illegal Cremations” Across Time
and Space

Historical accounts suggest that militant violence
was concentrated in the Punjab districts bordering
Pakistan, primarily Amritsar and Gurdaspur, until
the Indian Army was deployed briefly in December
1990 and again in November 1991 along the Punjab-
Pakistan border, leading to a militant exodus to fur-
ther districts.107 Security forces are reported to have
pursued the militants to other parts of Punjab.108

The reported lethal violence from the Tribune

is concentrated in Amritsar: 38% (6,448/17,146)
of Tribune-reported deaths with a known location
occurred in Amritsar district. Similarly, reported
lethal human rights violations and “illegal crema-
tions” are concentrated in Amritsar district: 62%
of enforced disappearances and extrajudicial execu-
tions reported to the PCHR and CCDP occurred in
Amritsar, and 100% of “illegal cremations” reported
to the NHRC occurred in Amritsar. The high per-
centage is most likely a function of the NHRC fo-
cus on Amritsar district, which in turn affected the
investigative work of the CCDP, wanting to make
an impact on the case. The CCDP organized the
PCHR, and may have in turn influenced a dispro-
portionate number of survivors from Amritsar dis-
trict to submit affidavits. Khalra’s investigations of

107KPS Gill, “Endgame in Punjab: 1988–1993,” South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2001, http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/
publication/faultlines/volume1/Fault1-kpstext.htm (accessed December 11, 2008).
108A senior intelligence official notes that, in response to these operations by the Indian Army and police, the militants re-

treated to other districts of Punjab, into which the security forces are reported to have pursued them. Manoj Joshi, “Fear in
the fray,” Front line , February 28, 1992, p. 4.
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the municipal cremation grounds throughout Punjab
found 53% (785/1,484) of the cremations in Amrit-
sar. This pattern may be a function of convenience
sampling, given that Khalra was based out of Am-
ritsar district. Thus, the concentration of reported
human rights violations in Amritsar district does not
speak to the location of violations overall.

Figures 5 and 6 show the spatial distribution
of reported lethal violence over time. Both data
sources, despite their focus on Amritsar, also show
that as lethal violence increased, its spatial distri-
bution changed from being concentrated exclusively
in Amritsar district prior to 1990 to being spread
throughout almost all districts of Punjab in 1990–
1992.109 It should be noted that the reported levels
of violence outside of Amritsar are relatively small
compared to those within Amritsar, but this may
be a function of the CCDP’s focus on Amritsar dis-
trict and the Tribune’s greater ability to cover in-
cidents in the major urban hub of Amritsar rela-
tive to other areas of the state. It is particularly
interesting that the spatial-temporal distribution of
violence reported by these two sources is so con-
sistent, as the way in which these data were col-
lected and compiled are substantially different. As
described in Section 4.2.3, the CCDP data was com-
piled by a local human rights organization which
used a structured questionnaire to collect detailed
events data and demographic information about the
victims. After 2001, when the CBI released its lists
of cremations to the parties to the NHRC litigation,
the CCDP focused its documentation efforts on Am-
ritsar district. Hence violence in Amritsar may be
disproportionately represented in the CCDP data.
In contrast, as discussed in Section 4.2.5, the infor-
mation contained in the Tribune was compiled by
journalists who relied heavily on reports and press
releases by the security forces. It is unclear how
centralized the public information and media liaison
processes of the security forces were in the late 1980s
and 1990s. Additional research on the coverage
and representativeness of the Tribune articles on the

counterinsurgency is required. However, the nature
of the Tribune reporting was certainly closer to a

The distribution of
human rights viola-
tions across Punjab
over time mirrors
the pattern of vio-
lence reported in the
Tribune, suggesting
that counterinsur-
gency practices led
to greater violations
as the conflict grew
more intense across
the state.

passive surveillance sys-
tem which relied heavily
on information updates
from the security forces,
in contrast to the proac-
tive, community-based
information collection by
CCDP through struc-
tured questionnaire in-
struments.

The available data
collected by the NHRC,
NGOs, and official gov-
ernment processes sug-
gest that lethal violence
spread from Amritsar to
other districts of Punjab
in the early 1990s, with Amritsar district consis-
tently recording the largest amount of reported vio-
lence. However, the available data are substantially
limited by the overwhelming focus of the PCHR,
CCDP, and NHRC data collection on Amritsar dis-
trict. It is therefore difficult to draw conclusions
about the patterns of violations across districts.
However, based on the available data, not only is
there clear evidence of human rights violations out-
side of Amritsar district, the distribution across
Punjab over time mirrors the pattern of violence
reported in the Tribune. The consistency between
these data suggests that counterinsurgency practices
led to greater human rights violations as the conflict
grew more intense across the state.

109See Section A.2 for a discussion about the changes to the boundaries of administrative divisions within Punjab.
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Figure 5: Counts of Lethal Violence Reported in the Tribune Newspaper, 1984–1996. Precise counts, includ-
ing records of violence with unknown places or dates, are given in Table 2. During this time, some Punjab
district boundaries changed; see Section A.2 for details.
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Figure 6: Counts of Lethal Violence Reported by the CCDP, 1984–1996. Precise counts, including records
of violence with unknown places or dates, are given in Table 3. During this time, some Punjab district
boundaries changed; see Section A.2 for details.

1990!1992 1993!1996

1984!1987 1988!1989

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

Violent Deaths and Enforced Disappearances During the Counterinsurgency in Punjab, India:

A Preliminary Quantitative Analysis

33


