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People celebrate in Umayyad Square in central Damascus, Syria yesterday, as they pull the statue of late

president Hafez al-Assad, father of president Bashar al-Assad.

Israeli strikes Kkill 20 in Gaza

Troops raid school sheltering displaced Palestinians in Beit Hanoun

REUTERS, Cairo

Isracli troops Kkilled at least 20
Palestinians, most of them in the
northern Gaza Strip, on airstrikes
and other attacks on targets
that included a school sheltering
displaced Gazans, medics and
residents said yesterday.

They said at least 11 of the dead
were killed in three separate Israeli
airstrikes on Gaza City houses. The
others were Kkilled in the towns of
Beit Lahiya, Beit Hanoun and Jabalia
camp.

Residents said clusters of houses
were bombed and some set ablaze in

the three towns. The Israeli army has
been operating in the towns for over
two months.

In Beit Hanoun, Israeli forces
besieged families sheltering in Khalil
Aweida school before storming it
and ordering them to head towards
Gaza City, the medics and residents
said.

Medics said several people were
killed and wounded during the
raid on the school while the army
detained many men. The number
killed was not immediately clear.

There wasnoimmediate comment
from the Israeli army. Since October
last year, Israel’s offensive in Gaza has
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killed almost 45,000 people, mostly
civilians, according to authorities in
the Hamas-run Gaza Strip, displaced
nearly the entire population and left
much of the enclave in ruins.

Palestinians accuse Israel of
carrying out ethnic cleansing to
depopulate the areas at the northern
edge to create a buffer zone. Israel
denies it and says the campaign
targets Hamas members and aims to
prevent them from regrouping.

A bid by Egypt, Qatar and the
United States to reach a truce has
gained momentum in recent weeks,
yet there has been no news of a
breakthrough.

State-backed system
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identifying details.

The commission has identified at
least nine detention facilities operated
by the Directorate General Forces
Intelligence (DGFI), RAB and the police’s
Counter Terrorism and Transnational
Crime unit.

RAB detention cells were in buildings
that had strikingly similar layout, noted
the report. As an example it said that
the illegal detention facilities of RAB 11
in Narayanganj, RAB 7 in Chattogram
and RAB 2 in Mohammadpur were in
nearly identical buildings, in spite of
being in geographically different places.

“Such uniformity strongly indicates
centralised planning and oversight,” it
said.

MISDIRECTION

A key finding of the inquiry was that the
culture of enforced disappearance “was
systematically designed over 15 years to
remain undetectable”.

The concerted misdirection would
begin right at the abduction when
plainclothesmen of one agency would
falsely claim to be from another, to
make detection difficult and denial
easy. “If DGII was operating, they would
claim to be RAB; if it was RAB, they
would claim to be DB, etc.”

The forces often exchanged their
victims too, moving them around so
that it would be difficult to ascertain
where exactly they were or who had
abducted them.

While one agency carried out
abduction, another would be charged
with incarceration and yet another
agency would be delegated with
execution, or release.

“As a result, even individuals directly
involved in victim elimination teams
often lacked knowledge of who they
were eliminating or the broader context
of the operations.”

TARGET SELECTION AND
SURVEILLANCE

The commission said that law enforcers
would forcibly disappear people acting
on orders from politically connected or
influential figures.

The notorious murder case of seven
people in Narayanganj was cited as an
example clearly pointing at politicians
using enforced disappearances for
personal gain.

The commission concluded,
based on interviews with victims and
members of armed forces, that mobile

technology was integral to surveillance.
While one victim said his captors had
referred to a private phone call, others
said they had received suspicious phone
calls before their abduction where no
one spoke on the other side. “These
calls were presumably used to pinpoint
the victim’s location.”

ABDUCTION AND DETENTION
Victims were picked up from the streets
or their homes, typically at night. But
there have also been instances where
victims were picked up from public
places like ferries and roadsides. They
were often called out before being
forced into minivans (microbuses).

“Once inside, they were immediately
blindfolded, handcuffed, and threatened
with weapons. Frequently, torture, such
as beating or electrocution, began
almost immediately” notes the report.

The report cites an instance of a
smooth abduction where onlookers
on a ferry did not suspect anything. In
another instance, the report says, “...an
eyewitness reported: ‘Thad tea with him,
and he started off for his home. Fifteen
minutes later, I found his bicycle and
books lying by the roadside.” Since the
victim survived, It was possible to piece
together the details of his abduction...”

“However, in cases where the victims
did not return, especially when taken from
isolated areas, there is often no evidence to
indicate what happened to them.”

Victims were detained for varying
periods, ranging from a couple of
days to eight years. The report notes
that contrary to popular belief, not all
detainees were housed in secret cells.
Some were kept with other regular
or legal detainees as well, which
“highlights the complexity of their
detention circumstances”.

Detailed interviews of living victims
have helped the commission to map
their locations during detention.

“..In one instance, a victim described
a distinctive door in a facility, allowing
us to identify a room that had once
been subdivided into three cells, even
though the partitions were demolished
by the time of our visit.”

TORTURE

The commission found that with
agencies like the detective bureau and
the police counter terrorism unit,
“torture was carried out in a manner
that integrated it into the daily
operations of these offices”.

Detainees reported that workers

calmly worked at their desks completely
ignoring the screams of agony coming
from close by, “suggesting a disturbing
normalisation of such practices at these
offices.”

But the facilities managed by RAB
and DGFIwere outfitted with specialised
infrastructure for torture. One instance
from 2010 of a young man abducted by
RAB from Dhanmondi stands out.

“He reported that he was taken o a
room where his lips were immediately
sewn without the wuse of any
anaesthetic.” The victim later described
the procedure as similar to patching
together cowhide.

In another incident from 2018,
another man reported that his genitals
and ears were electrocuted, also at a

RAB facility.
“The consistency in the torture
practices, despite the significant

temporal and geographical separation
between these cases, strongly suggests
that such practices were not only
systemic but also institutionalised
across these forces.”

The full details of the commission’s
findings will be presented in its final
report.

EXECUTION

Once abducted, the only way out was
to either be executed or be framed with
trumped up charges.

The commission has received “some
verified reports detailing the methods
of execution”. The interim report says
that one method of execution was by a
gunshot to the head. The bodies were
then tied with cement bags and thrown
into rivers. “This method was described by
military officers who had served in RAB
as standard procedure to ensure that the
bodies would sink,” said the report.

Specific execution spots and disposal
sites included some locations along
the Buriganga River, Shitalkkhya River
(Kanchan bridge) and Postogola bridge.
In fact, the Postogola bridge had a
boat, confiscated from the pirates of
Sundarbans, that had been modified for
use in these operations, notes the report.

The reports narrates the experience
of one RAB battalion commander,
where he was made to witness an
execution as a part of his orientation
into the force.

The session, conducted by the
head of RAB intelligence of that time,
featured two executions on a bridge, to
initiate him into RAB.
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