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KanwarSingh, aHead Constableof DelhiPolice attached to Mangolpuri
Police Station, was stabbed near Peeragarhi Chowk on the night of 28
Novermnber 1994 by three unidentified youngmen. Thesame nightonwards,
policefrom thethana started rounding up young men from thelocality. The
process of finding culprits for the stabbing incident by picking up the local
youthand interrogatingthem, wentonforthe nexttwoto threedays. Until one
ofthese 156 boys, Suresh aliasMontu, died in thisprocess. Whether thisdeath
was natural orunnatural will now be decided by an SDM enquiry held under
Section176,Cr.P.C..

Suresh (26), a safai karamchari in Bombay, arrived in Delhion the
moming of 1 Decemberwith hismother, to attend a family wedding. He was
picked up bythe police onthe nightof 1-2 December. Onthenextday, hewas
broughttoJaipurGolden Hospital at 11:30 p.m., and hedied therewithin half
anhour.

We started investigating the death from 4 December. By which time
enquiries by the SDM and the Special Investigating Unit of Delhi Police had
been ordered, and mostof the policemen atMangolpuri P.S., including the
SHO, had beensuspended. Weweretold by the cument SHO thathe could not
say anythingsince he had taken charge only after the incident, and all the
documentsofthe case had been taken by the SDM for his enquiry. The ACP
headingtherecently established Special Investigating Unit of North West
districttold usthathewasnotin a position to commentbecause hewaswaiting
forthe SDM'senquirytoproceed. Inany case, he added, the casewould be
transferred to the Crime Branch, which itwas on the very nextday. Every
investigatingauthoritypleaded itsinability tocommenton the casebecause of
anotherenquiry. Wedid manage, however, to speaktothe SDM and to the
Additional DCP {North West). Theyindicated thatthe primafacie evidence
pointed to deathduetotorture. Butthey too pleaded their inability togive us
an official account, since the casewas still being investigated. Whateverwe
have gleaned has been limited, therefore, by 2ll these restrictions on the
availability of information. The sheerprofusion of enquiries leavesvery little
spaceforanyindependentinvestigation.

The official action in the aftermath of this death iswelcome, since thisis
the first case of custodial death out of four in thisyear, in which any police
official hasbeensuspended. The SHO, Virender Chauhan, 2 Sub-Inspectors,
Ishwar Singhand Jai Bhagwan, and 3 constables, havebeen suspended, and
the Additional SHO, LaxmiNarain, hasbeen transferred. The caseisnow
being investigated by the Crime Branch. A case of culpable homicide not
amounting to murder has been registered under Section 304 IPC, ona
complaintfiled by the victim'smother. Butno policeman has been airested so

far.



Weweretold that thiswas partly because the FIR and all the statements
made before the SDM did notaccuse any specific policeman. Whichin itself
isapointertotheintimidatory powerofthe policein the colony. Further, when
thedeath tookplaceinsidethe premisesofthepolice station, how canthe family
beexpected to knowwhichspecificpolicemenwereinvolved? Secondly, itwas
arguedthatinany casethe accused were notlikely toabscond, sincethey were
all policemen. Our experience tells us otherwise, because in the case of
custodial rape at Samaipur Badli (in the same police district) inJuly 1993 for
instance, two of theaccused policemenabsconded formore thantwomonths,
by which time the victim retracted her charges. Thirdly, the investigating
authoritiesargued thattheywanted tobuild up asubstantial casebased onsolid
proof, beforetheymade any arrests. Such scruples did notseem to operate,
unfortunately, when morethanahundred andfiftyyoungmenfromthecolony
werepicked upforinterrogation.

Thereissome uncertainty astowhether the victim Sureshwas officially
arrested atall. Accordingto the Additional DCP, he was taken away from his
houseintheearymomingof2 December. Hedied in hospital on thesameday
at 11:30p.m. Even according to the official account, he had beenin police
custody throughouttheday. Andyet, hehad certainly notbeen producedbefore
amagistrate. Thepolice technically had twenty four hours’ timeto carry out
this procedure, andsincethey had arrested him early inthemoming, they could
arguably have produced him beforethe magistrate the nextmoming. Unfortu-
nately forthem, Suresh did notsurvivethe day.

This was notan isolated instance of an arrestbeing madewithout the
necessarysafeguardsbeingobserved. The hundred andfiftysixyouthrounded
upforroutineinvestigation were notformally arrested. Higherauthoritiesin
DelhiPolice conceded thatan entry of arresthastobemadein thedaily register,
beforeanyindividual isquestioned in the thana. This admission of principle
- though hasverylittle relation to the ground reality of police practice. And
charges ofwrongful confinementare neverpressed ageinstthese policemen.

Thedeath of Sureshinpolice custody is notjustan aberration oradeviant
actbyafew policemen. Hidden behind thisdeathis the process by which
unemployedandidleyoungmeninslumsorresettlementcoloniesareroutinely
roundedupwhenacrimeiscommitted. Sometimesthey arepickedup because
they havean official history of crime, sometimes even when they have no
criminal records. Sometimes they areproduced beforeamagistrate, sometimes
they areletoff after alittle questioning, some humiliation and beating. Andin
thisinhuman and illegal process of random arrests, a corpse is sometimes
broughttoacity-hospitalmortuary. Theresetiement colony keeps changing,
now PandavNagar, nowMangolpuri. The palicestation keepschanging. The



crime forwhich the youth are rounded up keeps changing, now theft, now
assault. Whatdoes not change is the socio-economic background of these
youth. Thatbackground determines the nature of the relationship betweenthe
residents of theselocalities and the police. Hence the disregard of the police
forprocedure, whichbecomes anissue tobe investigated in the aftermath of
acustodialdeath.

Butadeathin police custody becomesanissueinthefirstplace, onlywhen
popularprotestforcesofficial action. Assoon as newsof Suresh’sdeath spread
in Mangolpuri on the morning of 3 December, hundreds of angry residents
gathered outsidethe Police Station fo protest. Forthe police, a crowd of people
isaproblem oflawand order. Fortheresidentsonthe otherhand, agheraowas
the only mode of protestleft open to them. Particularly because they had
already maderepeated tripsto thethana tofind outabout thevariousyoung
men, only to be tumed away every time. Itis quite possible that butfor this
protest, Suresh’s death would have gone unreported and unnoticed by the
authorities. Inthefour cases of custodial death in Delhithis year, thisisthe only
casewhere therewas concerted public protest, and the only case where any
policeman hasbeensuspended. Inthiscollectiveactionliethe sourcesof hope.

A Record of Silence: OtHer DeatHs IN 1994

Date Name Social Police |Cause of |Official | Other Action
Background | Station | Death |Action| or Protest

23.4.94 |Unknown [Footpath Jama |De- None |None
(20) dweller, Masjid [hydration
manual work
29.5.94 |Kuldeep |Sonoftaxi |[L.G.I Heat None |Wirit petition
Singh driver. Airport |stroke by family.
(21) Illegalty S.C. orders
migrated to CBI enquiry
Germany and Rs. 1
lakh
compensation

27.8.94 [Masoom |Retired army |Seelam |Heart None |None
Ali (60) (pensioner pur Attack
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